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	1 — The Tear in the Air

	Chen Wei had grease under two fingernails and the smell of machine oil in his sleeves when his mother sent the third message. He didn’t need to open it to know what it would say. Come home. Rice is done. Don’t let your father keep you there all night. He stood just outside his father’s small repair shop in Wuxi with a paper bag of scallions and tofu in one hand and his phone in the other, looking back through the open shutter at Chen Guoliang bent over a stripped motor housing under the white shop light.

	His father didn’t look up when he said, “Tomorrow you’re filing those edges properly. You rush the easy parts and call it done.”

	It wasn’t praise, but it was close enough that Chen Wei almost smiled. He slipped the phone into his pocket, shifted the groceries higher against his hip, and said, “I know. You’ve told me three times.”

	His father gave a dismissive grunt that meant yes, and also that he’d noticed Chen Wei had done most of it right.

	The lane outside was damp from recent rain, and the evening had that ordinary, tired shape Chen Wei knew so well that he hardly saw it. A scooter sputtered past the mouth of the alley. Steam rolled from a food stall further down the street. Somewhere behind him metal clicked as his father set a tool back in its drawer. He thought of home upstairs, of his mother lifting lids and muttering about boys who let dinner go cold, and of Li Jun’s last complaint at school about an instructor who talked like sleep itself had taken human form. It was such a small life, counted in meals, bus rides, class hours, and whether there’d be enough money left at the end of the month for anything beyond what was needed. Chen Wei had never mistaken it for grand, but it was his. That steadiness wrapped around him without effort, as familiar as his mother’s messages and his father’s criticism.

	Then the air beside the alley wall shivered. At first he thought it was heat coming off the concrete, some trick of reflected headlamps from the street. But the brick line bent inward, not outward, and the wet ground under his shoes seemed to lean. Sound stretched thin. The hiss of traffic sharpened into a drawn wire. Light gathered where there should’ve been none, not bright but dense, a pressure in space that made his skin tighten before his mind found words for it. Chen Wei stopped dead, groceries slipping against his palm.

	“What the hell?” he said, and the bag split open. Tofu dropped. Scallions spilled across the wet pavement. Then the thing in the air opened.

	There was no time to run. Cold clamped around his ribs, then a violent sideways wrench tore the breath from him as if invisible hands had caught him under the bones and dragged him through a space too small to hold a body. His stomach lurched. His ears rang. He tried to shout for his father, for anyone, but dust and pressure filled his mouth. Then stone smashed into his knees and palms, and the world came back wrong.

	The smell of rain was gone. So was the traffic, the shop, the lane, the whole shape of home. In their place came smoke, animal stink, hot oil, unfamiliar voices, and a man barking sharp words at him in anger as a wheel rattled dangerously close to his shoulder. Chen Wei looked up from rough stone into a crowded street of timber fronts, hanging cloth, and strangers dressed in layers he’d never seen outside period dramas, and for one terrible second he understood nothing except that home had vanished.

	The man with the handcart shouted again and snapped his free hand toward the side of the street. Chen Wei lurched out of the way just before the wheel clipped his ankle, then threw up both palms in reflex.

	“Sorry. Sorry, I’m moving.” The words sounded absurd the moment they left him.

	The carter stared as if Chen Wei had barked. His face hardened, and he spat a string of sharp syllables that carried no meaning at all. People around them turned to look. An older woman with a basket slowed openly. Two men around his own age near a stall grinned at each other.

	Chen Wei tried again, this time in slower Mandarin, pointing weakly at himself and then at the road. “I don’t understand you. I’m not from here.”

	It only made things worse. The carter’s eyes narrowed with suspicion, and the two men laughed out loud. One mimicked his tone back at him in a stream of nonsense, and the other slapped his shoulder, delighted.

	Chen Wei felt heat rise under his skin. He was suddenly, horribly visible.

	He stepped back, and someone crashed into him from behind. A bundle of reeds hit his shoulder. A woman hissed something furious and shoved him off with her elbow. He nearly lost his footing again. Everywhere he looked, the street moved with purpose he didn’t share. People bought, carried, argued, haggled, bowed their heads briefly before painted door shrines, and kept going. No one paused to help him understand where he was or what any of it meant.

	He reached into his pocket on instinct and pulled out his phone. The black screen was intact. For one stupid second relief hit so hard it almost hurt. Then he thumbed it awake and saw the truth at once. No signal. No service. The battery icon sat there like a private joke.

	One of the men spotted the glass rectangle and let out a startled exclamation. The grin vanished. Curiosity sharpened into something greedier. He said something to his friend, then pointed straight at Chen Wei’s hand.

	Chen Wei closed his fingers around the phone and shoved it back into his pocket. That, too, was a mistake. The men started toward him at once, not running, but with the loose confidence of people who already thought they understood him. One called out to him with a mocking friendliness that made the back of Chen Wei’s neck tighten. Another voice joined in from a nearby stall, amused now, interested.

	Chen Wei couldn’t tell whether they thought he was drunk, mad, foreign, or simply stupid, but he understood the shape of the moment with brutal clarity. He had no words anyone here knew, no place in the flow of the street, and no one at all on his side. The world had turned hostile not because he’d done something wrong, but because helplessness itself had a smell people recognized. He backed away before the men could reach him, turned into the first narrower lane he saw, and walked fast without daring to look behind him.

	Chen Wei didn’t stop until the lane bent twice and emptied him into a broader street where the crowd moved more slowly. He forced himself to match their pace at once. Running had marked him. Talking had marked him. Panic, he understood now, was just another way to become noticeable. He kept his head down, shoulders slightly rounded, and let the bodies around him teach him how to exist here for one minute longer. People stayed to the edges unless they were carrying goods. Buyers slowed near open fronts but didn’t block them.

	No one stared openly at shrines, though many brushed fingers to small carved plaques or touched two knuckles briefly to their chest before passing. When carts approached, pedestrians moved before the driver had to shout. Chen Wei memorized everything he could without understanding any of it. The city still looked impossible, all timber beams, hanging cloth signs, clay lamps, and smells layered so thickly they seemed to settle on the skin, but movement had its own language. He couldn’t speak here, but perhaps he could avoid saying the wrong thing with his whole body.

	Twice he nearly failed. Once, a boy carrying steaming baskets came at him so quickly Chen Wei froze instead of shifting aside. The boy snapped something sharp and impatient, then jerked his chin toward the wall. Chen Wei moved at once, bowing his head a little because he’d seen others do it. The boy gave him one last suspicious look and kept going. Later he paused too long beside a stall because a row of flat cakes made his stomach twist with sudden hunger.

