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Chapter 1:
Opening Shot

CLICK. The darkness illuminated. The TV screen flickered, and an image began to appear.

The faculty dorm was located in the building crammed into the furthermost corner of this centuries-old university campus. Placed out of the way, it was where the school mostly sent their young and sprightly teachers. The exterior was gorgeous—all red brick and white steps, with delicate ivy vines encircling the old Western-style building. No passersby would be able to resist taking a lingering gaze, but only those lucky enough to become a teacher and enter it would realize that, under its beautiful facade, this building had undergone many rounds of repairs. The interior walls were mottled and layered, like an aged face caked with countless layers of makeup. The dorm was so old that it didn’t even have digital televisions; the ones here were cable TVs that could only be described as antiques.

“The Yangtze Plain is experiencing several torrential rainstorms in succession…”

A young man walked past the corridor as the sound of the TV program filtered through the cracked glass window of the receptionist’s office. Usually, the old lady on shift would stop him and shout, “Hey, little student, dontcha know? This is a faculty residence for teachers. You’re a student, you can’t keep coming here.” 

But today, the receptionist didn’t scold him. Perhaps it was because she was staring off into space, or that her eyesight was failing in her later years, but she didn’t notice him pass by in the dark night. 

He walked directly up to the third floor and knocked on a familiar iron door. 

It opened with a creak; the woman inside poked her head out. “It’s you?” 

“Xie-laoshi,” the young man said softly.

It was quite late, and he was an unexpected guest. But the woman was his teacher, as well as the person closest to him in the entire school. After a moment of surprise, she welcomed him inside.

She brewed a cup of tea and added some sliced ginger. It was raining outside, and she could feel that the youth was soaked and cold; hot ginger tea could drive out the chill.

Xie-laoshi placed the steaming cup down on the tea table before her student, who was standing uncomfortably in front of the sofa. “When did you get back?” 

“Just today.” 

“Please sit down,” Xie-laoshi said.

Only then did he sit, his hands curled over his knees. He was stiff and reserved, and didn’t touch the tea. 

“Why didn’t you let me know that you were coming back? Are there even buses this late?” 

“…Mm.” 

“How did things go with your family?”

The youth was quiet for a while, then lowered his head to pick at the rip in his jeans. “My mom still wants me to drop out…” 

Xie-laoshi fell silent. 

He was already a university student; if he chose to drop out, the school didn’t have much say in the matter. Even so, she had spoken with his mother and promised to lower the tuition fees due to their financial difficulty in hopes that his mother would allow her son to finish his studies at the university he had worked so hard to get into.

But his mother had shrilly refused.

“What studies?! Studying Chinese? Who doesn’t know how to speak Chinese? You’re all just pulling a scam!” 

Xie-laoshi had patiently and gently tried to explain, “Your son is very bright. Look, he’s already in his second year. Wouldn’t it be a huge waste to give up halfway? Plus, once he graduates, it’ll be easier for him to find a job. He told me he wants to be a teacher. With his grades, he’d have no trouble getting employed as one. This is your son’s dream, and teaching is a stable job…” 

“He could never become a teacher! It’s not like you haven’t seen his face!”

The mother’s words were like a dull blade cleaving right down the middle of an invisible current.

Xie-laoshi was furious, but she didn’t know how to respond. 

“I want him to come back to work right now! Our family is broke! He needs to stop wasting time! With that…that face… What can he do even if he studies! What school would want this kind of teacher?!”

So what was his face like?

She peered at her student, his face dimly illuminated by the weak incandescent lamp in her room.

Xie-laoshi had already grown used to his features, but everyone who saw him for the first time would gasp. Due to some unknown disease, half of his face—from forehead to neck—was covered in purple blotches, as if concealing rotting flesh. 

It was a horrifying sight, undisguised in its abnormality.

“Freak!” 

“Stay away from him, it might be contagious.” 

“Hey! Half-and-half!”

Having grown up with this face of his, mockery and ridicule followed him like a shadow. 

Because he had a disease, and moreover because he didn’t have the sense to cover up his ailment, his ugliness, he was shunned wherever he went. No matter how hard he studied, no matter how gently he interacted with others, he was like an evil dragon flying through a clear sky: conspicuous and frightening. He could never receive any equal treatment. 

People like Xie-laoshi, who could see that the unblemished half of his face was very lovable and gentle, were a rarity. 

He would always gently and numbly bear everyone’s mockery. Sometimes, he too would laugh along, as if he had actually done something wrong. 

But what exactly had he done wrong? 

Xie-laoshi noticed it all. When studying, he’d always be the most focused; he’d dutifully do his part and silently take on the most work in group projects. When people bullied him, he would just endure it without getting angered or saying much.

“It’s fine, Laoshi, I’m already very happy that you’d chat with me. Back in my village, everyone would cross the street as soon as they saw me coming. There’s never been anyone like you, who would ­listen to me so attentively. The other students are very nice too. At least no one’s thrown bricks at me.” 

His words were calm, but his head was forever bowed, his shoulders hunched. Years of humiliation had caused his spine to bend, deforming from the pressure. 

Later, she said to him, “If you’d like, you can always come to me for private tutoring after the evening self-study session. If there’s anything you don’t understand or you need my help with, just let me know.” 

He smiled in deep embarrassment, the blush of shame appearing on the unblemished half of his face.

In the two years she’d known him, she’d grown used to opening her dorm door after he had knocked to see him standing there with his stooped posture. He would be carrying the papers, prose, and even poetry that he wrote, having come to ask her for pointers.

These days, many people liked to curse, but very few liked to write poetry. 

But he persisted, even as other students mocked him, calling him an ugly freak who wrote ugly things: So rancid, even more rancid than your rotten grape face.

He would smile a little and just keep writing. 

Now, he didn’t even have the right to do that anymore.

As these thoughts filled Xie-laoshi’s mind, she felt a pang of ­sorrow and gazed with pity at the boy in front of her. 

“Laoshi, this time, I came to say goodbye,” he said. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow.” 

“You’re going back home?” 

“…Mm, more or less.”

He paused. “Laoshi, if my disease weren’t on my face, if it were somewhere people couldn’t see, people would be a little nicer to me. How nice would that be.” 

The rims of Xie-laoshi’s eyes reddened. She’d already done everything she could, but she wasn’t his kin; she didn’t have the final say, nor could she save him. His family situation was worsening by the day, and his mother regretted letting her child leave home to study, especially since she had a healthy second son who was still in junior high school. If they called the sick child back home, they could let the healthy one take his place. 

Xie-laoshi didn’t blame his mother; having to weigh the pros and cons of the family situation, she was being quite fair. 

“The…the essay that you left with me, the one you wanted me to look over, I’m not done editing it yet—” Xie-laoshi hastily changed the subject, feeling that soon she wouldn’t be able to hold back her tears anymore.

“But I read through the first parts very carefully. Why don’t you start the academic withdrawal process a little later? Wait until I’ve edited the entire thing…” 

“No.” He shook his head with a smile. “I must go when morning comes.” 

She felt so remorseful; why had she always thought that there was still time? 

Why hadn’t she stayed up all night to edit his essay?

And why had she gone out to shop and chat and attend those long and meaningless meetings? 

Her student’s dreams were about to shatter, and his heart about to give out. As his teacher, she couldn’t even offer up a bouquet of flowers to bid his dream farewell.

“I’m sorry…”

“It’s fine,” he said. “But I wrote one last poem. Can I give it to you?” 

She readily nodded. 

He took a piece of paper out of his backpack and handed it to her. The paper was thin, almost weightless. 

She read every word. It was an adoring love poem, searingly passionate yet tentative and careful. She’d read the works of many masters who spoke of romance, from the “when will the moonlight in our bed dry the tears on our faces”1 of the past, to the “my eyes are more beautiful because they have you in them”2 of the present. Yet at this moment, it seemed like none of them could compare to this sheet of paper that her student had presented to her.

He didn’t put anything out in the open, as if doing so would spoil the meter of the poem. 

This young man was a poet. He knew that if the love between two people from different social statuses lost its poetry, all that would be left was embarrassment. 

“It’s a memento for you.”

Tenderness was written all over his face—both on the grotesque and ordinary halves. 

“I’m sorry, Laoshi. I can’t afford to buy you any gifts.”

“There’s nothing better than this.” She turned around, suppressing her sobs. “You…you should eat something. I’ll find you some snacks to go with the tea.”

In a bid to keep her emotions in check, Xie-laoshi rummaged through her cabinets. She picked up a tin of butter cookies and placed it on the table. 

He thanked her politely. Under Xie-laoshi’s gaze, he finally touched the teacup tentatively, only to pull back instantly. Softly, he said, “It’s so hot.” 

Xie-laoshi touched the cup. “Huh? It’s lukewarm.”

Nonetheless, she added some cold water to the cup. Her student chewed on his favorite cookies and slowly began to drink. By the time he finished the cookies and the tea, the night was still young.

“Laoshi, can I stay here for a little while longer to read?” he asked.

“Of course.” 

He smiled again, slightly sheepish. “I’m inconveniencing you so much, even when I’m about to leave.”

“It’s fine, you can stay for as long as you’d like… Right, give me your address—I’ll send you a copy of all the good books I see. Given how clever you are, even if you only study on your own, you won’t do too poorly.” Xie-laoshi could only offer some words of comfort. “If you need any help with anything, you can contact me on WeChat.”3 

He looked at her. “Thank you.” He paused. “If only everyone were like you, then perhaps…” 

He lowered his head and didn’t continue. 

Her dorm had no shortage of books. With his undisguised disease, his grotesque appearance made him the center of attention every time he went to the library. Thus, she invited him to the faculty dorm and lent him her own books to read. 

In that same spirit, he spent the whole night reading inside the faculty dorm, as if he wanted to bring all the words back to his hometown using this night.

He rarely acted so selfishly. In the past, he would never stay too late, worried that he’d disrupt his teacher’s routine. But today was an exception. 

Xie-laoshi didn’t blame him for this final willful streak. She stayed up with him, but into the latter half of the night, she grew tired. Without realizing it, she drifted off to sleep at her desk. 

In her hazy unconsciousness, she heard her student suddenly say, “Xie-laoshi.” 

She blearily made a noise of assent. 

“There’s one more thing. I want to apologize to you. Those thefts in our class that you got criticized for… When those students kept losing their belongings and couldn’t find them no matter what… Actually, I was the one who took their things.” 

Shocked, she stirred from her slumber, but her body was too tired, too heavy to get up.

“But I didn’t keep any of those things. I didn’t take any of their money,” he said sorrowfully. “When they mocked me, I really hated them… I threw all their bags into a pile of straw and burned it all. They suspected me, but you chose to vouch for me without question. But in truth, I was the culprit. I didn’t have the courage to admit it. Only in one person’s eyes have I ever been a normal person, or even a good person—that’s you. Laoshi, I’m very vain, aren’t I?” He paused. “I wouldn’t know what to do if you were disappointed in me. You’re the only person who has ever acknowledged me.”

His voice trailed off.

But his gaze was clear, almost transparent, as if a weight had been taken off his shoulders. 

“This is the one thing I regret the most… Xie-laoshi, I’m truly sorry. My disease seems to have metastasized from my face to my heart. If there is a next life, I really want to be a normal person… I don’t want to be so sick that I don’t even have the right to be loved. Xie-laoshi…” 

Wind rushed in through the window, making the papers on the table flutter, like soul-summoning flags. 

Then silence returned. 

The tea on the table cooled. 

When Xie-laoshi woke up the next morning, she found that she’d slept the night away at her desk. Her room was neat and tidy. Her student was always polite, but this time, he hadn’t said goodbye to his teacher before packing up his things and leaving.

Unable to suppress a twinge of melancholy, she rose sleepily and went to the living room. When she looked down at the tea table, her eyes flew open, as if a basin of ice water had just been poured over her head. 

The tea she’d made for the youth had frozen over, but how? The room was clearly 27 or so degrees Celsius! 

Her dark eyes wide, she looked around the room only to be plunged into even deeper shock. Last night, she’d clearly seen her student eat the butter cookies, yet not a single one was missing from the tin. The tea which had frozen into ice was untouched, and finally…

That veiled love poem, the contents of which she still sheltered in her heart, the paper farewell he’d gifted her…

It had disappeared.

Or, perhaps it was more accurate to say that the paper had never existed in the first place. 

She was almost shaking. Suddenly, her phone alerted with a ding, causing her to jump in fright. She grabbed it immediately, only to find that it was a spam message. She let out a breath of relief, but then, as if struck by a thought, as if waking from a dream, she quickly dialed the student’s number. 

Beep. Beep. Beep. 

Her heart pounded with every beat of the mechanical tone. 

“Hello?” 

The call had gone through.

On the other end of the line was the familiar voice of a middle-aged woman. It sounded coarse, but right now, it was also nasal with tears. Xie-laoshi exchanged a few words with the young man’s mother. 

Her heart sank into a pitch-black hole, careening downward. 

After a pause, she heard a flurry of accusations—“It was you people! You again!! I haven’t had time to come for you, yet you actually called us first!” 

Xie-laoshi couldn’t remember what she had said at the beginning anymore; her mind had blanked out. All she could hear was the miserable shouting at the other end, like a bludgeoning wake-up call. “He’s dead! Dead!” 

Blood froze in her veins.

Dead?

“It’s all your fault!! He got into an argument with me and ran out. There was a torrential storm outside, and the police said a section of an electric cable was exposed…” 

Xie-laoshi’s ears were ringing. 

Amid the intense castigation and mournful sobbing, she could barely make out a few words, ghostly and ghoulish, like an otherworldly farewell. 

The woman on the other end of the line gave an ear-splitting shriek. 

“Why bother calling? Why bother?! Yesterday was his seventh day!!”4


Chapter 2:
I Was Still a Student Back Then

“YESTERDAY WAS HIS seventh day!!”

The tapping of the keyboard stopped. He Yu stood up from the desk in the faculty dorm room. The apartment wasn’t even sixty square meters. Next door, in the living room, a tedious variety show about poetry was playing on an old-fashioned TV. The program was accompanied by the static humming of the faulty signal.

The sofa was still that sofa in the story. The snacks for the tea, the tin of biscuits—they were all still there. But the time on the clock read 8:09, and the streetlights were on outside. It was the middle of summer, and the air was very humid. Moths circled beneath the lights, mosquitoes buzzed low to the ground, and rain had yet to fall.

He Yu left the little study in the faculty dorm. When he opened the door, light spilled in at an angle through the filthy windowpanes, making the entire space seem rather surreal, more so than the story he had just finished writing.

A young woman lay on the sofa. The air conditioning was set to a very low temperature, and she was sleeping under a coral fleece blanket. Before her were several crumpled tissues that had been used to wipe away tears and snot.

“Wake up,” said He Yu.

“Ngh…”

“Get up.”

“Not so loud… I barely even fell asleep…” The young woman groaned wearily, smacking her lips. “Gonna nap for a bit longer…”

He Yu was about to say something else, but the variety show on the TV started introducing an old movie.

“There’s a Brokeback Mountain in every person’s heart…”

He gave up trying to wake her up and took the remote to change the channel.

He Yu really disliked homosexuality.

“Welcome, everybody, to our medical wellness program today…”

He changed the channel again. He Yu also disliked doctors and hospitals.

“Once, Zhuangzi dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly fluttering about…”5

This time, he left the program on. Given his tastes, he could ­accept this as background noise.

He Yu put down the remote and glanced over at the snoring woman still lying on her back. He turned and walked into the kitchen. He opened the greasy refrigerator, and the light from the appliance illuminated his face.

After he surveyed the refrigerator’s contents several times, he took out two eggs and a chunk of ham, as well as a bowl of yesterday’s leftovers. Then, he raised his voice to ask the woman sleeping in the living room, “Xie Xue, do you have green onions here? I can’t find any.”

The woman didn’t move.

“I’ll make you Yangzhou fried rice.”

There was no response from the living room. He Yu glanced back again to see that the young woman had gotten off the sofa and was leaning against the kitchen doorway.

“…Then you’ll need two eggs, plus a big piece of luncheon meat,” the woman said, then hesitated. “Do you know how?”

He Yu rolled up his sleeves and looked back at her with a suave smile. “Sit outside and wait. It’ll be ready soon.”

The woman named Xie Xue tottered away to wander around the other rooms. Seeing that the computer in the study was switched on, she sat down to skim over the opened Word document. “He Yu! Did you use me as your muse?”

The range hood was too loud. “What?” He Yu asked.

“I said! Did you! Use me! As your muse?!” Xie Xue brought his laptop out. “For the Xie-laoshi in this ghost story!”

“Oh.” He fell silent for a while before cracking an egg with a smile. “Yep. You’re exactly the person I imagined. Art imitates ­reality, Xie-laoshi.”

“But you wrote that you were secretly in love with me?”

“…Art is not the same as reality, Xie-laoshi.”

But that last part was a lie.

He really was secretly in love with her.

He Yu and Xie Xue had known each other for more than ten years. Xie Xue was five years older than him. This was her first year as a lecturer teaching screenwriting and directing in the School of Fine Arts at Huzhou University. He Yu was one of the students in her class.

When Xie Xue first saw the roster for the incoming screen­writing and directing majors, she had sent a shocked message to He Yu. “Fuck, what a coincidence! One of the boys in the two classes I’m teaching has the same exact name as you!”

At the time, He Yu had been on a plane. He was sitting in a ­window seat and looking out at the flickering lamplight of the airport tarmac with his cheek propped up on one hand. His phone dinged, and a familiar profile picture popped up. He looked at the message from the girl he had been in love with for ten years and was just about to reply when the request for all passengers to switch their devices to airplane mode sounded over the intercom.

He Yu tilted his head and thought for a minute. He didn’t reply to her message before turning off his phone.

How could there be so many coincidences in this world?

Idiot.

He had fought for this opportunity himself, of course. It was completely unlike the story He Yu had written.

As for He Yu himself, not only was he not penniless, he wasn’t ugly either. He was blessed with a very handsome face, and as the son of a pharmaceutical tycoon, he had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and attended high school overseas. But less than thirty minutes after finding out that Xie Xue had become a lecturer at Huzhou University upon graduating, He Yu applied for the institution’s School of Fine Arts.

Several months later, the semester began.

However, the newly appointed Xie-laoshi was too young; she didn’t understand how treacherous workplaces could get.

Jiang Liping, the morality advisor6 in charge of the screen­writing/directing classes one, two, and three, was an infamous eccentric. Supposedly, she had no relevant education or training and had gotten this fluff position in the school simply by sleeping with the board of directors. Jiang-laoshi was ostentatiously beautiful and didn’t feel a bit of shame about using sex to get what she wanted. She spent every day blatantly flirting with the board members in broad daylight and was overtly hostile toward any female student or teacher with decent looks.

When Xie Xue rushed into the classroom for her first lecture with her laptop in her arms, she saw Jiang Liping there in a floor-length red dress, hogging her lectern to discuss important items with the new students.

“I’m sorry, Jiang-laoshi, the first class is starting…” Xie Xue tried to remind her.

But the other woman merely waved her hand. “Just wait a minute, the morning study period was too short. I still have two items to go over.”

Who knew if she was picking on her on purpose, but Jiang Liping stretched out the last two points for fifteen, almost sixteen, minutes before she finally finished. “All right, that’s all I had to cover. I won’t disrupt your class anymore.” She then turned to Xie Xue. “Uhh…I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name earlier. Anyway, stay focused, don’t be nervous.”

Professor Jiang strutted away, her towering scarlet heels clicking against the ground. Her vintage Hong Kong-style dress fluttered in proud crimson waves in her wake, leaving the dejected Xie Xue to shuffle up to the lectern, laptop still in her arms.

She was so fucking screwed.

Maybe things would have been all right if Jiang Liping hadn’t said anything. But now that she had, Xie Xue had to gulp nervously.

Most students in prestigious schools were exceptionally talented and not easily won over. They didn’t trust younger teachers as much as they did older ones in the first place. Now, Jiang Liping’s parting words were nothing short of a vicious kick to Xie Xue’s knees.

This group of prodigies immediately understood that, oh, their instructor was still a teacher-in-training—one whose name their advisor didn’t even know.

What an outrage! No matter how much fiery motivation burned in Xie Xue’s heart, it couldn’t fend off the disparaging comments that this class was spitting at her. It only took ten minutes for the new faculty member Xie-laoshi to devolve from a confident woman to a stuttering mess. She began to feel dizzy and faint.

So caught up was she in her emotions that she didn’t even notice the tall young man who was leaning back in his seat in the last row of the classroom, watching her while spinning his pen idly.

“Hello, everyone. I’m your screenwriting and directing teacher. My name is Xie Xue. Um…”

The students weren’t buying it. “Laoshi, how old are you?”

“Jiejie, why don’t you order milk tea with us too?”

“Ooh, Laoshi, you look even younger than me…”

The situation was spinning out of control. Xie Xue had no choice but to feign sternness like a paper tiger. “Silence! I’m not messing around with you. Don’t waste your precious youth during your university years. You must study hard and gain knowledge. I’ll have you know, I’m a very strict and uncompromising person, and the percentage of students I fail is far higher than my colleagues. So all of you need to be on your toes; don’t you dare brush off my words.”

He Yu couldn’t contain his mirth. He looked down as the corner of his mouth curved carelessly upward.

She was just a fucking dumbass.

The students in the classroom fell silent, staring at her as if she were an animal in a zoo. One student even sighed and picked up his backpack to leave.

“Hey! You there! You—”

“Laoshi, I won’t fail no matter how much you threaten me. I have a date with my girlfriend, so I’ll be leaving now.”

“Fascinating. So Huzhou University actually hires teachers-in-training who threaten to fail us if we don’t attend class? We got into this university after enormous effort—we’re not here to become lab rats for the teachers to experiment with, are we? How come you’re the one teaching us while Professor Shen teaches next door? I’m ­going to write a letter of complaint to the dean later. Excuse me for not staying.”

Xie Xue was in a terrible predicament.

Although she forced herself to calmly ask for the students’ names and took points off on her tablet, this sequence of events had dealt her such a heavy blow that she wasn’t able to recover for a long while. Her carefully prepared lesson had become a half-forgotten mess. She blathered pointlessly for an age before finally reaching what she had previously thought would be a very interesting interactive activity. However, not a single person was willing to come onstage and participate.

Just as she was on the verge of tears, thinking of running away in defeat, a male voice suddenly came from the last row of the classroom.

“Laoshi, I’ll do it.”

Xie Xue was so miserable that she didn’t even realize how familiar that pleasant voice was. She immediately sought out the source of the sound, looking for her savior through eyes filled with grateful tears.

When she saw the boy she hadn’t seen in three years, Xie Xue was so surprised that she gaped at him without regard for her image. “H-He Yu?!”

The boy sat at his desk. His eyes were bright and clear, the corners of his mouth were upturned, and his lips were strikingly thin. He looked a little haughty, a little mischievous—much like the moment when a young Lau Kin Ming in Infernal Affairs II raised his head and gazed toward a drunk Mary, with some of the smugness of a young man who had discovered his prey and sated his desire.

He arched a brow. “Long time no see, Xie-laoshi.”

Long story short, that’s what happened.

After returning to the dorm, Xie Xue couldn’t hold back anymore and began to sob in an almost cathartic manner. He Yu had a crush on her, but he wasn’t particularly tactful and didn’t know how to comfort her properly. He actually said, “Go ahead and cry it out, then. I’ll go write in your study for a while. Once you feel better, I’ll come out and have dinner with you.”

“He Yu, do you know how to cheer people up at all?!”

“Do I have to finish the homework you assigned or not?”

“…Just go.”

But when He Yu came out after finishing the story, Xie Xue had already cried herself to sleep.

She didn’t wake when he called for her, but he wasn’t in a rush.

Xie Xue’s favorite activity was eating, with sleeping a close ­second. As long as you made her something yummy, she’d definitely crawl out of bed right away. Even as a university instructor, this trait wouldn’t change.

Fifteen minutes later, she was staring down at the food He Yu held before her.

“…What’s this?”

Looking down at the pathetically mushy “fried lumps of rice with egg and ham” in his hands, He Yu felt a little embarrassed. He told his teacher extremely loftily, “Can’t you tell? It’s Yangzhou fried rice.”

“You call this Yangzhou fried rice?”

“…Fine, don’t eat it then. I can order delivery.” The student picked up his phone with a deadpan expression and looked up the highest-rated restaurant. He was filling in the delivery address when the doorbell rang.

He Yu raised his almond eyes. “Who is it? A colleague here to see you?”

“Probably not, I haven’t gotten to know them yet.” Xie Xue put down her chopsticks and looked up at the clock. “Who would come at this hour…”

As she spoke, she shuffled over to the doorway in her slippers.

A few seconds later, Xie Xue’s excited voice came from the ­doorway. “Ge! Why are you here? You’re not working overtime today?”

The sound of the word “Ge” crashed down like thunder. He Yu’s original scoundrel aura and his careless lazy mood were instantly shattered. Countless dark memories flashed through his mind like a knee-jerk reaction.

Springing to his feet, he grabbed that appallingly disgraceful fried rice from the table and strode quickly toward the trash can in the kitchen.

But it was too late. Xie Xue had pulled her big brother into the room.

“Ge, I haven’t even told you yet. He Yu’s back from overseas, and he’s one of my students. He’s sitting inside right now. You two haven’t seen each other in a long time either, right? Hey, He Yu!” Xie Xue’s call stopped him midstride. “Where are you going with that plate?”

He Yu froze stock-still in silence.

Never mind.

Since he’d come back, he’d inevitably have to face him again.

He Yu stood with his back to them, wiping his genuine ­emotions from his face before slowly turning around, looking gentle and refined, elegant and poised.

Facing the elder brother of the Xie family who was a full thirteen years older than him, he actually seemed to match the man in his presence. He gazed toward the head of the Xie family, at the man who somewhat resembled Xie Xue. Then, he reached up to pinch his own nape, his eyes lingering momentarily on the man’s features. “Long time no see, Doctor Xie. You look…”

He Yu paused, assessing him.

This man hadn’t changed a bit. His features were indifferent and grim, while the planes of his face were sharp and hard, outlining a strong, combative face. His eyes were pretty—a pair of peach-blossoms similar to Xie Xue’s. Though they would appear alluring on anyone else, his eyes were a testament to what it meant to have your features align with your personality. On this extraordinary man, they could freeze even thousands of leagues of peach-blossom pools into dark ice. Despite the similarities to Xie Xue’s lovely eyes, his pupils were ice-cold. With his rigidly poised physique, he exuded an aura of absolute detachment.

Very tyrannical, very dictatorial. He resembled the big boss of an autocratic feudal clan—all he needed was an atmospheric black fur coat to contrast against his pale face and two of those silver cloak clasp chains worn by military warlords to complete the look.

In the end, He Yu smiled warmly, but there was no mirth in his eyes.

“You look the same as before. You haven’t aged a bit.”
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Chapter 3:
I Disliked Him from the Start

THIS WAS XIE XUE’S older brother, Xie Qingcheng.

Xie Qingcheng had once treated He Yu’s illness as his ­family’s personal physician.

He Yu looked like a normal person on the outside. The impression he gave others was always gentle and kindhearted, and he excelled in conduct, learning, and career. However, the He family had a closely kept secret: this enviable golden child had suffered from a rare mental disorder since birth.

