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  Chapter 1: A Warm Home

  
  




Deep in the quiet mountains of China, there was a little village surrounded by lush green trees and colorful wildflowers. The sound of birds chirping filled the air, and the fresh scent of morning dew drifted through the small houses nestled among the trees.




The village was peaceful, the kind of place where the wind whispered gently through the leaves and the stars at night seemed to shine a little brighter.
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In one of those cozy houses lived a family of four — a father named MingChiang, a mother named XueEn, a big brother named YuZhen, and his younger sister KaiQing. Their house was small but full of warmth.




The wooden walls were decorated with handmade paintings and colorful paper cuttings. The scent of baked bread and warm soup often filled the air, making it feel like the house itself was giving them a big, comforting hug.




YuZhen was fourteen years old, with short brown hair and skin slightly tanned from running around outside. He had big, thoughtful eyes that always seemed to be watching over his little sister.




KaiQing was eight, with shoulder-length brown hair and bright, round eyes that sparkled with curiosity. Her fair skin made her look like a delicate doll, but she had a lively and playful spirit.




Their mother, XueEn, was thirty-six, with long brown hair tied back neatly, soft eyes, and pale skin that always seemed to glow under the morning sun.




Their father, MingChiang, who was thirty-eight, had short brown hair and skin darkened by the sun, with a strong but gentle presence that made them feel safe.




It was a quiet morning. Sunlight filtered through the thin white curtains, casting soft patterns on the wooden floor. The sound of birds chirping mixed with the light rustling of leaves outside.




KaiQing sat cross-legged on the floor, her hands resting on her knees, watching her brother carefully as he tied the strings of a wooden kite.




“Brother, are you sure it’s going to fly this time?” KaiQing asked, tilting her head.




YuZhen tightened the knot and glanced at her. “Of course. I fixed it.”




“You said that last time,” KaiQing muttered, crossing her arms.




YuZhen sighed. “It was the wind’s fault last time.”




KaiQing frowned. “How can it be the wind’s fault?”




YuZhen smirked. “You’ll see.”




Just then, their mother, XueEn, appeared in the doorway, her long brown hair tied back neatly. She was holding a small wicker basket filled with fresh fruits.




“What are you two up to?” XueEn asked, smiling warmly.




“Brother says the kite will fly this time,” KaiQing replied.




XueEn walked over and set the basket down on the table. “That’s what he said last time too.”




YuZhen rolled his eyes. “This time is different. I fixed it properly.”




XueEn smiled and ruffled his hair. “Well, I’m sure it will work this time. Just be careful, okay?”




“We will!” KaiQing said eagerly.




“Come on,” YuZhen said, standing up and grabbing the kite. “Let’s try it before the wind dies down.”




KaiQing jumped up and followed him out the door.




The open field behind their house stretched out into the distance, bordered by tall trees. The grass was soft beneath their feet, and the sun shone brightly overhead. 




YuZhen stood with the kite in his hands, the wooden frame slightly bent from the last attempt. KaiQing stood behind him, watching closely.




“Ready?” YuZhen asked.




“Ready!” KaiQing shouted.




YuZhen took a deep breath, ran forward, and released the kite into the air. The wind caught the thin paper, lifting the kite high into the sky. KaiQing’s eyes widened as it soared upward.




“It’s working!” she shouted.




YuZhen grinned. “I told you!”




The kite danced in the sky, twisting and turning as the wind carried it higher. KaiQing laughed, her hands clapping together.




“You really fixed it!”




YuZhen stood with his hands on his hips, watching the kite proudly. “Of course I did.”




KaiQing spun around, arms stretched out like wings. “Can I try?”




YuZhen hesitated for a moment before handing her the string. “Be careful.”




KaiQing took the string and held it tightly. The wind tugged at her hands, but she steadied herself. The kite wobbled a little but stayed in the air.




“I’m doing it!” KaiQing laughed.




YuZhen watched her, his smile widening. He sat down on the grass, leaning back on his hands as he watched his little sister guide the kite through the sky. The sunlight reflected in her big, bright eyes, and her laughter mixed with the sound of the wind.