	The woman behind the tray caught his eye immediately. “Buy or move,” she said in clipped, incomprehensible words, slapping the counter with a cloth.

	He didn’t understand the sentence, but he understood dismissal perfectly. He stepped away before she could raise her voice and took the lesson with him. Looking poor was dangerous. Looking lost was worse.

	By the time the light began to thin, he’d learned only fragments, but the fragments mattered. Streets with food stayed louder and brighter. Streets with workshops smelled of ash, oil, and hot metal, and the people there walked like they belonged to work more than to home. Better-dressed figures avoided the narrowest cuts between buildings. Children disappeared first. Lamps were being lit now, one by one, and the city was changing shape around the coming dark. Chen Wei’s fear sharpened with it. He needed cover before the places made for buying and passing through became places where a stranger would stand out again. So he watched for what no one claimed. A recessed doorway. A deep overhang. A gap behind stacked crates where rain wouldn’t reach.

	At the mouth of a quieter side lane he finally saw it: a shallow storage alcove half-hidden behind broken wicker screens, dry, shadowed, and ignored by everyone flowing past. He kept walking beyond it, counted ten breaths, then circled back the way he’d seen cautious men do when checking whether they were being watched. No one called after him. No one stopped. For the first time since the world had torn open, Chen Wei found something that looked almost like a choice.

	Chen Wei waited until the lane had thinned to almost nothing before he slipped back to the alcove. Up close it was meaner than it had looked from the street, little more than a narrow recess between a shuttered storeroom and a leaning wall, with broken wicker screens stacked at one side and a scatter of old straw underfoot. It smelled of damp wood, dust, and something sour that had dried long ago. To him it still looked like mercy. He eased himself behind the screens, drew his knees up, and stayed very still while people passed the mouth of the lane beyond. Feet went by in waves at first, then in pairs, then one at a time. Somewhere nearby a door bar dropped into place with a heavy wooden thunk. Someone laughed. A child cried and was hushed. The city was closing around itself for the night, and he was outside all of it.

	Hunger arrived cleanly once he stopped moving. So did the cold. He set his phone in his lap for a moment, staring at the dead usefulness of it before forcing himself to turn it fully off. Better to keep what battery remained, even if he had no idea what for. His pockets offered him almost nothing. A little loose change from home. A folded receipt. No food. No water. No way back. His throat tightened so suddenly that he pressed the heel of his hand against his mouth to stop the sound before it could escape. If he started now, if he let himself picture his mother waiting over cooling rice or his father finally coming upstairs and asking why the boy wasn’t home yet, he didn’t know how he would stop.

	The thought of them hit hardest not as grand grief but as detail. His mother wiping the table twice because she always did. His father pretending not to listen while listening to everything. The smell of hot metal in the shop. Li Jun sending another complaint into the group chat and getting nothing back. A whole life had vanished between one breath and the next, and no one there would know where to begin looking.

	Voices drifted into the lane, close enough now to turn his spine rigid. Two men stopped just outside the alcove. One of them said something low and rough. The other answered with a short laugh and the scrape of sandals against stone. Chen Wei barely breathed. Through a gap in the wicker he saw only a sleeve, a hand, the outline of a shoulder shifting in lamplight. One of them spat. For a terrible second he thought the screens would be shoved aside. Instead the first voice muttered again, impatient this time, and their footsteps moved on.

	Chen Wei stayed frozen until even the echo of them had gone. Only then did he let himself breathe properly. He pressed his forehead to his knees and counted to twenty, then twenty again, because numbers were something the world hadn’t taken yet. Panic kept rising, wild and hot, but he met it the only way he knew how. One breath. Then another. Stay quiet. Stay hidden. Stay alive until morning. He didn’t have a better plan than that, but by the time true dark settled over the lane, he understood that surviving this place might begin with refusing to break in front of it.

	***

	 


 

	2 — No Words

	Chen Wei woke with both legs cramped and his back aching from the wall behind him. Morning had crept into the lane as a thin grey light, enough to show the broken wicker screens, the dirty straw, and the dust ground into the knees of his trousers. For one foolish instant he didn’t move because some part of him still expected to hear his mother in the next room and his father downstairs rolling open the shop shutter. Instead he heard carts, shouted voices, a dog barking somewhere farther off, and the life of a city that had not paused for him at all. His mouth was dry enough to hurt. Hunger sat in him like a stone, but thirst came first. He stayed in the alcove until the lane had enough people in it that leaving wouldn’t make him stand out, then slipped back into the street with his head lowered and his body trying to imitate purpose.

	He found the water point by sound before he saw it. A carved stone spout fed a broad basin darkened by years of use, and a queue formed around it with the easy discipline of routine. People came with jars, buckets, skins, and moved away the moment they were full. No one drank from the basin itself. No one lingered. A thickset man in a dark vest stood to one side, not exactly guarding it but clearly controlling its use. When a girl edged forward too soon, he snapped a word at her and flicked two fingers back. She retreated at once. Chen Wei watched long enough to understand that there was an order here, but not long enough to solve it. Thirst made him stupid. When a gap opened, he stepped toward the basin.

	The man in the vest saw him immediately and barked something sharp.

	Chen Wei stopped, lifted one hand, and tried to make himself look harmless. “Water,” he said in Mandarin, then pointed to the spout. “Please. Just a little.”

	The man’s face changed at once. Suspicion didn’t arrive slowly. It struck like a shutter dropping. He said something louder, and three people in line turned to look.

	An older woman clutching a clay jar narrowed her eyes at Chen Wei and muttered a few quick words to the man. Her gaze moved over his clothes, his face, his empty hands, and settled into open distrust.

	Chen Wei felt the moment turning against him and tried again, slower, desperate now. “I don’t understand. I just need water.”

	A young man near the back gave a short laugh, but it wasn’t friendly. Another answered him with a phrase that made two others glance at Chen Wei more sharply, as if the sound of his voice had confirmed something ugly. The thickset man stepped forward and jabbed two fingers hard into Chen Wei’s chest. Not enough to injure, but enough to warn. Then he pointed down the street with unmistakable force. “Go.”

	Chen Wei backed away. He saw one man touch the charm hanging at his chest. Another shifted to put his sister or wife behind him. No one looked confused anymore. They looked certain he was wrong. By the time he turned the corner, swallowing against a throat that still burned with thirst, he understood something worse than simple failure. Speech didn’t make him legible here. It made him suspect.

