
curse me whole again; i want to be
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There is a new adeptus in town, but that can’t be right.

The last known adeptus to be born in recent human memory resides in Liyue Harbour, these days. She practices law and she has no eyes for the divine world, only immediately pressing disputes and clear facts whose private business she makes her business to know. She doesn’t know the exorcist clans because she has no reason to. She drinks black coffee and survives off the busy thrum of a city that insists on living, with red-terraced fists and merchants flaunting their wares from a mile up the road all the way down to the bay, golden roofs gleaming like knuckles in the sun. “Hey, little Yun,” she’ll say, grinning like a cat on her way to work, “Got any books to pass to me from Xingqiu, today?”

“Not today, Yanfei,” he’ll say, “Not today.”

Yanfei is something like a hundred years old. Chongyun asked her about it once, in one of her rare free hours, when they sat side by side on the docks and watched the setting sun gild the stern of the Pearl Galley gold, leaning back on their hands and lazily passing time between themselves with an unspoken pact not to do anything at all. The wooden planks were smooth and warm, flat underneath their palms. It hadn’t rained in three days.

“Liyue Harbour hasn’t changed so much in the last century,” she said. “The mountains are all the same shapes and Shitou’ll still rob you blind if you give him an inch to work with. Why, little Yun? Tired of being mortal, already?”

The wind ruffled the surface of the water. Yanfei’s hair didn’t seem so pink, under the rosy sunset light: just sort of neutralised, like everything about the world that was faded. She looked young and almost-fulfilled. A faint sort of smile mingled at her mouth with the ocean breeze.

“No,” Chongyun said. Looking back over the ocean, as if something might be there on the horizon. “Just curious about what it’s been like.”

Yanfei nodded in understanding. The wind gusted up far enough to blow a strand of hair past her cheek, as a wave hit the rocks below with a slap. Far away, a seagull screamed.

“I don’t mind being here, like this,” she said. “But I’ve got no use for even another thousand years. ‘Cause I’ll never see my dad again, and my mom died even before he did.”

Chongyun looked sideways at her. She looked so peaceful, her eyes ghosting shut, her bare shoulders marbled with the vestiges of all the light the sun had left to give. All that moved about her were her clothing and his agitated seconds, while hers held still. Later, when the evening faded and Yanfei got up with a blissful sigh, stretching her arms over her head before finding her way back home to her half-moon lamplight, her legal documents crammed full with annotations, their conversation was one of the things the waves got to claim, sliding about sleepily at the bottom of the lagoon-night.

If there’s a new adeptus in town, Yanfei doesn’t seem to care. She takes just as many cases as before. Up to her ears in marital disputes and family inheritance squabbles and tax evasion suspicions from the Millelith. “Keeping busy, Little Yun, keeping busy,” she says to him, at his unasked question—and smiles, because she smiles best of all.

By himself, Chongyun keeps half an ear out for hearsay stories, the new urban legend that graces the mountains up north. The new adeptus who will soon get to make the distinction, for herself, between longevity as a blessing, and longevity as the most unbearable tedium to carry through. She has white hair, they say. White as the moon—standard descriptors. Beautiful and aloof—also standard, for the adepti. She is one of the most frequently-sighted figures on the mountain and she haunts, drifts, her spear a silver-spun pin that shatters the skulls of recent karma, that lands in the dirt but she never, ever turns back for those she saves.

They call her Baihe, white crane. Because her clothes make her look like a crane. It’s funny, later on, when he learns her real name.

 

 


 

 

Somewhere in Jueyun Karst, he gets the honour of meeting her. The sun glassy on the hill, winning its balancing game against gravity. Like the white patron saint that they say watches this ragged mountain range, she manifests for him and he is startled by the flash, but after the fight is done, all enemies dispatched cleanly and left to lie on the ground, he makes sure to speak up before she can disappear.

“You’re an exorcist,” he says, suspiciously. “I recognise those techniques. You’re—you’re the one the stories are talking about?”

