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THE RIVER GOD'S BRIDE

A New Interpretation of an Ancient Tale

by Maria Yao

The so-called River God’s wedding was nothing more than a millennia-old lie woven to escape the burden of guilt.

The story etched in memory was poised to encounter a new, realist interpretation.
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The Hong River flowed vast and unceasing, encircling Luojia Village through day and night. The name 'Hong' promised cosmic grandeur, but the river itself was narrow and hemmed in by cliffs, its channel running deep, bestowing upon it a profoundly secluded, almost somber air.

Though early summer had come, the river’s waters still bore the biting chill of winter’s lingering cold. They surged forth from shadowed valleys and hidden ravines, their hue a deep, dark indigo—like a vast, unpolished jade inkstone. Only at the height of midday, when the sun blazed fiercest, would the surface grudgingly ripple with fleeting flecks of golden light—scattered shards of shattered gold that vanished almost as soon as they appeared.

Luo Siyan crouched upon a smooth, mirror-like stone by the riverbank, its surface polished gleaming by the relentless current. Around her, several village women pounded and scrubbed their laundry. Their voices and the rhythmic thudding of wooden beaters intertwined—but were effortlessly swallowed by the eternal, rushing murmur of the water.

She raised the wooden beater high; its rough handle rubbed against her palm, forming a thin callus, then came down with force. A muffled thump struck the soaked coarse cloth, sending icy droplets splashing against the back of her hand.

The river's roar drowned the sound completely, erasing it as though it had never existed.

She paused her work and lifted her weary head toward the lush forest rising on the opposite shore. Mist curled among the trees, shadows deepening and shifting, blurring the view—much like the confusion that clouded her own heart.

Her eyes saw nothing. Her mind was full of her father's face—the way it shifted now, stormy one moment, eerily silent the next. That face, once the warmest refuge for her and her sister Sifang, had become as unpredictable as the June sky, fraying her nerves with its sudden shifts.

Meanwhile, rumors about the River God’s choice of bride spread like wildfire, ignited by the arrival of a wandering Taoist priest who called himself Yun Qiuzi. At first, these whispers were secret murmurs among women gathered at wells and riverbanks. Now, they had blossomed into an open, pervasive panic, spoken of on every street corner, seeping into every household with daughters. The rumor was like an invisible boulder—heavy and unyielding—pressing down upon the hearts of every family in Luojia Village.

“Siyan! Siyan!”

A sharp, urgent call cut through the river’s roar, growing louder from afar. Luo Siyan returned to herself and saw her sister, Luo Sifang, clutching her skirt as she hurried forward, her steps uneven over the pebble-strewn riverbed.

Sifang ran swiftly, a stray lock of hair at her temple swept loose by the wind, clinging to her flushed cheek and lending her a disheveled air. She panted heavily, yet her almond-shaped eyes gleamed with a terror she struggled to conceal.

“It’s bad! At the village entrance—Zhang’s house... Zhang’s youngest daughter has... has been chosen!”

Luo Siyan’s heart plummeted, as if a heavy fist had struck her chest. The chill that had merely brushed her fingertips now surged through her limbs and seeped into her very marrow.

Her grip slackened, and the heavy wooden beater slipped from her palm, striking the stone with a clear clang before tumbling into the shallow water, instantly swallowed by the icy river.

She snapped upright, disregarding the stray bat, and seized her sister who had drawn near. Sifang’s hands were cold, trembling ever so slightly.

“Slow down, don’t rush,” Luo Siyan forced her voice steady, though a tremor betrayed her calm. “Chosen for what?”

“The River God’s bride!” Sifang’s voice broke with stifled sobs, tears welling in her eyes. “It’s exactly as that Taoist Yun Qiuzi foretold! He said... he said the Zhang girl’s birth date is the perfect match—she is the River God’s chosen!”

Seven days—only seven days to prepare! After that, they will send her off in that delicate silk sedan chair, gliding down the Hong River. Sister, that Zhang girl was nearly promised to Li San from the neighboring village! What kind of honor is this? It is plainly... a death sentence!

Her words were cut short by a fierce sob, dissolving into desperate, shattered weeping that convulsed her frail shoulders.

Luo Siyan pressed her lips tightly, remaining silent. She bent down, plunged her hand into the biting cold river, and retrieved the sodden wooden beater, clutching it firmly.

The chill of the forest seemed to seep deep into her bones.
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She lifted her eyes, gazing beyond her younger sister’s head toward the great locust tree at the heart of the village. There, the villagers gathered to deliberate; at this moment, no doubt, a crowd had assembled beneath its sprawling branches. On their faces might be fear or pity, but more often than not, a detached, morbid excitement and curiosity lingered.

And among that crowd, there must be her father—the village chief Luo, a man utterly convinced of this truth, quietly maneuvering it from the shadows.

“Father...” Luo Siyan’s voice was low, scarcely more than a whisper, as if speaking to herself—or perhaps questioning the empty air. “Ever since that Daoist appeared, he has not been the same.”

That Daoist, who called himself Yun Qiuzi, had arrived one dusk a month ago at the village entrance. He came as the sunset blazed, clad in a half-worn, pale blue robe edged with gilded trim, and carried a dust whisk in hand. His face was lean and gaunt, three wisps of long beard trailing from his chin, radiating the ethereal aura of a celestial immortal.

With only a few cryptic words about "observing the spiritual energy of the water vein here, sensing the millennia of solitude endured by the river god," he effortlessly hoodwinked the already somewhat superstitious Chief Luo and the assembled villagers.

He claimed that the Hong River’s river god was an ancient water deity who had guarded Luojia Village for centuries. Now, the god’s heart had grown lonely and resentful; he required a dignified young woman of pure yin constitution from the mortal realm to accompany him and soothe his spirit. Only then could the village continue to enjoy favorable weather, bountiful harvests, thriving livestock, and enduring peace.
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