	Chen Wei didn’t stop walking until the noise from the water point had thinned behind him, but the sting of it stayed under his skin. Thirst still burned in his throat, and now humiliation sat on top of it like a second weight. He kept to the outer edge of the street, trying to copy the angle of other people’s shoulders, the pace of their steps, the way they avoided looking too long at anyone who might challenge them. It almost worked. Almost was nothing. He slowed under a worn awning where a strip of shade crossed the street, just long enough to get his breath under control, and that was enough for two young men lounging beside a shuttered storefront to notice him properly.

	One of them straightened first. He was broader than Chen Wei, with a scar along his jaw and the easy posture of someone who had never once doubted where he belonged. He said something to his companion without taking his eyes off Chen Wei, then stepped into the street with a crooked half-smile that looked friendly only from far away.

	He said a few words and flicked his fingers in a beckoning gesture.

	Chen Wei hesitated. The smile widened.

	“Do you speak slowly?” he asked in Mandarin before he could stop himself. “I don’t understand.”

	The second man barked a laugh and moved off the wall. In two steps he had drifted wide enough to cut off the easiest path around them. The first man said something else, softer this time, and reached out as though to inspect the sleeve of Chen Wei’s jacket. His fingers closed instead around the cloth at Chen Wei’s wrist.

	Chen Wei jerked back. “Don’t.”

	That single word changed the air. Whatever uncertainty they’d had, vanished. The man with the scar laughed again, but now there was recognition in it. Not of Chen Wei himself, only of what he was. Foreign. Alone. Uncertain. Weak enough to test.

	The second man stepped closer and tapped two knuckles lightly against Chen Wei’s chest, just above the pocket where the phone sat hidden. Then he held out his hand, palm up, in a gesture so old it needed no translation. “Give.”

	Chen Wei shook his head. “No.”

	The scarred man clicked his tongue, almost disappointed, and shoved him flat-palmed in the shoulder. It wasn’t a full blow, but it sent Chen Wei stumbling sideways into the post behind him. Pain shot up his arm. Before he could recover, the other man’s hand darted toward his jacket. Chen Wei caught the wrist on instinct and clung to it with both hands, panic stronger than sense. The man swore and drove a knee into Chen Wei’s thigh hard enough to buckle it.

	A voice snapped from across the street.

	All three of them looked. An older shopkeeper had come out from behind a counter and was glaring toward them, one hand wrapped around a long wooden ladle as if it might serve for more than cooking. He shouted again, angrier this time.

	The two young men backed off at once, but not far. The scarred one gave Chen Wei a last look, no longer amused, and spat near his shoe. Then he said something short and contemptuous before both of them sauntered away as though they had lost interest on their own.

	Chen Wei stayed where he was, one hand braced against the post, leg shaking. He didn’t know the words that had just passed between them, but he understood the lesson perfectly. Confusion wasn’t merely embarrassing here. It announced him as prey.

	Chen Wei limped two streets before the shaking in his leg eased. The shove into the post had not done real damage, but the message of it stayed in his body. Every time someone looked at him for more than a second, his shoulders tightened. He kept expecting another hand at his jacket, another barked demand he couldn’t answer, another face changing the instant he opened his mouth. The city around him had settled into full morning now. Doors stood open. Steam rose from cookpots. Vendors called to passing customers in voices that rose and fell with practiced force. It should have felt busier, safer, more public. Instead it felt like a thousand chances to fail again.

	He stopped near a stall where a woman was stacking flat cakes onto a cloth-covered tray. Beside her sat a bucket and a long-handled dipper, not for customers by the look of it, but for rinsing tools and wetting cloths. Chen Wei’s throat tightened at the sight. He took half a step toward it before he could stop himself.

	The woman turned immediately. She said something sharp and impatient, one hand flattening over the cakes as if to guard them from him.

	Chen Wei opened his mouth. The old reflex rose at once. Explain. Apologize. Ask. Then he saw, as clearly as if the answer had been written on the air, where that would lead. Her face narrowing. Someone else turning to look. Another voice joining in. Suspicion arriving before help ever had a chance. So he did something else. He lowered his eyes, lifted one hand slowly, and touched two fingers to his throat. Then he gave a small, helpless shake of his head.

	The woman paused.

	Her expression changed, though not into kindness. It thinned from challenge into assessment, then settled on something closer to dismissal. She said another sentence, shorter this time, and flicked her fingers toward the street as though to shoo him away. But she didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t call anyone over. She didn’t look alarmed. To her he was no longer a strange speaker saying the wrong things. He was merely some ragged, damaged youth lingering where he shouldn’t.

	Chen Wei stayed still, eyes lowered, and touched his throat again.

	The woman clicked her tongue. Annoyed, maybe disgusted, but no longer wary. She grabbed the dipper, scooped a little water from the bucket into a cracked clay cup, and thrust it at him with an irritated motion.

	Chen Wei took it in both hands at once and drank too fast. The water was lukewarm and tasted faintly of ash, but it might as well have been rescue. When he lowered the cup, the woman was already jerking her chin at him to move along.

	He bowed his head, gave the cup back, and stepped away without speaking.

	Only after he had turned the corner did he let himself feel the force of what had just happened. Nothing about the city had become gentler. The woman had not helped because she liked him. But silence had changed the category he fell into. Speech had made him suspicious. Wordlessness had made him smaller, duller, less threatening. By the time he reached the next lane, Chen Wei was no longer thinking of silence as what happened when fear closed his throat. He was beginning to see it as cover.

	The rest of the morning became an experiment. Chen Wei didn’t think of it that way at first. He only knew that after the water, after the woman’s look shifted from suspicion to irritated contempt, he couldn’t stop measuring the difference. One kind of danger had teeth. The other mostly wanted him gone. In a city where no one knew him, being despised was better than being examined. So he kept moving and watched what happened when he gave people less to react to.

	The answer came sooner than he wanted. Near a narrow crossing between two busier streets, a pair of city runners were carrying a pole-borne load shoulder-high, forcing everyone else to flatten themselves aside. Chen Wei moved quickly enough, but not cleanly enough. His sleeve brushed the hanging edge of the covered load, and one of the men stopped short with an angry shout.

	The other swung around at once and snapped a question at him.

	Chen Wei felt the old reflex surge again. Sorry. I didn’t mean to. He killed it before it reached his mouth. Instead he stepped back, lowered his eyes, and touched his throat.