She stills in her path, dust still floating down over her figure. The carcass is still drying at her feet, its evaporation dark in the mountain’s morning. With slender fingers, long-nailed and pristine, she turns back for him.

“I am Shenhe,” she says stiffly, and something about it is—not quite like an introduction, but like she wants him to tell her who she is. Outline incomplete. Eyes open and seeing. “I roam these mountains.”

Shenhe.

He jolts in shock.

 

 


 

 

She is not an adeptus. Of course; it was impossible.

“Your aunt?” Xingqiu repeats, disbelieving.

“Of course she wasn’t an adeptus,” Yanfei says patiently, as if she cannot believe he once asked. She shoulders her hefty binder and gestures for him to move, her fingers lithe and delicate, darting away. “Excuse me; I’m about to be late to a meeting.”

At night in his bedroom, Chongyun sits heavy in the marrow of him with the knowledge. Moonlight dusts the windowpane like snow, and he wonders if she is looking up at the same moon, if its reflections decorate her lustrous eyes like they do the lakes surrounding his own home. Downstairs, his clan is discussing what they should do, what gifts they should bring her, what warm words they should gift wrap for her like pretty things that grow weak in the mouth of a glowing volcano. He gets up to shut the door, to shut out the noise.

Still alive, are the words that grow soft with repetition, too immense to ignore, trailing the prevailing wind as the birds rustle through the sleeping stillness of the human world: still alive, still alive, still alive.

 

 


 

 

He volunteers to bring their gifts to her, but somewhere between five days and two weeks, he soon becomes convinced that she’s hiding from him.

On the peak of one of Jueyun Karst’s peripheral mountains, surrounded by white mists that reveal no shapes to him, he shouts her name through cavernous, luminous distances. “Xiao yi,” he shouts. Gritting his teeth—“Shenhe, are you there?” Later, the echoes return to coat his ears in cobwebs. The absence gapes like a full stop with no preceding sentence.

“Be quiet,” an old woman says sharply to him, at the day’s end, as he hobbles down the steep mountain. She walks with perfect posture and looks at him with the most stinging disapproval. “You’re disturbing the birds.”

 

 


 

 

And then one day when he is empty-handed, coming back dejectedly from another day with no ghosts sighted and no spirits shuffled back into order, she reappears. “I’m here,” she says softly, from behind him.

He jumps at the words, startled. She watches him turn around, wary in the set of her shoulders, a hand hovering in wait over the strong body of her spear.

And there she is. White as the moon. Beautiful and aloof as something or other. But that lily-white hand, not even trembling in the slightest over her spear, is her worst vulnerability that she can never suppress.

“I’m Chongyun,” he says, before she can run. “I’m your nephew.”

She looks at him carefully. “You look like your mother,” she says. A pause. “It’s good to see that you’re still looking well.”

The response, in itself, is an offering. A willingness to try. With her, every beginning of every mundane pleasantry will be welcomed over and over again—her, who never got the chance to try.

“Xiao yi,” he starts, forthright, “Can I come and train under you?”

Surprise flickers through her eyes. This isn’t what she was expecting. Chongyun watches her flick through responses and come up dry, save for the only important one.

“You don’t…” her voice is breathy. The trill of a sparrow’s song breaks the air, in this place where even the quiet tastes like an ongoing blessing, and every wagon is another burden to bear. She stops and makes herself start again, with an effort. “You don’t know who I am?”

“You’re my ā yí,” he says, with the smile that he learned from Yanfei. Bright and honest, but aware of the truth. He softens it for her. “Of course I know who you are.”

Sunset, just another one in a chain, glazes the hills like a series of pots, stealing up on the day in deluges of red and brown. His aunt looks stricken, deeply affected with an unidentifiable emotion. They’re running deep as only reflections can go, in a mirror, doubling the depth.

“You tried to use the wrong talisman against the abyss mage that day,” she says at last. Like she’s testing the sound of her own voice.

His chin jerks up.

