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During the reign of the Wanli Emperor, when whispers of distant faiths and foreign sciences drifted into the Middle Kingdom with the Jesuits, the court itself seemed to breathe with curiosity. Strange clocks chimed in forbidden halls, maps of unknown worlds were unrolled before scholars, and men with pale faces spoke of a single god.

Yet the Emperor’s interests were not confined to philosophy or machinery.

He had grown restless.

The palace was filled with beauty, an endless procession of carefully chosen women from every province of China. They were graceful, obedient, exquisitely trained. They feared him, revered him, and never contradicted him. And that, in time, had become their greatest flaw.

He wanted something else.

“Find me someone different,” he had said, his voice quiet but absolute. “Not merely beautiful. Someone... alive.”

So an emissary was sent.

For two years the man travelled. Through bitter winters and suffocating summers, across mountains veiled in mist and rivers that swallowed whole caravans. He visited hidden villages, bustling cities, noble houses and humble farms. He met women of wit, of charm, of rare skill. Dancers who moved like flowing silk, poets whose words could bring grown men to silence, warriors who rode and fought like legends.

And yet, each time, something was missing.

None of them carried that elusive spark the Emperor had spoken of. That sense of unpredictability, of spirit untamed.

The emissary began to fear he would return empty-handed. Until he reached Macao.

The city felt unlike any place he had seen. It stood at the edge of the empire like a doorway half-open, where China met the wider world. The air itself seemed different, carrying unfamiliar scents of spices. Foreign ships crowded the harbor, their masts like a forest of spears against the sky.

Men in black robes walked beside merchants in silks. Strange languages mingled with Cantonese in the streets. Crosses hung where once only ancestral tablets would have stood.

And it was here, amid this collision of worlds, that the emissary first heard of her. Not from officials. But from whispers.

A woman, they said, who spoke with foreigners as if she had been born among them. A woman who did not bow quickly enough, who asked questions instead of answering them. A woman who laughed at the wrong moments and did not seem to understand fear in the proper way.

Some called her troublesome. Others called her extraordinary.

The emissary listened. For the first time in two years, he felt it, that faint stirring of certainty he had almost forgotten.

He asked where she could be found. And the answers, though reluctant, all pointed to the same place.

*  *  *
[image: ]


Mei was of mixed blood.

Her father had been a Portuguese sailor who passed through Macao like so many others, leaving behind little more than a memory and a child. He disappeared soon after her birth, swallowed by the sea or by the restless life of men who never stayed in one place for long.

Her mother remained.

She found work with the Jesuit padres at the mission in Macao, and through diligence and quiet strength earned their trust. In time, she and her daughter were allowed to live within the mission walls. There, among prayer halls and simple courtyards, she cooked, cleaned, and kept the household running.

Mei grew up surrounded not by women of the village, but by men in black robes, scholars, priests, and travelers from distant lands.

They taught her.

She learned to read and write, something few girls of her time could claim. With the letters came stories, and with the stories came faith. The Bible, with its distant deserts, miracles, and suffering saints, became part of her inner world long before she fully understood its meaning.

When she came of age, her choice was her own. She chose to become a Christian.

It was not obedience that guided her, but conviction.

Mei did not grow into the quiet, lowered gaze expected of women. She spoke freely, asked questions, and met the eyes of men without hesitation. Having lived among them all her life, she did not fear them in the way other women had been taught to.

This alone made her dangerous.

The local community watched from a distance. There were whispers, of course. A young woman living among so many men invited suspicion, no matter how holy those men were. Yet no one dared openly accuse the Jesuits. Their influence, bolstered by foreign knowledge and imperial curiosity, made them untouchable. So the whispers remained just that.

Still, Mei became a woman difficult to place. To some, she was improper. To others, she was irresistible.

In a time when men expected obedience and silence, she offered neither. She had a mind of her own and made no effort to conceal it. A husband would not simply possess her. He would have to endure her, perhaps even respect her. Few men were prepared for such a thing.

Her appearance only deepened her strangeness. From her father she had inherited features that set her apart. Her hair was unusually thick and long, falling in heavy waves rather than the finer texture admired among Chinese women. Her skin carried a slightly darker tone, touched by the sun and her foreign blood.

In an age that worshipped pale skin as the height of beauty, this marked her as different.

Some saw it as a flaw. Mei did not.

She carried herself with a quiet pride that made such judgments feel small. She did not try to hide what she was, nor soften herself to please others. She simply existed as she was.

And that, more than anything else, made her extraordinary.

*  *  *
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The emissary was received in a modest chamber within the Jesuit compound.

The room was plain, yet marked by foreign presence. Painted images of pale, solemn figures watched from the walls, their hands raised in blessing. A small wooden cross stood upon a narrow table near the window, where the distant sounds of the harbor drifted in with the salt air.

He stood waiting.

When Mei entered, she bowed, though not as deeply as custom required. When she rose, her eyes met his without hesitation.

“Are you the woman called Mei?” he asked.

“I am.”

“I serve the Son of Heaven,” he said, his voice measured and formal. “I travel under his command. His Majesty, the Wanli Emperor, whose virtue governs all under Heaven, has ordered that a woman of rare and uncommon nature be brought before him.”

Mei listened in silence.

“I have heard your name spoken,” he continued, “not only for your appearance, but for your manner, your learning, and your... difference.”

A faint pause.

“I am here to judge whether such words are justified.”

He gestured toward a chair.

“You will sit.”

Mei sat. He remained standing.

“You were raised here?”

“Yes.”

“Among these priests?”

“Yes.”

“They taught you letters?”

“They did.”

“And their teachings?” he asked. “You have taken them into yourself?”

Mei’s gaze shifted briefly, not away from him, but toward the small cross upon the table.

“I have.”

“You follow their god?”

“I follow Christ,” she said.

There was no hesitation in her voice.

The emissary regarded her carefully.

“You speak of him as though he were not distant.”

“He is not distant,” Mei replied. “He sees. He judges. He knows the heart of a person.”

“A bold claim,” the emissary said. “In this land, Heaven itself is beyond the reach of men.”

Mei shook her head
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