	The first runner frowned.

	Chen Wei gave the same small shake of the head he had used at the stall. Not defiant. Not dramatic. Just empty.

	The second man said something sharper, leaning toward him as if trying to catch some sign of deceit. Chen Wei let his face stay blank and uncertain. He touched his throat again. Then he dropped his hand and waited.

	The first runner snorted. Whatever word he threw at Chen Wei was not kind, but it carried boredom rather than alarm. He jerked his chin in a rude command to clear the way.

	Chen Wei moved at once.

	The two men pushed past him, still muttering. One laughed once under his breath, and that was all. No one else turned. No one drew back. No one reached for a charm or narrowed their eyes as though trying to place his accent, his loyalties, his right to stand where he stood. To them he had become something lesser, perhaps pitiful, perhaps useless, but not worth fearing.

	Chen Wei stayed at the wall until they were gone. His heart was beating hard enough to make him aware of every pulse in his throat, the same throat he had just pretended would not work. He understood now that the gesture alone was not enough. It was the whole shape of it. The lowered gaze. The silence. The refusal to meet challenge with explanation. Speech invited scrutiny because speech promised meaning. Silence let other people decide he wasn’t worth the effort.

	By noon he was practicing it on purpose. When a woman with a broom hissed at him for lingering too near her doorway, he stepped back at once and pressed his fingers lightly to his throat. Her annoyance remained annoyance. When a boy asked him something in passing and got no answer, he lost interest almost immediately. Every time Chen Wei kept his mouth closed, the city seemed to step around him rather than close in.

	The choice settled in him not as drama but as cold practicality. Until he understood their words, he would have none of his own. He would be the mute boy, the damaged stray, the harmless nothing people dismissed with a flick of the hand. It was a miserable shape to step into, but misery was better than danger, and by the time the sun had climbed above the roofs, Chen Wei had made the decision with the same hard certainty he’d once used to file metal square. From now on, silence wasn’t fear. It was cover.

	***

	 


 

	3 — Hand to Mouth

	By the second morning, Chen Wei understood that silence alone wouldn’t feed him. It could keep trouble from sharpening around him, but it didn’t put water in his stomach or warmth in his hands. He woke from another cramped night in the alcove with his body feeling used up from doing nothing but endure. Hunger had gone past pain now and become a steady weakness that made standing feel slightly unreal. The city had already begun moving by the time he slipped out into it, and he followed the smell of hot oil and steaming grain the way a starving animal might follow blood. Every stall, every tray, every bowl in a stranger’s hand seemed to pull at him. He kept his gaze lowered, but not so lowered that he missed opportunity. If he was going to survive, silence had to become useful, not merely defensive.

	He found his first chance beside a cookshop whose back wall opened onto a narrow service lane. The front fed customers. The back held scraps, ash buckets, dirty water, and the kind of work no one wanted to notice. Chen Wei lingered too close to a pile of split wood, watching a boy not much younger than himself haul out a sloshing tub and nearly drop it. A broad-shouldered woman in a sweat-darkened apron came after him with a string of irritated words, shoved the tub upright with her foot, then saw Chen Wei standing there. Her eyes ran over him in one fast sweep. Ragged. Thin. Silent.

	She snapped something and pointed to the tub.

	Chen Wei blinked, then looked from her hand to the load. It was obvious enough. Help.

	He stepped forward at once.

	The tub stank of rinse water, onion skins, and grease gone sour. Its rope handles bit into his palms as he and the boy dragged it toward a gutter trench at the end of the lane. The boy shot him a look halfway between suspicion and relief, then jerked his chin in the direction they were meant to go. Chen Wei copied him, kept his mouth shut, and put his weight into the pull. By the time they tipped the filthy water out, his arms were trembling.

	The woman was waiting when they came back. She said something to the boy, who answered with a shrug and a glance at Chen Wei’s throat. The woman grunted. Then she tore off a heel of coarse flatbread, scooped a little mash of lentils and onion into a cracked bowl, and thrust both at Chen Wei with the same expression she might have used to toss scraps to a yard dog.

	He took them with both hands and bowed his head.

	The food was still warm. The first bite almost hurt. He had to force himself not to gulp it too fast. Around him the kitchen lane kept moving, buckets sloshing, ladles knocking, people shouting orders he couldn’t follow, but for the first time since the world had torn open, Chen Wei had exchanged his labor for something immediate and real. It was degrading, filthy, and barely enough. It was also a beginning.

	Warm food in his stomach bought Chen Wei less comfort than he’d hoped, but it bought clarity. Hunger had narrowed the world until nothing existed except the next bite. Once the bread and lentils settled, he could think again, and what he thought first was simple enough to matter. The woman hadn’t fed him because she pitied him. She had fed him because he had been useful at the right moment and in the right place. That meant there were wrong moments too, wrong places, wrong ways to stand and look. By midday he had begun to understand that surviving on scraps wasn’t only about need. It was about not offending the shape of other people’s work.

	He learned the first rule by breaking it. The smell of broth drew him toward the front of another cookshop, and for a few foolish seconds he lingered where customers could see him. A man waiting for his bowl noticed at once. He gave Chen Wei a hard look, said something clipped to the woman ladling soup, and jerked his chin toward the street with such offended certainty that Chen Wei didn’t need the words. He moved at once, but not quickly enough. The woman came around the counter with a cloth in one hand and fury in her face, snapping at him until he had backed all the way into the lane. Customers belonged in front. Beggars and drifters did not.

	He kept walking and watched more carefully.

	Behind the food street, the city changed its posture. Here were ash heaps, water runoff, stacked crates, bundles of fuel, and boys carrying tubs that were too heavy for them. Doors at the back opened only for moments, and those moments mattered. If he stood too close when no work was needed, he was a nuisance. If he drifted in just as a load needed carrying, people saw hands before they saw a problem. He began to map it in his head. Morning cookfires. Midday rinse water. Late scraps. The narrow place beside a chop-block where no one wanted a body underfoot. The wider stretch near the drain where someone could pause and point without blocking a customer lane. Even gestures had rules. Empty hands visible. Eyes lowered, but not so low that he missed instruction. Fingers to the throat only when challenged. Never first.

	At one back doorway he made the mistake of stepping in too early and caught a cuff to the shoulder from an old man carrying firewood. The old man barked something and shoved him aside with his elbow.

	Chen Wei bowed his head and retreated at once.