“You have a lot to learn…” A fragile smile blooming across her face, her hand dropping away from her spear. She fits his name in the curve of a single breath, like she doesn’t know yet if she has permission to use it, before letting it go. “Chongyun.”

He grins back at her.

“Yes, xiao yi,” he says determinedly.

 

 


 

 

So the lessons begin.

Shenhe is a brutal master. She puts him through his paces and then several times over again, for good measure. “Again,” comes to split the air in Jueyun Karst, atop a mountain she leads him up because she says the cool air will balance his overflowing yang energy. Shenhe is sensitive, and sometimes she wrinkles her nose at the radiating heat. In the keystone of midday, she sits him down in her own house and makes him draw talismans again and again, then makes him recite the differences to her as she grinds tea leaves with a pestle in a porcelain bowl, her neck a smooth obelisk in the pale light of Jueyun’s sun.

One day, a huge white bird comes by the little house. He sees the shape of it through the window, turquoise-feathered around the edges and regal, all wings. Shenhe opens the door for her and stands for a while, talking to the bird. When he drifts by the open door on his way to the kitchen, the bird fluffs up all its feathers like a swelling balloon and cranes its neck to see past Shenhe into the house.

“Human,” the bird says, in alarm.

“Master,” Shenhe says, reproachful but amused, “That is my nephew.”

Chongyun comes back to stand beside her, when she motions him over. Polite and respectful, remembering his upbringing, he bows deeply to the being who he knows to be an adeptus. “My name is Chongyun, Exalted One.”

“This one’s name is Cloud Retainer,” the bird says, recovering the haughty tilt to its head but still staring hard at him. “You may use it, if you like.”

Then it abruptly returns its attention to Shenhe. “You are training him?”

“He will remain under my tutelage for the foreseeable future, yes,” she replies.

“Ah,” Cloud Retainer says, obviously uncomfortable, and invents an excuse to leave shortly after.

Like this, the summer passes. In hazes of blue and white, yellow leaves infringing on the blue sky, sometimes stopping for cold slices of watermelon when she brings a tray out to him, seeing the sweat run down his face. Chongyun squats down in the grass and spits out shiny black seeds one by one and she lets him, content to let him rest, slicing open more watermelons to set aside for later. After the brief respite, she picks up her spear again, and he his claymore.

“Practice over the study of technique,” she likes to say. “Train your reflexes and the rest falls in. Be fast. Not much else matters. Just be fast.”

Then, she says, “And it’s ‘mind be purged, world be saved’, by the way,” with a ghost of a smirk, before falling into a blur of steel again, so fast the sun never even has time to flash off her blade.

Chongyun starts to stay longer and longer at her house. When twilight falls, he no longer takes it as an invitation to see himself back home. Shenhe lays a bedroll out in her living room for the evenings when he falls asleep over rolls of parchment, smearing the difference between a dian and a na. He wakes up with blue light sliding dreamily over her windowsill, fog hiding the edges of the scornful world, his face pulled gently off the floor and up onto the fabric now pillowed under his cheek.

He sits with Xingqiu in the audience of an opera performance in the Heyu Teahouse, lacquered tables pushed aside to make room for more stools. The sky is blue, blue enough to see all the way through to the imprint of the moon. Xingqiu says to him, “I’ve got a lead for you, if you’d like to go spirit-chasing again,” and he answers, “I can’t; I’ve got to train with my aunt,” then feels very lucky when Xingqiu nods and knocks his shoulder with his own warmly, before returning to the performance.

Somewhere in autumn, Shenhe procures a freezer, and says something vague when he asks her incredulously how she brought it up the mountain with her. He’s starting to think she likes playing mysterious. When he cracks it open two days later, he finds it stocked full of nothing but ice popsicles. A plastic mould freezing here, an already made tray sitting there. All of them stacked up on each other, flecked with crumbled ice, like things still barely beginning to believe themselves true.