It was an orphan disease, with only four recorded cases having ­occurred throughout history. The circumstances of each patient were similar: They had congenital deficiencies in the endocrine and nervous systems. When disrupted, their personality would drastically change. Usually, they were numb to pain, but when their condition flared up, they would lose touch with reality, become bloodthirsty, and gain intense destructive tendencies toward themselves or others, resulting in a standard antisocial personality. Physical symptoms included a high fever and confusion, with each flare-up being more severe than the last.

In clinical practice, this disorder was nicknamed “psychological Ebola.” It gradually caused the patient’s mind to collapse, consequently paralyzing and numbing their body. In the end, they would suffer the deaths of first their mind, then their body. Like a metastasizing cancer, the symptoms would worsen step by step, breaking down a fully functioning member of society into one who’d have difficulties with the most basic of social tasks until eventually becoming a complete lunatic.

In this manner, Patients 1–3 had all been tormented to death before succumbing to that final stage.

He Yu was Patient 4.

His parents brought him to many famous doctors, both local and international, but it was no use. The doctors all believed that the only way to delay the progress of the disorder was to hire a medical caretaker to stay by He Yu’s side and carry out long-term supervisory care in order to lower the frequency of flare-ups.

Ultimately, with various considerations in mind, the He family found Xie Qingcheng, who was only twenty-one at the time.

That year, He Yu was eight years old.

But now, He Yu was already nineteen, and Xie Qingcheng was thirty-two.

Xie Qingcheng looked even more unflappable than before; one could even call him indifferent and cold. He was not easily affected by anything, so He Yu’s sudden return had not shaken him. He only spent a few seconds looking over the young man he hadn’t seen in more than three years from head to toe, ignoring He Yu’s polite greetings.

With his age and social standing, he had neither the interest nor the need to play along with a boy who wasn’t even twenty years old. He only asked, “Why are you here?”

“I…”

“It’s already so late. This is the female faculty dorm.”

He Yu smiled. Though he wanted to curse, “Why the fuck are you here then?!” he nevertheless responded politely, “I hadn’t seen Xie-laoshi in a very long time. We were talking for so long I forgot the time. Sincerest apologies, Doctor Xie.”

“You don’t need to call me Doctor Xie anymore. I’m no longer a doctor.”

“My bad. Old habits,” He Yu responded lightly.

“…Aiya.” Seeing the atmosphere between them grow tense from the sidelines, Xie Xue rushed to mediate. “Um, Dage, don’t look so stern and serious… He Yu, sit down, don’t be nervous. We haven’t seen each other in so long.”

As she spoke, she distanced herself from He Yu, acting quite courteously. She was always like this: When she was alone with He Yu, she was very casual and behaved as though they were quite close. However, as soon as anyone else was present, especially when it was Xie Qingcheng, she would maintain a polite boundary between herself and He Yu.

He Yu figured that Xie Qingcheng had used fear from a very young age to inspire this behavior. This older brother who acted so much like a family head from a feudal society was the epitome of straight man cancer7 and egregious chauvinism.

Such a man would be ever-vigilant about threats to the safety of their female dependents. When Xie Xue was young, Xie Qingcheng didn’t even let her wear dresses with hems above the knee. One time, her school organized a talent show for families and classmates, in which Xie Xue had breakdanced. As Xie Qingcheng watched from beneath the stage, his expression had gone black. When the young Xie Xue stepped off the stage, he interrogated her about why she would participate in such an improper dance performance with a grim look on his face, then forcefully draped his suit jacket over her shoulders.

Though it was only eight or nine at night, Xie Qingcheng probably thought it was extremely improper for a single man and an unmarried woman—like He Yu and his sister—to be alone together at such a late hour.

Just as expected, as soon as Xie Qingcheng walked into the room, he pulled up a chair and sat down. The head of the household crossed his long legs, loosened his cuff links, and looked impassively at He Yu.

“Tell me, how exactly did you just happen to get accepted to Xie Xue’s university, and into her exact field of study at that?”

His forceful attitude from his occupation had seeped into his personal life. At that moment, He Yu felt like he was a patient at the hospital stuck with a moody doctor who asked, “Tell me where it hurts,” in a flat, indifferent tone.

When He Yu thought of it like this, he found it sort of funny.

Xie Qingcheng saw that He Yu didn’t respond for a while, and the corners of his mouth seemed to carry a slight smile. Xie Qingcheng’s gaze iced over. “You can’t explain?”

He Yu was wrong. He wasn’t a doctor examining a patient—Xie Qingcheng’s tone sounded exactly like a policeman interro­gating a criminal.

He Yu sighed and replied, “It’s not like that.”

“Then enlighten me.”

“I couldn’t get used to being abroad, and I like screenwriting and directing. You’re asking me why it’s such a coincidence, but how can I explain it?” He Yu smiled as he spoke, patience dripping from every word. “It’s not like I’m a fortune teller.”

“You like screenwriting and directing?”

“Yes.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t press further, because his eyes were drawn to the “fried lumps of rice with egg and ham” that He Yu was holding.

Xie Qingcheng furrowed his brow. “…What is that?”

He Yu wanted to throw the plate at Xie Qingcheng’s face—a face that looked as if others owed him a fortune—then follow up with “What’s it to you?”

But because Xie Xue was present, he smiled at her brother ­politely and replied, “Yangzhou fried rice.”

Xie Qingcheng looked at it closely for a few more seconds. With a cold expression on his fatherly face, he said, “Take off the apron. I’ll make another one.”

He Yu stared at him, dumbfounded.

“How did you survive abroad for all these years?”

“…By ordering delivery.”

Xie Qingcheng’s gaze sharpened, a hint of condemnation flashing in his eyes.

Under his penetrating glare, He Yu was transported back to the first time they met. On the villa’s freshly mowed lawn, Xie Qingcheng had looked down at the eight-year-old He Yu with a gaze so sharp it could practically dissect his heart.

That day was He Yu’s birthday. A crowd of children were playing at the He family’s enormous villa. They had tired themselves out and were chatting on the white pebbles of the lakeshore about their ambitions.

“When I grow up, I wanna be a celebrity!”

“I’m gonna be a scientist.”

“I’m gonna be an astronaut!”

There was a chubby kid who didn’t know what he wanted to be, but he didn’t want to show it either. As he looked around, he happened to catch sight of the housekeeper ushering a young doctor through the front yard.

The grass was lush and vibrant, and the sky was a clear and ­pristine blue. The young doctor was carrying a bouquet of flowers for his boss. The splendidly blooming summer hydrangeas were wrapped in pale silver tissue paper, arranged with silvery willow catkins and bright double roses. As a unique touch, the bouquet was covered in a layer of decorative tulle.

Xie Qingcheng held the flowers in one hand and casually stuck his other hand in his pocket. He was wearing a clean, close-fitting white lab coat with two ballpoint pens clipped to his breast pocket. Since he wasn’t working at the moment, the front of the coat was unbuttoned, revealing a lead-gray shirt beneath, as well as a pair of long, shapely legs clad in loosely tailored pants.

The chubby kid gaped at him. After a while, he pointed at Xie Qingcheng with his short, stubby, sausage-like fingers and declared, “I’m gonna be… I’m gonna be a doctor!”

There was a sudden gust of wind, and since the florist really hadn’t paid enough fucking attention when they wrapped the flowers, the wind managed to blow away the tulle covering Xie Qingcheng’s bouquet. The white fabric immediately floated into the sky over the lawn, only to fall when the wind died back down again.

All the children craned their necks to look at that piece of white tulle. It finally fell precisely in front of He Yu, the only one who wasn’t interested at all.

Although He Yu didn’t like the doctors, pharmaceutical representatives, and researchers who often appeared in his home, he was habitually courteous. Therefore, he lowered his head, picked up that square of soft tulle, and brought it over.

“Doctor, you dropped this.”

He looked up at those indifferent eyes.

It was the height of summer, but inexplicably, they still made He Yu, who was learning Tang dynasty poetry at the time, think of a particular phrase: “Snowfall whispers onto the neighboring bamboo grove.”8
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Xie Qingcheng looked down and took the tulle. The movement made his lab coat flutter lightly in the breeze, like the cast-off feathers of a crane that had transformed into a demonic spirit. “Thank you.”

At that moment, He Yu suddenly caught a whiff of a faint medicinal smell coming from his cuffs.

Research had shown that the feelings between people were largely dictated by the scents on each other’s bodies. That was to say, if someone gave off a scent that you liked, then it would be easier for you to fall in love at first sight. On the other hand, if their smell made you annoyed or afraid, then you probably wouldn’t have a very promising future together.

He Yu didn’t like Xie Qingcheng’s scent.

It was ice-cold and unyielding—like the countless bitter pills he’d swallowed ever since he was a child, like the alcohol and iodine solution they would wipe on his arm before injections; like pale, white, ice-cold hospital rooms, devoid of human company and suffused with the odor of disinfectant.

He was almost instinctively terrified of this kind of smell. Subconsciously, he frowned.

But the housekeeper grabbed his shoulder and smiled as he introduced him to that doctor big brother who made him feel unwell all over. “Doctor Xie, this is our boss’s young master.”

Just when he was about to look away, Xie Qingcheng paused and fixed his dark eyes on He Yu. “…So, it’s you.”

The look in his eyes irrationally reminded He Yu of a surgical knife. It was abnormally incisive, giving He Yu the strange feeling that he was going to cut open his heart and put it under a microscope.

“Nice to meet you,” the young doctor said. “I’ll probably be the one treating your illness in the future.”

He Yu was afraid of doctors. He deeply disliked even gentle ­female doctors, to say nothing of this terrifying apparition emanating stern iciness from head to toe. The eight-year-old boy immediately felt unwell. He forced a smile, then turned around and left.

His mother, Lü Zhishu, happened to see this scene from the balcony. When she finished work that night, she called her son into the study. There was a cup of hot cocoa at just the right temperature on the tea table covered in emerald-green velvet. She pushed the cocoa over to He Yu.

“That Doctor Xie, you met him today?”

“I did.” He Yu’s family upbringing was strict. He was always very prim and proper to his mother, and a distance was maintained between them.

Lü Zhishu was considerably disappointed in this abnormal son. At that point in time, she had already birthed a second child. Although the younger boy wasn’t as clever as the elder, he was at the very least cute, sweet, and healthy, so she focused all her attention on him. When she talked to He Yu, she had nearly no patience. “His name is Xie Qingcheng. He’ll be your personal physician from now on, and he’ll come to our house every week to examine you. You must cooperate with him, and if you ever feel unwell, you can call him over at any time.”

“Mm.”

The composure of the eight-year-old boy in front of her always made Lü Zhishu feel a little scared, a feeling she tried to dispel with a sigh and a bit of teasing. “He Yu, we’ve signed a slave contract with Doctor Xie. If he can’t cure your condition, he’ll end up as a long-term laborer for us. He’ll never get paid or be able to take any days off. He won’t even be able to find a wife and get married. Do you know what this means?”

“Not really.”

“It means, if you don’t cooperate, you’ll lower the efficacy of his treatment, keep him from regaining his freedom, and leave him unable to eventually find a wife. Then, you’ll have to take responsibility for him and support him for life.”

Even though he was mature for his age, He Yu was still only eight—young and gullible—and was thus horrified. He looked up at once. “Can I cancel his contract?”

“No.” On her flights the past few days, Lü Zhishu had ­obsessively watched Republican-era dramas about torturous love and family infighting. With a fleeting thought, she added something even more cutting. “Also, he might want you to take responsibility by ­becoming his wife. Look at how pretty you are—you’d make a decent foster bride.”9

Back then, He Yu had no interest whatsoever in love, nor did he have any desire to learn more, so he didn’t even know marriage was restricted to heterosexual couples in this region. At Lü Zhishu’s words, his psychological trauma deepened; there was even a period when Xie Qingcheng’s silhouette would appear in his nightmares.

“No, I don’t like you… I don’t want to marry you…!”

These nightmares weren’t dispelled until six months later, when He Jiwei heard the story and roundly cursed out his own wife. “What the hell did you tell our son?”

Then he cursed out He Yu. “How’d you fall for this kind of joke? Where has your usual intelligence gone? You’re a man, Xie Qingcheng is also a man—what do you mean you need to marry him and be responsible for him? Do you have rocks for brains?”

He Yu felt very dispirited.

Over the course of the past half a year, at the thought of how he’d end up as that ice-cold doctor’s foster bride if he didn’t cooperate and let Doctor Xie cure him of his psychological condition, all he could do was constantly pretend to be stupid and foolish in front of the doctor. He hoped to leave a very negative impression on this man, so that even if matters got to that point in the future, Doctor Xie would definitely never develop any untoward interest in himself.

However, he didn’t expect that after playing the fool in front of Xie Qingcheng for six months straight, his dad would tell him, “Your mom was teasing you.”

If not for He Yu’s strong self-restraint, he might have already blurted out a “Fuck you!” Unfortunately, he was monitored too closely. Forget about curse words—at age eight, even the word “bastard” had yet to enter his childhood vocabulary.

But, in any case, through those six months of diligent effort, persevering hard to embarrass himself before Xie Qingcheng, He Yu had more or less managed an extraordinary feat: no matter how hard he strove, in the following six or seven years…

No, it was longer than that. Even after he parted ways with Xie Qingcheng at age fourteen, even today, to Xie Qingcheng, He Yu was still a massive, three-dimensional, living and breathing dumbfuck with a capital D.

And in this moment, the hideous bowl of fried rice in his hands was the strongest evidence of the fact that, in Xie Qingcheng’s eyes, after four whole years, he was still the ultimate dumbfuck who couldn’t even make fried rice properly.

He put down the offending dish and handed the apron to the head of the Xie family, the elder brother who was dressed immaculately in a pressed suit and leather shoes. He Yu appeared calm and collected, but he was a little dejected. That was a miscalculation, he thought to himself. He shouldn’t have personally done the cooking to begin with. Wasn’t this just giving Xie Qingcheng free entertainment?


Chapter 4:
When We Met Again, I Needed to Look Down at Him

THE SIZZLING SOUND of frying rice filled the narrow kitchen. He Yu and Xie Xue sat at the somewhat greasy little dining table. Xie Xue was in a better mood, a relaxed smile on her face as she waited for her elder brother to finish cooking. He Yu also smiled perfunctorily, but on the inside, he was rolling his eyes.

The kitchen door covered in posters slid open. The familiar aroma of cooked rice wafted out first. Then Xie Qingcheng walked out and took off his apron. As usual, he was wearing a shirt tucked into tailored dress pants. Despite his cold personality, he was still a good elder brother. Because his parents had died young, he had become the head of the household by default, looking after his younger sibling since childhood. As a result, his culinary skills were quite excellent.

Seeing her brother with his rolled-up sleeves bring a tray over and put it down on the simple little table, Xie Xue cried out in surprise and quickly jumped up to help him arrange the food and set the table.

“It smells amazing. Ge, you’re the best, you’re the best! I love you so, so, so much! Let’s eat! I’m starving!”

Xie Qingcheng’s expression was solemn. “Girls shouldn’t blather on like this. It’s inappropriate. Go and wash your hands first.”

Then he turned to He Yu and said, “You too.”

It had been ages since He Yu had eaten this kind of fried rice.

The rice Xie Qingcheng made was fluffy and golden, each and every grain distinct—when He Yu was little, he would stand by the stove and watch Xie Qingcheng make his little sister’s favorite dish. He knew good fried rice needed to be made from leftover rice that was neither too moist nor too dry. Before the rice went into the pan, Xie Qingcheng would first mix it with beaten eggs in a large bowl until every grain of rice was evenly coated in golden yellow.

Once the oil in the pan was hot, he would swiftly add in two more fresh eggs, scramble them, and immediately scoop them up. Then he would add lard and pour the egg-coated rice into the frying pan and stir-fry on high heat.

But this wasn’t exactly authentic Yangzhou fried rice. To suit Xie Xue’s tastes, Xie Qingcheng modified the recipe and never added peas, but this didn’t make it any less delicious.

All three plates of golden, piping-hot fried rice glistened under the lights, with small pieces of diced ham, tender shrimp, and delicate green onions sprinkled throughout. They looked and smelled extremely appetizing.

As He Yu ate, he schemed in secret.

He hardly tasted the food as it passed through his mouth. Xie Xue talked and laughed at the table, but because Xie Qingcheng was present, she directed most of her cheerful chatter toward her brother. The two siblings conversed comfortably, but because He Yu hadn’t interacted with the two of them in so long, he struggled to get a word in edgewise, becoming a nonexistent backdrop.

Said backdrop wasn’t happy at all. He needed to find an excuse to send Xie Qingcheng away.

“Do you want some more?”
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While lost in thought, he’d already silently finished the fragrant fried rice. He Yu snapped out of it and politely responded to Xie Qingcheng, who was looking at him, “I’m good.”

“Ge, I want more! Give me some more!”

Xie Qingcheng left with Xie Xue’s plate. Xie Xue bit down on her chopsticks and said to He Yu, “My brother’s fried rice is way better than yours. It’s so delicious—why don’t you have another bowl?”

He Yu faked a smile. “One person who can break the scales is enough. I won’t cause further trouble.”

“Hey! What’s your problem?! You don’t like me, huh?”

“You’re the one who complained that mine wasn’t as good as his!”

As the two of them squabbled, Xie Qingcheng’s voice sounded from the kitchen. “Xie Xue, what’s this bucket of water doing here?”

“Oh.” Xie Xue immediately stopped quarreling with He Yu. As if she hadn’t just been giggling with him, she sat up straight and said solemnly, “The school said the water’s going to be shut off tomorrow. I filled a bucket with water just in case, but the kitchen is too small and it gets in the way if I put it anywhere else, so I can only put it on top of the chest.”

“If you put it up so high, what if it falls when you open the kitchen door without paying attention?”

“Aiya, Ge, you don’t need to pay it any mind,” the dumbass replied. “It’ll be fine.”

Xie Xue spoke off-handedly, but He Yu was listening intently. He was someone who liked to pull a girl’s pigtails if he had a crush on her. As he listened to their conversation, his pretty, pure almond eyes glanced toward the kitchen as a terrible idea suddenly occurred to him.

The three of them finished eating dinner. Xie Qingcheng didn’t like to clean up, so He Yu, with his image of being a gentle, reliable, and exceptional boy, naturally took on the task of washing the dishes and pans.

“Do you need help?” Xie Xue asked.

“I’ll let you know in a bit if I do,” He Yu said with an insincere smile. He turned to walk into the kitchen and closed the door.

The moment the door shut, his smile disappeared.

He Yu carefully examined the angles in the room. He first moved the bucket of water a bit farther outward on the chest of drawers, to a position where it would fall when the kitchen door was opened. Then he very calmly took out the hair dryer that Xie Xue kept in the second drawer. Without batting an eyelid, he put it into the sink and turned the faucet on.

Xie Xue had saved up half a month’s salary to buy this high-end hair dryer. With a loud splash, Young Master He—whom she’d never suspect—thus drenched it into an impressive-looking but useless piece of scrap.

Excellent.

He Yu wiped the water off the hair dryer and placed it back into the drawer.

The preparations were complete.

He glanced coolly through the ajar door at the girl chatting with Xie Qingcheng, then turned around and rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt. He calmly turned on the faucet again, dispensed some detergent, and began to wash the dishes.

He simply looked like the epitome of a good person! A shining example of an upstanding young man!

However, those who had done too many bad things were likely to encounter retribution.

He Yu was on the cusp of seeing his carefully devised and meticulously planned efforts come to fruition. He shook the water off his hands and was getting ready for the female lead to run into the disaster of the “coincidence” that he’d orchestrated when he suddenly heard footsteps outside the kitchen. He Yu immediately turned his head, only to see the shadow of a tall, straight-backed man through the frosted glass.

He Yu’s almond eyes widened, but before he could prevent anything, he heard Xie Qingcheng say, “He Yu, I’m coming in to wash my hands.”

“Wait—”

The word was halfway out of his mouth before he heard a massive noise. The bucket of water that He Yu had intentionally readjusted on the chest of drawers rocked in a circle. Then, with an almighty crash, that full bucket of water—the bucket that should have landed on Xie Xue according to He Yu’s original plans—tipped over, its contents cascading right over Xie Qingcheng’s handsome face!

Fuck!

Not a single fucking drop was wasted!

Both men were at a complete loss for words.

Water splashed everywhere, rendering the entire room a mess. The bucket, which had achieved its goal with smashing success, dropped to the ground and rolled around beside Xie Qingcheng, who was drenched from head to toe. In the end, it leisurely rolled out of the living room, like an old man taking a walk, and came to a perfectly satisfied stop before Xie Xue, who had hastily run over at the commotion.

Xie Xue had witnessed the entire series of events from outside the kitchen. Now, she was trembling in fear.

She was done for…

She was fucking done for!

Xie Xue watched as her completely soaked big brother slowly turned toward her. His skin was quite fair to begin with, but after being drenched so thoroughly out of the blue, his complexion seemed even paler while his eyes and brows looked even darker. Water dripped from the wet wisps of hair plastered to his forehead, streaming past his eyebrows to his eyes, wide open in disbelief. He narrowed them subconsciously before returning to his senses.

“XIE XUE!!”

Xie Xue flinched, shrinking in terror.

Xie Qingcheng flipped his dripping bangs back and raged, “I ­already told you not to put the bucket on the drawers!!”

“I’m sorry—I’m sorry!” Quivering, Xie Xue scurried into the room and grabbed a mop and paper towels. She handed the paper towels to her brother as she rummaged through the drawers for her hair dryer. “Ge, I didn’t expect it to fall either… It was clearly fine earlier… Dry your hair first, don’t catch a cold.”

Behind her, He Yu guiltily blinked his warm almond eyes.

Xie Xue pulled Xie Qingcheng into the living room, completely oblivious as she took out the hair dryer that He Yu had ruined with water. She plugged it in and pressed the button to switch it on.

Nothing happened.

“Eh?”

She pressed the button again.

Still nothing.

Speechless, she could only keep on pressing the button to no avail.

“…Ge.” As Xie Xue looked at her brother’s extremely dark expression, she felt like her death was practically imminent. In a shaky voice, she said, “Th-the hair dryer seems to be broken…”

Xie Qingcheng shot her a glance through icy peach-blossom eyes. “This is the four-thousand-yuan hair dryer you told me about?”

Xie Xue nearly fell to her knees. How could she be so unlucky?!

Xie Qingcheng hadn’t understood why she needed to buy a hair dryer that was more expensive than a regular television in the first place. He’d cursed her out roundly for it, but she kept reiterating how great this hair dryer was, how good it was for the hair. Most importantly, it was very high-quality and would last at least twenty years.

“I swear that I’ll use this hair dryer for twenty years!” Xie Xue had proclaimed. “Otherwise, you can chop my head off as idiot tax!”

Her words from back then echoed in her ears. Under Xie Qingcheng’s chilling gaze, Xie Xue felt her nape prickle with cold. She involuntarily took a few steps back and reached up to cover her neck.

Just as she was at a loss for what to do, Xie Xue glimpsed He Yu wiping his hands and walking out from the kitchen, as if he had done nothing wrong. Suddenly struck by an idea, she ran hastily over to He Yu as though she had seen a life-saving deity and wept.

“He Yu! Can I ask you for a favor?” she cried. “My hair dryer broke! Who knew I’d be so unlucky?! Do you have spare clothes in your dorm? You have a hair dryer, right? Can you take my brother over there to change? Laoshi thanks you!”

She was acting so courteously in front of her brother again. After a moment’s silence, He Yu smiled and decided to play along. “Xie-laoshi, you’re really being too formal.”

He looked toward Xie Qingcheng.

Xie Qingcheng was sitting with his back against the couch, water still dripping from his chiseled jaw. His casual gray shirt had been completely soaked through. The fabric stuck to his skin and faintly exposed the outline of his chest and his slim waist. His thin lips were slightly pursed as he stared darkly at Xie Xue, as if he were getting ready to choose righteousness over family and obliterate this failure of a sister on behalf of the world.

He Yu looked at him and felt the onset of a slight headache.

According to his original plans, the person who was supposed to end up soaked and helpless was Xie Xue. She should have been the one following him back to his dorm to blow-dry her hair.

How did it become Xie Qingcheng instead?

He Yu was straight, and he also disliked doctors. His Elderliness Xie Qingcheng was completely unwelcome in his room.

But he had no other choice; there was no turning back now. He’d already gotten Xie Qingcheng into such a state, and Xie Xue had already asked him for help.

He could only sigh softly and walk over to Xie Qingcheng. To the gloomy-faced doctor sitting on the sofa, He Yu said, “You’re already-soaked, so you should stop glaring, Doctor Xie. Why don’t you come with me to get changed? My dorm’s only ten minutes away from here. Let’s go.”

The male dorms at the School of Fine Arts in Huzhou University were four-person rooms. It was still dinnertime when He Yu and Xie Qingcheng arrived. All his roommates had gone out to eat, so no one was inside the dorm.

“Wear these.” He Yu took out a clean shirt and a pair of pants from his closet and handed them to Xie Qingcheng.

“A sports T-shirt?” Xie Qingcheng scoffed.

“What’s wrong with it?”

What was wrong with it? Well, men only wore such clothing when they were in school; Xie Qingcheng hadn’t put on something like this in decades. He couldn’t even remember how he looked in shirts like this anymore, not to mention they didn’t suit him at all now.

“Give me a dress shirt.”

“Tsk, sorry about that, Doctor Xie. You don’t get to choose.” He Yu’s smile was so light and perfunctory it was like gauze. Since Xie Xue wasn’t here, he could drop all pretense. His pitch-black eyes were devoid of the slightest hint of sincerity, and his tone was less than courteous when he said, “Ah, I really only have one shirt that’s in your size. My dress shirts are too big for you.”

Xie Qingcheng looked up, his gaze piercing through his wet bangs and landing on He Yu’s face. The mockery lurking at the corners of He Yu’s mouth seemed much more obvious now that he’d done away with his feigned politeness. He arched a brow as he met Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. “Don’t want to wear it? Then you’ll have to walk out naked.”

Xie Qingcheng silently snatched the clothes out of He Yu’s hand. His expression was stiff as he trudged to the washroom.

While waiting for Xie Qingcheng to change, He Yu was struck by déjà vu…

He said to the man behind the frosted door, “By the way, Doctor Xie, I remembered something all of a sudden. Remember that time when I went to your university dorm—”

“I don’t remember. Get lost.”

He Yu laughed. He hadn’t even completed his sentence before Xie Qingcheng cut him off with his denial—how was this any different from admitting outright that he hadn’t forgotten that old grudge?

Clearly, both he and Xie Qingcheng recalled that incident from before.

Grievances didn’t stem from nothing; even something as minor as this article of clothing was long-awaited retaliation against Xie Qingcheng.

He Yu found himself feeling a little pleased at this thought. Perhaps this was how it felt to turn the tables many years later.

“Then hurry up.” Without Xie Xue, He Yu could barely keep his true colors from shining through brightly in front of Xie Qingcheng. He leaned against the bathroom door with his arms crossed and smiled. He knocked on the pane of frosted glass. The roguish note in his voice was apparent as he said, “We still need to go back and see your sister after you’re done.”

A few minutes later, Xie Qingcheng flung the door open. It slammed into He Yu, nearly knocking him over. Caught off guard, He Yu let out a muffled groan and bent over, clutching his nose.

Xie Qingcheng looked at him indifferently. “Why were you standing so close?”