	A minute later, the same door banged open again and a kitchen girl barely older than a child came out dragging a basket of peelings. She saw him, hesitated, then thrust the basket toward him with a burst of impatient words.

	Chen Wei took it.

	She pointed toward a midden pit at the end of the alley, then slapped her own wrist as if warning him not to dawdle.

	He hurried.

	By the time he came back, breathless and smelling of rotten vegetable skins, she was gone, but a crust of stale bread had been left on the step. Chen Wei stood there staring at it for a beat before snatching it up. The lesson settled deeper than the food itself. There were safer corners in this city, safer postures, safer timings. Begging wasn’t only humiliation. It was technique.

	By late afternoon, Chen Wei managed to turn what he had learned into something that almost resembled a method. He did not drift at random anymore. He circled the food lanes, the service alleys, and the narrow back passages where kitchens, stalls, and workshops shed their untidy work into public view for a few breaths at a time. He watched for strain, impatience, and overloaded hands. A man cursing at a blocked wheel. A woman trying to carry two water buckets at once. A boy sent out with refuse and no second pair of hands. Those were openings. He was beginning to understand that the city might tolerate him, not because it had mercy, but because there were always tasks too small to respect and too immediate to ignore.

	His best success came near a noodle stall where a bent old vendor was trying to wrestle a sack of kindling through a back doorway with one shoulder while stirring broth with the other hand. Chen Wei paused at the edge of the lane, close enough to be seen, far enough not to intrude, and lifted both empty hands a little.

	The old man snapped something sharp without turning.

	Chen Wei stepped in anyway, caught the sack before it could split, and hauled it the rest of the way inside. The kindling scratched his forearms and scattered splinters into his sleeves, but the vendor’s expression shifted the moment the burden left his shoulder. He grunted, thrust the stirring paddle into a bracket, and pointed to a stack of dirty bowls with a flurry of impatient words.

	Chen Wei stared for half a second, then understood from the direction of the gesture more than the sound. Wash.

	He nodded once and moved.

	The bowls were slick with grease and cooling broth. He scrubbed them in water already grey from overuse, stacked them the way he’d seen other workers do, and kept going when the old man slapped two more onto the pile. No praise came. No thanks. But when the rush eased, the vendor ladled the cloudy end of the pot into a chipped bowl, dropped in a small knot of noodles, and shoved it toward him.

	Chen Wei took it with both hands and bowed his head.

	The broth was thin and oversalted, but it was hot, and the noodles were real. He drank every drop and felt strength seep back into him in increments so small they were almost humiliating. When he left the stall, he still had the stale crust from earlier tucked inside his jacket. For the first time since arriving, he had enough in him to imagine reaching night without shaking.

	The feeling lasted less than an hour. By dusk the crust was gone, the ache in his stomach was returning, and the warmth from the broth had drained out of him as if it had never been there. The day had fed him, yes, but only just. One missed chance, one harsher vendor, one alley claimed by someone meaner, and the whole fragile balance would have collapsed again. As he edged back toward his hiding place with the city dimming around him, Chen Wei understood the truth with grim precision. He had not solved survival. He had rented it until morning.

	The pattern set in over the next few days because it had to. Chen Wei stopped thinking of each morning as a fresh disaster and started measuring it as a sequence. Wake before the lane grew busy enough to trap him in his hiding place. Fold the old crust of fear back inside himself before stepping into the street. Move first toward water, but only where he could earn or quietly receive it without drawing notice. Then circle the food lanes and service alleys, not as a wanderer anymore, but as someone learning the rhythms of a machine too large to care whether he fit inside it.

	By the third day he knew which cookshops had women quick with a cloth and quicker with anger, which ones had boys overburdened enough to welcome another pair of hands, and which back doors were watched by men who would rather kick him than point. He learned to be useful in narrow, forgettable ways. Carry this tub. Dump that ash. Stack those bowls. Drag peelings to the midden. Hold the sack while a knot was retied. Fetch dropped wood before a cartwheel rolled over it. Never ask. Never hover too close. Be seen just enough. That was the trick. Too eager and he became a nuisance. Too slow and the moment passed to someone else.

	Now and then the city reminded him what he was in its eyes. A butcher’s apprentice once curled his lip and said something to the others that made them laugh while Chen Wei hauled a blood-slick bucket toward the gutter. A laundry woman flicked rinse water at his shoes when he misjudged how near her doorway he could stand. Once, when he touched his throat at the wrong moment, an old man mimed a limp wrist and a vacant stare, performing muteness back at him to amuse the workers nearby. They laughed, and Chen Wei bowed his head and let them have it, because pride could not be eaten and outrage could not buy another day. Each small humiliation settled into him like grit under skin. None of it killed him. That was the whole point.

	What made the pattern workable was not dignity, but repetition. A heel of bread here. A thin bowl of broth there. Half a bruised pear tossed toward him by a kitchen girl too hurried to care whether it was charity or convenience. One night he went to sleep with only water in him and woke shivering so hard his teeth clicked. Another night he managed two scraps of flatbread and thought, absurdly, that he was almost rich. The margin stayed thin enough to frighten him, but it existed now, and that changed the shape of his fear.

	By the end of the week, Chen Wei no longer had to invent survival from nothing each hour. He had made himself into something low, useful, and easy to dismiss. It was degrading. It was precarious. It worked. And because it worked, even badly, it gave him the first luxury he had possessed since the world tore open around him. While his hands laboured and his mouth stayed shut, a part of him could finally begin to watch.

	***

	 


 

	4 — Watching Tongues

	Because hunger no longer occupied every inch of him, Chen Wei could finally listen. The change was small enough to feel absurd at first. Nothing around him had softened. The alleys still stank, the work was still degrading, and every meal still had to be pried loose from someone else’s impatience. But he no longer spent every waking moment fighting the blind animal panic of immediate need. There were breaths now, little gaps in the day when his hands were busy and his mind was not entirely consumed by whether he would eat before nightfall. In those gaps, the city’s noise stopped being a single hostile wall. Patterns began to emerge from it.

	He started with the simplest things. Not words, not yet. Shapes of use. A barked sound that always came when someone had to move fast. Another that followed pointed fingers, outstretched hands, or objects being shoved from one person to another. A curt clipped sound that meant no, enough, away, or stop, depending on the speaker’s face and the angle of the body behind it. He began pairing sound to motion the way he had once paired machine noises to faults in his father’s shop. When a cart rolled into a lane and the driver shouted a harsh two-syllable command, the people nearest the wheels moved aside before contact. By the fourth time Chen Wei heard it, he was moving too, half a heartbeat before the shove would have come.