He brushes ice from the top of the freezer, in wonder, then fits the door back in its frame. Plunges the pristine rows of ice back to their merciful privacy, still not ready to be seen, permitting them the time and the space to wait.

 

 


 

 

Winter solstice approaches. The days are getting whittled down to the bone, chafing at the mere suggestion of any more sunlight than they strictly have to bear. On the day that shrinks the shortest, knowing he will have to be back home for this night, Chongyun thinks to bring Shenhe something she might like.

The tang yuan he brings are homemade. He slides the container into a paper sleeve and stands up, knowing she’ll come to get him soon. Flakes of snow are pinwheeling about the treetops.

Soon after, snow crunches under her footprint, scattering the dark with white. He preempts her greeting, saying, “I brought us something.”

“Oh?” she responds, confused.

He shows her the container, and she stares for a bit too long. They’re small and soft, and all white; Chongyun’s family doesn’t care for food colourings. Finally, she says slowly, “I don’t eat animal products.”

“These are tang yuan,” Chongyun corrects, and looks at her expectantly for a reaction.

The ends of her mouth fall. She doesn’t want to disappoint. “That is… what they call boiled quail eggs, these days?”

“Yeah! No, wait, I mean no—this is an old tradition, have you really not seen these before?”

Her mouth trembles. She has failed the test of normalcy, displayed the hideousness that is the distance splayed out between she and her childhood. “I don’t remember.” Like she can’t forget the shape of the words, can’t cast them down once she’s picked them back up: “I don’t remember.”

Stricken, he puts the container of tang yuan down, at a loss as to what to do, not knowing how to make this right again. Barely born, the light is already fading, fraying at the edges. And they, beneath it—two pieces, disconnected. Broken irreparably before he was born—this is the part of her that she never wanted him to see.

“Xiao yi,” he says gently, taking her hands to make her look at him, “It’s okay. Yeah? It’s okay. It’s a small thing. We’ll eat these together, I’ll show you how to cook them, it’s easy, and then we can have them.”

Shenhe always has ginger in her house. Chongyun chops some of it up, then finds a pot in the too-empty cupboards and adds it in. Brown sugar goes in, along with water. Shenhe hovers at his shoulder as the ginger soup simmers, the smell of it folding over the kitchen like a veil. Through the steam, he finds her face, and tries to tell her with his eyes to smile again.

One by one, the tang yuan go into the rolling water. He stirs them with a slotted spoon until they start to bob to the surface, white and bloated, translucent even in the water. Then, when enough time has passed, he ladles them out into two bowls and portions out the soup.

“Can’t eat mine right away,” he says. “It’s too hot.”

Her face clears up at the chance to step back into her role as aunt. Going to the freezer silently, she comes back with several cubes of ice, which she drops into his bowl. They clink against the rim, and she settles back into her seat, quiet and awkward as a ghost out of her time.

The bowl goes ice cold under his fingers, condensation dripping spots into the yellow tablecloth. “It’s just glutinous rice flour, water, and red bean paste,” he says, because she never asked him what he brought, in the end. “Go on, try it.”

Shenhe scoops up a ball gingerly, blows on it to cool it, then drags it carefully open with her teeth. Red bean paste wells up in the hollow. The incision steams on her tongue, wet and hearty, the tiniest wall imaginable set on fire.

“It’s delicious,” she mumbles, like she might hide her face.

“Families eat tang yuan together, on winter solstice,” Chongyun tells her. “It’s in the name—” Another thing unfamiliar to her, whose imprints have never had the necessity to grace her tongue. “Tuanyuan, it sounds similar, doesn’t it?”

Reunion, it means.

She softens something gentle. He finishes off his own tang yuan, then starts on the soup, already cold enough that all the condensation has dripped into fat pearls, hanging low as fruits under the bowl.

He starts to sweat midway through the soup, his face turning red. He sniffles. Ginger is a heaty food, high in yang energy.

“Chongyun!” She abandons her bowl and goes to him in alarm.