He Yu was in so much pain that he let his mask slip. “Xie Qingcheng, why are you so unreasonable? You’re the one who slammed the door into me!”

When his stubbornness got the better of him, he still used Xie Qingcheng’s full name in private.

Xie Qingcheng hesitated. “Go get some ice for it.”

“Where am I supposed to find ice?” He Yu let go of his reddened nose bridge and kneaded it. He managed to suppress his anger but couldn’t resist talking back. “You look a lot like ice to me. Might as well hold your hand to my nose instead.”

Xie Qingcheng imagined the scene for a moment. With a chilly expression, he tersely replied, “Too gay. I’m homophobic.” Xie Qingcheng shoved He Yu away. He circled around him to enter the dorm and began searching.

He Yu was at a loss for words. “What? That’s not what I meant. If you’re homophobic, then I’m even more homophobic…”

“Where’s the hair dryer?” Xie Qingcheng didn’t let him continue. He also couldn’t be bothered to listen to his explanation.

“…On the chair.”

Xie Qingcheng plugged the hair dryer in and began blow-drying his hair. He Yu, who was still somewhat upset, stood on the balcony. From a distance, he stared at Xie Qingcheng. He simply couldn’t understand how a person like this could be Xie Xue’s biological brother.

Xie Xue worshipped her elder brother and saw him as a savior of sorts, but He Yu didn’t understand what it was about Xie Qingcheng that made him so worthy of her devotion. He was just an old man.

But as he stared, He Yu’s mind began to wander.

Xie Qingcheng was the young He Yu’s childhood nightmare. He Yu had always feared him, yet he still had to see him because Xie Qingcheng was his doctor. In front of him, He Yu had embarrassed himself and lost all his composure. Xie Qingcheng had witnessed all the times he had gone mad. Once, He Yu was struggling wildly against his medical restraints, screaming at him like a crazed, trapped beast. Xie Qingcheng had leveled a cool gaze at him and walked toward him under the glare of surgical lights. He Yu had caught a whiff of the icy-cold scent of disinfectant on Xie Qingcheng before a needle pierced his skin…

At that time, he thought that Xie Qingcheng was so tall. And so cold.

Xie Qingcheng was strong and irrefutable, hovering over him like a dark cloud—a bogeyman he could never escape in his lifetime.

Who would have thought that, after a few years apart, He Yu was now the one who had to look down at Xie Qingcheng.

He Yu lowered his gaze to look at Xie Qingcheng.

What had happened?

Xie Qingcheng didn’t seem as scary anymore.

Perhaps people’s childhood impressions were enduring, even if they were inaccurate. For example, if one looked back at TV shows that seemed endlessly long when they were a child, they’d realize that the shows might have had but twenty-something episodes; or the sheepdog that they had once feared, that seemed bigger and sturdier than a horse, in fact only came up to an adult’s knee in old photographs.

Perhaps this was the sort of psychological discrepancy He Yu felt toward Xie Qingcheng. He Yu’s gaze lingered on Xie Qingcheng—long enough for him to notice.

Xie Qingcheng shot He Yu a cold look. “What are you looking at?”

He Yu was quiet for a moment. “Just seeing whether or not my clothes suit you.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t reply.

“They really are too big,” said He Yu. “Xie Qingcheng, I remember you used to be very tall.”

“I don’t feel the need to show off my height and build,” Xie Qingcheng said coolly.

He turned around and continued to dry his hair. However, just before he faced away, his expression seemed a bit dark.

In that instant, He Yu realized that his childhood bogeyman was merely an ordinary person—a slightly slender man, at that. He Yu’s white T-shirt hung loose on Xie Qingcheng, the dip at the collar ­exposing pale skin, like a gulf at the base of a snowy mountain stream, cast in shadow by the garment.

Weird—why had he been so afraid of Xie Qingcheng back then?

He Yu was still caught up in his musings when Xie Qingcheng finished drying his hair. Straight men didn’t bother much with their appearance; he only casually ran a hand through his locks in front of the mirror before putting down the hair dryer and turning back to He Yu. “I’ll get going. I’ll return your shirt tomorrow.”

“No need. I’m not accustomed to wearing clothes that other people have worn. Just toss it after you change—it was getting old anyway.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t press. He pushed aside the still-damp ends of his hair once more and said, “All right, then I’ll be on my way.”

“You’re not going back with me to Xie Xue’s?”

“No,” said Xie Qingcheng. “I have other plans tonight.”

“Writing papers?”

Xie Qingcheng wasn’t in the habit of hiding his personal affairs, or maybe he just didn’t care. He glanced over at He Yu as he was putting his watch back on his wrist and said, “A matchmaking date.”

He Yu, who was only making small talk and not paying much attention, didn’t react to these words right away. He even felt secretly happy that Xie Qingcheng finally had the good sense to leave. Several seconds later, however, his words finally registered in his brain, as if the distance from his ears to their destination was a reflex arc long enough to loop the earth.

He Yu’s head whipped around in shock, his almond eyes flying wide open.

Wasn’t Xie Qingcheng married?

Why was he going on matchmaking dates?

Why hadn’t Xie Xue mentioned this to him before?

Countless questions surged through his head. He Yu blinked as he grasped at the central thread of this jumble of thoughts.

He practically gaped at Xie Qingcheng’s apathetic face, half of which was submerged in shadow. After a moment’s hesitation, he asked, “You…got divorced?”


Chapter 5:
He Got Divorced

IT DIDN’T SEEM LIKE Xie Qingcheng planned to explain further. He merely asked, “Xie Xue never told you?”

“She didn’t.”

“Maybe she thought it was my personal business.”

He Yu fell quiet for a moment. “You and Li Ruoqiu weren’t right for each other?”

Li Ruoqiu was Xie Qingcheng’s ex-wife.

He Yu had a very deep impression of this woman—he thought there was something wrong with her. How could someone walk into marriage, often touted as the grave of love, with a man as ­paternalistic and cold as Xie Qingcheng?

In He Yu’s memory, Xie Qingcheng seemed devoid of desires. It was like he ought to be always sitting at his office desk in a neat and proper white lab coat, against the backdrop of some overflowing bookshelves, giving off the ice-cold and sobering scent of disinfectant.

He Yu found it hard to believe that Xie Qingcheng would love anyone. He found it even harder to believe that anyone would love Xie Qingcheng.

But Doctor Xie really had gotten married.

He Yu still remembered Xie Qingcheng’s wedding day—he had gone at his mother’s behest to bring gift money to the newlyweds. He hadn’t even bothered to change out of his school uniform. After the driver dropped him off at the hotel, he walked in casually wearing his white athletic shoes, his backpack slung over his shoulders, hands shoved into the pockets of his school-issued gym shorts.

Xie Qingcheng was welcoming the guests.

The team of wedding professionals had put makeup on him. He stood in the center of the crowd, his back as straight as a ruler, his bearing dignified, with pitch-black brows and eyes that resembled fallen stars. The master of ceremonies was saying something to him—it was too loud, and Xie Qingcheng was tall and couldn’t hear clearly, so he tilted his head and leaned down to let the emcee speak directly into his ear. In contrast to those around him, Xie Qingcheng’s face seemed shockingly pale, like thin porcelain under a spotlight, so fragile it would shatter at the slightest touch. His lips were slightly pale too, as though the blood in his veins had been frozen under a layer of ice.

Skin clear and pristine, lips like red plum blossoms frosted with snow.

Though He Yu didn’t like men, he was someone who appreciated beauty.

At that moment, He Yu imagined that the proposal between Li Ruoqiu—who was very pretty, to be honest—and Xie Qingcheng might have gone like this:

Xie Qingcheng would be dressed in pure white, his usual ballpoint and fountain pens clipped to his breast pocket, with his hands in his pants pockets, standing like an untouchable alpine flower. Then, in an unrepentantly insufferable tone, he would say to the young lady, “I’m going to marry you. You can go ahead and thank me on your knees.”

He Yu was a master at pretending, so of course he wouldn’t voice his genuine thoughts. With his messenger bag slung over his shoulder, He Yu walked up to the handsome groom and beautiful bride. Smiling, he said, “Doctor Xie, Saozi.”

“This is…” began Li Ruoqiu.

“A friend’s son,” Xie Qingcheng said by way of introduction.

He had an agreement with the He family; he wouldn’t tell out­siders that He Yu was his patient.

“So pretty—what a good-looking kid,” Li Ruoqiu complimented.

He Yu gave her a polite, gentlemanly bow, with a faint smile in his dark black eyes. “Nonsense. Saozi is the real beauty.”

The teenager retrieved a thick sealed red envelope from his canvas bag. He said, gentle and refined, “Wishing you and Doctor Xie an everlasting and blissful marriage.”

Everlasting and blissful his ass.

Back then, he already had an inkling that no one would be able to put up with a man like Xie Qingcheng, but he hadn’t expected that this marriage would really be so short-lived. Could he have magically manifested this?

He Yu resisted the building schadenfreude and asked evenly, “Why’d you get divorced all of a sudden?”

Xie Qingcheng said nothing.

“I remember she really liked you back then. When the two of you visited my house after you got married, she only had eyes for you.”

Xie Qingcheng broke his silence. “He Yu, this is indeed my personal business.”

He Yu arched a brow slightly.

He assessed Xie Qingcheng’s arrogant expression. Now that he was facing Xie Qingcheng again, He Yu suddenly felt that many things had changed over the course of the years he had spent abroad.

But He Yu wasn’t actually interested in what had changed about Xie Qingcheng, so in the end, he just smiled. “Then never mind. Hope you have a successful matchmaking date.”

Xie Qingcheng shot him a cool glance and, without bothering to thank him, turned to leave.

The dorm door closed behind him.

Because He Yu had brought up his ex-wife, Xie Qingcheng found himself involuntarily reminded of his marriage with Li Ruoqiu, a union that could be described as a complete failure.

Xie Qingcheng was well aware of the reason why Xie Xue hadn’t mentioned the divorce to He Yu: it was immensely embarrassing. While it was true that Li Ruoqiu had once loved him, it was also true that her love didn’t last.

She cheated on him.

This was something that Xie Qingcheng could never accept. He didn’t know what love was, but he did know familial duty. With ­respect to certain issues, his way of thinking was extremely conservative.

But Li Ruoqiu was different.

She believed that the most important thing in a marriage was love, not duty. Thus, their marriage eventually fell apart. Even though she was the one who had fallen in love with a married man, she still cried and lashed out at Xie Qingcheng afterward. She told him he only had eyes for his work, that marrying him was no different from marrying a frigid copy of his work schedule.

In all honesty, this wasn’t an unreasonable criticism. Xie Qingcheng knew he wasn’t a sentimental man.

Throughout their relationship, Xie Qingcheng had never felt any sort of love for her. She had pursued him for many years, and as they got to know each other, he also began to feel that she was a suitable partner. In due course, they got married.

After they tied the knot, he didn’t shirk a single duty or responsibility expected of him as a husband.

But that wasn’t the type of marriage she wanted.

Xie Qingcheng was very responsible, but he wasn’t romantic, and his personality was rather indifferent. He could remain rational and calm even in bed, never succumbing to or indulging in any desires. It was as if he were completing a task or fulfilling a duty that one was obligated to do after marriage, but he did so without much passion.

Thus, her heart gradually cooled.

She cheated on him, then told him, “Xie Qingcheng, you’re a heartless person. Even to this day, you still don’t understand. What I want is love, not just a marriage.”

But what was love?

Xie Qingcheng only felt the onset of a splitting headache. Who knew how much effort it took for him to refrain from slamming the table in rage. He gazed at her for a very long time. In the end, he spoke numbly, his voice as calm as still water. “Does that man love you? He has a wife and daughter. How sincere do you think he is about you?”

She looked up, her eyes burning with something that Xie Qingcheng couldn’t understand at all.

“…I don’t care if he has a wife and a kid,” Li Ruoqiu said. “I just know that at the very least, he’s passionate when he holds me. I can hear his heart beat faster, unlike you, Xie Qingcheng. You’re perfectly prim and proper, you never mess around with other women, you let me manage the money and the household—but your heart when you’re with me is like a dead man’s ECG. We’ve been married for so many years, but it’s only ever been a flat line.

“Life is short—just a few decades. He was once bound by an ­unhappy marriage, just like me. Now, I’ve come to a realization: I don’t need status, money, or even reputation. Other people can call me loose or a slut if they feel like it, but I only want to be with him.”

Xie Qingcheng closed his eyes, the cigarette in his hand about to burn his fingers. “Li Ruoqiu, have you gone insane? There’s no such thing as love. Love is just a reaction caused by the dopamine in your body—it’s your hormones acting up. But responsibility does exist, and so does family. You’re crazy about him, but is he willing to get divorced and live with you?”

After a moment of silence, the flame in Li Ruoqiu’s eyes blazed even more wildly. Finally, she said with tearful resolve, “I just don’t want to have regrets. Xie Qingcheng, love does exist. It might defy norms and be shunned by society, or maybe it’s so lowly that it’s buried in mud and unspeakable filth, but it does exist. It has nothing to do with hormones or dopamine. I’m sorry—there’s no way I can continue living with you like this, because now I know what love is. I love him, even if it’s wrong.”

Despite the many years that had passed since the divorce, Xie Qingcheng still found the conversation absurd every time he thought of it.

If “love” was what made someone walk into the fray, despite knowing very well that it was wrong—if “love” made them stand by their mistakes, despite knowing full well that they were stepping into a bottomless abyss, to the point that they could disregard anything, from infamy, scorn, principles, morals, to life itself—then, to him, this seemed less like a type of affection and more like some kind of disease.

He couldn’t empathize at all.

Although Xie Qingcheng’s personality was staunch, when all was said and done, he was still a straight man who had internalized traditional chauvinistic ideals. When his wife cheated on him and ran off with a married man, that betrayal pained him deeply.

After his divorce, Xie Qingcheng carried on. He went to work, wrote his manuscripts, and taught his students as usual; he didn’t seem upset at all. Yet it was plainly obvious to everyone around him that he was rapidly losing weight, his cheeks were becoming slightly sunken, and his voice rasped when he spoke.

Concerned that the university would go viral on Weibo10 if Xie Qingcheng kicked the bucket, the dean advised him solicitously, “Professor Xie, if you’re feeling unwell, just take some time off and go rest at home. You mustn’t push yourself too hard.”

To the dean’s surprise, Xie Qingcheng tossed a flash drive at him. In it was a compressed folder of PowerPoint presentations—the most recent materials for his course. Given how complex and dense the contents were, the dean realized that even at the height of his intellectual and physical prowess, he would have had difficulties putting them together so quickly.

“Do you still want me to go home?” Xie Qingcheng leaned back against his office chair, interlocking his slender fingers. He was so slight he resembled tissue paper and so thin his silhouette seemed like dark smoke. Yet when he looked up, his gaze was still unexpectedly clear—one could even call it coldly sharp.

“I do want to rest,” Xie Qingcheng continued, “but please make sure that there’s someone other than me who can prepare the first lecture of this course to this standard.”

Naturally, there was no one else who could step up to the plate.

The dean could also tell from Xie Qingcheng’s blazing gaze that his worry that the university would go viral on Weibo was unfounded for the time being. Those were not the eyes of someone who was about to shrivel up and die.
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But hardly anyone knew that in order to keep working properly, in order to bury those shattered emotions at the bottom of his heart, Xie Qingcheng would sit in his bedroom and smoke when he was at home. Even when he started coughing uncontrollably, he refused to stop. It was as if he wanted to dye his lungs black, as if he wanted to turn the entire house into a nicotine paradise.

His neighbor Auntie Li simply couldn’t bear to see him in this state.

In the beginning, the Xie family had been quite well off, as both his parents were high-ranking members of the police force. Later, however, they committed a major error when handling a case and were both demoted to the lowest rank. At that time, his mother also fell ill. In order to pay for her treatment, they sold their large house and moved into an apartment in a small alley in the old city district of Huzhou. They pinched pennies to survive but came to know many enthusiastic neighbors along the way.

Xie Qingcheng hadn’t even come of age when his parents passed away, yet he had to take on the responsibility of being the head of the household. All the neighbors pitied the Xie children and made sure to look after them, and Auntie Li was especially attentive to Xie Qingcheng.

Auntie Li was a little younger than Xie Qingcheng’s mother. She liked kids, but she never married and had no children of her own. She treated the Xie siblings as though they were her own precious babies, especially after their parents died. This untethered woman and the two orphaned children grew deeply attached to each other.

After Xie Qingcheng’s divorce, Auntie Li wept for a long, long time. Then, like an old mother going bald from stress, she mustered up the energy to introduce girls to him.

In order to avoid hurting Auntie Li’s feelings, Xie Qingcheng attended every meeting she set up, but really, he was just going through the motions. Besides, from the perspective of those girls, he wasn’t a great catch either.

Xie Qingcheng’s circumstances were considered excellent the first time he got married. He was handsome and tall, a doctor in his twenties at a provincial-level hospital. He was in the prime of his life, with boundless future prospects. His only tangible shortcoming was that he hadn’t been born into a wealthy family and didn’t have much money.

But now, he was a divorcé, and his salary as a professor wasn’t as high as when he had been a doctor. He wasn’t that young anymore either, so naturally, his flaws became all the more conspicuous, like a set of unusually protruding ribs. Not only was he a divorced man pushing forty without a nice house or car, but he also had an un­married younger sister he needed to look after, dragging him down like a child from a previous marriage.

No matter how handsome he was, he wasn’t a celebrity, so he couldn’t cash in on it to make a living.

How could a girl’s parents not mind?

Turning up for matchmaking meetings and dating weren’t the same. It was said that compatibility was determined by first impressions, but in reality, one’s overall circumstances were the deciding factor. Thus, the conversations often went like this:

“Your job is pretty good, right? Do you have time to take care of a family?”

“I don’t. Because I’m a medical school professor, the course ­materials need to be very detailed and accurate. The students also have many questions, so I often work overtime.”

“Oh… Well, your salary isn’t bad, right?”

“I’ll probably need to teach for another three years or so before I get a raise. But I’m not sure if I’ll still be at the university at that time.”

“Ah, I see… Do you have any other family?”

“…I have a younger sister.”

“Is she married?”

“Not yet.”

Silence.

The interrogation was usually sharp and direct, dissecting one’s circumstances like a surgical knife, and Xie Qingcheng’s answers would completely erase the woman’s initially hopeful smile.

Auntie Li became terribly anxious when she found out about this. “Hey, you have to talk yourself up on a matchmaking date! It’s all an established convention. Everyone else is bragging, but you get there and downplay yourself from the get-go. People will think you’re even lousier than you say you are. Who would know if you embellished a bit?”

Xie Qingcheng originally wanted to say, “I don’t want to remarry,” but when he met Auntie Li’s worried and sorrowful eyes, the words that came out of his mouth turned into, “I’ve grown used to it. Sorry.”

Auntie Li looked at him with wide eyes. After a while, she sounded slightly choked up as she said, “Child, you’re so wonderful. How could Buddha possibly not bless you… I burn incense and pray every day, asking the heavens to find a fated marriage for my precious one. Then even if I died right now, it would be worth it…”

“Auntie Li, please don’t talk nonsense.”

“I’m an old bag of bones, why should I be afraid? But you’re different—you’re still young. If you don’t live well in the future, how could I face your dad and Muying in the underworld…”

Auntie Li cast her net wide, looking for all types of girls, in hopes that she could find a suitable marriage partner for him. Xie Qingcheng didn’t like this one bit. He was a proud, arrogant, and unyielding man; he was unwilling to lie and disliked being scrutinized. As a result, his state of mind had done a one-eighty compared to when he had gone on a matchmaking date with Li Ruoqiu. Now, he was certain he would never share the rest of his life with anyone else.

But with his patriarchal personality, how could he bear to let his friends and family cry and hurt because of him? He had to see them live happily under his protection and care.

Thus, in order to make Auntie Li a little happier, he still agreed to go on those matchmaking dates that were akin to job interviews, even though the result was always a foregone conclusion.

His matchmaking date today was with a much younger woman named Bai Jing, who worked at a luxury sales counter in Huzhou’s most fashionable mall. A relative of hers was apparently a professor at a famous medical school.

In this coastal city overflowing with wealth, there were plenty of rich people with millions in assets. Bai Jing spent her days amid the excessive extravagance of the luxury goods counter, listening to the obnoxious bragging of the men and women who frequented the store. This inevitably gave her the misconception that she was also very posh and glamorous. With her nose in the air, she judged people by the logos on their clothes—those boys wearing Adidas and Nike were immediately labeled as penniless wretches in her mind. At any rate, they’d have to throw on some Prada at least to be good enough to talk to her.

When Xie Qingcheng arrived at the café, Bai Jing was talking to her bestie on the phone. “Aiya, totally. You have no idea—I run into those kinds of dumbasses every single day at work. Today, there was a mother and son, I dunno what the son was wearing—it was probably from Taobao. If I weren’t such a professional, I would’ve rolled my eyes so hard. Ah, wearing Taobao to shop at our counter, dontcha think that’s hilarious?”

Holding a teaspoon with her diamond-adorned pinky outstretched, she stirred her little cup of coffee. Bai Jing listened to her friend’s reply and covered her mouth as she laughed.

“What can you buy with that? They definitely won’t be able to ­afford it. The both of them would probably need half a year’s salary to pay for a single pair of slippers from our counter. And let me tell you something, babe—do you know what that boy asked when he came up to me? He said, ‘Do you sell baseball caps here? My mom likes working out and it’s her birthday today. I want to buy her a baseball cap.’”

Bai Jing laughed so hard she shook.

“I straight up told him, ‘I’m so sorry, the brands we carry here have never made baseball caps. Sir, are you unfamiliar with our brands?’ Ha ha ha ha, if only you could’ve seen his face! It was incredible… Aiya, hold on, I think my date is here. I’ll talk to you later then. Let’s try out Bulgari for afternoon tea later, babe. Love you! Mwah!”

Unfortunately, the café was noisy so even though Xie Qingcheng was looking for Bai Jing, he didn’t hear her obnoxious bragging.

Bai Jing caught sight of Xie Qingcheng peering around and noticed that he fit the description given by the matchmaker. “Very tall, very handsome, peach-blossom eyes, but with a cold demeanor.” She waved to him at once. “Hi! Are you Xie Qingcheng, Professor Xie?”

Xie Qingcheng walked over. “Mm. Hello.”

Bai Jing gave him a once-over before finally locking her gaze on his simple T-shirt. Suddenly, a smile spread across her face as her voice coyly went up an octave. “Hello, hello, I’m Bai Jing.”


Chapter 6:
And He Still Had to Go On Matchmaking Dates

BEFORE XIE QINGCHENG arrived for their date, he had heard that this young woman cared a lot about a man’s income. But contrary to his expectations, her enthusiasm didn’t ebb after he told her his salary wasn’t high at all.

“Professor Xie, you’re such an intellectual, truly so modest,” Bai Jing beamed. “Aiya, it’s not easy to find such straightforward men these days, you know.”

Xie Qingcheng was at a loss for words.

“Professor Xie, you seem to have great taste,” continued Bai Jing. “You’re someone who appreciates the finer things in life, right?”

Xie Qingcheng frowned, “No, I—”

“I could tell the moment I saw the way you’re dressed.”

Xie Qingcheng was even more dumbfounded.

He had no idea what Bai Jing meant until she finally blurted it out, unable to hold herself back any longer, “Professor Xie, the T-shirt you’re wearing is a genuine article from our counter. There were only five or six pieces in stock in all of Huzhou, so they were extremely hard to get. Even if you buy its price in accessories, you still wouldn’t be able to purchase it.11 You’re so low-key.”

Only then did Xie Qingcheng finally understand that the strange trajectory this date had taken was a result of the change of clothes He Yu had offhandedly given him.

He pondered the girl’s words for a moment and then remembered what He Yu had said so casually.

No need. I’m not accustomed to wearing clothes that other people have worn. Just toss it after you change—it was getting old anyway.

The depravities of capitalism.

“Professor Xie, you’re not being sincere with me on this date,” Bai Jing smiled. “The price of this shirt of yours is nearly a year’s salary for many people, and it’s very hard to purchase it domestically without connections, yet you only invited me out for coffee?”

“You’ve misunderstood,” replied Xie Qingcheng. “I borrowed this shirt from a friend.”

“Borrowed?” Bai Jing’s eyes immediately widened.

After this point, the conversation took a rather unremarkable turn. As soon as the formerly delighted salesgirl learned the truth, the matchmaking date returned to reality.

Bai Jing’s interest in Xie Qingcheng waned noticeably. After she coerced him into taking some selfies together, she pointed her camera at the dessert and clicked away before turning it on herself and doing the same. She was occasionally interrupted by messages from her customers, to which she replied with voice messages without the slightest hesitation or embarrassment.

“Mrs. Zhang, please don’t worry. Of course I’ve kept that limited-edition bag for you. Aiya, you don’t need to send me any more thank you gifts, it’s not worth the trouble.”

“Executive Wang, the dress you ordered has arrived. When would it be convenient for you to come to the shop? Yes, it’s already been altered to your size—plus size, but the front collar needs to be taken in two centimeters. Don’t worry, I’ve noted it all down here.”

The meal was exceptionally awkward. Xie Qingcheng footed the bill and lowered his head to glance at Bai Jing. This young woman was about the same age as his students. He never harbored any genuine matchmaking intentions and only wanted to fulfill Auntie Li’s wishes, so he didn’t take any of Bai Jing’s words or actions to heart. Plus, he had old-fashioned ideas about chivalry, so he said, “I’ll call a taxi for you.”

“All righty, all righty,” Bai Jing said, without a trace of politeness. “Thanks a bunch, Professor Xie.”

They were on Huzhou’s busiest street, and it was the evening rush hour. The two of them waited for a long time, but all the taxis that passed by were already occupied.

Xie Qingcheng sighed. “If you don’t mind, I can walk with you for a bit. It’ll be easier to call a car if we turn the corner up ahead.”

“That’s fine,” Bai Jing replied, “but I have to start a livestream at eight o’clock. I’ve already scheduled it, and my fans will be upset if I bail at the last minute. Do you mind?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t use streaming apps, but he’d heard a bit about them from Xie Xue. Hearing Bai Jing’s words, he asked without thinking, “You’re a streamer as well?”

“Yup, I work very hard. I’ll become a top streamer soon enough, heh.”

Xie Qingcheng nodded. “It’s always good to have a dream. Let’s go then, I don’t mind.”

“Oh, thank you, Gege. You might not be very rich, but you’re still pretty handsome.” Bai Jing caught up to him with a smile. “One more thing—if you’re in the frame a little, that’s okay, yeah? Everyone likes to see good-looking guys.”

“…Do as you like.”

Ten minutes later, Xie Qingcheng very much regretted his words.

He was truly out of the loop and had no idea that young people would watch streams like this nowadays. Bai Jing took a pink selfie stick out of her bag and started waving it around in random directions. The words that came out of her mouth somehow seemed like meaningless lines spoken by an actor; even after she had rambled on at length, he still didn’t know what she was trying to say.

“This is Huzhou’s busiest street, full of beautiful guys and gals. Hey, everyone… See the bag that person’s carrying over there? That’s a high-quality fake, I can tell with just one look. If you wanna learn how to tell whether something’s authentic or not, remember to follow me.