	The cookshops taught him more. At the back of the noodle stall, the bent old vendor had only a handful of sounds he seemed willing to waste on Chen Wei, but they repeated. A guttural word thrown toward the bowls, the rinse tub, the scrap bin. Another toward the stacked wood. Another when Chen Wei was too slow. He didn’t know what any of them were in isolation, but repetition gave them weight. The old man barked one sound, slapped the side of a basin, and Chen Wei passed him water. Later the same sound came with the same slap, and Chen Wei moved before the vendor had to point.

	The old man paused. His cloudy eyes narrowed. Then he grunted something shorter, almost to himself, and jerked his chin toward a second stack of bowls.

	Chen Wei obeyed at once.

	Across the lane, a kitchen girl carrying peelings saw it happen and laughed. She said the same basin-word to him in a mocking sing-song and tapped the side of her basket with one knuckle.

	Chen Wei looked at the basket. Then at her. Then he took it. She laughed harder, but this time not unkindly, and called something over her shoulder to the others.

	He didn’t know what she’d said. That hardly mattered. What mattered was the tiny spark of certainty that went through him when he matched sound to object and object to action. It was nothing grand. No sudden understanding opened in his head. But that afternoon, as voices rose and fell around him in rough repetition, Chen Wei began to realize that language might not be one locked gate. It might be a hundred small latches, and he only had to start catching them one by one.

	A few days later, the first real difference came not as understanding, but as speed. Chen Wei had been carrying out peelings behind the noodle stall when the bent old vendor swore under his breath and banged the lid back on an empty kindling box. The lunch rush was building. Steam rolled thick from the broth pot. Customers crowded the front in a loose knot of bowls, voices, and impatience. The old man turned, saw Chen Wei in the back lane, and barked a burst of words sharp enough to cut.

	One of them Chen Wei knew now. Wood.

	The vendor slapped two small coins into his palm, pointed across the lane toward a narrow yard stacked with bundles, then barked the same wood-word again, followed by another sound Chen Wei had heard a dozen times whenever things needed to happen now. Go fast.

	Chen Wei was moving before the man finished. The coins closed warm in his fist. He darted across the lane between two handcarts, slipped past a woman unloading greens, and reached the wood yard without having to stop and stare like an idiot waiting for the world to explain itself. A heavy-browed seller looked up from splitting kindling and snapped something annoyed at him.

	Chen Wei held out the coins and pointed to the nearest stack of thin wood bundles. Then, carefully, he repeated the one word he was almost sure of.

	The seller’s face shifted at once. Not to friendliness, but to comprehension. He said the word back to Chen Wei in a flatter tone, then jabbed a finger toward a smaller, cheaper bundle tied with rough cord.

	Chen Wei nodded.

	The seller swept up the coins, shoved the bundle at him, and launched into another sentence too fast to catch. Chen Wei only understood the last word because he had heard it barked in kitchens often enough to feel its shape before he could translate it. Hurry.

	He ran.

	When he got back, the old vendor snatched the kindling from his arms, broke the cord with his thumb, and fed the stove without even glancing up. But the rhythm of the work changed. No pointing. No repeated shoving of objects under Chen Wei’s nose. No angry correction after a stupid mistake. A second later the vendor jabbed toward the rinse tub and barked the basin-word. Chen Wei was already there. Then came the scrap-bin word, and he turned before the man had to slap the lid.

	The old vendor finally looked at him properly. His cloudy eyes narrowed, not suspicious this time, but measuring.

	Across the back lane, the kitchen girl who carried peelings saw it too. She leaned around her doorway, grinned, and called the wood-word at Chen Wei in an exaggerated sing-song, then laughed when he turned his head at once.

	The laugh stung his pride, but not enough to matter. The errand had gone cleanly. Not because anyone had become kinder, and not because he truly understood their speech. But for the first time since arriving, a few sounds in this city had begun to stick. And because they stuck, he had become faster, less burdensome, and slightly more useful. In a life this narrow, that counted as victory.

	The next step came in secret.

	Chen Wei didn’t dare try sounds in public. The mute shape he had built around himself was too valuable now, and the city had already taught him what happened when his voice marked him as wrong. But once a few words began to stick to objects and actions, he could no longer listen passively. His mind kept reaching toward the sounds, turning them over, matching them to lips and teeth and tongue. He found himself watching mouths as closely as hands. The bent old vendor’s barked commands. The kitchen girl’s teasing sing-song. The flat, impatient speech of wood sellers and soup women and cart men yelling for space. It all looked less impossible once he stopped thinking of language as meaning and started treating it as movement.

	That evening, after the food lanes had quieted and he had retreated to his alcove with half a crust tucked inside his jacket, he began to test it. Not aloud. Never aloud. He sat with his knees drawn up, listening to the muffled sounds of the lane beyond, and shaped the basin-word with his lips only, letting no breath carry it. Then the wood-word. Then the hurry-word. His tongue stumbled. His jaw felt clumsy. Once or twice he had to stop and start again because the mouth-shape slid wrong and refused to settle. But there was satisfaction in the effort too, a tiny private stubbornness that reminded him of filing metal square beside his father’s bench. Again. Adjust. Again.

	The next day he carried the practice into the streets without letting anyone see. When the kitchen girl leaned out with her basket of peelings and tossed a string of mockery at him, Chen Wei lowered his eyes the way he always did. But behind the lowered gaze he watched the shape of her mouth more than her expression. One sound opened wide at the start and snapped shut at the end. Another pushed through the teeth. He stored both. Later, when the old vendor called across the lane to a neighboring stall, Chen Wei caught the same ending sound and felt a flicker of recognition sharp enough to make him look up.

	The girl noticed.

	She grinned and said the basin-word at him again, slower this time, tapping the side of a wash bucket with deliberate exaggeration as if speaking to a half-wit child.

	Chen Wei let his face stay blank. He took the bucket from her hands and moved as though her mockery meant nothing.

	But inside, something had shifted. The humiliation was still there, and the danger of speaking hadn’t changed. What had changed was his grip. The sounds were no longer just blows landing on him from the outside. He was beginning, silently and invisibly, to handle them himself. By the time he returned to his alcove that night and mouthed the basin-word again in darkness, Chen Wei knew he had crossed another narrow line. He was no longer only enduring language. He was practicing it.

	The first real reward for all that watching came three days later, and it was so small that no one but Chen Wei would have called it victory.