“I’m okay,” he laughs. And there they both are in the closing of the evening: him sitting, nose streaming, and her hovering worriedly over him, her silhouette turning blue; only four o’clock, but the day’s getting dark outside, messier than messy but still alive.

He grins until she starts to smile too, helplessly, at the ridiculousness of their situation.

 

 


 

 

He even brings Xingqiu to meet Shenhe.

“Meeting the estranged aunt who lives alone and trains under a giant bird,” Xingqiu says when he broaches the subject, because all that kid ever does is run his mouth. “That’s intense. Maybe a little too intense for me—”

“Do you want to meet her or not?”

Xingqiu pauses and eyes him closely.

“Okay, let’s do it,” he says, voice suddenly light. And that’s that. Which is to say, it’s nothing, but to Chongyun, it isn’t nothing, not by a long shot.

Shenhe opens the door after a longer delay than she usually takes, when they show up. The day before, Chongyun asked for permission to bring a friend to meet her. The sky was dizzy with the trails of aircraft from Sumeru, that day. Vapour trails everywhere like they’d squeeze the clouds purple before the orange lights went out. They’d flown down for the Rite of Descension—the observance of it, although it never properly happened anymore, Rex Lapis being purportedly dead and all that—and he’d asked Yanfei what the Learned City wanted with them and she said it was nothing, just a bunch of jumped-up researchers who liked to stuff their scientific curiosity everywhere it wasn’t wanted but no thank you, they were having none of it, they’d set them straight soon enough.

Shenhe, not being an adeptus, gave fewer than two hoots about Rex Lapis. When Chongyun asked her if she thought he was dead, she said he ought not to be be surprised if he wasn’t, but said nothing about what she thought herself.

Clever Aunt Shenhe, who’d give an unimpressed hum in the face of Rex Lapis, but takes her time getting from the kitchen to answer the front door for one of his friends, a full six minutes of it. And it takes one minute to walk that distance; he’d know.

Her eyes appear first, purple and yellow and not, all at the same time. Then the rest of her body, lithe and curving, like a comma hesitant to let go of the doorframe it knows. Her expression is schooled into that full indifference that means she’s nervous. Xingqiu’s eyes widen a little, and Chongyun partially gets it but also partially wants to shout, that’s my aunt, dumbass, you stop it right there and right now.

Xingqiu bows perfectly. Better than most people Chongyun knows, although Xingqiu is also simultaneously one of the single most rebellious and insolent. “Good morning…”

Chongyun watches him battle with it. Ā yí: to say, or not to say. Just say it, Chongyun tells him impatiently. I can’t, Xingqiu replies in silence, eyes wide with desperation.

“Miss Shenhe,” he finishes admirably. “My name is Xingqiu, of the Feiyun Commerce Guild.”

“Xingqiu,” Shenhe repeats. Her voice is faint and somehow steady at the same time. Of course, the name Feiyun means nothing to her, but she smiles politely like it does. “It’s good to meet you. I’m Chongyun’s aunt. Why don’t you come in?”

They do. There are fresh flowers on the end table. The far wall is lit up in a glow of morning light, dazzling, almost unfamiliar.

Shenhe doesn’t know how to treat Xingqiu, and he doesn’t know how to treat her. It shows through soon enough. She prepares a meal for them and plies him with cookies, and Xingqiu steals an extra one, but doesn’t seem inclined to let his presence diffuse for too long into her walls. Later that day, slotted into a brief break in their training like a bookmark between pages, Shenhe tells him, “Sorry,” so quietly he’d believe the wind said it.

“Xiao yi,” he says in sincere surprise, turning to her, “What’s wrong? Nothing’s wrong at all, as far as I can tell.”

Xingqiu, on the other hand, has different words. “Your aunt is scary,” he says, and pauses. “Gorgeous. And I think she hates me.”

Chongyun hails this as a miracle of miracles, that Xingqiu knows enough humility to remember fear.