“Oh yeah, next to me here’s a nice piece of eye candy I met today. He has a great personality, is an extremely educated professor, and has a salary in the millions. Do you all see that sold-out T-shirt he’s wearing? Ah, yes—that’s right, he’s the one who took me out to dinner, and now he’s walking me home.  Thanks for your blessings, everyone! Thank you!”

Xie Qingcheng suspected his ears might have stopped working. Just when he was about to turn around and refute her, Bai Jing had already muted the mic with a nimble tap of the screen.

“Sorry, Gege, it’s not easy to make a living. Could you please not expose me?”

Xie Qingcheng had no words. He simply couldn’t understand why some people liked to put up a front online, showing off manufactured happiness and using inflated materialism to attract viewers.

But, whatever—he didn’t want to argue any further with a silly girl either.

This matchmaking date would have just ended like this, with Xie Qingcheng silently enduring this ordeal—if they hadn’t run into someone, that is.

That someone appeared unexpectedly at a three-way intersection.

Xie Qingcheng and Bai Jing had already walked for more than ten minutes and stopped at a less-crowded section of the block to wait for a taxi. Bai Jing was in the middle of animatedly introducing the new high-end products of the season to her fans on the stream.

Halfway through her spiel, the perceptive Bai Jing suddenly ­noticed a blurry shadow close in behind her through her front camera. That shadow was swaying back and forth in hesitation.

She didn’t pay it any mind at first, but shortly thereafter, the shadow began to approach her quickly. By the time she realized it, the face of a dirty old homeless man was already reflected on her screen, rushing directly at her.

Startled, Bai Jing glanced behind her and let out a scream.

It was an unkempt old man emanating an unbearable odor. His clothes were so tattered with holes of varying sizes that they’d never be wearable again once they were taken off. A lame yellow dog dashed over on his heels and began to bark wildly at Bai Jing.

“Daughter! Daughter! I’ve finally found you, Daughter!”

“Eek! What’s your problem?! Who’s your daughter?! Go away!”

“No, no no no—but you’re my daughter? Daughter, don’t you recognize your dad? Come here, let Dad take a look at you, Dad hasn’t seen you in so long…” The old man didn’t seem to be in the right state of mind. Weeping and overcome with emotion, he tried to hug Bai Jing.

Bai Jing’s pretty face turned pale with shock. She took several steps back, her stream still running as she shrieked hysterically. “Are you insane?! Who are you?! Get the hell away!”

“Daughter, how can you not recognize me?” Tears streamed down the old man’s face. He scrambled forward, his blackened and shriveled fingers extending like coals unwilling to die in the fading embers. He tried to wrap his trembling arms around the girl before him. “I…missed you… Papa missed you…”

The man spoke with a thick rural accent from the central plains. Obviously, he wasn’t the father of Bai Jing, who was a Huzhou native. Xie Qingcheng immediately figured out what was going on and pulled Bai Jing behind him. “It’s okay—stay behind me,” he reassured her.

“He’s so scary!” Bai Jing wailed in fright. “How can this kind of person be out wandering the streets? Doesn’t the city care? AHHHH!”

She let out another hysterical scream as she jumped up and down. As it turned out, the yellow dog that had followed the old man over was circling and sniffing at her feet.

“Help! I-It wants to bite me! What’s wrong with this dog?! Where’s its leash?!”

Bai Jing took off running as she screeched. Panicked, she wanted to use the phone in her hand to call the police. To her, a homeless old man was already alarming enough, but an ugly street dog like this was even more terrifying. They both deserved to get locked up! Especially since they scared her and interrupted her livestream… Hey, wait a minute—her livestream!

Bai Jing suddenly realized that she had been streaming the entire time. She hurriedly raised her phone to take a look. A few seconds later, her pupils shrank violently in complete disbelief. Her ordinary and unremarkable livestreams usually only had twenty or thirty viewers, but this time, because of this unexpected surprise, her ­audience had grown to more than three hundred viewers in just a few minutes!

The viewer count was still increasing rapidly, and the scrolling comment section filled instantly with remarks in real time:

“Shit, what happened—a nightmare in Huzhou?”

“Looks like a run-in with a crazy homeless man. Streamer! Are you all right? Turn the camera, we want to see what’s happening!”

“So thrilling! This is right next to my house!”

“That homeless old man’s not a pervert, is he? He actually tried to hug the streamer! Streamer, look! If it’s serious, you need to call the police immediately!”

Amid those comments rising like helium balloons, a rocket suddenly flew up and exploded on the screen—somebody had sent her a 500 RMB tip.

Bai Jing flinched. The shock of this explosion brought her back to her senses. She suddenly realized what she should do. Hastily running her fingers through her hair, she adjusted the camera angle, then rushed out from behind Xie Qingcheng before he could react.

“Be careful!” yelled Xie Qingcheng.

He never could have imagined that the girl who had been so terrified a second ago would now be standing with her pretty face upturned, heedless of danger, next to the homeless old man. She’d even made sure to adjust her pricey little purse beforehand so that it was hanging off her back, out of the old man’s reach.

“Let’s get this straight,” Bai Jing cried. “Your accent is from out of town, so how could you possibly be my dad? Stinky old man, you’re a pervert who wanted to use this chance to take advantage of me! Do you think I couldn’t tell? Have some sense of dignity, okay?!”

Shocked, the old man retreated.

The situation was turned on its head. Xie Qingcheng realized that the old man’s intentions might not have been malicious at all. Upon closer examination, the grief in the man’s expression was too profound to be feigned.

Xie Qingcheng couldn’t help but frown. “Miss Bai, can you turn off the livestream? This old gentleman doesn’t look like he’s in a very good state. He might have mistaken you for someone else. Why don’t you call city management first? Let’s take care of this.”

But why would Bai Jing listen to him? The viewer count in her stream was rising steadily; she didn’t even find the old man stinky anymore. She brought her powdered face even closer to him.

“Hey, come take a look—everyone, come take a look.” Bai Jing had the homeless man look at her phone screen. She positioned the selfie stick so that the front-facing camera had them both in frame. “Old pervert, look at me, then look at yourself. You think I’m your daughter? Take a good look—look at your shabby clothes, your messy hair and filthy face. Can you still say that you weren’t trying to be a lecher?”

The homeless old man was stumped for a moment. His eyes then followed the direction of her pointed finger, and he squinted as he looked up along the selfie stick.

After getting a good look at the two of them on the phone screen, the old man was taken aback at first. Then, as if suddenly realizing how utterly pathetic he appeared, he tried to make a hasty escape.

Once he began to run, Bai Jing got even more excited.

Apparently, all that was needed to make a clean-freak streamer overcome her phobia to film herself pressed up against an unkempt old man was a surge in her follower count.

“Look, everyone! This is a perfect example of covert harassment! He must be faking his psychological issues—watch me expose his true colors!” Bai Jing chased after the old man to get him into the frame. “Hey! Get over here!” she shouted. “Didn’t you just call me your daughter? Huzhou is such a big city with good public security, yet you still dare to scam people here?! Have you gotten a whiff of yourself? You reek! Get over here!”

The old man’s head seemed to have cleared a bit, but not entirely. His gaze was half-muddled, half-lucid.

Watching from the sidelines, Xie Qingcheng was certain this old man wasn’t trying to take advantage of her. The man’s mental state seemed very poor. If Xie Qingcheng had to describe him, he would say that this old man was like a scrawny dog who had wandered across half of China before finally drifting into the misty rains of Jiangnan.12 The concept of searching had been carved into his bones—with just one glance, one could tell he had lost something and had been looking for it all this time.

But Bai Jing didn’t care about any of that. Although she had been a streamer for over half a year, her performance was mediocre, and she hadn’t been able to attract many viewers. She was furiously envious of her hardworking peers, who were able to make a living through livestreaming.

Not long ago, when she had failed to garner attention despite trying everything she could think of, she had gone to the pages of a few well-known influencers in a rage to flood their comment ­sections with hateful remarks.

One day, she cursed one out, “Why are you putting on a show like this?! Acting like you have some perfect life, as if everything doesn’t just run on money?! The rural lifestyle you’re showing isn’t real at all!”

The next day, she targeted another. “Here’s a man using the money that a woman earned with her blood, sweat, and tears to buy a luxurious villa. Everyone’s said it already—every tube of lipstick you buy was made from the skeletons in his closet! When are the women still buying his things going to wake up?!”

And the day after, she focused her wrath on yet another influencer. “I can’t believe you call yourself an independent, self-made modern woman. You’re just selling your trauma all day long. Isn’t livestreaming your job? You’re tired, but you’re still earning money. You get cussed out, but you’re still earning money. Everyone gives you so much money, what do you have to complain about?”

No one knew about the vicious expression that would appear on her face when she was tapping furiously away on her phone under her covers. On the subways whizzing through tunnels, in the bustling skyscrapers, amid the whirl of designer clothes and expensive perfume, bathed in the golden dazzle of luxury, everyone called her Cindy, never Bai Jing. In her towering high heels, she toiled at her job, bowing deferentially to her honored guests.

Bending at the waist, she always gave her all to maintain her composure as she crouched down to buckle Mrs. Chen or Mrs. Li’s shoes with slender, pale, jade-like hands, and then walked them out through the spacious golden foyer with a respectful bow. No one knew how many times she had stared after those graceful figures and thought, One day, I’ll have the proudest salesgirls welcome me with a bow too.

She wanted money and fame so badly her eyes reddened with hunger. Thus, she forgot her fears and lost her germaphobic tendencies. She also failed to see the old homeless man’s trembling lips and the hot tears welling up in his blurry eyes.

“Is your daughter from Huzhou? Your daughter?” she scoffed, her words dripping with disdain. “Who knows if a stinky old man like you was ever married. All you do is make up reasons to act crazy and harass women! What are you hiding for? Weren’t you acting all grabby with me just now? Let everyone see your face! Come on!”

“No… No…”

Terrified, the old man shrank his head back and stooped over. The cries coming out of his mouth sounded like the wails of an infant, mixed with vague mumbling.

“I’m sorry… I…I got the wrong person…”

“You’re sorry? What use is that?! Get over here! Look at the camera! Take a look at what you’re wearing! If you wanna come out and scam people, you could at least make yourself look presentable first!”

In the comments filling the screen, audience members who didn’t understand the full situation were cheering on the “courageous female streamer who was fighting back against street harassment from a crazed homeless man.” Tips began to flow and balloons began to rise, and Bai Jing’s heart felt like it was swelling up right alongside them.

The harried old man feebly shrunk away, plummeting from the excitement of reuniting with his daughter only to realize that he was mistaken. The throes of his delusion gave way to helplessness as he came to his senses and tried to flee the escalating situation. Under the watchful camera lens, he was like an old dog with nowhere to run. Dazed by the relentless pursuit of this so-called justice, he held his head and cowered, just like the stray dog that accompanied him.

“Please stop filming, I beg you… I got the wrong person… Stop filming… Young Miss, please stop filming…”

The old man’s entire body was trembling, his legs shaking like sifting chaff underneath his tattered pants. He covered his face, wanting to shield it from the camera, only to realize that he also wanted to cover his ratty clothes. In the end, he didn’t know what he should hide. It felt as though every bit of flesh on his body, every article of clothing, was not fit to be seen, an embarrassment not to be shown to others. A flood of tears rushed down the creases of his wizened face. He shrank to the ground, practically kneeling as he begged for Bai Jing’s mercy.

“Please, Miss, spare me…”

“I—” Undeterred, Bai Jing was about to say something when her selfie stick was suddenly snatched away.

Without the slightest courtesy, Xie Qingcheng removed her phone and tossed her selfie stick to the side.

“Hey! You! What are you doing?!”

“What are you doing? I’ve already told you—this old man seems to be mentally unwell, and I asked you not to trigger him. Can’t you hear, or are you too daft to understand?”

Xie Qingcheng cut off the stream.

A series of brilliant colors like a carousel lantern flashed through Bai Jing’s face. She stomped her high heels and raged at Xie Qingcheng. “How’s this any of your business? Give me back my phone! I have a right to stream! Don’t you know that I need to earn money? I want to be an influencer!”

“Whatever you want has nothing to do with me.” Xie Qingcheng’s expression was frosty. His paternalistic tendencies surfaced once more as he scolded her without blinking an eye. “However, Miss Bai, do you have any shame? Can’t you see what state he’s in? To get views, you’ll keep on going even though you know it’s wrong; you choose unscrupulous methods even when you know the consequences. Despite knowing full well the pain your actions will bring to others, you have no qualms about exploiting it for attention because you’re not the one getting hurt. Have you no conscience?!”

“What are you saying?! Stop trying to discipline me, are you my dad? You’re just someone who had a matchmaking date with me today! It’s none of your business!” Bai Jing’s temper flared as she rushed up to Xie Qingcheng to snatch her phone back.

But Xie Qingcheng’s temper was fierier than hers. He pinned Bai Jing in place and stared down at her, his eyes cutting into her like razor blades.

“To you, a person’s dignity and life are worth less than the viewers you can attract in a single livestream. You really are a fucking freak of nature.”

“You have the guts to call me names?” Bai Jing cried. “You wretched beggar!”

Enraged, she pounced forward and tried to slap Xie Qingcheng.

But Xie Qingcheng grabbed her by the wrist. With a sudden burst of force, he twisted her arm, making her shriek in pain.

“If you keep making a fuss,” said Xie Qingcheng icily, “not only will I have the guts to call you names, but I’ll also have the guts to beat you up.”

“L-let go! If you don’t let go, I’ll call the police! I’ll scream for help!”

Although there weren’t many people on this street, they had caused a rather loud disturbance; some passersby had already stopped to observe from afar. But Xie Qingcheng couldn’t care less—to him, the gazes of others were nothing more than empty air to begin with. However, he was caught off guard by a sudden shout from a sharp-eyed older woman from the crowd.

“Oh my god! What’s wrong with that old man?”

Xie Qingcheng looked down at him immediately. The old man’s mental state was fragile in the first place. But after mistaking Bai Jing for his daughter, and then being filmed and chased by her, his heart couldn’t handle the emotional distress anymore. His lips turned pale, and the blood drained from his face. He clutched at his chest and doubled over, curling like a shrimp before suddenly collapsing to the ground with a thud.


Chapter 7:
He Asked Me about My Driving Skills

AS A FORMER DOCTOR, Xie Qingcheng acted without hesitation. He flung Bai Jing away and bent down to check the old man’s condition.

In clinical medicine, an acute myocardial infarction—or a severe heart attack—was a cardiovascular emergency with an extremely high mortality rate. A sudden onset of intense emotion was one of the major triggers for the condition in elderly people.

Bai Jing, who hadn’t realized what was going on, was still busy cursing at him.

Xie Qingcheng rolled up his sleeves to begin administering first aid. He turned back and snapped at her, “Don’t just stand there and stare! The patient is having a severe heart attack! Call an ambulance! Hurry up!”

“What does a severe heart attack have to do with… A severe heart attack?!”

Bai Jing was dumbstruck.

Her glittery gold eyeliner only emphasized the shock and fear in her eyes. The color in the girl’s face drained instantly. She stood ­frozen, like a dazed goose, not knowing whether to advance or retreat.

“Don’t you know the emergency services number?!” Xie Qingcheng snapped.

Bai Jing might have known it at one point, but with the situation devolving so quickly, she drew nothing but a blank. “Wh-what is it?”

“120!”

“Ohhh…!” Bai Jing didn’t expect that things would turn out like this, with a precious human life in danger. She hastily picked up the phone that Xie Qingcheng had tossed back to her and dialed the emergency number.

“Hello? 110? Ah, no, no! Don’t hang up! I misspoke! I don’t want to call the police, I was calling your number! I—there’s an old man here who’s had a severe fainting attack… Ah, no, what was it, severe heart failure…”

“Severe heart attack!”

“Ah! Yes! A heart attack, heart attack!”

After stammering her way through the call, Bai Jing let out a breath and managed to collect herself a bit. However, she was still too afraid to get close to Xie Qingcheng and the old homeless man.

Xie Qingcheng wiped away the secretions from the old man’s mouth and nose and carefully laid him down flat so that he wouldn’t choke. His forehead was already dripping with sweat when he looked up at Bai Jing and said, “Come help.”

“No way!” Bai Jing immediately retorted. “It’s so disgusting! Who knows if he has AIDS or some other contagious disease! And my clothes are very expensive; they’ll be ruined if I get them dirty.”

Xie Qingcheng was furious. “AIDS isn’t transmitted like that! What’s more important: your clothes or someone’s life?! Come here and help!”

“Absolutely not. Is this emotional blackmail? Do you know how long I had to work to buy an outfit like this, how long I had to wait? Besides, he must have some underlying condition that’s just acting up, so it wasn’t my fault. I…”

With a cry, the old man spat out another mouthful of white foam. Bai Jing’s throat tightened at the sight, and she nearly retched. She retreated, taking one step after another backward. “Don’t force me… I can’t.”

Luckily, an older woman ran out from the circle of observers at this moment. “Little girl, do you have a conscience?” she yelled at Bai Jing. “You’ll grow old one day too! You’re dressed in such flashy, glamorous clothes, and yet your heart is so rotten?!”

“I…” Bai Jing started.

The older woman rolled her eyes, ignoring her, then turned to Xie Qingcheng, “Tell me what to do. I’ll help.”

This was a classic example of herd mentality. When a crowd quietly watches from afar, no one is willing to take the initiative to step forward and help. But once a single person breaks from that crowd to lend a hand, others emerge like spring shoots after rain.

Soon, those who had been observing from a distance and afraid of getting involved started to inch closer. People appeared, offering to look around for a pharmacy to buy emergency medicine and waving fans to cool them down, and Bai Jing found herself forcibly pushed to the side.

However, no matter how enthusiastic the crowd, they couldn’t resolve the urgent matter at hand. They could only anxiously wait as the minutes ticked by.

Alas, things didn’t go so smoothly—right at this juncture, Bai Jing’s phone rang. It was a call from the hospital.

“There’s been a very unfortunate situation—a surface collapse broke a water main. The main highway to your current location is flooded, and there’s no way for an ambulance to get through. There’s another path through local streets, but we can’t get in at all—there’s too much traffic, and it’s also the wrong way up a one-way street, so we had to turn around.”

Bai Jing reported the situation to Xie Qingcheng, who was still administering first aid to the old man. “How much longer?” Xie Qingcheng asked sharply.

This time, Bai Jing was cowed. She hurriedly conveyed his question. “H-how much longer will it take?”

“We have to take another route. It’ll be at least thirty minutes.”

Xie Qingcheng looked at the old man’s situation. Thirty minutes would be the difference between life and death.

How were they so unlucky that something went awry now? And for a broken water main to flood a whole major highway!

He was still at a loss as to what to do when two glaring headlights suddenly flashed from the intersection. A black Rolls-Royce Cullinan adorned with a little winged hood ornament cruised silently under the glow of the streetlamps. The car glided right over to the corner of the one-way street where the incident was unfolding, its rectangular tail lights calmly illuminating their surroundings.

Bai Jing’s instinct to stream about all things luxurious—even at this critical juncture when someone’s life was on the line—was difficult to temper. She barely repressed her urge to raise her phone and aim it at the Cullinan, for fear that if she were a second too late, it would drive off and disappear.

But she never could have anticipated that this Cullinan would actually slowly make its way over to them and come to a stop.

Bai Jing’s eyes widened at the incredulous events unfolding.

Her pupils only contracted even further as she watched the rear window of the luxury car of her dreams silently roll down. A young woman poked her head out and shouted to Xie Qingcheng, who was in the middle of administering emergency treatment to the old man beside her.

“Ge!”

Bai Jing was flabbergasted.

“He Yu invited me out for barbecue, so we were just passing by,” said Xie Xue. “I saw someone in the distance and thought it looked just like you, so I had him come take a look. It really is you… Ah! Oh my god! What’s wrong with the person next to you? Did something happen?!”

Xie Qingcheng looked up at his sister. He Yu was sitting in the recesses of the genuine leather seat, hidden in the darkness on the other side of the vehicle. Those looking in could only make out his calm and elegant profile. His silhouette was especially handsome and refined, but upon closer examination, one could almost sense a bestial and depraved aura emanating from the young man.

Xie Qingcheng didn’t want to inconvenience He Yu, but he didn’t have many options. “We ran into an ill person. He was emotionally triggered and had a severe heart attack. I gave him some basic treatment, but he needs to go to the emergency room.”

Xie Xue was stunned. “Where’s the ambulance?”

“We called, but the road conditions are poor. It’ll take thirty more minutes before they arrive.”

Upon hearing this, Xie Xue immediately opened the car door and jumped out, rushing to the old man’s side. She didn’t show the slightest disdain toward him, but she had no medical training whatsoever and could only stand by helplessly. She shouted anxiously at the car, “He Yu! He Yu, come out and help!”

The depraved gentleman stepped out of the car, took one look at the old man’s purpling lips, and immediately said, “We’ll go in my car.”

Xie Xue, the fool, asked, “What will you do if other drivers don’t make way for you? I mean, it’s still rush hour.”

“I’d like to see ’em try,” He Yu sneered.

He turned to the driver and asked, “Lao-Zhao, can you drive smoothly?”

“I can drive smoothly, but I’m used to being careful, so I might not be fast…”

Besides, Young Master He, even if you told me to crash the car, I wouldn’t dare!

“Then get out.” He Yu rolled up his sleeves. With one long-legged step, he got into the driver’s seat. He pulled down the handbrake without even glancing at it, chewing his gum as he said, “Get in. We’ll be at the municipal hospital in ten minutes.”

“Do you have a license?” Xie Qingcheng asked.

“Nope,” replied He Yu expressionlessly. “Are you coming or not?”

“He does!” Xie Xue was truly fed up with the two of them, ­especially He Yu. Even at a time like this, he was still sparring with her brother. “He just finished converting his overseas license to a domestic one! Ge, don’t listen to his nonsense!”

Under Xie Qingcheng’s guidance, they carefully lifted the old man into the Cullinan. After everyone got into the car, He Yu fastened his seat belt. He was about to floor the gas pedal and bring the vehicle to a death-defying speed when that lame little dog darted up and started to bark incessantly at the people on the other side of the slowly closing car doors.

Xie Xue was softhearted. When she saw the tiny, pitiful dog limping behind its master to the car, she couldn’t help but say, “Poor thing…”

He Yu glanced at her, then the passenger-side door opened again. “Bring it inside.”

Xie Xue immediately jumped down to pick up the dirty little yellow dog by its armpits and carried it into the car.

The pitiful animal whimpered. As if sensing that it hadn’t been abandoned, it turned to look at the old man lying in the backseat, then raised its fluffy snout, its black bean nose sniffing gratefully at Xie Xue’s cheek. Then it stuck its head over to the driver’s seat, giving the young man a careful lick on the cheek with its damp tongue.

He Yu ignored the dog’s affections. With the press of a button, his rearview mirror returned to his customized position as he gripped the steering wheel with long, slender hands. “Call emergency services back and explain our situation. Let’s go.”

Thankfully, because the old man had received professional first aid immediately and had been promptly taken to the hospital, he was finally no longer in critical condition after half a night’s rescue efforts.

Outside the emergency care unit’s patient ward, Xie Qingcheng signed a stack of forms and opened an app on his phone to pay the bill only to find that he didn’t quite have enough money. Just as he was wondering what he should say to the worker at the service window, a hand reached out from behind him and passed a credit card through the slot.

Xie Qingcheng turned to see He Yu’s face.

“Why are you here?”

“It’s fine,” He Yu said. “No need to thank me.”

Because the old man was homeless, they couldn’t find or contact any of his family members. He also didn’t have his ID card on him, so certain administrative procedures were very inconvenient. If it weren’t for the fact that Xie Qingcheng had once worked at this municipal hospital and knew the director of the emergency care unit’s night shift, this might have caused a bigger issue. Now, even though the old man was no longer in danger, many administrative orders of business needed to be retroactively completed. The hospital even contacted the municipal department in charge of the homeless population for assistance.

As for the enthusiastic group of Good Samaritans, He Yu and the others also couldn’t leave for the time being. After paying the bill, He Yu and Xie Qingcheng went out to the gardens behind the hospital for some fresh air, and He Yu struck up a conversation.

“That Bai woman, she was your matchmaking date?” He Yu asked.

“Mm. Where is she?”

“Resting with Xie Xue in the underground parking lot. Since it was so late, both of them had grown a little sleepy. Xie Xue was worried, so she had me come up to see how you were doing.” He Yu then asked, “How come you were on a matchmaking date with a girl like that?”

Xie Qingcheng’s expression was flat. “It was just dinner.”

“Then you should have just rejected the matchmaker outright. The way I see it, you weren’t taking it seriously either. Plus, isn’t she about the same age as Xie Xue? You’re already middle-aged. It’s not very appropriate.”

Since Xie Qingcheng was less tense now, He Yu’s words irritated him. Thirty-two years old was middle-aged? What a nutcase. If it weren’t for the fact that He Yu had helped him out today, he definitely would have said, Little devil, it’s none of your fucking business. But he had just used He Yu as a driver and then as an ATM, so he had no right to curse him out too viciously. Xie Qingcheng shot him a glance through bloodshot eyes, stiffly enduring the word “middle-aged,” and coldly replied, “You’re right, Young Master He. I truly don’t want to waste my breath on little kids below the age of thirty anymore.”

Both of them fell silent.

The little kid and the middle-aged man verbally sparred each other tit for tat, but neither of them could get the upper hand. Thus, Xie Qingcheng decided to simply turn away.

The wisteria-covered walkway behind the municipal hospital was very long. With his hands in his pockets, Xie Qingcheng walked silently ahead, his expression flat. Ten years ago, he’d often pass through this way, though back then, the garden hadn’t been fully completed yet. There were even unauthorized stall-keepers at the two ends of the pathway selling Tianjin-style jianbing,13 porridge, noodles, and rice balls before the city management officers arrived to put an end to the illegal activity. Now, the garden presented a scenic picture with every step.

Later, Xie Qingcheng resigned from his post at the municipal hospital, and in the years that followed, he never walked through this wisteria path again.

This literal walk down memory lane reminded him of the past. After a lengthy silence, Xie Qingcheng abruptly spoke up. “Hey, little devil?”

“Hm?”

“Do all of you youngsters these days want to become internet celebrities?”

“I’m not interested. But they earn a lot of money, so it’s true that there are many who do. Is that Bai Jing an internet celebrity?”

“…How did you know?”

He Yu grinned. “I could tell.” Then he asked, “Did that old gentleman’s sudden illness have to do with her?”

The night wind blew past, rustling through the vines.

“He mistook her for his daughter, so Bai Jing chased after him while she was livestreaming,” replied Xie Qingcheng. “He was hiding from the camera the whole time, begging her to stop filming, but she refused to listen; she could only see how many people had entered her livestream and how many people wanted to follow her account.” After a pause, he asked, “What is the point of it all?”

He Yu sighed. “Xie Qingcheng, the things you find meaningless are tickets to a whole new life for certain people. You find the way they chase fame and profit bizarre, but in the same vein, they can’t understand your way of thinking either. Humans are all the same species, but we’re also the ones with the greatest barriers to empathy; we’re often incapable of mutual trust, much less mutual understanding. Sometimes, when two people look at each other, it’s as if they’re looking at organisms from an entirely different genus.”

At this point, He Yu’s phone suddenly rang. It was his driver; as it turned out, He Yu had terrorized the streets with his wild driving. The traffic police on patrol had flown into a rage and chased them all the way to the hospital.