	The noon rush had hit the noodle stall hard enough to turn the back lane into a churn of steam, wet boards, and shouted impatience. The bent old vendor was moving faster than usual, cursing under his breath as bowls piled up, broth spilled, and kindling burned down too quickly. Chen Wei had his hands in the rinse tub when the old man barked a command over his shoulder without pointing, without slapping the basin, without even looking at him.

	For one terrible half-second Chen Wei froze.

	Then the shape of the sound landed. Water.

	He grabbed the bucket and brought it over before the old man had to turn. The vendor took it with a grunt, poured, shoved the bucket back, and kept moving. No correction. No angry repetition. A minute later another word came, snapped toward the chopping block. Chen Wei caught only the second half of it, but that was enough. Scrap-bin. He moved again, clearing onion skins and broth bones before they could clog the lane.

	The kitchen girl across the way saw it happen. She leaned out with a grin and called something sing-song in his direction.

	This time Chen Wei caught one word inside her teasing. Quick.

	He glanced up before he meant to.

	The girl’s grin widened. She pointed at him, laughed, and repeated the word more clearly, dragging it out as if testing whether it would hook.

	Chen Wei lowered his gaze at once and kept working, but the sound lodged in him. Quick. He knew it now. Not perfectly, not with all its edges, but enough.

	The rush rolled on. A customer at the front shouted. The vendor answered with an irritated burst. The girl from across the lane tossed over another phrase Chen Wei couldn’t follow at all, and whatever sense of triumph he had built faltered at once. Most of the city still washed over him as noise. He could catch pebbles out of a river now, not redirect the current.

	Even so, something inside him had changed. When the old man barked a third command and Chen Wei reached the right stack of bowls before the slap on the wood came, the vendor stopped just long enough to squint at him. Then he snorted, muttered a short phrase, and shoved a bowl of broth ends across the counter without ceremony.

	Chen Wei took it with both hands and bowed his head.

	The broth was thin, mostly hot water with onion, grease sheen, and a few broken scraps of noodle, but he drank it with a steadier hand than before. Around him the lane was still rough, filthy, and indifferent. He was still silent, still low, still one mistake from being shoved back into pure confusion. But for the first time since arriving, the world had obeyed him in some small degree. Not much. Barely enough to name. Yet as he stood in the steam and swallowed the last warm mouthful, Chen Wei felt a fragile, dangerous thing take shape beneath all the fear. He was not only surviving the city anymore. Piece by piece, he was beginning to read it.

	***

	 


 

	5 — Winter Mouth

	Cold entered Heshun Gate without asking permission. One week the back lanes had merely been damp and mean. The next, morning bit straight through cloth and stayed in the bones. Chen Wei woke in his alcove with his fingers curled so tightly into his sleeves that it hurt to straighten them. His breath smoked in front of his face. The wicker screens rattled whenever wind found the lane, and the old straw under him had gone from filthy to useless. Hunger felt different in the cold. It no longer burned cleanly and then faded into weakness. It sat lower, heavier, as if his body were eating itself just to keep from shivering apart.

	By the time he reached the food alleys, everyone else was sharper too. Fires mattered more. Fuel mattered more. Hot broth mattered more. That made tempers shorter and scraps rarer. Boys who had once dawdled now ran. Women who might have flicked him a crust three days earlier slapped hands away from trays before anyone could even beg. Chen Wei kept his mouth shut and his eyes lowered, but cold made even silence clumsy. His jaw wanted to chatter. His hands moved slower than his thoughts. Twice that morning he missed chances because he hadn’t been quick enough to step in before someone else did.

	The noodle stall still gave him the best odds, so he stayed close to the back lane and waited for strain to show. It came soon enough. The bent old vendor was red-eyed from smoke and moving with the ugly speed of someone already behind. He jerked his chin at Chen Wei, barked two familiar words and a third Chen Wei didn’t know, then slapped the rim of a pot with the back of his knuckles.

	Chen Wei caught the second word: water.

	He grabbed the bucket and came fast. “Hnh,” the old man grunted, shoving a lid aside.

	But the third word mattered, and Chen Wei had missed it. The vendor cursed the instant Chen Wei lifted the wrong pot. Steam burst out in a cloud so thick it wet his face. The old man slammed his hand against Chen Wei’s wrist, yanked the larger lid away himself, and snapped a furious string of words that needed no translation to sting. Across the lane, the kitchen girl with the peelings laughed once, then stopped when she saw the vendor’s expression.

	Chen Wei stepped back at once and bowed his head.

	The old man shoved the correct lid toward him and barked the unknown word again, slower this time, then jabbed a finger at the smaller pot.

	Chen Wei held still, fixed the sound in his mind, and nodded. That was the shape of it. He knew enough now to work, but not enough to work cleanly. In warmer days, a mistake like that might have bought only a cuff or a curse. In cold like this, a wrong pot meant wasted heat, wasted broth, wasted patience, and all three had become precious. As the old man turned back to the stove muttering under his breath, Chen Wei stood with the sting still in his wrist and understood the new cruelty winter had brought him. Ignorance had always been dangerous. Now it was becoming expensive.

	The loss came before noon. After the pot mistake, the bent old vendor worked Chen Wei harder, not softer, as if irritation itself had become another fuel to burn. Bowls, rinse water, scrap bin, wood, back again. Chen Wei moved as fast as he could, wrist still aching where the old man had struck it, and told himself speed would smooth the rest. If he made himself useful enough, the anger would wear down into the usual muttering. Sometimes that happened. Sometimes a man only needed to see effort before deciding not to hate you. This time it didn’t.

	The rush thickened. A customer at the front shouted about something missing. The old vendor cursed, shoved past the stove, and snatched up a folded scrap of stiff paper from the shelf above the bowls. He slapped it into Chen Wei’s hand along with two coins, barked a burst of words, then jabbed twice toward the lane and once toward the paper.

	Chen Wei caught only one word in the middle. Flour, or meal, or something close to it. The rest blurred past him. He looked down at the paper. Three black brushstrokes and a hooked mark stared back at him with all the mercy of a locked door.

	The vendor saw the hesitation and snapped, “Go!”

	Chen Wei went.

	He crossed the lane and followed the direction he thought the old man had meant, down toward a grain seller whose open fronts were stacked with sacks, bins, and tied bundles dusted in pale powder. The seller, a narrow-faced woman with flour on both sleeves, looked up as Chen Wei thrust out the paper and coins. She took one glance, said something quick, and pointed behind her toward a row of sacks marked with brush signs.