“You’re a natural,” YuZhen said.




KaiQing turned to him, her eyes shining. “Because I have a good teacher!”




YuZhen chuckled. “Obviously.”




They stayed there for a long time, the kite weaving through the blue sky as the sun slowly began to lower behind the trees. The air grew cooler, but neither of them wanted to go inside just yet.




Finally, KaiQing sat down beside YuZhen, letting the kite string rest in her lap.




“Brother?”




“Hmm?”




“Do you think Mom and Dad are happy?”




YuZhen glanced at her, surprised by the question. “Of course. Why wouldn’t they be?”




KaiQing traced a finger across the grass. “Because sometimes… I see Mom looking tired.”




YuZhen’s smile faded slightly. He remembered the times when their mother would sit quietly by the window, her eyes looking distant and tired. He didn’t know why, but it made him feel uneasy.




“They’re happy,” YuZhen said quietly. “Mom’s just… busy sometimes.”




KaiQing leaned against his shoulder. “I hope so.”




YuZhen patted her head. “Don’t worry about it. Mom and Dad are strong.”




KaiQing smiled softly. “And you’re strong too, right?”




YuZhen smirked. “Of course.”




KaiQing yawned and leaned her head on his arm. The kite fluttered gently in the breeze, and the sky above them began to glow with soft shades of pink and orange as the sun set behind the mountains.




After a while, YuZhen looked down and saw that KaiQing had fallen asleep, her head resting on his arm. He smiled and carefully brushed a strand of hair away from her face.




“Let’s go home,” he whispered.




YuZhen picked her up carefully, her small arms resting around his neck. The kite trailed behind them as he carried her back toward the house.




As they reached the door, their father, MingChiang, stood outside, his arms crossed and a gentle smile on his face.




“Did it work this time?” MingChiang asked.




YuZhen nodded. “Yeah.”




“Good job,” MingChiang said, ruffling his son’s hair. “You’re growing up.”




YuZhen smiled faintly. “I guess so.”




MingChiang took KaiQing from his arms and carried her inside. YuZhen followed, and as they stepped into the warm glow of the house, the sound of their mother’s gentle humming drifted through the air.




For that moment, everything felt perfect.








  
  
  Chapter 2: The Smell of Cheesecake

  
  




The whole house was filled with the sweet, creamy aroma of cheesecake. The scent drifted from the kitchen, spreading into every corner of the house. KaiQing sat cross-legged on the living room floor, hugging a pillow to her chest. Her big eyes were wide with excitement as the delicious smell teased her senses.
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Next to her, YuZhen sat with his legs stretched out and his arms crossed behind his head. He glanced toward the kitchen and then at his younger sister, who was fidgeting impatiently.


“Do you think it’s ready yet?” KaiQing asked, tilting her head toward YuZhen.


“It’s only been about ten minutes,” YuZhen replied, rolling his eyes.


“But it smells so good already,” KaiQing said, her voice filled with longing. Her gaze remained fixed on the kitchen doorway as though the cheesecake would magically appear if she stared hard enough.


YuZhen followed her gaze toward the kitchen, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Yeah… it does.”


From the kitchen, the soft clinking of baking tools and the gentle sound of humming could be heard. Their mother, XueEn, always hummed when she baked. The tune was soft and sweet, matching the cozy atmosphere created by the scent of the cheesecake.


KaiQing sat up straighter. “Should we go check?”


YuZhen shook his head. “If we go in now, Mom’s just going to tell us to wait.”


“But what if it’s burning?” KaiQing’s eyes widened with concern.


“It’s not burning,” YuZhen said confidently. “Mom’s an expert.”


KaiQing rested her chin on her hands, sighing dramatically. “But it smells too good. How can we just sit here?”


YuZhen laughed. “You’re so impatient.”


KaiQing ignored him and took a deep breath, letting the smell of the cheesecake fill her senses. The creamy, sweet scent was mixed with a hint of vanilla. Her mouth watered as she imagined the golden crust and the smooth, creamy filling melting in her mouth.