It would be easy to leave that at that. But Shenhe seems to know that Chongyun really, really wanted this to work out. So sometime before the new year in the lunar calendar, she mentions to him very offhandedly that she has a mahjong table, and it doesn’t get to see use very often between she and Cloud Retainer, and so if Chongyun would like to, he can bring his friend over for a few rounds.

So, in spring, Xingqiu comes again. He drifts all the way back around like a record—back to the start. Breeze sweet under the roof’s shade, leaves meshing intricacy into a ball of green, like yarn tangled over their heads. Shenhe sets up the mahjong table outdoors. For three player mahjong, she takes out the bamboo and wan sets, arraying them back into the box with an elegant incline of her wrist.

Chongyun has played with Xingqiu, but rarely. Xingqiu makes up new rules every round. (“Mahjong is a game of luck.” “It’s all skill, baby.” “It’s pure luck, and for you, it’s also blatant cheating.” “You’re just bitter because you always go bust.”)

Even though Shenhe’s here, it ends up being no different. They shuffle the tiles, clackety-clack to scare off any bad spirits that need scaring, all these white tiles with jade green backs accepting the sunlight solid as stone, and split them into rows. Chongyun fishes out his tiles—neither his own wind nor the prevailing wind. Two, three, then the most useless of nines. Not a single flower in sight. Across the table, Xingqiu bites his lip in deep thought over his own tiles, because for all the shit Chongyun gives him, he’ll be the first to admit that Xingqiu actually does possess slightly more than one braincell upstairs.

Shenhe makes the first play. Three player mahjong always flies by in a flash, click and clack on the table, threes and twos thrown out on the quick, every piece a smooth and cool weight in the palm, giving and taking until someone gives too much and someone takes too much. Rounds flash by—Xingqiu’s win, then Shenhe’s, then Xingqiu’s again—and the dice dance on the green lining like teeth, endlessly blinking up the afternoon sun. A grasshopper rustles up the grass. Shenhe brings them all iced peach tea in traditional teacups.

“Hah!” Xingqiu slaps down his tiles triumphantly. “You played my winning tile, Chongyun, so double payment. Cough up.”

“What the hell, since when was that a rule?” Chongyun protests.

“Since now,” Xingqiu says, unrepentant. He reaches over the table and takes the dice from Chongyun’s side of the table, handing them to Shenhe with a polite nod. “Your turn, ā yí.”

She takes the dice from him and spins them, like a flicker in the wind. Makes them dance over her fingertips. When they reappear, they’re arrayed one-two-three under the enclosed citadel of mahjong tile walls, and she hands the dice off with a smile, to north-wind-Xingqiu who looks stoically impressed.

Chongyun is glad that Shenhe looks happy. It almost makes it worth it, when he ends up handing almost all his stakes to Xingqiu, bust again. “I can pay him for you,” Shenhe says to him in an aside, frowning. “If he’s giving you any trouble, you let me know…”

“Xiao yi,” he says, waving a hand frantically as she looks at him in complete confusion, “Don’t worry, it’s nothing like that! It’s just a game, he’ll buy me lunch after!”

 

 


 

 

On the first day of the lunar calendar, the thing that has to give comes crashing down.

“We want to see her,” his grandmother says for both she and her grandfather, aged mouth trembling. Her hands on the armrests of her chair, a tumble of skin and bones, blue veins passing slow blood to the surface. “We would like to see her. Please. If she will let us.”

Chongyun’s mother’s hand is tight on his shoulder. Almost as tight as his throat. He says, weakly, “I’ll see what I can do.”

Coming back with her answer is no easier than it was the first time, trekking home in the purpling vacancy preceding nightfall, kicking tiredly at wildflowers in the grass. “No.” He breathes out. Her words fall loose out of his chest, coming out at the roots once they are said and their life’s purpose fulfilled. “She said no.”

His grandparents are silent for a long, grief-stricken time. He thinks his mother’s hand might break his shoulder, if she doesn’t break her heart first.

“Tell her,” his grandfather says, like every word will build his own failing heart to ruin, “That we love her, and we never blamed her for what happened.”