	Chen Wei stared.

	The woman said it again, sharper this time, and pointed at the sacks.

	He knew what she wanted. Choose. Confirm. Take. But the signs meant nothing to him. One sack looked like another except for the black marks brushed on the cloth. He tried to match the hooked shape on the paper to the nearest bag, but cold, haste, and ignorance tangled together in his head until everything started looking almost right. At last he pointed.

	The woman snorted, took the coins, hauled down the sack he’d chosen, and shoved it toward him.

	By the time Chen Wei dragged it back to the stall, his shoulders were shaking from the weight.

	The old vendor slit the tie, plunged in a hand, and froze. He pinched the grain between thumb and forefinger, looked at it once, then rounded on Chen Wei with a fury so complete it emptied the lane around them. He flung a sentence at him like a slap, seized the sack, and kicked the coins bowl so hard it rattled off the shelf.

	Chen Wei bowed his head at once. “Hnh,” was all that came from his throat, because the mute shape was the only shield he had left.

	The old man did not care. He jerked his chin toward the street with savage finality, then lifted the empty broth bowl from beside the stove and turned it upside down on the counter.

	No food. Chen Wei stood there for one breath too many, cold sinking under his skin, and understood exactly what had been taken from him. Not because he was lazy. Not because he hadn’t tried. Because three strokes on a scrap of paper had meant more than all the speed in his hands.

	Chen Wei did not leave the lane at once.

	Hunger and cold urged him to move, pride urged him to disappear, but something harder than both held him where he was. The bent old vendor had already turned away, still muttering, still angry, still working as if Chen Wei’s failure had been nothing but another annoyance in a day full of them. The overturned bowl sat on the counter like a judgment. Chen Wei stepped back into the shadow near the wood stack and stayed there, empty-handed, his stomach drawing tight enough to ache.

	It would have been easier to tell himself the old man was simply cruel. Cruelty was simple. Cruelty required no lesson. But the paper scrap was still there, crumpled near the shelf where the vendor had flung it aside after the mistake, and Chen Wei could not stop looking at it.

	The lunch rush did not pause for his humiliation. Steam rolled. Bowls clattered. A customer shouted for more broth. The kitchen girl from across the lane came over carrying a basket and got barked at before she had even reached the doorway. The old vendor snatched up a new scrap of paper, slapped it into her hand, and pointed toward the grain seller with the same impatient violence he had used on Chen Wei.

	This time the girl didn’t hesitate.

	She looked once at the paper, once at the row of sacks across the lane, and was gone before the old man finished speaking. Chen Wei watched her thrust the slip at the flour-sleeved seller, watched the seller jab toward the proper stack, watched the girl grab the correct sack without even pausing to guess. When she came back, the vendor opened it, grunted, and shoved a chipped bowl with two broth-soaked scraps of noodle into her free hand as if that were only the natural shape of the world.

	She noticed Chen Wei staring.

	For a moment her grin came back, quick and sharp. She held up the paper slip between two fingers, tapped the brushstrokes with a dirty nail, then pointed at the grain sack and laughed under her breath. “Hah. Hnh?” she said, miming his voiceless sound back at him, but there was less malice in it than rough amusement. Then she tapped the paper again and spoke more slowly, one word at a time, as if to a child too stupid to know where bread came from.

	Chen Wei understood none of the sentence. He understood the shape of it perfectly.

	Not the sack. The marks.

	The girl slurped one noodle end from her bowl, shrugged, and went back across the lane.

	Chen Wei stayed where he was, cold seeping through his sleeves, and looked from the crumpled slip to the black brush signs on the grain sacks. Those three strokes and that hooked mark had been enough to separate food from no food, right grain from wrong grain, usefulness from waste. He had spent days treating language as a tool for moving faster and being shouted at less. Now, with his stomach empty and the smell of broth thick in the air, he saw it more clearly. Words were not ornament. Signs were not decoration. In this city, language was shelter, wages, heat, and the difference between being fed and being dismissed.

	Chen Wei stole the crumpled paper before he left the lane.

	Not openly. He waited until the bent old vendor turned to the stove again, then bent as if to gather a fallen splinter from the wet boards and closed his fingers around the scrap instead. It vanished into his sleeve, light as nothing, worth more than the missing bowl of broth. The thought would have seemed ridiculous a week earlier. By dusk it felt like the only useful thing he had taken from the day.

	The cold sharpened after dark. Wind slipped through the wicker and found every gap in his clothes. Chen Wei sat in the alcove with his knees drawn up and the paper spread flat across them, turning it over again and again in the dim spill of lamplight from the lane. Three strokes. One hooked mark. That was all. He traced them with the pad of his thumb until the shapes felt less like scratches and more like pieces. Not enough to understand. Enough to remember. When the dark grew too thick to see clearly, he used a splinter of charcoal from a cookshop ash heap to draw the marks on the stone beside him. The first attempt came out crooked. The second was worse. He rubbed them away with his sleeve and started again, jaw clenched against the cold and the stupid humiliation of how hard it was to copy three simple lines.

	The next morning he carried the paper tucked inside his jacket like a hidden coin. Work still came first. Food still came first. But whenever he passed painted signs, sack marks, tally slips, shrine placards, or chalked pricing boards, his eyes snagged on them now. He no longer looked at writing as a blur to be endured. He hunted it. At the grain seller’s front he slowed just enough to compare the hooked mark on his stolen slip with the signs brushed on the sacks. Two were close. One was exact. He fixed the difference in his head and moved on before the flour-sleeved woman could notice him staring.

	Later, near a wider street, the sound of children reciting stopped him cold. Under the eaves of a long hall, a row of boys in better winter coats stood before a blackened board while a thin man in layered robes tapped the wood with a switch. He said a phrase. The boys repeated it. He struck the board once more and called out another. This time one of the boys stumbled. The switch cracked against the edge of the board, not hard, but hard enough to make every back straighten at once.

	Chen Wei stood in the mouth of the lane and watched until one of the older boys saw him.

	The boy’s lip curled. He jerked his chin sharply and said, “Move.”

	Chen Wei stepped back at once and lowered his eyes.

	But he carried the rhythm of the recitation with him long after he left. The paper inside his jacket felt warm against his chest, though it wasn’t. That was the shape of his future now, whether he liked it or not. Words. Marks. Sounds. Not because learning was noble, and not because he dreamt of halls or scholars or any grand path that might lie far ahead. Because winter had made the truth too plain
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