“Young Master He, why don’t we ask the doctor to explain things to them…” the driver suggested. “There were extenuating circumstances…”

“It’s nothing,” replied He Yu. “Just let them deduct the points and pay the fines; there’s no point in wasting time on this.”

He hung up.

“Is your spare cash burning a hole in your wallet?” asked Xie Qingcheng.

“To me, time is money. I don’t like to waste time on unnecessary things, like needless explanations to government employees. Who knows, they might even ask a reporter to write some moving story about it.”

He Yu’s almond eyes lowered, his pitch-black pupils appearing so apathetic they seemed to hold a hint of subtle perversity, even as the corners of his mouth curved up in a smile. “I may as well chat a little longer with you. In any case, you can do the same things they do, right? For example, checking my driver’s license.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t respond.

As the man’s expression grew uglier, the teasing mockery at the corners of He Yu’s mouth slowly diffused into his eyes. With his hands in his pockets, he cast his glance ahead—not at Xie Qingcheng’s face anymore, but rather at a random spot before him. Then, he leaned forward slightly, tilting his face toward Xie Qingcheng’s neck. He lowered his head, his thin lips stopping just short of Xie Qingcheng’s carotid artery.

Maintaining his position, he gazed into the distance and spoke quietly into the man’s ear. “Ge, how was my driving?”

Xie Qingcheng answered with silence, his expression growing even cloudier.

Why was He Yu still holding a grudge against him for asking about his driver’s license?! Just how petty was this person exactly?

Xie Qingcheng scoffed a little, and with a chilly look, he responded, “Practice some more when you get the chance. If you stop being so hot-headed, young man, you can become a driver after you graduate.”

He didn’t want to waste any more breath on He Yu after that, so he brushed away the dangling vines in front of him with a frigid expression and walked on ahead.

But He Yu wasn’t finished with him yet, or maybe he’d gotten into the swing of mocking him. He continued his sarcastic questioning, like a dog with a bone. “Executive Xie, if I worked as your driver, what kind of car would you have me chauffeur you in? How much would I get paid per month?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t look back as he answered, “A Hongguang Mini,14 and then I’ll give you a drug prescription. Take it if you want, get lost if you don’t.”

With his hands in his pockets, He Yu stared at his back. He kicked at something with his sneakers, his expression perverse as he cursed softly. “A prescription? You sure are something else, Xie Qingcheng. I’ll really need to pay you back for that one.”


Chapter 8:
He Even Ordered Me around like a Servant

HALF AN HOUR LATER, an employee from the Depart­ment of Homeless Services of the Bureau of Civil Affairs showed up. He thanked the medical staff and everyone who had come with Xie Qingcheng as he explained the situation.

“This old man is called Zhuang Zhiqiang. He really is a stubborn old nail house.”15

Xie Xue and Bai Jing—who’d insisted on hitching a ride—had also come up from the underground parking garage. They sat on the sofa in the doctor’s office to listen to the details.

“Mr. Zhuang Zhiqiang…his situation is rather unique. Homeless Services has been struggling to resolve this problem.” The employee wrung his hands and took a sip of the tea that the nurses had brewed in disposable paper cups. He smacked his lips and sighed. “He came to Huzhou about three years ago and said that he was looking for his daughter. But we checked the registry—he’s just an old man who lives all by himself. He doesn’t have any family. He used to reside in a yaodong16 in Shanzhou, a place so poor even birds don’t want to live there. He didn’t have any neighbors whatsoever, and he had to walk over a mile just to get water. We even sent people down to inquire with the other villagers, and they all said that the old man was very antisocial and that they didn’t know anything about him at all.”

“But that’s not an excuse for you to shirk your responsibilities!” Bai Jing blurted out stridently. “Shouldn’t you lock up people who pose a danger to society? He disrupts the municipal environment and might even attack others!”

“Miss, you must understand,” the employee said with an awkward expression. “We can’t lock up the homeless, they are citizens as well. We can only arrange housing for them or send them to a hospital for medical care…”

Bai Jing’s tone was vicious. “I don’t care. Nutcases should all be forcibly institutionalized. Shouldn’t all these abnormal things be quarantined?”

Before this exchange, He Yu hadn’t yet formed an opinion on this woman. He was someone who didn’t have a particularly strong moral compass—in other words, he had a rather high tolerance for all sorts of people. To him, what Xie Qingcheng had told him about her wasn’t even worthy of comment—everyone had their own way of living, their own choices.

But Bai Jing’s rant about “nutcases” really was tap-dancing right on Young Master He’s nerves.

The corners of He Yu’s mouth suddenly curved into a slightly mocking smile, but he lowered his head and kept quiet.

The employee from the Department of Homeless Services wiped away his sweat. “Young lady, please calm down a little. Since Mr. Zhuang Zhiqiang’s condition does seem likely to worsen to the point where he might lose his ability to function in society, we’ll take him to our affiliate psychiatric hospital for treatment and supervision once his situation here improves…”

“Which psychiatric hospital?” Xie Qingcheng suddenly asked.

“Given the current situation, it’ll probably be Cheng Kang. Even though it’s not the best in terms of facilities and management, the accommodations we have reserved with Wanping have already been filled up. There’s nothing we can do.”

Hearing this, Bai Jing was finally satisfied. “That’s more like it…” she muttered.

Just as they were talking, the emergency doctor arrived.

He informed them about Zhuang Zhiqiang’s condition: Because he had been treated in time, he was no longer in mortal danger. One visitor was allowed if they wanted to go check on him. “A girl would be best,” the doctor explained. “The patient is still in a state of confusion. He keeps trying to look for his daughter.”

Xie Xue stood up. “I’ll go.” She followed the doctor out of the room.

He Yu had been sprawled over the reception room sofa with his elbow propped up on its back, listening to the conversation with his head lowered and an indifferent expression on his face. However, now that Xie Xue was leaving, he swung his long legs down and prepared to get up as well.

“Hold it,” said Xie Qingcheng, his guarded wariness obvious.

“What’s wrong?”

“Why are you following my sister around all the time?”

The schoolboy sat back down on the sofa, falling silent for a moment. Though it seemed like they were having a sophisticated and courteous conversation, his almond eyes were, in fact, full of derision and ridicule. “Then, what if I follow you around all the time instead, Doctor Xie?”

To this, Xie Qingcheng had no reply.

With a steady warmth in his voice, He Yu said, “Both you and your matchmaking date are here. Isn’t it inconvenient for me to be around? I’ll give you some room. I don’t want to be in your way.”

Bai Jing immediately snatched the bait and yelled, “There’s no chance we’ll get together!”

He Yu laughed softly without looking at Bai Jing. Tilting his head, he added quietly at a volume only Xie Qingcheng could hear, “Doctor Xie, don’t you think your charisma is fading with old age? You can’t even get that little girl.”

Xie Qingcheng said nothing.

Wicked thing.

Could it be that his ancestral tomb had been renovated into an outhouse? How’d they produce such a depraved beast?

Xie Qingcheng’s expression was cold as his lips moved just enough to reply, “Hurry up and get lost.”

He Yu smiled. He stood up suddenly, and his arm shot over Xie Qingcheng’s shoulder. Xie Qingcheng started, bewildered as to what this depraved gentleman, who was flouting normal etiquette, was doing. Even though they were several centimeters apart, he could pick up the scent of He Yu’s adolescent hormones, as well as feel the heat emitting from the boy’s chest as he loomed over him.

The domineering aura unique to young males made Xie Qingcheng, a fellow man, extremely uneasy. As a rather traditional man, he immediately felt a sense of irritation at his “male territory” being invaded.

Xie Qingcheng was just about to shove He Yu away when this invasive and imposing schoolboy straightened back up. In his hand was a large bag of coffee he had picked up from the counter behind him—the drinks He Yu had just ordered.

“Ge, I was just getting the drinks,” he said.

He Yu’s derisive smile widened at the sight of the man’s dark expression. He took out the cups of coffee from the paper bag and passed them to the employee from Homeless Services, the doctors, and the nurses. He also asked someone to bring one to Xie Xue and even handed a cup to Bai Jing.

But then, he clicked his tongue and looked at Xie Qingcheng. “Would you look at that. I’m so sorry, I forgot to get one for you.”

After a brief pause, He Yu held out his cup of iced coffee to Xie Qingcheng. “Why don’t you drink mine?”

But this clearly wasn’t a sincere offer. He had already inserted the straw into the cup and was holding it right up to Xie Qingcheng’s lips, as if it were the most natural thing to do.

He was certain Xie Qingcheng would refuse.

But to his surprise, it sparked Xie Qingcheng’s temper instead. Xie Qingcheng subverted all of He Yu’s expectations as he sat right there on the sofa with the air of a man getting waited upon by a little brat. With a sly lift of his gaze, he stared into He Yu’s eyes, parted his pale lips and slowly closed them around the straw that had been shoved in front of his face.

Without breaking eye contact, he sucked deeply on the straw without a hint of courtesy.

Xie Qingcheng’s throat bobbed as he swallowed the drink. It was as though he were egging He Yu into a fight.

Then he let go of the straw, his wet lips glossy, his eyes sharp. “You can put it over there. I’ll take it as a gesture of filial piety.”

He Yu was speechless.

When he saw Xie Qingcheng dip his head and close his lips around the straw, he felt a maddening heat in his chest, probably from sheer anger. He thought that this person really deserved to be tormented thoroughly, more than words could describe. He had wanted to see Xie Qingcheng stuck in an awkward dilemma or snap back in embarrassed rage.

But in the face of He Yu’s challenge, Xie Qingcheng had answered him with an air of composure, radiating arrogance.

For a second, He Yu had the urge to toss the coffee all over that fatherly ice cube of a face, to see how miserable he would look with his face dripping wet and his clothes soaked through.

But in the end, he only smiled and set the iced coffee lightly down onto the tea table. Ducking his head for a moment, he spoke quietly to Xie Qingcheng. “All right, since you wanted it, be sure not to waste a drop. Drink it all, drain the cup, and let me know if it’s not enough. I’ll get you another.”

“How could I possibly impose? You’ve acted as my driver and handed over your checkbook tonight, and now you’re even offering to become my delivery boy.” Xie Qingcheng laughed coldly and picked up the coffee, his long, slender fingers sliding through the droplets of condensation collecting on the cup. “You’re dismissed.”

After Xie Qingcheng finished speaking, he swirled the cup at He Yu.

He Yu walked away, a dark expression on his face.

After witnessing this verbal pissing contest, it was clear to everyone present that the two of them weren’t exactly on the best terms. It was somewhat awkward, but Xie Qingcheng acted as if everything were fine.

He got up, and under the circle of watchful eyes, tossed the coffee into the trash. Only schoolboys ordered coffee so late. How was he to get any sleep that night if he messed around like this at his age?

Xie Qingcheng sat back down, his expression calm as he looked toward the Homeless Services staff. “Sorry about making such a scene. My client’s son doesn’t know any better.”

“I-it’s fine.” The worker laughed awkwardly.

“So where were we… Oh, that’s right… So, you’re certain that Zhuang Zhiqiang doesn’t have a daughter?”

The employee snapped out of it. “That’s right, he doesn’t. Mr. Zhuang Zhiqiang doesn’t have any relatives at all. We help homeless individuals get in touch with their family or other community members, but there was no one we could contact for this old man.”

Xie Qingcheng fell silent.

From his experience, he felt that Zhuang Zhiqiang’s reaction didn’t seem like a meaningless or random dissociative episode. The matter of his “daughter” had to be a weight on his mind.

“Daughter…” The old man lay on the hospital bed with an oxygen cannula, still muddled and rambling under his breath about the person who might have been a figment of his imagination. “My wonderful daughter… Your old man watched you grow up right before his eyes, watched you go to school with your little backpack on your shoulders, watched you pass the college entrance exam and move to the big city…”

He stopped for a moment, a cloudy tear seeping out from the wrinkled folds of his eyelids. The old man’s sleep-talking was tainted in pain and choked with sobs. “Why couldn’t you…ever come back to see your old man…?”

Xie Xue was softhearted, and her tears flowed freely as she listened at his side. After getting the nurse’s permission, she reached out for Zhuang Zhiqiang’s hand and said from his bedside, “Uncle, don’t cry anymore. I…I’m here. I’ll stay here with you. Please get better soon…”

As he was still ill, she couldn’t spend too much time with the patient. After she comforted the old, confused man for a while, the doctor told her it was about time to leave.

After disinfecting herself, Xie Xue walked out of the emergency room. She reached into her bag for tissues to wipe her tears, only to discover that they’d already been used up.

A pretty hand passed her a man’s handkerchief.

Xie Xue looked up. Her slightly swollen and red eyes were met with the sight of He Yu’s gently smiling face.

With Xie Qingcheng, He Yu had behaved like a degenerate beast, but with Xie Xue, he was rather like a well-behaved show dog. The handkerchief he passed over was a square of snowy white silk of a very delicate and exquisite make, without a single crease marring its surface.

“Here you go.”

“Th-thank you.”

“It’s nothing.”

He’d already known that Xie Xue would react like this.

Xie Xue’s parents died soon after she was born, and her grandparents had already passed away long before that. Ever since she was little, she’d been very envious of others who could shout “Daddy,” “Mommy,” “Grandpa,” or “Grandma.” In her case, it was only during the annual Qingming festival17 that she could quietly say those words as she stood beneath Xie Qingcheng’s black umbrella with a bouquet of dainty white chrysanthemums in her hands, facing those ice-cold, rain-soaked gravestones.

Thus, the one thing she couldn’t bear was seeing people of her parents’ or grandparents’ age without children to keep them company.

“Doctor?” Wiping her tears, she spoke to the emergency physician again. “Can you please let me know when he’s moved to the psychiatric hospital? I’ll go with him.”

He Yu frowned slightly. “What would you go to that kind of place for?”

“It’s no trouble. It just so happens that the university wants me to go to several prisons and psychiatric hospitals to discuss whether we can bring students to visit. They said it’s to give the screenwriting and directing students some hands-on experience in civic engagement, but I haven’t had the chance to discuss it with them yet.” Xie Xue blew her nose. “It’s not like I’ll be going out of my way.”

Since she’d put it that way, He Yu couldn’t really say anything else. He could only walk over to the side and pick up that little yellow stray.

He Yu put his hands under its chubby front legs and lifted it up to his face. Its yellow-and-white-striped legs kicked a few times in midair, and its black bean nose met his almond eyes as it fell into somewhat of a daze.

He Yu said gently, “I’ll get a dog permit so that you can stay at my place for the time being. Once your owner’s better, I’ll send you back to him.”

Trembling and shivering, the little dog let out a whimper.

It is said that animals have a sixth sense, allowing them to detect danger and madness hidden behind a person’s smile. So, despite the kindness of He Yu’s words, the little dog was frightened but ­attempted to get on He Yu’s good side anyway. It nervously stuck out the tip of its soft tongue and gave He Yu a lick.

He Yu laughed and reached out to stroke the dog’s head, letting the dog lick the tips of his fingers. Eyes dark, he said, “Good boy. You’re much more sensible than him.”


Chapter 9:
But Never Mind Him, I Decided to Tell Her My Feelings

AFTER FINALLY RESOLVING this unexpected mishap, the group was both tired and hungry, so He Yu asked if they wanted to get a late-night snack. The first person to raise their hand and agree enthusiastically with this suggestion was the one who had absolutely nothing to do with them: Bai Jing.

“Okay, okay! How does congee sound? There’s a restaurant over by the Bund18 that serves the best shark fin sea urchin congee. Why don’t we go there?”

He Yu turned to look at Xie Xue.

Xie Xue dabbed at her tears and shot Bai Jing a disgruntled look. “I wanna eat barbecue. I wanna eat on Laji Street.”19

“Then let’s go eat on Laji Street.”

Bai Jing said, “Ah…isn’t that too… All right then…”

With Xie Xue present, He Yu was a bit more courteous to Xie Qingcheng, asking him, “What about you?”

“I’ll pass. I’m taking this dog to get its shots, and then a pre-adoption health assessment. If you want to keep it, I’ll bring it to you later.” He shot a glance at the little yellow dog sitting obediently by his feet as he spoke.

Surprisingly, the dog took a liking to Xie Qingcheng, happily circling around him and wagging its fluffy yellow tail. “Woof!”

Half an hour later, the other three found themselves at the night markets of Huzhou.

“Laoban, can I get fifty skewers of chicken cartilage, fifty skewers of lamb, ten skewers of roasted rice-cakes, ten skewers of roasted mushrooms, a dozen baked oysters, and five bottles of beer?” Xie Xue started ordering as soon as she stepped into the barbecue shop, as though she knew the place inside and out.

“Isn’t this sort of place kinda dirty…? I’d never eat here.” Bai Jing extended two fingers to flip through the greasy menu, as if she’d wanted to touch it with nothing more than the tips of her fingernails.

Irritated, Xie Xue rolled her eyes. “Weren’t you the one who forced your way into the car and insisted on coming along?”

“Aiya, little sis, why are you so angry? I’m hungry too.” Bai Jing set her venerated buttocks onto the seat closest to He Yu without the slightest courtesy or hesitation as she spoke. “I’d just like to ask that you go a little easy on the grease. It’s so late, I’m afraid of getting fat.”

Xie Xue glared at her and viciously slammed a hand on the table, raising her voice as she shouted, “Laoban, get me another ten ­fucking fried rabbit heads!”

Bai Jing exclaimed, “You—!”

He Yu said mildly, “Get twenty instead. I want some too.”

Bai Jing could only respond with silence.

Grilling skewers is a skill that’s easy to pick up but difficult to master. The same chicken cartilage would not taste the same—as though some key element were missing—if the cook were helming the grill. However, all it took was a jerk of the boss’s arm and a jolt of the bamboo skewers to have the excess fat and grease from the juicy cartilage that had been grilled to a golden yellow drip onto the charcoal, creating a miraculous chemical reaction.

The aroma of searing fat and a shower of brilliant sparks flew out in unison as the boss worked. Enveloped in dark smoke, he was like a reclusive grandmaster; with a slight flare of his nostrils and the ­merest whiff of the air, he could discern the subtle delicious elements within the smoke that indicated it was time to remove the skewers from the grill.

Then, he plated the food and set the dishes on the table, serving the food while it was still hot. The preparations were done flawlessly, down to the degree of heat used for each and every one of the skewers, as if the platter of comfort food were the personal creation of a master chef from the world of fine dining. A little less time, and they would be undercooked, but a little more, and they would be too tough; these were crunchy and scorched to perfection, each crackling bite of fragrant juiciness melting like snowflakes in one’s mouth.

Xie Xue could be considered a regular at this restaurant and had ordered a full table’s worth of barbecue skewers. The little table covered in a thin plastic tablecloth almost buckled under the weight of the food. However, while she was working on inhaling the smorgasbord of delicacies, Bai Jing stayed in character, doing her best to perform a quintessential Sichuan opera technique: swapping faces.20

“It seems that Young Master He isn’t a native of Huzhou like me?” Bai Jing batted her lash extensions, and her lips, coated with shimmery lipstick, curved into a wide grin. “Your accent doesn’t sound like it.”

He Yu asked with a smile, “Miss Bai, are you checking my household registration?”

“Aiya, not at all, not at all.” Bai Jing hastily waved her hands, awkwardly smoothing down her hair. “Um, I did my grad degree with the School of Business Management at Yanshi University of Economics. Your Mandarin sounds pretty standard, so I wondered if you were a northerner.”21

“You must have been quite a talented student.” He Yu smiled with a refined air as he selected a rabbit head—one with its eyes still wide open in unresolved rabbity grievances—from the barbecue tray.

Unsure if she could take his comment at face value, Bai Jing kept rambling, “Right, so my main reason for working at the sales counter is to gain experience so that I can be promoted to manager in the future. I can gain a lot of knowledge and experience being on the front lines, and I’ve served plenty of celebrities and CEOs. A few days back, I even met an actor, the one from that TV show that’s been airing on primetime—”

With a crunch, He Yu’s gleaming white teeth chomped the rabbit skull into pieces.

Bai Jing choked on her words. She felt as though He Yu had swooped in and bitten through her windpipe, leaving the shattered remains of her unfinished speech within. She suddenly felt a slight ache in her neck.

He Yu gave a slight smile. It was only at this moment that Bai Jing discovered he had sharp canines. They weren’t obvious—their tips only peeked out from beneath his thin lips when he gave a crooked grin—so she hadn’t noticed earlier. He Yu ate the rabbit brains slowly, with perfect composure. “Miss Bai should eat as we chat. Seeing as you’ve come with us, we can’t have you go hungry. Do you not like rabbit heads?”

Bai Jing waved her hands hastily, “M-my appetite is usually really small, and I get full with just a couple of sips of Coke, I don’t need…”

“Is that so?” He Yu tossed the shattered rabbit bones onto his plate and smiled. “That’s really such a shame.”

At the end of their meal, even though Bai Jing had restrained herself a little, she still couldn’t resist temptation and tried to add He Yu on WeChat. Seeing this, Xie Xue finally snapped. This woman was her older brother’s matchmaking date—what was she adding He Yu’s WeChat for?! She was so disrespectful!

Seething with anger, she said, “So sorry, but he can’t give you his WeChat.”

“Why’s that? Are you his girlfriend?”

“I-I’m not!” Xie Xue said furiously. She made up some nonsense. “But He Yu does have a girlfriend, a real beauty with an especially vicious personality who gets jealous easily. She’s way older than him and manages him strictly. She slaps him when he disobeys and makes me monitor his behavior when we go out. Isn’t that right, He Yu?!”

He Yu’s reply was dry. “What you’re talking about is a special agent from the NBIS.”22

Fuck!

Xie Xue stomped on his foot under the table in anger.

He Yu said, “I don’t have a girlfriend like that. I also don’t like super jealous beauties with vicious personalities.”

Fucking hell!

Xie Xue stepped down even harder until her own foot began to hurt. She looked down and—great, she had been stomping on the table’s leg.

He Yu smiled, retracting his long legs from where they had been resting against the table’s leg frame without batting an eye as he picked up the grilled skewers covered in Sichuan peppercorn powder and set them on Xie Xue’s plate. Then he turned to Bai Jing, who was brimming with excitement, and said, “However, Miss, I do already have someone that I like, so I don’t add girls on WeChat so casually. Please forgive me.”

Bai Jing couldn’t hide her disappointment. “We can’t even be ordinary friends?”

This time, even He Yu’s half-hearted smile had vanished. In an instant, that amiable, youthful quality seemed to disappear completely as he calmly glanced at the girl.

“Thank you, but I don’t think we come from the same world.”

With this simple sentence, he had essentially and imperceptibly eliminated Bai Jing’s chances of getting out of this embarrassing situation unscathed. For a moment, the atmosphere became incredibly strained.

He Yu pulled out a napkin and wiped the oil from the skewers off his fingers one by one. Then, he tossed the napkin, squinted indifferently at the flabbergasted woman sitting beside him, and calmly said, “I’m going to go wash my hands.”

Not everyone in this world was a socially incompetent fool incapable of understanding human speech. Bai Jing had received the message loud and clear that this handsome rich guy regarded her with nothing but cold disdain. As for that Xie woman, it was quite evident that after what had happened earlier, she had no desire to waste any more words with her either. Unable to bear the awkwardness any longer, Bai Jing finally gave a weak excuse and left the table in defeat.

After a while, He Yu returned to find Bai Jing’s seat vacated. He raised an eyebrow but didn’t even bother to ask after her as he sat down next to Xie Xue as though nothing had happened.

Xie Xue rolled her eyes and cursed Bai Jing a few more times. Only then did she begin gnawing on a couple of chicken cartilage skewers, turning to ask He Yu, “You said just now that there’s someone you like? Are you serious? Who is it?”

“I was just teasing you.”

Xie Xue patted her chest in relief and took another tiny sip of beer. “Oh, well, you really scared me to death there…”

He Yu’s hands stilled momentarily as he gazed at this girl’s open and candid profile.

“Whatcha looking at me for?”

“Are you scared of me having a crush?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m still single. Once you’re in a relationship, I won’t be able to come and hang with you so often, right?”

…What kind of dumbfuck excuse was that?

“What’re you laughing at?” asked Xie Xue.

He Yu reached up, gently thumbing away some black pepper that had gotten onto the corner of her mouth without her noticing. His expression cleared, then he acted as though nothing had happened. “How do you manage to get a mess on your mouth even when eating barbecue?”

Actually, he’d been wanting to tell her how he felt for a very long time and had planned to do so ever since he came back from overseas. But when He Yu considered it carefully, he felt that a declaration of love should be a solemn and serious event. He shouldn’t be blurting out all those feelings he’d kept hidden for so many years in the middle of a noisy street on a hot-blooded, hot-headed impulse.

So, he changed the subject. “You shouldn’t let your brother go on matchmaking dates with those kinds of young women in the future. He’s not young anymore, and his personality is so stiff that even aunties his age can’t stand him, never mind those girls. The generation gap between her and your brother is just too wide.”

“What are you bad-mouthing my brother for? It’s not like he’s ever treated you badly!”

He Yu said, “I’m speaking the truth.”

“As if!”

He Yu rolled his eyes, completely baffled by Xie Xue’s reverence for her brother. “Really, just take off your rose-colored glasses and take a closer look. Your brother’s already an old divorcé. It’s enough just to find a decent person with a good personality. Someone so young really wouldn’t suit him.”

“Save your breath. My brother is so handsome and great, why should he settle?”

“He’s handsome, but he looks down on and side-eyes everyone all day long. It’s not like they owe him anything.” At this point, it was as if Xie Qingcheng’s indifferent face appeared in front of He Yu. He remembered the way he had opened his mouth slightly, leaned forward, and caught the straw between his teeth.

His attitude was just like that of a CEO accepting his assistant’s services in a matter-of-fact manner when he didn’t even have the money to pay medical fees. How could he be so calm and unruffled, so contentious and mocking?

He Yu was angered just thinking about it. He wondered what should be shoved in “Executive Xie’s” face instead to sweep away every shred of his composure, to make his expression go dazed, for his features to be subsumed by wretchedness and humiliation.

But would that face of Xie Qingcheng’s really reveal such weakness?

He Yu had never seen it before. After pondering for a moment, he realized he couldn’t even imagine it.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Your brother,” He Yu said absentmindedly.

“Ah?”

“I’m thinking about whether there’s ever been a time when your brother was helpless, lost control, and found himself bested by someone else.”

“Oh, well. You can give up on that thought because I don’t ­remember ever seeing him like that. My dage is super awesome; he’s so coolheaded and tough. Nowadays, he’s always wearing a suit and carrying a book, but when he was your age, he was the best fighter on our block. Once, when a gang of hoodlums bullied me, he grabbed a steel pipe and took out a dozen of them all by himself, dragging them to the police station. After that, those little punks practically threw themselves down at his feet like a carpet for him to walk on, bowing down and calling him ‘Ge.’ Well, all except for one person… But that’s another matter, so it doesn’t count.”

Seeing her eyes sparkling, He Yu was only more irritated. He laughed. “How come you’re still the same as when you were little? The moment he’s mentioned, your face lights up with adoration. It always feels like your brother is your savior.”

“But he is! You have no idea how difficult it was for him to be my mom and my dad and my brother all rolled into one and raise me all by himself…”

“Well, you were also a good kid and saved him a lot of trouble.”

“…Ah, I’m no good. He’s ten times more capable than me.” Xie Xue shook her head as she ate a skewer. “I’m nothing compared to him.”