Shenhe receives him on the foot of the mountain. With her eyes, she begs him not to make the request, but he makes it anyway. How to do anything else? How, when he loves her as much as they do?

“Just once,” he ends up saying.

She looks at him like she can’t believe this pain that they and their family are passing around, like a plate. “Alright,” she says, finally. And afterwards, when her spear snaps up too swiftly and bruises his chin plum-dark, she massages ointment into the pigmentation and apologises to him with the circles she rubs into his skin, knocking her forehead into his when her fingers still, too tired for words.

Three days after, she follows him back to their family home. She stands on the doorstep like she might bolt, and he takes her hand to keep her in place. Out of Jueyun Karst, she looks finally human. Her hair is loose, never to sit in twin buns ever again. Her eyes settle on lilac. She carries her spear on her back, and he leaves it to her—not a weapon but simply her pride, her purpose, recovered after many long years.

Interior light spreads widely across the ground, and Shenhe looks straight into the face of her sister and Chongyun’s mother for the first time in decades.

A moth bats at the surface of a lantern, redder than renewed fortune. They’re the same height. Shenhe looks so much younger. It’s funny, when they should only be six years apart.

“Happy New Year,” Shenhe says, her voice quiet.

“Happy New Year,” his mother breathes in reply, her chest trembling in an effort to look her sister in the eye. Just like she never left. Just like the past was never real.

She toes off her shoes at the doorstep as his mother rushes to step aside, to let her in. The kitchen is a clatter of steaming pots and half-finished cutting jobs on wooden chopping boards and a mess of wide young eyes peeping out over the kitchen countertop, curious second cousins and step-siblings unusually quiet for them, all jostling to get a glimpse of this mysterious relative. Shenhe walks straight through stiffly. She walks mechanically, without turning her head, all the way through to the room where his grandparents sit.

“Wait outside, please, Chongyun,” his mother murmurs to him as Shenhe walks in. She doesn’t close the door fully, before brushing past him back to the kitchen.

Shenhe stands just past the doorway for a while, frozen in place. Glass bowls of water over the altar sit perfectly still, not a ripple spreading through their bodies, and he knows what she’s seeing—a room that never changed. The incense they burn to worship is still the same. His grandparents’ eyes are both milky; they see barely more than an outline in the doorway, but they know who it is, which of their daughters it is.

It’s Shenhe’s move. To walk forward is her choice. Not to abandon this room, flee this house and this family that someone once decided was not for her to have, is also her choice. And her parents bear this approach, knowing that it is her choice, and no one else’s.

“Mother, Father,” she says, kneeling almost obscenely low, until her forehead touches the floor, “Happy New Year.”

A shaky hand touches her shoulder. Through the crack in the door, Chongyun sees a red envelope offered from parent to child. The same connection being made all over the city, from a parent peering out through the fog to their child who has been alone for too long: an I love you, an I miss you, or better than that—I remember you. Maybe that’s all any of the envelopes have ever said. I remember you. You are remembered.

“Happy New Year, Shenhe,” the old woman says, her voice frailer than usual through bliss, through relief. But she must show her child her best face, must be a pillar of strength for her. “I wish you a healthy body, successes in your ten thousand endeavours, life for a hundred years.” And last of all, much softer: “I wish for you to be happy. From both your father and I. We wish for you to be happy.”

On the floor, Shenhe’s shoulders shake, but she doesn’t rise. And Chongyun, in his heart, asks her not to rise. Asks her to hide her face until she can smile again. Because Shenhe, his xiao yi, stronger and kinder than anyone he knows, should never be seen crying by anyone, ever again.

 

 

 

 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:xiao yi (小姨) ; mother’s youngest sister / ā yí (阿姨) ; more generic form of ‘aunt’, typically used to address a woman of similar age to your parents

wishes from shenhe’s mother to her: 身体健康，万事如意，长命百岁

- find me on twitter | tumblr to cry about chongyun and shenhe’s relationship