“Hey,” she whispered, her eyes glinting with mischief. “What if we just… sneak a little taste?”


YuZhen raised an eyebrow. “You mean… steal a bite?”


“Not steal,” KaiQing corrected quickly. “Just… test it. We’re helping Mom make sure it’s good!”


“You think Mom’s going to believe that?” YuZhen asked, giving her a doubtful look.


“Maybe.”


YuZhen sighed. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”


“Only if we get caught.” KaiQing grinned.


Just then, the sound of the oven door creaking open reached their ears. The smell of the cheesecake grew even stronger, making both of them sit up straighter. 


Through the opening of the kitchen, XueEn’s figure could be seen as she carefully pulled the tray from the oven. A wave of warm air drifted into the room, intensifying the rich, creamy scent.


YuZhen sat up straighter. “It’s out.”


KaiQing’s eyes lit up. “Let’s go!”


YuZhen quickly grabbed her arm. “Wait! Let it cool down first!”


“But what if someone else eats it first?” KaiQing argued.


“Who else is going to eat it?” YuZhen frowned.


“…Dad?”


YuZhen narrowed his eyes. “Good point.”


Without another word, they both rushed toward the kitchen. XueEn was standing at the counter, setting down the tray. The cheesecake sat in the center, golden brown and smooth on top. A thin wisp of steam curled from the surface.


XueEn turned and smiled at them. “You two are fast.”


“It smells too good,” KaiQing said, bouncing on her heels.


“Can we have some?” YuZhen asked, his eyes locked on the cheesecake.


XueEn laughed softly. “It’s still too hot. You’ll burn your tongue.”


KaiQing groaned. “But we can blow on it!”


“Yeah,” YuZhen added, “we can help it cool down.”


XueEn shook her head, smiling. “Nice try.”


They both slumped against the counter, eyes fixed on the cheesecake as XueEn took out a knife and cut into it. The smooth filling parted perfectly beneath the blade, revealing the creamy, rich texture inside.


“Mom…” KaiQing whispered. “It looks perfect.”


“Yeah… really perfect,” YuZhen added.


XueEn slid a slice onto a small plate. “It needs to cool down before you can eat it. Just a little longer.”


KaiQing sighed, resting her head on her arms. “This is torture…”


“Patience,” XueEn said with a smile.


YuZhen crossed his arms. “You know we don’t have that.”


XueEn laughed. “I know.”


Just then, the sound of footsteps echoed down the hall. MingChiang appeared in the doorway, his short brown hair slightly messy and his tanned skin glowing under the kitchen light. He rubbed the back of his neck and smiled when he saw the cheesecake.


“Smells good,” MingChiang said, walking over. “Is it ready?”


“No!” KaiQing shouted.


“Not yet,” YuZhen added quickly.


MingChiang raised an eyebrow. “Really? But it looks ready.”


“Mom said it needs to cool down first,” KaiQing said firmly, stepping in front of the cheesecake protectively.


MingChiang chuckled. “Wow. I guess I have no chance then.”


XueEn smiled. “If you all wait patiently, I’ll cut another slice once it’s ready.”


The four of them sat down at the table. The smell of the cheesecake filled the room, making it hard to sit still. KaiQing’s mouth kept watering, and YuZhen’s eyes remained fixed on the cheesecake.


MingChiang leaned back in his chair, arms crossed behind his head. “I think this is the hardest part.”


“Definitely,” YuZhen said.


“Totally,” KaiQing added.


XueEn smiled as she placed a few plates on the table. “Just a little longer. You’re all doing very well.”


“Waiting is harder than school,” KaiQing mumbled.


“Waiting is harder than running five laps,” YuZhen said.


“Waiting is harder than work,” MingChiang added with a grin.


“But it makes it taste better when you finally get to eat it,” XueEn said softly.


YuZhen and KaiQing exchanged glances. “Maybe…”


KaiQing rested her chin on her hands. “I still wish we could have just one bite now.”


XueEn laughed. “Soon.”


The rich smell of the cheesecake lingered in the
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