As the two of them talked in the restaurant’s hubbub, he watched her self-deprecating demeanor. Finding her somewhat laughable, He Yu’s expression slowly softened. He thought, surely, he couldn’t be the only person who would like such a nice girl.

He really couldn’t wait any longer.

That night, He Yu didn’t return to his dorm. It was far too late, and he didn’t want to disturb his roommates. So after taking Xie Xue back to the faculty dorm, he had his driver drop him off at a hotel he often visited. He took a shower and lay down amid the fluffy goose-down pillows.

“I’m back, are you…”

His fingers flew over his phone screen, but his thoughts hit a snag halfway through the message.

In the end, He Yu sighed and deleted the words in the text box. He stared at the profile picture of a sleepwalking bear for a while, then sent the simplest message.

“Good night.”

He heard a ding just as he was about to turn off his phone. Thinking it was Xie Xue’s reply, He Yu immediately picked his phone back up.

But the message was from that “savior.” It was a bank transfer notice.

“Earlier at the hospital, I hit my e-banking limit. I’ve sorted it out now, so here’s the money for the bill.”

He Yu had always hated it when Xie Qingcheng acted this way. Plus, the fact that the message wasn’t the reply from Xie Xue he was hoping for made his reply all the more frigid.

“I was just saving someone’s life. Why should you pay me back?”

Xie Qingcheng also hated when He Yu acted like this, but he was too lazy to argue, so he just said, “Then consider it a service fee.”

“What?”

“A service fee for driving me. Even if I found another driver on the spot, I wouldn’t be able to find a driver as strong and youthful, as skilled at revving engines as you.”

He Yu was speechless.

How impressive.

How many people in this world truly dared to use Young Master He as a driver and then pay him a service fee?

Also, why did it sound just like a prostitution fee?!

He Yu’s expression grew dark. He was just about to reply when he accidentally exited out of the conversation and noticed his chat window with Xie Xue.

He thought again of Xie Xue’s sparkling eyes when she spoke of Xie Qingcheng, and those words she had said, “You really have no idea how difficult it was for him to raise me all by himself…”

He was quiet for a moment.

Forget it. He was her brother, after all.

Thus, He Yu replied, “You’re welcome, Xie-ge. Call me anytime if you need me again in the future. I’ll make sure you have a comfortable ride, satisfaction guaranteed.”

“Show me your car insurance claims report from when you were abroad first, then we’ll talk.”

He Yu’s expression darkened once more. He shouldn’t have been courteous in the first place!

His phone dinged again.

This time, it wasn’t Xie Qingcheng but Xie Xue.

“Good night! Thank you for today.”

She had walked out of the bathroom in her Huzhou University faculty dorm, yawning while toweling dry her dripping hair. She saw the “good night” He Yu had sent her the moment she picked up her phone. She couldn’t help but smile as she replied to his message.

Then, she sat down at her desk and opened her notebook. Though hardly anyone journaled their daily life in a physical book these days, there were always a few eccentrics who held onto this nostalgic hobby of yesteryear, lingering in the past with the accompaniment of bitter ink, a sharp pen, and rice-yellow paper.

Xie Xue turned up the brightness of the lamp on her desk and began to write her bedtime diary entry.

“Today, my brother went on another matchmaking date, but I don’t like the girl, I think…”

She poured out more than five hundred words. Perhaps because she had touched upon Xie Qingcheng’s love life, she couldn’t help but think about how she had always been single up until now.

Xie Xue sighed as she looked out at the night sky beyond her window, lit by the flickering glow of streetlamps.

She was different from her brother. He was someone who had lost faith in love and marriage. He was too clearheaded in life, and his peach-blossom eyes regarded each person he caught sight of with the same degree of slight impatience.

But she had someone she liked.

An indistinct figure appeared before her eyes. Ever since her youth, he had often been in her presence, so close yet so far.

She knew full well that they were worlds apart, that the gap between their social circles and classes was an impassable void—not to mention the fact that he was even younger than her…

But now, they were both at Huzhou University, and she could tell that there was no shortage of girls who were interested in him. They came one after another, turning to him more eagerly than waves of windblown wheat before the fall harvest.

If she didn’t hurry and tell him her feelings, she would soon lose her chance. If they slipped past each other just like this, then maybe she would regret it in the future, and she would end up like her brother—bickering over the trivialities of life with someone she didn’t really have feelings for, speaking an insincere vow and walking into the grave of matrimony. Then, one day, she too might find herself popping back to life like a reanimated corpse, alone again and doomed to go on matchmaking dates so as not to upset her elders.

There were times when she really couldn’t bear to see her brother like this. She felt that Xie Qingcheng was living mostly for other people. Regardless of whatever he said about not caring about the opinions of others, he was actually the one who cared about his friends and family the most.

Xie Qingcheng lived an utterly stressful life.

It wasn’t like she hadn’t tried to talk to him, but every time she got the words halfway out of her mouth, her big brother would shoot her a glare and tell her to study properly and focus on her own future, or he’d scold her about sticking her nose into the business of adults, saying, What do you know, a little girl like you?

In fact, the one who understood emotions the least was Xie Qingcheng himself. Despite having lived through nearly half his life, he’d only had that one extreme failure of a marriage.

“I want to try expressing my feelings to the one I like. Ever since I was young, Gege always told me to be brave, and I think this is the same. Whether I succeed or not, I’ll have tried my best. And when I think back on it in the future, I’ll have no regrets.”

After writing down her last sentence, Xie Xue closed the notebook.

What she didn’t know was that in a hotel suite a few miles away, He Yu was having similar thoughts…


Chapter 10:
On the Day I Was Going to Tell Her, Something Went Wrong

A FEW DAYS LATER, He Yu made a reservation at a rooftop restaurant and asked Xie Xue to meet him on a weekend evening. He was planning to formally express his feelings to her there.

Xie Xue was confused when she picked up his call, but once she heard that there would be food, she was immediately overjoyed. “All right! I’ll be there! I’ll definitely be there!”

“Then let’s do six o’clock on the 20th. See you there.”

“Eh? The evening of the 20th?”

“What is it?”

Xie Xue felt a bit distressed. “I might be a little late if it’s then. The Emergency Department at Huzhou First Hospital just called me and said that Homeless Services would be taking Uncle Zhuang to Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital that evening. I also reached out to Cheng Kang, since I wanted to discuss bringing students over to visit with their director…”

He Yu sighed. “Then I’ll pick a different time.”

“But it’s so hard to get reservations at that restaurant. The last time I called, they told me I would need to do it at least three months in advance.”

He Yu smiled. “Don’t worry, we can go anytime you want. My family is one of the restaurant’s investors.”

Xie Xue was speechless.

Capitalism. What a disgusting thing. It robbed all the satisfaction of a hard-won prize.

“Don’t. It’s so much trouble for the restaurant managers, and I don’t like doing things that way,” said Xie Xue, “Let’s just go with the 20th. I’ll try to finish up as quickly as possible. If anything changes, I’ll tell you on WeChat beforehand.”

He Yu pressed a hand against his forehead, smiling even more widely. “Okay, it’s all up to you.”

Xie Xue happily ended the call.

There was going to be good food to eat!

The 20th arrived in the blink of an eye.

Because Xie Xue was discussing business on behalf of the school, she wore a classic Huzhou University faculty uniform suit to accompany Zhuang Zhiqiang to Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital with the employee from Homeless Services.

Unlike Wanping 600, Cheng Kang was a privately run and very old psychiatric hospital. As soon as they stepped out of the car, they were assaulted by a horrible stench. A staff worker was in the middle of directing a cleaning cart to drag off a load of bedsheets that had been soiled with patients’ feces and urine with a look of aversion on their face. Off to the side, two people in charge of refueling a car were arguing, their faces turning red as they debated whether or not some gas had gone missing.

Uncle Zhuang was a bit afraid, and he shrank back, tugging on Xie Xue’s hand. “Daughter, this…”

“Don’t worry, Uncle. You’ll only be here for a short while. They’ll take you somewhere else later, okay?”

Only then did Uncle Zhuang slowly follow Xie Xue into the building.

The decor in the psychiatric hospital’s reception area could be considered comforting. Though the facilities were all aging, at least the air inside the room was clean and fresh, and the color scheme was soothing.

“Xiao-Zhang from Homeless Services? You’re here to arrange Mr. Zhuang Zhiqiang’s temporary guardianship service, correct?”

“Yes.”

“The boss mentioned you’d be coming. This way, please.”

Zhuang Zhiqiang’s condition was classified as a relatively ­minor case, so he was placed on the first floor. Accompanied by an employee, Xie Xue toured the room and surrounding areas, which relaxed her slightly. A young staff member began to speak with Uncle Zhuang, her expression all smiles. Mistaking the staff for his daughter, he began to ramble on again.

“Well then, we’ll be leaving him in your care.” The Homeless Services employee returned to the office with the director of long-term hospitalizations and signed a stack of forms.

But Xie Xue’s appointment wasn’t with the receptionists. She needed to talk to Director Liang, who was upstairs. The receptionist couldn’t step away from her post to guide her, so she gave Xie Xue directions to the third-floor shift office where she could find him.

The third floor of the Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital was the ward set aside for acute cases. As soon as Xie Xue stepped out of the elevator, she felt a chill—the entire atmosphere on this floor was completely different from downstairs.

It felt like a prison, with its barred windows and reinforced doors lining the entire corridor. Shrieks and sobs filled the air, making the whole area seem as frightening as a scene out of a horror movie.

The incandescent bulbs flooded the corridor in bright light around the clock, rendering it an abnormal, deathly white.

“I’m dying! I’m dying, ha ha ha ha ha ha—”

“You’re sick! You’re the sick ones!”

“I’m not human, I’m a ghost, no, I’m not a ghost, I’m human! …‌Who exactly am I? Am I a human or a ghost…?”

Each patient’s room was sealed with a heavy steel door, and each steel door had a copy-paper-sized tempered glass window through which it was possible to peer inside.

Trembling with fear, Xie Xue ventured a bit further down the corridor. In the end, she couldn’t contain her curiosity and stopped at the doorway of a relatively quiet patient’s room, lifting herself onto her toes to peek in the window.

A woman was sitting inside, laughing foolishly to herself. The entire room was fully furnished with soft objects that ensured the patient could not harm or kill herself. There were no tables or chairs. Even the bed was a special type that didn’t have corners, and it came equipped with pitch-black restraints that trailed down to the floor.

That madwoman was sitting there and caressing the restraints, clinging to them intimately and shoving them into her ample bosom, giggling stupidly. “Who told you to cheat with that bitch? Look, now… I’ve already chopped you into strips… Other than me, who else would be willing to touch and hold you? Husband…”

Xie Xue moved on to the next room, but it was empty. Perhaps the patient had been taken away for treatment.

The window of the room after that showed the silhouette of a hunchbacked man, sitting facing a corner and smearing something on the wall. He appeared extremely calm and peaceful, but as Xie Xue stared, she realized that what he was smearing was his own excrement!

Continuing to the next room, she saw the patient was a young boy. Perhaps because he had mutilated himself too badly, he had been completely bound to a specialized bed—who knew for how long. He was laughing and sobbing hysterically with his face upturned. “Fuck you! What right do you have to tie me down? I want to die!! Why can’t I want to die?! If you don’t let me die, once I get out, I’ll kill you all…! Once I get out, I’ll kill every last one of you!! Let me out! Set me free!!”

The more Xie Xue watched, the more terrified she became; the more terrified she became, the more she stared, stupefied.

Eventually, her eyes moved along the glass window, to the next—

“AH!!!” Xie Xue screamed.

A face pressed against the glass window caught her off guard. Horribly frightened, Xie Xue retreated to the opposite side of the corridor, leaning against a door on the other side and panting harshly.

The man at the window was cross-eyed, and he stared at her with terrifyingly huge, bloodshot eyes. Seeing her frightened expression, he started laughing loudly with delight from inside the room. His nose, red and swollen from rosacea, was pressed tightly to the glass, rubbing sebaceous streaks all over the window.

Xie Xue’s heart pounded. She had just struggled to collect herself when she suddenly felt something ice-cold on her ankle.

She looked down and screamed even louder than before.

“AAHHHHHH!!!”

It was a hand!

In addition to the eye-level windowpane, there was also a flap for delivering meals at the bottom of the steel door. Taking advantage of this, a tiny pale hand had reached out from the opening and was grabbing tightly onto her ankle, which was pressed against the door.

Xie Xue nearly had a breakdown. She jumped up immediately, crying and screaming while stomping her feet. The little hand retreated, but the patient went back to the center of the room, standing where he could be seen through the windowpane. It was a young boy with albinism. His entire body looked as if he’d been bleached—even his pupils were nearly translucent. He stared calmly at her, baring his gleaming white teeth in a grin.

“Jiejie… Heh heh heh…”

Cheng Kang had poor soundproofing. All the patients along the corridor had taken notice of the ruckus. They squeezed up to their respective windows and stared at Xie Xue while filling the corridor with a cacophony of strange noises. The patients shouted among themselves, and a number of them stuck their hands out through the opening flaps, swaying them back and forth and grasping the air blindly like floating seaweed.

“There’s a woman here to see us!”

“Who is it? A doctor?”

“A doctor, my ass! A visitor!”

“It’s a female ghost!”

“Grab her legs!”

They couldn’t reach Xie Xue, of course, but they laughed with extreme and unbridled abandon. For a moment, Xie Xue practically felt like she’d walked into a forest filled with owl spirits, surrounded by ghoulish cries.

Xie Xue couldn’t bear it anymore. She prepared to flee back to where she had come from. No matter how long the receptionist took, she’d wait until they were done before coming back up with them!

But right at that very moment, someone tapped her on the shoulder.

“HELP AAAAAAAAHHHH!!!” Bad things came in threes; Xie Xue’s mental defenses broke down completely.

“Shh.”

Xie Xue’s face was soaked in cold sweat. She turned in the direction of the shushing sound in horror only to see an exceptionally attractive countenance.

It was a beautiful woman.

That woman wore an old-fashioned, vintage-looking red dress with a pair of red heels. She was a little along in years, about fifty or so, but one could still see the stunning beauty she must have ­possessed when she was younger. Even though they’d begun to shrivel away like a drying apple, one could still imagine the beguiling allure her features once had.

A name tag hung over her chest: “Liang Jicheng.”

Xie Xue let out a sudden sigh of relief like a leaking ball on the verge of collapse. “D-Director Liang…”

Liang Jicheng smiled, but for some reason, her face was a little stiff, as if she couldn’t move her muscles fully and could only ­manage that superficial expression.

She told Xie Xue quietly, “You must not scream here. The more you scream, the more it thrills the patients, and the more they’ll try to scare you. Come, let’s go to my office.”

At five-thirty, He Yu suddenly received a message from Xie Xue. “I probably won’t be late.”

He replied to her. “Did the talks go smoothly on your end?”

“Quite smoothly. They agreed to let me bring a group of students here to visit, but they have more requirements than I expected, so I’m still hashing out the details.”

After a while, she texted, “Oh, right. The Director Liang in charge of showing me around today is beautiful! A real stunner, and super poised. It’s really too bad that you didn’t come along.”

He Yu didn’t want to bother himself with her anymore. He tossed his phone aside and got ready to wait for her at the restaurant.

It was still early when he arrived. The manager reverentially led him to the table at the rooftop observatory he’d booked in advance. Even though there were private rooms, He Yu had chosen an open balcony seat so that they could look down at Huzhou’s scenery. Plus, the night wind was very calming, and the rosy sunset was beautiful and majestic. He felt that Xie Xue would like this better.

At 6:05 p.m., Xie Xue still hadn’t arrived.

He Yu sent her a message asking where she was and whether she was caught in traffic. Right after that, he heard a nearby server say, “Ladies and gentlemen, please be careful on these steps.”

He looked up to see a large group of people had arrived. It looked like some business conference or a gathering for the higher-ups of a company.

He Yu found it a little noisy. Just as he was thinking about whether he should get a different seat, however, the sight of an indifferent-looking man among the crowd startled him. “Xie Qingcheng?”

As luck would have it, the medical school that Xie Qingcheng worked at had an important event at this venue, which was chosen months in advance. Now that the event was over, it was dinnertime for the attendees.

When arranging a date at such an upscale spot, He Yu never could have imagined that he would be so unfortunate as to still end up bumping into Xie Qingcheng.

How could he possibly express his feelings to Xie Xue with this feudalistic patriarch at the scene?! God knows, Xie Qingcheng might throw him off the top floor into the river below!

Xie Qingcheng had noticed He Yu as well. He said a few words to his colleague and walked over to greet He Yu. “Waiting for someone?”

“…Yes.”

One of Xie Qingcheng’s nosy coworkers approached. Upon ­seeing He Yu, they said, “Ooh, what a handsome young man. Professor Xie, is this your relative?”

“A client’s son.”

“Oh… Young man, are you on a date with your girlfriend?” In this world, there were always irritating social butterflies who pried without the slightest respect for boundaries.

He Yu had a good sense of self-restraint. He smiled, saying, “I’m waiting for Professor Xie’s little sister.”

The colleague grew even more excited, turning to bat their lashes in Xie Qingcheng’s direction. “Your brother-in-law is so handsome.”

At the sight of Xie Qingcheng’s expression, He Yu knew that if he dared tell Xie Xue how he felt today, Xie Qingcheng would flip a table and start a fight with him on the spot.

…What if he gave up? He could tell her some other day and just have dinner with Xie Xue this time round.

His mind set, he voluntarily took the first step to smile and say, “You’ve misunderstood, we’re just friends.”

Xie Qingcheng was still frowning. “Why did you make plans with her?”

“I haven’t had the chance to treat her properly since I came back from overseas.”

Just as Xie Qingcheng was about to say something else, his colleagues at their table started calling for them to get seated. With his colleague pulling him away, he had no other choice but to leave. He shot He Yu a look of warning before returning to his own table.

When 6:15 p.m. rolled around, the food had already begun to arrive at the medical school professors’ table. Xie Xue, however, had yet to make her appearance.

Not only that, but she also hadn’t even replied to the messages that He Yu sent her ten minutes ago. He Yu sent another text, but there was still no response.

Feeling something was off, He Yu decided to call Xie Xue directly on WeChat.

She didn’t answer.

He then tried calling her cell number.

At first, the dial tone beeped, but after a long time, there was still no response.

He called her again…

Something was definitely wrong.

“Hello, the user you are calling has their device switched off. Please call back later.”

Xie Xue’s phone had suddenly been switched off.

This time, He Yu was certain that something had happened. He immediately stood up and made to walk straight out of the rooftop restaurant. At the sight of Young Master He moving so quickly and with such a dark expression, the manager was terrified out of his wits. With panic in his voice, he asked, “Young Master He, was there a problem with the service?”

“No.” He Yu pressed the elevator buttons, his expression growing increasingly severe. “Have the lobby call a car for me, immediately.”

“Oh! Yes, straight away.”

He Yu’s temper was beginning to flare; why the fuck was this building so tall? He even had to switch elevators to get all the way down!

With a loud ding, the offending elevator finally reached his floor. The gunmetal-gray doors opened, and He Yu strode in. Just as the doors were about to close, a hand shot between them and pushed them open again.

He Yu looked up viciously to see which tactless bastard was wasting his time. What he saw was a beautifully slender hand wearing a wristwatch. His eyes traced their way up the length of that arm, only to meet Xie Qingcheng’s gravely stern face.

“What happened?”

Forty minutes later, after running too many red lights to count and breaking numerous traffic regulations, the restaurant’s luxurious shuttle bus came to a stop outside Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital.

He Yu and Xie Qingcheng entered the building together.

By this time, the sky had already turned dark. The lights were on in the lobby and the first floor. Several patients with mild conditions were doing rehabilitation exercises under the nurses’ supervision.

Upon seeing He Yu and Xie Qingcheng’s harried expressions as they pushed open the door, the nurse at the reception desk stared briefly in surprise before addressing them. “Who are you looking for?”

“A young female teacher from Huzhou University came to see Director Liang to discuss a project this afternoon,” said Xie Qingcheng. “I’m her older brother. Where is she?”

“In that case, she should be on the third floor.” The nurse looked Xie Qingcheng up and down and suddenly smiled, her face reddening. “You’re worried about your little sister, handsome? You don’t need to be so nervous,” she teased in a saccharine voice. “We’re a licensed hospital here. Nothing can go wrong. They probably just got carried away while chatting. Plus, our Director Liang is in his fifties and has a wife and kid. There’s no way he would—”

“What did you say?!” He Yu suddenly cut her off. “You said Director Liang has a wife and a kid?”

“Y-yes.”

He Yu’s face blanched. Originally, he only had an unfounded ­suspicion that something was wrong, but now He Yu was completely certain.

He still had the last message that Xie Xue sent to him. She had said, “The Director Liang in charge of showing me around today is beautiful! A real stunner, and super poised.”

But Director Liang wasn’t a woman!

He Yu immediately sprinted up the stairs.

At that very moment, within Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital’s shift office, drifting snippets of a children’s nursery rhyme echoed throughout the space. “Drop, drop, drop the hanky, set it lightly behind your friend’s back, no one let her know…”

“Liang Jicheng” absentmindedly hummed this song as she hacked at something on the ground again and again with the surgical scalpel in her hand.

The fan above her head whirred with a droning hum. It threw the stark lines of shadow and light into a chaotic mess, but the object in front of her was still illuminated.

It was a body, still fresh.

Blood had already dyed the Huzhou University faculty uniform bright red… The Huzhou University faculty uniform…

And in it was Xie Xue.

“Liang Jicheng” finally managed to hack off Xie Xue’s entire hand. Holding it up, she examined the hand for a while before apathetically tossing it aside. The disembodied body part fell to the ground next to where Xie Xue’s ice-cold corpse lay…


Chapter 11:
He Became a Hostage

THE MAIN DOOR of the office was locked securely from the inside. Because it was designed specifically to be both burglar- and blast-proof, it didn’t even budge when Xie Qingcheng and He Yu threw themselves at it. Sensing that something was wrong, the receptionist hastily rushed upstairs with the key in hand.

“There’re sounds coming from inside,” He Yu said.

Xie Qingcheng slammed his hand against the door. For as long as He Yu had known Xie Qingcheng, he had never seen such a terrifying expression on his face. He seemed to have gone berserk.

“Xie Xue! Xie Xue!! Are you there?!” Xie Qingcheng yelled. “Whoever’s inside, say something if you can hear me!! Xie Xue!!”

No one responded.

There was only the gentle sound of that woman’s voice, drifting eerily in the air. “Drop, drop, drop the hanky…”

“Th-the key… The key!!” The receptionist rushed over and handed him the key.

Xie Qingcheng took it from her. His hands were trembling so violently that it took him two tries to line it up with the keyhole. After a few turns, the lock clicked, and he threw the door open with a bang. The heavy stench of blood assaulted them as Xie Xue’s grisly, mutilated body immediately came into view before Xie Qingcheng’s eyes!
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Xie Qingcheng fell apart at once, his vision going dark as though he’d been struck over the head, like the sky had fallen and smashed down onto his body. His tall figure tipped forward; if he hadn’t grabbed the doorframe in time, he might have ended up falling to his knees.

The fan was still wobbling in its orbit, circulating the sickening stench through the air.

Xie Qingcheng didn’t usually get dizzy at the sight of blood, but at this moment, it was as if he were about to drown in the vivid shades of crimson. At the sight of Xie Xue, it felt as though Xie Qingcheng’s soul had wrenched itself out of his body, lest he break down completely. He began to lose his sense of awareness, hearing, sight, touch… The world had been reduced to a haze.

Someone seemed to be screaming behind him, perhaps the ­receptionist who had accompanied them upstairs, he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t hear anything clearly anymore.

Yet, his sense of smell alone had become horrifyingly acute.

The sickly stench of blood overpowered everything else as it surged into his sensory and internal organs, purifying and disintegrating his lungs.

He stumbled into the room. Mortality and danger meant little to him—even if the murderer inside were to rush up and kill him right now, he wouldn’t care.

That was his little sister!!

He could hear someone mumbling, though he didn’t know who it was. “Xie Xue… Xie Xue…”

That voice trembled alarmingly, but it also sounded like the quavering cry escaping from his own shattered, hoarse throat.

“Xie Xue!!”

“Don’t go over there!!” Someone seized his hand and grabbed him around the waist, forcefully pulling him back. “Don’t go over there!! Xie Qingcheng!!”

He didn’t even blink or try to throw that person off; all he cared about was moving forward, which he did so with astonishing strength. He had already gone numb. There were only so many people he cared about in this world…

In that moment, it was as though an earth-shattering deluge had suddenly poured down over everything before his eyes. The scent of the rain was putrid, and he stood there like a withered husk in the downpour. That had been the first time he ever witnessed death…

His parents had died in a pool of blood, their mangled bodies smashed to bits. Half of his mother’s body had practically been crushed to a pulp, and one of her severed hands had fallen far into the distance. He staggered to that severed hand, right until it was at the tips of his toes.

He looked at it with vacant eyes…

“Xie Qingcheng! It’s not Xie Xue! Wake up! Take a good look!!”

It was as though these words had shattered the curse of a terrifying demonic mirror. They slammed into his chest, and the sudden jolt dragged his sense of reason back from the overwhelming fear that had consumed him.

He slowly turned his head, his peach-blossom eyes focusing on the face of the person who had spoken those words to him.

It was…

He Yu.

It was He Yu who had spoken those words.

It was fake.

It wasn’t real.

Xie Xue wasn’t dead…

All of a sudden, Xie Qingcheng snapped out of it, abruptly turning around to stare…

The faculty uniform that had belonged to Xie Xue was the most glaringly eye-catching item on the dead body. But upon closer examination, he realized that the height and build of that mutilated corpse didn’t resemble Xie Xue at all. Xie Xue’s uniform had been forcibly wrapped around it—the buttons couldn’t even be fastened over the chest. It was the corpse of a man.

Xie Qingcheng’s legs gave out; it felt as though his escaped soul had been relentlessly shoved back into his body in an instant, the force so brutal he could hardly bear it.

He closed his eyes, taking a moment to gather his wits. Only then did he manage to swim through the inundation of shock and terror from a moment ago and climb ashore. However, he was already soaked through, his body and forehead covered in cold sweat.

Normal people would not have been able to identify a corpse that had been mutilated to this degree in such a short amount of time. The smell of blood alone would have been sufficient to make one lose their sense of awareness and muddle the mind.

But He Yu had a rare mental illness called “psychological Ebola.” He was psychological Ebola’s Case #4, who had the highest tolerance for blood.

He wasn’t afraid of blood; in fact, during flare-ups, he actually became bloodthirsty. That was why he could tell that the deceased wasn’t Xie Xue in such a short amount of time.

He asked “Liang Jicheng” in a cold voice, “Where’s the girl?”

“Liang Jicheng” raised her head.

She was exactly the same as Xie Xue had described in her final message to He Yu—an exceptionally attractive woman who had prevailed remarkably untouched over the cruel march of time, far more beautiful and alluring than most women her age.

Upon seeing “Liang Jicheng’s” face clearly, the receptionist ­behind Xie Qingcheng and He Yu, who was so frightened she’d fallen to the floor and wet her pants, let out a twisted scream that could have been better described as an anguished wail.

“It’s her!! It’s her!!”

Right then, the security guards rushed over. They had intended to ask what was going on, but the scene that greeted them frightened them out of their minds. Only a few people had the wits to shout hoarsely.

“Jiang Lanpei!!”

“How did she get out?!”

Jiang Lanpei was considered an “elder” at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital. There was an unspoken custom in these institutions, as well as the morgues of normal hospitals, to refer to the patients without anyone to bring them home or corpses that were left unclaimed for too long as “elders.”

Jiang Lanpei had been here for nearly twenty years. Nobody had ever come to visit her.

Due to the switch from paper to digital records, even the files containing the information about how she had come to the hospital had been lost.

The people at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital only knew that she was a madwoman who shouldn’t be provoked because her condition wasn’t obvious. While other patients looked messy and unkempt, and spoke unclearly, she styled herself every day to look bright and beautiful and was able to respond to others without missing a beat.

However, everyone in the hospital knew that, despite the logical consistency of her words, this was just an act. To put it bluntly, it was deranged nonsense that sounded very much like normal speech.

“Don’t interact with her too much and leave right after you’ve finished attending to her. This madwoman is a skilled manipulator.”

This rule had remained unchanged since the former boss, Liang Zhongkang, had established it. Even when he died and the hospital was taken over by his younger brother, Liang Jicheng, and other associates, it remained the same.

The man lying on the ground was the real Liang Jicheng.

Jiang Lanpei regarded the growing crowd outside the door with a menacingly cold expression. “Do not call the police.”

“Hurry up and call—”

“Don’t you dare!” Jiang Lanpei raised the scalpel with a sweeping motion and pointed it at everyone before her, her eyes flashing with a gleam of madness.

“I’ve been here for almost twenty years, and I’ve had enough! I want to leave now! I want to go home! My children are still waiting for me!”

“Wh-what children are you talking about, Jiang Lanpei?!” The captain of the security guards, bravely leaned forward and shouted nervously at Jiang Lanpei, “You don’t have children! You’re alone! We’ve cared for you for twenty years—”

“Bullshit! You guys cared for me for twenty years? How could that be considered care? Let me go! I want to leave, right now! Get out of the way! All of you, get out of the way! Otherwise… Otherwise, you’ll never find the other girl!”

Upon hearing this, He Yu and Xie Qingcheng’s expressions darkened.

“Where is she?!” Xie Qingcheng demanded sharply.

“Do you think I’m stupid?! Why would I tell you?! If I tell you, they’ll just take me away!”

Xie Qingcheng’s complexion paled as he suddenly thought of something. He stepped forward.

Jiang Lanpei retreated a few steps, pointing the sharp scalpel that was still dripping blood at Xie Qingcheng’s chest. “What are you doing? I told you not to come any closer!”

“You took her to use as a hostage, right?”

Jiang Lanpei said nothing.

Xie Qingcheng lifted his hand and, as he stared into her eyes, suddenly grabbed the bloody blade. Jiang Lanpei shrieked and tried to pull the scalpel out from his grip. Xie Qingcheng’s palm was immediately cut open and blood dripped down in rivulets.

“What are you doing?! You want to throw away her life? You—”

Xie Qingcheng pulled the blade toward himself and pressed it against his chest.

The entire room was shocked.

Without blinking, Xie Qingcheng said, “Take me.”

Jiang Lanpei froze.

Slowly releasing the blade, Xie Qingcheng spoke with deliberate emphasis. “I’ll take her place. Tell them her location right now and have them bring her out in front of me! I’ll wait right here. If a single strand of her hair is out of place, I don’t care if you’re insane or just pretending to be, I’ll fucking kill you!”

Jiang Lanpei considered his offer for a moment, but her muddled mind couldn’t come to a decision.

Xie Qingcheng’s gaze was much too terrifying. Even a crazed corpse-dismembering murderer like her found it difficult to so much as breathe as she returned his stare. Thus, she gave up on thinking and yanked him closer, pressing the blade to Xie Qingcheng’s ­carotid artery.

“Xie Qingcheng!” He Yu cried.

“That little girl is in my room, B3009.”

“We’ve checked it already! Don’t believe her lie!” one of the ­security guards shouted. “Jiang Lanpei! There’s no one in your room!!”

Jiang Lanpei scoffed. “Move the bed aside—there’s a loose floorboard underneath. Pry it open. It’s a very small secret chamber. You’d best go together. Other than that little girl, there’s another surprise waiting for you as well.”

The security guards looked at each other in dismay before making to leave.

“Wait a minute!” Jiang Lanpei suddenly exclaimed. After a pause, she continued, “All of you, take out your phones and throw them onto the ground.”

They had no choice but to comply, and so they followed her orders. Because there were no telephones installed in any of the other rooms on this floor, and the stairwell was fully within view, the three phoneless security guards were now allowed to go to the nearby room B3009 to look for Xie Xue. The others remained where they were.

Shortly thereafter, the security guards who had left rushed back.

Who knew what the three of them saw inside the secret chamber, but sure enough, their faces were as gray and pallid as unevenly mixed wet concrete. They had used a bedsheet as a makeshift stretcher to carry the unconscious Xie Xue over.

The moment Xie Qingcheng saw Xie Xue, his heart couldn’t take it anymore.

On the one hand, he could finally breathe a sigh of relief. Xie Xue truly was fine and had likely only been drugged unconscious. On the other hand, he was overcome with devastation because Xie Xue’s clothes had been taken off. With fall still approaching, it was sweltering hot outside, so Xie Xue had worn the bare minimum amount of clothing. With her school uniform removed, she was clad in nothing but her thin, lacy white underclothes.

Xie Qingcheng looked away after a single glimpse, his body trembling in rage. He reached up—

“What are you doing?” Jiang Lanpei shouted. “Don’t move!”

“That’s my fucking sister!” Xie Qingcheng took off his shirt and tossed it to He Yu even as Jiang Lanpei’s trembling blade was still viciously pressed against him.

He commanded He Yu with bloodshot eyes, “Drape it over her!”

He Yu didn’t need him to say so—he’d already taken the shirt and put it on Xie Xue, covering her up. Her entire body leaned limply into his arms when he picked her up. He turned to ask Xie Qingcheng, “What about you?”

“What do you think?!” Xie Qingcheng snapped. “What else can I do? Whenever I meet you, it’s always bad luck. Why didn’t you dig through the Cinderella one back then—you should’ve just mistaken the poison for candy and died right there!”

He Yu immediately narrowed his eyes.

He knew what Xie Qingcheng meant with these reproachful words.

He knew, but Jiang Lanpei didn’t.

“All of you, follow me to the roof,” said Jiang Lanpei. “Once we’re on the roof, I’ll let him go.”

When a murderer who was trying to escape took a hostage, they would usually say something like, “Get me a car, and don’t call the police. I’ll let them go once I drive away.” This Jiang Lanpei really was a lunatic who looked normal on the surface. Not only did she not head downstairs, she wanted to go to the roof instead.

Could there be a helicopter waiting?

But since she had given this order, the others present could only comply.

“Go! All of you, go first! Walk in front!” Jiang Lanpei snapped. “To the top of the building! Hurry up!”

She rushed them along, one after another. It was only after everyone had gone out that she carefully went up to the roof herself, Xie Qingcheng in tow.

Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital was located in a remote area, rather far away from the city. The lighting on the roof was sparse, and the strong night wind blew so hard that it dried the cold sweat on their bodies and caused gooseflesh to rise in its wake.

Jiang Lanpei ordered everyone to sit down some distance away from her. She retreated to the side of the water tower with the scalpel still pressed to Xie Qingcheng’s neck.

“What is your goal?” asked Xie Qingcheng.

“I said, my goal is to escape!”

“That’s not your goal.”

“What do you know?” said Jiang Lanpei. “The people in the sky will come and take me away…” The blade pressed firmly against Xie Qingcheng’s skin; blood had already begun to trickle out.

She stood up on her tiptoes and whispered in Xie Qingcheng’s ear, “When the time comes, you’ll all die.”

After determining that Xie Xue was safe, Xie Qingcheng had calmed down completely. His mind was perfectly clear—to him, his own life truly didn’t matter that much.

“If that’s the case, then why don’t you kill me right now?” he asked Jiang Lanpei, his voice cold. “According to you, we’re all going to die anyway.”

“You!”

“Are you too afraid to do it?”

Jiang Lanpei didn’t respond.

“What are you waiting for, people to come down from the sky?” Xie Qingcheng continued. “What people are there in the sky? The smog is so dense we can’t even see the stars.”

“Just you wait,” Jiang Lanpei said darkly. “You’ll see.”

At this point, she had probably also felt that her strength was waning even as she spoke. After all, she was a woman in her fifties, and she had to stand on her tiptoes and tense her whole body to reach Xie Qingcheng’s neck; she could not constantly coerce Xie Qingcheng into obeying her while simultaneously keeping a watchful eye on the others for an extended period of time. Realizing this, she glanced out of the corner of her eye around the water tower and caught sight of a length of hemp rope that had been left behind during construction. Hooking a foot around the rope to bring it closer, she continued to press the blade against Xie Qingcheng’s throat.

Rope in hand, she began to tie him up. Using plenty of knots, she bound him firmly to the water tower.

“You seem quite experienced,” Xie Qingcheng scoffed. “Is this the only thing you practiced for the past twenty years in the loony bin?”

He seemed to have struck a sore spot. She sharply backhanded him across the face and spat, “Shut your mouth!”

After tying him up tightly, she backed away a few steps and finally let out a sigh of relief.

Hatred flashed through her eyes. “All of you men are beastly bastards.”

Behind them, the security guards couldn’t help but whisper among each other. Those who hadn’t gone to save Xie Xue asked the three who did, “Was there really a secret chamber in Jiang Lanpei’s room?”

The three security guards were clearly disturbed in comparison to the others. Two of them couldn’t collect themselves at all as they fixed their terrified eyes on Jiang Lanpei.

Only one could barely eke out an answer. “There was.”

“What was inside?”

What was inside? Collectively, the three security guards began to tremble.

Jiang Lanpei had overheard this question. Before the guards could speak, she slowly turned her head, the sharp blade still gripped in her hand.

She smiled. “What was it?”

The hatred in her smile began to blaze, the scent of smoke and flame seemingly materializing in an instant. “What’s inside? Ha ha…ha ha ha ha… Love! A very, very intimate sort of love! Isn’t that right?” Jiang Lanpei’s face contorted—she truly was a madwoman.

The only security guard who could still speak, a man slightly older than the others, clutched his head with his hands. His own daughter on his mind, the guard explained, “Liang Jicheng was raping her.”

The other guards stared at him in shock.

“For more than ten years… He did it every night, no matter what condition she was in… And every night, Liang Jicheng left a photo, so that when you enter the room, it’s on every wall, everywhere…”

“That’s not all,” Jiang Lanpei smiled slightly. “Did you see the skeleton in the corner?”

No one responded.

“That was a tasty little morsel that Liang Jicheng brought,” Jiang Lanpei continued, as though sharing a secret with friends, but in a voice that was loud and hoarse, like a crow cawing and wailing. “He was afraid he would leave crumbs and that the scent would attract cats if he ate outside!23 So, he brought his food here, to the secret chamber in the mental hospital he and his brother shared. They nibbled away at their tasty little morsel…but that little girl couldn’t stand the defilement and killed herself by hitting her head against the wall!

The more she spoke, the more horrified the listeners’ expressions became.

Only He Yu’s face remained calm.

Xie Qingcheng’s, on the other hand, grew increasingly hateful and furious.

“The morsel killed herself in the end, but she couldn’t be thrown in the trash can, could she? So, they kept her in the secret chamber, immersed in sulfuric acid. It didn’t take long for the flesh to disappear, and there wasn’t much left of the bone either…but they still left some for me to look at, to scare me. To keep me from trying to seek death because I would end up the same way if I did.” As Jiang Lanpei recounted these memories, her mind crumbled into delirium and her speech became disjointed, but the madness in her expression never faded.

“I pretended to be scared and catered to their whims every day… Later, he died…and there was only his brother left… Pfft! That brother was even more disgusting—a perverted deviant through and through…”

“Why didn’t you tell us?! Why didn’t you ask us to call the cops?!”

The young nurse couldn’t bear it anymore, and her eyes brimmed with tears. “If you reported it, we could have helped you!”

“Who would have believed me?! I’m a madwoman! A madwoman!! They told you not to talk to me! They told you to stay as far away from me as possible! Every single day, you fed me medicine! Medicine! You didn’t care! Did anyone ever listen to me? Did anyone ever believe me?!” Jiang Lanpei raged. “I’m a lunatic! To all of you, I’m just a dangerous beast! You don’t have to take me seriously, you don’t have to care for me sincerely—what would I dare to tell you? If I told you, Liang Jicheng would just turn around and kill me!”

B3009 was like a rusting forge, filled with almost twenty years of lust and depravity.

Because of her illness, normal people wouldn’t be able to see past their preconceived notions. Between an insane woman and the asylum’s director, who would believe her? Gradually, the secret chamber beneath the woman’s bed became a spider’s lair untouched by sunlight, a web where the flesh of women turned to rot.

“All of you disgust me. I hate all of you!!” At this point, the light in Jiang Lanpei’s eyes grew even more terrifying. Her voice gradually softened as she clutched at her head. “No one can help me… I’ve long since…long since forgotten who I am, forgotten where I came from… I can only… I can only return to the sky.”

She suddenly looked up at the others and announced, “All of you must come with me.”

Just as she finished speaking, she realized that one of the security guards was looking at her with an odd anxiety. She was stunned for but a moment before she reacted, turning swiftly.

At that very moment, she suddenly felt a gust of wind behind her. Though she just barely managed to dodge, she was immediately and ferociously kicked down by her opponent’s long legs and pinned to the rough cement floor of the roof. She stared in disbelief at the man standing before the cloudy nightscape, the man with a bare upper body, wiry shoulders, and a sharp expression.

“The knots, how…how could you…”

“I forgot to mention,” Xie Qingcheng said icily. “My parents were both police officers. I’ve been playing around with knots like these since fucking childhood.”


Chapter 12:
The Murderer Turned into a Blaze of Fire

PINNED TO THE GROUND, Jiang Lanpei panted for breath, her eyes bloodshot, an insane smile forming at the corner of her mouth. “Ha ha ha ha… Police… What use are the police? The police are all trash! In all these years, has a single police officer ever found me trapped in this godforsaken place? No! They’re all useless!”

Her befuddled mind latched onto the triggering keyword and began to spiral. The wind blew messy hair into her mouth as she spat curses with a ferocious gaze.

“Now what? You’re going to kill me, aren’t you? Officer? You’re going to kill me to cover up your negligence, aren’t you?” A beautifully indifferent smile appeared on her face as she spoke. Though she was restrained, her eyes were nevertheless filled with mockery.

“I knew it! All you men are like this! Trash! The only thing you know how to do is take out your frustrations over your own uselessness on women! You’re completely incompetent when it comes to anything else! I’ve been treated like livestock for twenty years… Do you know what I used to keep track of the days? I used the photos that that bastard posted on the wall! I looked at those disgusting things every day. In the first photo, I was only twenty-nine! Twenty-nine!!

“I turned fifty this year…huh? Or maybe fifty-two? Fifty-one? Or perhaps I haven’t hit fifty yet?” Shaking off her confusion, her red lips curved into an arsenic-laced, bewitching smile. “Forget it, that’s not important… The important thing is that I’m out. Do you know how I got out?

“I spent so many years as a lunatic and a slut, coaxing and pandering to him. He looked down on me, yet he still wanted to fuck me, to strut around and show off before me, to recover some of his pathetic male ego… Ha ha ha ha… I indulged him until he was giddy with glee. Bit by bit, that man lowered his guard. Once, when he took off his pants, he actually left the key to my room behind in the secret chamber.”

She acted like she was letting them in on a secret, but she couldn’t help but laugh loudly in delight. “But I didn’t take it. That night, I handed him the key and asked him what it was. His face blanched the moment he saw it, but after seeing how stupid I was, he relaxed. He determined that I was far too ill…that I couldn’t even recognize a key, ha!” Her gaze sharpened dramatically alongside her voice. “Who could possibly live like this for twenty years and not go crazy?!

“So he used that key to tease me, like he thought I was a stupid dog that had the key to my escape but didn’t know what it was! He had no idea that I saw all the delight in his eyes, that I was so disgusted I wanted to hurl! But I could fake it—who said lunatics don’t know how to fake it? I faked it so well that I completely deceived him. Later, he became even more relaxed, even more heedless. So long as he left the key behind, I would sneak out… I’ve touched every single brick in this loony bin! But I didn’t leave! I wanted all these men to go to hell!

“I finished putting everything in place at last, just yesterday… I took advantage of the fact that he had once again left the key behind and took it. When night fell, I went out and quietly stole a scalpel.”

She was still gripping the surgical knife tightly in her hand. The blood on its shiny silver blade had already dried up and congealed into an ugly brown. Xie Qingcheng knew that if he were to loosen his grip, however slightly, the woman would once again leap up and plunge the blade into his chest.

The animalistic aggression in her face was far too strong. She regarded the entire world with loathing. Twenty years had transformed her from an artlessly simple patient into a bloodthirsty, trapped beast with wicked teeth.

“I hid the knife under the bed, and when he came to rub his greasy mouth all over me once more, I humored him as I stretched my hand under the mattress. And then…”

Liang Jicheng’s blood and miserable screams from when she had murdered him in vengeance seemed to sparkle in her eyes as she ­began to cackle. “Warm blood… Tell me, how can such a coldhearted person have such warm blood? It shouldn’t be like that!

“Afterward, I dragged him into the office… I wanted to dismember him, but I heard something outside and, through the crack in the door, I saw a strange girl looking for something. Of course, I couldn’t let her ruin my plans! I’d waited for so many years! So, I hid the body in the closet, clipped on his name tag, and walked out…to speak with your sister…”

Her face contorted, as if she were narrating a story to Xie Qingcheng, but also as if she were talking to herself. “The girl was very pretty, and even looked a bit like that tasty little morsel that had been brought back. You know, the one who killed herself by hitting her head against the wall? If I had to guess… Heh, she was the reincarnation of that little morsel… And even if she wasn’t, that was fine as well. To be honest, I don’t really remember what that girl looked like, but she was about the same age, so I thought it must be fate. So, I lied to her and got her to follow me into the office, then drugged her drink with a sedative when she wasn’t paying attention… Of course, I knew which one was the sedative! The most laughable thing about you normal people is that you look down on lunatics. I know that special sedative all too well. Whenever I was disobedient, that Liang bastard would force a whole cup of it down my throat!

“After she passed out, I dragged her to the secret chamber. I thought that after I finished taking my revenge, when her loved ones came to look for her, they’d definitely…definitely turn this place upside down! Unlike me… Unlike me…me…” Her eyes dimmed, her expression unexpectedly lonely.

Xie Qingcheng stared at her with a sharp gaze. “So, you hoped that after everything was over, someone would find the secret chamber when looking for her?”

The woman’s smile was stiff and distorted. She didn’t answer his question. “None of that matters anymore.”

“After I locked your sister in the secret chamber, I dragged Liang Jicheng out of the closet. I wanted to end it all in that place, in the very spot where I first met him! Just me and him, like the first time we met…and no one else! I’d cried out to heaven and earth, but no one ever responded, so I wanted to personally cut him apart, piece by piece.”

She paused. Her gaze gained a hint of bone-deep hatred as she stared at Xie Qingcheng. “But you people came. You interrupted me and wouldn’t let me carry out my final revenge against him there! You interrupted me… You’re a police officer, aren’t you? You’re a police officer! You policemen are all supporters of evil, so just kill me. Kill me, and sooner or later, I’ll come and take your life too!”

Loathing, determination, malevolence, and insane laughter all practically erupted from her face, turning into long fangs and stabbing through the man before her.

But Xie Qingcheng only stared at her, speaking with deliberate emphasis. “I’m not a police officer, nor do I plan on killing you.”

The woman trembled. This was beyond her expectations. Her eyes bulged as she bared her teeth and said, “Then what do you want?”

“He wants to help you call the police.” He Yu handed Xie Xue off to a young female nurse to look after and walked to Xie Qingcheng’s side. In the darkness of night, it was difficult to see his expression clearly. “He wants you to tell the authorities everything.”

“I won’t!” Jiang Lanpei began to shout hysterically. “I won’t! Nobody will believe me!! I won’t go! Liars… You’re all liars!”

As He Yu slowly approached her, Xie Qingcheng turned his head and sternly asked, “What are you coming over here for?!”

“Xie Qingcheng, you don’t understand her,” said He Yu. “You’ve talked with her for so long, but other than cursing you out, has she listened to anything you’ve said?”

The young man walked over to them, pulled Xie Qingcheng away, and helped Jiang Lanpei to her feet. With a burst of astonishing strength, Jiang Lanpei immediately pointed the knife at He Yu as if she were about to stab him.

His gaze unwavering, He Yu said, “Jiang Lanpei, I’m also a lunatic.”

Jiang Lanpei’s hand froze.

Their faces were less than a hand’s width apart.

The youth’s almond eyes reflected the madwoman’s gaze.

His voice was very soft. Aside from Xie Qingcheng, who was the nearest, no one else could hear him. He slowly lifted his hand and, gazing into Jiang Lanpei’s eyes, steadily grasped the ice-cold blade with utmost calm.

If Jiang Lanpei were to regain her awareness and lash out with the knife at this moment, he would certainly get injured. But He Yu seemed far too detached—his whole body was tense, but his face did not reveal a single hint of emotion. It was as though he were speaking to a completely ordinary woman, a mother, a normal person.

“That’s right, I’m also a lunatic.”

Silently, the blade passed into his hand.

It was only when Jiang Lanpei lost the knife that she suddenly became aware of the danger she was in. She glared at He Yu, her face deathly pale. “You…”

But he had no intention of hurting her.

He slowly smoothed the messy strands of hair at the woman’s temple back and tucked them behind her ear. Peering into her eyes, he said, “My illness is unique. Look at my eyes—I’m a madman. Can’t you tell that we’re kin?”

Though Jiang Lanpei’s expression remained guarded, she carefully stared into He Yu’s eyes. She even started sniffing him.

He Yu remained calm and expressionless as he let her use the most primitive, animalistic means to confirm his identity. Perhaps every type of person had their own ways of determining safety; perhaps lunatics had a stronger animal instinct and sixth sense than ordinary people.

At last, Jiang Lanpei said in a low voice, “You are.”

“I am.”

“Who hurt you?”

“I was born this way,” He Yu replied. “I don’t even have a target for revenge.”

Jiang Lanpei said nothing.

“However, even though I’m a madman, they’ll believe everything I say.”

“Why?”

He Yu smiled. The clouds parted, and under the pale moonlight, his eyes seemed as though they were gilded with a bright layer of frosty silver, his exposed canines appearing coldly sinister and sharp.

He leaned in close, as though sharing a wonderful secret on how to defeat some illness with a fellow patient, and whispered into her ear in a low and gentle voice, “Because, just like you, I know how to fake it. You fake being a fool. I fake being a normal person.”

He Yu smiled slightly, his eyes like overflowing pools of ice-cold frost as he continued, “I’ve faked it for nineteen years already, but very few people have discovered that I’m sick. We all need some means of camouflage, don’t we?”

Confusion flickered across Jiang Lanpei’s face, but she quickly cleared her head once more.

“No… I’ve already killed someone. My disguise has been exposed.”

“You can’t trust them, but maybe you can trust me. First, let me tell you a secret.”

Jiang Lanpei’s eyes widened as she listened.

He Yu raised a finger and pressed it lightly to his lips. “Very soon, the police will arrive.”

Jiang Lanpei’s pupils suddenly contracted. “What do you mean? They called the police?! They still called the police! They deceived—”

“I called them.” He Yu’s expression was very calm.

“Why would you… We’re the same… Why would you stand on their side… You should…you should…” The woman began to mutter incoherently.

“I’m standing on your side,” He Yu said. “But don’t you want Liang Jicheng’s reputation to be completely ruined after his death? After twenty years, you’ll allow him to die pointlessly like this—as a victim, perhaps even to be memorialized as an outstanding entrepreneur, with flowers spread over his gravestone and the oblivious relatives of his patients all lamenting his death? Meanwhile, you’ll be known as a murderer, with your reputation tarnished, the newspapers splashing your ugliest photo across their front pages, and everyone saying you’re a beast who bit the hand that fed you. No one will know the suffering you’ve endured, and after your death, you’ll still be beneath him, with everyone vilifying you. Think about it—is that worth it for you?”

Jiang Lanpei remained silent.

“If you tell the police everything, you might not find yourself at a dead end,” He Yu continued. “Liang Jicheng’s posthumous reputation would be finished, and you could have him die twice over—once in person, once in name.” He Yu tilted his head, speaking quietly into her ear in an enticing tone. “It would be such a good deal. Why don’t you do that?”

For a split second, Jiang Lanpei seemed to have been moved by what he had said. At that very moment, however, the sound of sirens came like a distant tide from all directions, rushing toward the psychiatric hospital that loomed in the night.

“Out of the car!”

“Everyone, get out of the car!!”

Jiang Lanpei’s gaze shifted as she struggled to stand. Seeing this, the security guards all looked like they wanted to stop her, but He Yu very gently helped the woman to her feet.

“I’ll go with you to take a look,” said He Yu. “Take a good look. Before you, there might still be light on the path out of here.”

Jiang Lanpei seemed to have been enticed. Shivering, she walked forward to the rooftop railing. She abruptly grabbed onto the ice-cold, rusty metal handrail and craned her neck to peer down.

In her hazy field of view, everything was lit up by the red and blue flashing lights of police cars. At first sight, it was indeed a scene that she had never witnessed in all her years in this prison.

It was as if all the injustice, humiliation, and suffering she had endured could be illuminated, and that secret chamber, hidden in the dark for twenty years, could also see the light of a bright and sunlit day.

As she continued to look, she became overwhelmed with emotion, and tears slipped from her eyes.

She turned around slowly. In the night wind, her red dress—the dress Liang Jicheng had bought for her under the pretense of caring for an abandoned patient to satisfy his own perverse desires, the dress he had given to her but then kept lasciviously stripping off her—billowed noisily in the wind.

“…So bright,” she murmured in a soft voice. “It’s like the breaking of dawn. Thank you. But…”

The last few syllables that fell from her bright red lips overlapped with the sounds of the police loudspeakers from below.

“All civilians, please remain calm! All civilians, please remain calm! Do not take the elevator! Try to seek out a nearby source of water! Soak a cloth with water and cover your mouth and nose! Stay low! The firefighters have already arrived! If you can, please use any nearby conspicuous object to help mark your location! We will immediately begin the rescue!!”

The light in Jiang Lanpei’s eyes dimmed. “It’s already too late. Twenty years is more than enough time for me to grow to despise everyone. The moment you charged into that office, my plan reached its final step.” She paused. “Young man, I can’t turn back anymore.”

As if corroborating her words, the boom of a massive explosion suddenly echoed through the air.

The hospital staff trapped on the rooftop rushed to the building’s edge in panic—near the linen room of the psychiatric hospital, a set of tightly closed doors and windows had finally exploded violently from the blazing flames inside.

Backlit by the flames, Jiang Lanpei slowly said, “Cheng Kang Hospital has many unspeakable secrets. Liang Jicheng created several secret rooms in the hospital, storing gasoline and ignition systems inside… He didn’t dare speak about it in front of anyone and only dared show it off in front of a fool like me. He said that all he had to do was press that hidden button in his office and everything would start to burn in less than ten minutes…

“He had a guilty conscience, and he allowed the smoke alarms and surveillance system in this damned place to break down ages ago. He even called people to discuss these matters while he was doing those things in my bed. He let me hear everything. These past few years, I got to know Cheng Kang better than anyone.

“…Originally, I wasn’t planning on going this far, but you just had to show up when I was hacking up his corpse… I don’t want to end up in police custody, so I had already pressed the button when you went to the secret chamber to fetch that girl.”

“You!” Xie Qingcheng exclaimed in anger.

“That’s right. The reason I brought you all up here was to stall for time. Once the fire spreads, no one’s getting out. We’ll all die together, and it won’t hurt so much after death… You want me to turn back now?” Jiang Lanpei let out a wretched laugh and added, “It’s too late. Too late… Too late for me, and too late for all of you as well…”

Amid the lashing of the wind, the hoarse voice of a stranger yelled out, “It’s not too late!!”

Jiang Lanpei whipped around to find that a specially trained firefighter had climbed up using a rope ladder slung over a wall still unaffected by the flames.

The firefighter was a bearlike man wearing protective gear. He probably hadn’t heard what they had been talking about with any clarity and only heard this trapped woman saying, “It’s too late, it’s too late” the moment he got onto the roof.

Wasn’t this doubting his professional capabilities?

The little firefighter bear couldn’t take it and loudly yelled, “It’s not too late! I was very fast! Everyone, come over here! Get down now! The fire’s gonna reach the north side soon!! Hurry up, hurry up!! Women and children go first!!”

“Me!! Me first!!”

The nurse was scared silly. To her, the firefighter looked like a god descended from the heavens. She ran over, sobbing, as a few more firefighters climbed up the rope ladder and took everyone away before the fire got out of control and spread closer.

Xie Xue and the other female employees were the first group to be brought down. A firefighter shouted at Jiang Lanpei, “Jie!! Come here!! Why are you standing so far over there?! We’ll take you down! We’ll protect you, don’t be scared!! We’ll take you home! Hurry!!”

Jiang Lanpei’s entire body twitched, as if she’d been struck with electricity. She stood beneath that high water tower, the wind blowing through her long, blood-colored dress.

But where was home?

And who was she?

If she were saved, where could she go? She’d been insane for so long, she’d long since forgotten the world outside. Her world was a dark and secluded room filled with thousands of photographs, a heart full of hatred, and boundless misery.

She was going to hell with all of it in tow.

She was just waiting for the fire to burn its way to the top, waiting for the flames to spread and to take all the darkness up into the sky, transforming it into the first glimpse of dawn after a long night.

“Jie! Come here!”

The expanding gases shattered the windows, and the flames, no longer silent below them, surged out like a fiery dragon spitting furious black smoke as it howled, and illuminated the night sky with their glow.

Jiang Lanpei took a shaky step forward.

And then, she stopped.

She turned her face to look up at the water tower behind her. That backup water tower was rarely used, and there wasn’t much water inside—no, that wasn’t water.

The corner of her mouth curved up in a grim smile.

That was the gasoline she’d obtained from countless trips to the storage site after stealing the key from an oblivious Liang Jicheng and sneaking out. And, in the lapels of her dress, lay the final item that would allow her to go up into the sky.

“He Yu, get over here!!” Struck with a sudden realization, Xie Qingcheng grabbed He Yu by the arm and hurtled in the opposite direction.

At that very same moment, Jiang Lanpei smiled and pulled a metal lighter out from her dress, flicking it alight and tossing it toward the water tower where gasoline was dripping ceaselessly.

Fire swirled upward with a loud roar, engulfing Jiang Lanpei’s entire body in an instant.

Xie Qingcheng tackled He Yu to the ground as waves of roiling heat surged behind them. The firefighters were struck dumb, staring as the woman spread her arms and looked up—as if anticipating holy redemption, as if wanting to fly into the sky—before she was swallowed by the raging flames.
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Xie Qingcheng and He Yu turned around, speechless.

Sparks flew in all directions. The raging, pungent inferno viciously spat out terrifying black smoke. A pillar of malevolently twisting dark gases took shape, its thick fumes combining with Jiang Lanpei’s miserable howl and festering life. That fire danced madly, splitting through the skies and shattering the earth. The furious flames and smoke rose into the inky sky that had been forcibly torn apart by the blaze, smashing through the vault of the heavens, ­surging away in a spectacular, all-consuming wave.

“It’s been twenty years. I don’t trust anyone anymore.”

“There’s no way for me to turn back.”

“The people in the sky will come to take me away. I want to go up into the sky.”

I’ll never turn back.


Chapter 13:
We Survived the Calamity

XIE QINGCHENG was the last person to descend the rope ladder with the firefighters.

By the time he made it to the ground, the blazing flames had already begun to approach them. The dense, roiling smoke made it difficult to keep their eyes open. After their perilous escape, the rescue workers ran over immediately to examine his injuries.

Xie Qingcheng caught sight of Xie Xue in the crowd, surrounded by several doctors and nurses. He rushed over. “How is she?”

“And you are…”

“I’m her brother.”

“Oh, don’t worry. She’s fine now. Her vitals are stable, so she should wake up once the drugs in her system wear off.”

At last, Xie Qingcheng let out a sigh of relief.

The paramedics took in this tall, bare-chested man. It wasn’t the time or place for lustful distractions, but the mere sight of this handsome man seemed to invigorate them, so they couldn’t help but steal a few more glances as they worked.

However, Xie Qingcheng wasn’t aware of his effect on the paramedics. The allure of his well-proportioned shoulders and back and his long, slender waist tapering into his silver-buckled belt was lost on the stoic man who paid little attention to his own appearance or the gaze of others. The stares of the enamored paramedics went unnoticed as he looked up from his sister to watch as Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital continued to burn.

A myriad of emotions welled up in Xie Qingcheng’s heart as he watched the raging fire engulf the rooftop. Patients who had yet to be rescued shrieked in terror from their windows, banging against the casements that were securely bolted shut with metal bars.

“Help!!”

“Save us! Fire! The fire’s almost here!!”

“I don’t want to die yet… I’m begging you, please save me!!”

The bars that had originally been installed to prevent patients from jumping out of the windows and running away had now become their greatest obstacle to a timely rescue. Unable to utilize their usual tactic of a rope ladder, the rescuers’ only option now was to risk their lives by rushing into the building and unlocking each of the rooms to save their occupants.

The ghoulishly desperate shrieking transformed Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital into an earthly purgatory under Jiang Lanpei’s curse. In the ward closest to the linen room, an old man wailed continuously, calling out for his mother and father. The old man had dementia and would often have spells of madness, prompting his children to shun him and send him here.

Perhaps he was vaguely aware that they would rejoice at his death.

His parents, who were long gone, were the only ones who truly loved him. Thus, with death approaching, he sobbed and bawled like a child, screaming continuously for his mom and dad…

The firefighters attempted to break the windows using brute force, but it was too late—the old man’s room was too close to the origin of the fire. As the crowd looked on, he was swallowed by the towering flames, with one hand still trying to reach beyond the metal bars, frozen in place…

No one knew if, in his final moments, he was ultimately an old man abandoned on account of his illness or a child longing for his parents.

Lips trembling, a firefighter turned their head to the crowd and bellowed, “Where are the keys? When all of you escaped, did anyone take the keys?”

“N-no… Who could possibly remember…”

“They’re hanging in the director’s office on the third floor!”

Another deafening explosion sounded as window glass and wooden debris flew outward.

One of the workers who had just been rescued stood up and said, “Comrades, don’t go in there anymore!! It’s much too dangerous!!”

“That’s right… It’s too late… It’s impossible to rescue them…”

There was even someone who said in a hushed voice, “Those are all severely ill patients… The higher up you go, the worse the patients’ symptoms. Even if you were to get them out, it wouldn’t be worth it…”

Order broke down as chaos reigned.

Suddenly, Xie Qingcheng noticed a lone figure standing amid the bedlam. That individual looked up at the burning building for a short spell before turning to head away from the locus of everyone’s attention, deeper into the thick undergrowth and winding around toward the northern entrance.

Xie Qingcheng was astounded.

He Yu?!

“Excuse me, let me borrow a mask.”

Xie Qingcheng took a moment to gauge the state of the fire as he grabbed two protective masks and ran after He Yu.

“Hey! Comrade!” The paramedic abruptly came back to her senses. Fucking hell, even if he was hot, he couldn’t be this impulsive! “What are you doing?!” she shouted after him. “Don’t go back into the fire!!!”

Ignoring her shouts, Xie Qingcheng stared at He Yu’s back as he chased after him like a cheetah.

He never could have imagined that He Yu would go back into the fire—what was he planning to do?

Unexpectedly, He Yu did not head over to the northern entrance where the firefighters were gathered. Instead, he grabbed one of the rope ladders that had yet to be removed and climbed directly up to the rooftop from which they had just escaped. Xie Qingcheng followed suit. As they climbed, flames licked at the rope under them, burning the fiber into ash. With the rope gone, there was no hope of anyone coming after them.

He Yu flipped over the roof’s railing and shot a glance over at the area below the water tower. Only one thing remained there: a still-burning, charred black body, curled up in a fetal position.

Jiang Lanpei’s corpse.

Throwing the door open with a loud bang, he quickly assessed the intensely burning fire before running toward the director’s office.

Xie Qingcheng thought He Yu really was a madman—but, of course, he had always been one.

Catching up, he grabbed He Yu’s arm, yanking him back outside of the door and rebuking him severely, “What are you doing?! Do you want to die? Come with me to the northern entrance, now!! The fire on this side hasn’t gotten so bad yet. We can still make it.”

Puzzled, He Yu stared at Xie Qingcheng’s face. “What are you doing up here?”

Xie Qingcheng couldn’t be bothered to waste words with him. With sharp eyes, he yelled, “Fucking come down with me!”

“I can’t. This time, it’s different. This time, I want to save them.”

“You—”

“They’re my kin. Only I can save them. Only I can help get all of them out in time. You heard what those people said down there. That old man was burned alive, just like that, before their very eyes. There are still more people who are about to die, yet they just said, ‘forget about them.’”

He Yu’s eyes almost terrified him.

Softly, He Yu said, “The mentally ill are not worth saving, and in these circumstances, they should all be abandoned. They deserve to die.”

He stared into Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. The corners of his mouth slowly curved into a grim, bone-chilling smile. “Is that what you think as well, Doctor Xie?”

“They only say that because there really isn’t enough time… Be reasonable! You can’t possibly open the doors one by one.” Xie Qingcheng’s voice had gone hoarse. “There’s simply no time left.”

He Yu did not speak any further. He threw Xie Qingcheng’s hand off with great strength and turned to run toward the office.

Fortunately, the office was separated from the area where the fire raged most fiercely by a large section of lavatories. Back in the day, the construction workers had skimped on the job by only using ceramic tiles without bothering to set any wooden frames. Consequently, the fire spread slowly here.

After finding a large panel full of jangling keys in the office, He Yu headed for the section of sickrooms that remained untouched by the fire on the third floor.

“Help…”

“Save us!!”

“I don’t want to die yet… I don’t want to die yet!!!”

“Waaah, has the devil’s fire burned its way here? It’s the devil’s fire!!”

The lights in the corridor had long been extinguished. Though sounds of sobbing filled both sides of the hall, there were even more rooms from which such noises would never be heard again…

The keys were labeled with room numbers. He Yu grabbed the one for the nearest room and began unlocking the door.

By the time Xie Qingcheng managed to catch up to He Yu again, he had already opened the first door. A woman with disheveled hair ran out, shouting hysterically. A chill went through Xie Qingcheng’s heart—she was completely out of control.

Even normal people would lose their sense of reason under these circumstances, so it went without saying for these patients.

With a shrill scream, the woman darted mindlessly toward the fire like a headless chicken. Xie Qingcheng was about to stop her when he saw He Yu reach out and drag her back. “Don’t go that way!” He Yu said.

“She won’t listen to you—” Xie Qingcheng began.

“Fire! There’s a fireeeeee!!” the woman wailed.

A flash turned Xie Qingcheng’s attention away from the chaos to see He Yu holding the blade that he had taken from the office. He clutched it in one hand and slashed his palm.

Blood immediately began to ooze from the wound. Xie Qingcheng didn’t understand why at first, but like a computer displaying old data, he unconsciously remembered something that sent a chill down his spine.

The next second, his eyes widened as he saw He Yu remove one of the rings of keys from the panel and smear it with his own blood. He spoke to the insane woman in a light but commanding voice, “Take this ring of keys and go open the doors. With every opened door, give the person inside some of the other keys and order them to open even more doors. Go quickly. The faster you go, the more patients we can save. Go on.”
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Something terrifying had happened. The moment that woman, who had only just been in a state of hysteria, smelled the scent of He Yu’s blood, her eyes suddenly became extremely calm, as though she had been injected with a tranquilizer.

It was as if He Yu’s blood had triggered some reflex in her brain through her sense of smell, allowing him to control her.

The woman took the ring of keys and immediately ran off toward the other metal doors.

The scene lasted but a few moments yet sent a chill down Xie Qingcheng’s entire body, right down to his fingertips.

Case #4, He Yu. The comorbid ability that he had manifested after reaching adulthood was…

Blood toxin! Among all the abilities linked to psychological Ebola compiled by computational modeling, this was the one whose existence had always been regarded as the most dubious.

Given the lack of clinical data on the disease, the medical community’s only option was to refer to the previous three cases and design a series of computational models to simulate a patient’s ­future condition. Thus, it could be determined that, in addition to the baseline characteristics, every patient that suffered from this type of mental illness had their own unique comorbid abilities.

Simply put, the disease would continue to evolve inside the body. Given that each person possessed different genes, the evolutionary pathways would also vary by person. This differentiation typically occurred as the patient grew older, stabilizing and becoming fully apparent with the onset of adulthood.

The comorbid ability that Case #1 developed was acute hyperosmia, or an enhanced sense of smell.

The illness altered her olfactory nerve, causing her nose to become unusually sensitive. Generally speaking, the olfactory epithelium of dogs is four times as sensitive as that of humans. After her disease mutated, Case #1’s sense of smell became more than eight times as acute as the average human; even the slightest odor in the air was sufficient to irritate her olfactory nerve and cause her such torture that she became increasingly mentally aberrant.

Cases #2 and #3 had also exhibited their unique comorbid abilities before their deaths.

As for Case #4, He Yu had not shown any signs of disease ­differentiation while under Xie Qingcheng’s care.

Xie Qingcheng had originally thought that perhaps disease differentiation in psychological Ebola did not occur in all cases, that perhaps He Yu was an exception. He never would have expected that of all the abilities predicted by computational modeling, He Yu would have the most terrifying comorbid ability of them all—blood toxin.

This so-called blood toxin meant that, under certain conditions, He Yu’s blood had the hypnotic power of persuasion, specifically over those afflicted with mental illness. Like serotonin, it could immediately stabilize a patient’s mood, and, like a drug, it could stimulate the reward system in the patient’s brain, causing them to develop the misconception that by following his orders, they could receive more. Thus, in this way, the patient would fall under the control of He Yu’s words, as if becoming intoxicated.

The conclusions reached by researchers back then had been mere conjecture. When the computational models had predicted the blood toxin disease variant, there were even some researchers who had refused to believe the results.

But now, the patients under He Yu’s influence opened the doors, one after another.

Their speed was astonishing. With every opened door and rescued patient, another fell under He Yu’s spell to rescue others themselves. With the efficiency of a unit of well-trained soldiers, the blood-intoxicated and crazed patients distributed all the keys and unlocked every door.

He Yu wove between them with a stern expression, like a spiritual leader surveying his congregation. He strode to the very end of the corridor to the northern entrance—the last remaining path to safety. The firefighters’ voices were already echoing through the corridor; they would soon reach the third floor.

By that point, however, the flames at the end of the corridor had already closed in, rushing toward them like a roaring dragon of fire accompanied by billows of choking smoke, as though trying to slay them in this ominous corridor with suffocating poison gas and all-encompassing heat.

There was no water here, nor was there any way to moisten fabric to cover their faces; they could only go faster.

Standing before the fire door, He Yu turned his head slightly as he issued an order to the patients. “Get as low to the ground as possible and come this way. Go downstairs and find the firefighters. Quickly.”

The patients surged forward into the corridor with such robotic obedience and coordination that even mind-controlled zombies in a sci-fi movie couldn’t compare.

By the time the last patient had run downstairs, the inferno was dangerously close. The smoke grew thicker and thicker, leaving only a thin layer of breathable air close to the ground. He Yu watched as Xie Qingcheng approached him with a deeply unpleasant expression. Without a word, he merely stepped to the side to allow Xie Qingcheng into the corridor as well.

The fire door closed behind them with a heavy thud, cutting off the fiery dragon’s approach for the time being.

In the dark corridor, ice-cold almond eyes met shocked peach-blossom eyes. “Xie Qingcheng. Do not tell a soul.”

Xie Qingcheng’s face turned terribly ashen, but he could not think of how to respond. Instead, he passed a gas mask to He Yu, saying, “Take that. Let’s go.”

The flames raged against the fire door as He Yu and Xie Qingcheng rushed downstairs, following the rescued patients.

“Ge!! Ge!!”

Xie Qingcheng and He Yu were the last two people to run out under the firefighting crew’s support. Two cries from a voice nearly cracking with emotion welcomed them, and Xie Qingcheng took off his mask when he saw the now-awake Xie Xue charging at him with a face full of tears. She ran so fast that the shoes the firefighters had found for her fell off her feet.

“Ge, aaaaaaah… Dage!! Dage!! Are you trying to scare me to death? Huh, are you?! I thought even you were abandoning me too!! Even you!! Ge, waaaah…”

She threw herself into Xie Qingcheng’s arms and held him so tightly she nearly snapped his waist in half. The sounds of explosions and screams of those they couldn’t save continued around them.… She was so scared, it was as though all the blood had been sucked out of her body, leaving nothing behind but a thin painted skin24 in the human realm. It was only when she was tightly embracing her brother’s tall figure, choking on sobs as she breathed in Xie Qingcheng’s scent, that her heartbeat finally recovered and warm blood flushed through her veins once more.

Tears streamed down her face, splotching it like the patterns on a cat’s fur. She opened her mouth and wailed with absolutely no concern for her image, tripping over her words as she yelled, “You can’t abandon me like Mom and Dad!! You just can’t, Dage!! I was so scared… I was really so scared… Hug me, hug me!!”

“Everything’s all right, okay? Everything’s all right.”

Xie Qingcheng very rarely accepted such intense displays of emotions. Although his love for his family was strong, it was also reserved, and often only expressed in the form of scolding.

But at this moment, he also found it a bit difficult to maintain his usual demeanor. He held his sister as she shivered beneath a long coat and leaned down to kiss her messy bird’s nest of hair. The rims of his eyes were tainted red as he spoke soothingly, “Everything’s all right, Xie Xue.”

Xie Xue wailed in Xie Qingcheng’s arms for a long while before spotting He Yu. Despite just managing to calm down a bit, she broke down once again and threw herself, sobbing, into He Yu’s arms—or rather, to be more precise, she dragged He Yu over and hugged both him and her brother at the same time. As a result, He Yu was forcibly squeezed against Xie Qingcheng as well.

An awkward expression surfaced on He Yu’s handsomely refined face. He had never been so close to another man before; and considering the fact that the man in question was Xie Qingcheng, he felt extremely unsettled. One look at Xie Qingcheng’s expression told him the feeling was mutual.

But out of consideration for Xie Xue, neither of them moved. They allowed her to squeeze the three of them together into an unyielding hug, carving out a little reunion for them amid the chaos.

“Help! Help me!! Comrades! There’s someone here! I’m over here!!”

A man with salt-and-pepper hair was screaming in panicked fear beside the door of the elevator in Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital. He was one of Cheng Kang’s oldest directors, a friend of Liang Jicheng, who had recently broken his leg while playing polo with Liang Jicheng, confining him to a wheelchair for the time being. If it weren’t for the fact that there had been some matters that he needed to take care of at the office today, he wouldn’t have been there in the first place.

The man trembled in the wheelchair, urine trickling down the legs of his trousers from his already-soaked crotch. It was his first time experiencing just how terrifying it was to be in a condition where he couldn’t look after himself. The blazing fire was pressing toward him at that very moment, and although he probably knew that he couldn’t take the elevator, that it was likely already broken, he still couldn’t stop himself from frantically pressing the button.

“Quick! Quick… Someone come save me… I have money… Who’s gonna come and save me… I have a lot of money!”

The muscles in his cheeks twitched violently, spasming from anxiety.

Suddenly, as if the heavens had heard his pleas, someone wearing a gas mask who looked like a firefighter ran out of the pitch-black escape corridor and saw him sprawled in the wheelchair.

It was as though the man had seen a god appear before him. “Comrade!! Save me!! Quick, save me!!!”

His nostrils trembled in agitation, and fine beads of sweat hung from the pale flesh of his nose. His pupils dilated in excitement, reflecting the figure of the person walking up to him with firefighting equipment in hand.

A moment later, he froze, and his pupils abruptly shrank.

A sinister sneer flashed from behind the goggles of the person in the firefighting uniform. Then, they took the lid off the equipment in their hands… It wasn’t a fire extinguisher! It was…gasoline!!!

“You, you’re—!”

“This shithole Cheng Kang is beyond saving. I’m the ‘janitor’ they sent over to clean this place up.” The muffled sound of a man’s voice came from under the mask. “You can take your time spending that money of yours on the other side.”

“NO!!!”

The newcomer simultaneously tossed the gasoline and lighter into the man’s panicking and grotesquely contorted face.

A massive boom ripped through the air, and that face seemed to resemble the warped visage in Edvard Munch’s The Scream as it was completely swallowed up by the flames…


Chapter 14:
We Talked about Secrets and the Past

AFTER HE YU AND XIE QINGCHENG finally managed to calm Xie Xue down and get her to sit on a stool to rest obediently with the other survivors, they received a stern tongue-lashing from the head of the firefighting squad.

Thoroughly reprimanded, the two of them walked off to the side. Out of the corner of his eye, He Yu shot a glance at Xie Qingcheng, who was lighting a cigarette that he’d gotten from a police officer, of all people. Unable to fathom the reasons for Xie Qingcheng’s actions earlier, He Yu asked, “Xie Qingcheng, why did you run into the fire with me?”

“The area you entered hadn’t become too dangerous yet.” Xie Qingcheng took a drag from the cigarette, then slowly let it out. Only then did he fully relax.

The embers glowed and dimmed between his fingers, the ashes drifting down like a whisper of snow.

“Tell me about your condition.” Xie Qingcheng flicked the ash away and gazed straight ahead. “When did it start?”

He was asking about the blood toxin.

“Shortly after you left,” He Yu replied after a brief pause. “When I went to a private psychiatric hospital for another checkup, I ran into a mentally ill patient and found out by accident. When I used my blood as bait, they would listen to me. You knew about this condition?”

“I did.” Xie Qingcheng coughed softly and took another drag as he tried to describe it as indifferently as possible. “Blood toxin is a mutant variant of psychological Ebola.” He hesitated. “You haven’t told anyone else about this, have you?”

He Yu smiled, his eyes a bit dark. “You’re the only one who knows.”

Xie Qingcheng let the information sink in before replying.

“If I wanted to silence all the witnesses someday, all I would need to do is kill you.”

Xie Qingcheng rolled his eyes at He Yu. “I’d like to see you try.”

The police officer’s cigarette didn’t suit Xie Qingcheng’s tastes; it was too effeminate and contained a menthol-flavored capsule. Such was his distaste for it that Xie Qingcheng choked several times while he smoked, so he stubbed it out in irritation.

“Don’t tell anyone else about this. Not even your doctors.”

“I’m not that stupid, Xie Qingcheng,” He Yu said mildly. He really was one hell of a rich young master; despite having gone through so much, he was still the most immaculately dressed one in the crowd, looking unbearably handsome and refined. Some of the rescued people nearby were even sneaking looks at him.

“Psychological Ebola is already an exceedingly rare disorder. Now, with this ability that allows me to force mentally ill patients to obey me, I can forget about living a peaceful life. But remember this, Xie Qingcheng…”

He Yu suddenly drew closer to Xie Qingcheng, slowly assessing him through apathetic almond eyes. “Those eyes of yours are the only pair to have personally witnessed it all.”

He was very close, his lashes on the verge of brushing against Xie Qingcheng’s own. That low and unhurried voice whispered into Xie Qingcheng’s ear; amid the chaos, the words that He Yu wanted only this one person to hear sounded like a murmur, but also like a threat.

“This mouth of yours is the only mouth that can reveal the truth.”

His soft gaze fell on Xie Qingcheng’s thin, pale lips, as if caressing them as it sought out something unknown. But the menace hidden within the depths of his eyes was anything but light.

As He Yu stood before Xie Qingcheng, staring into his face, he reached out to adjust the collar on the shirt the older man was now wearing courtesy of the firefighters. The way in which He Yu straightened out Xie Qingcheng’s clothes might have seemed courteous to onlookers, but only the two men themselves knew how much force He Yu used as he smoothed out Xie Qingcheng’s shirt and silently pulled his collar taut, the warning and coercion communicated in his actions.

He Yu finished straightening out Xie Qingcheng’s clothes and smiled in an extraordinarily gentle and refined manner. “Therefore, about this secret…you’d better hold it safely in your mouth. Hold it in there nice and tight. Don’t let it fall out.”

“You’re threatening me?” Xie Qingcheng retorted icily.

“I wouldn’t dare. This is just a reminder.” He Yu’s hands slid down from Xie Qingcheng’s collar as he sighed. “I just want to live a normal life.”

Xie Qingcheng really couldn’t be bothered to waste his breath on this nutcase.

Why did He Yu bother going to such lengths? If Xie Qingcheng had really planned on telling others about He Yu’s symptoms, he wouldn’t have reminded him not to reveal it to anyone else to begin with.

But He Yu didn’t think that way. He didn’t trust Xie Qingcheng that much. He only felt that Xie Qingcheng’s mouth had become a threat that he badly wanted to silence. It would be best for something to be savagely shoved inside, reducing him to garbled incoherency like a bound hostage, unable to spill his secret.

Xie Qingcheng looked at him. “You say you only want to live a normal life. In that case, why did you take the risk of entering the fire and using your blood toxin to save those patients when time was not on your side?”

“Because what you want and what you are are never the same,” He Yu said. “I want to be a normal person, but I’ve always been a madman. However, first of all, there was never a danger of time as the flames had not yet reached that side of the building. Secondly, do you remember what I said to you? That humans will never be able to understand nor empathize with each other? Just like two completely different species. I feel that, compared to all of you, those people are more like my kin. The only way I differ from them is that I wear a better disguise.”

He Yu continued impassively, “If even I thought that their lives were insignificant and expendable, then who else would treat them as living, breathing humans?”

All humans—in any society, community, righteous coalition, or nefarious alliance—craved to be with their own kind, regardless of the type of person they were.

Because absolute solitude would drive one insane.

He Yu was an overly solitary person. No one could understand what ailed him; they could only listen to his words and see the suffering he revealed on the surface. All three of the patients who had been afflicted with the same disease as him, his true kin, were already dead. Thus, he could only hope to enter similar communities and try to find a shaky, floating bridge that could link him to the rest of the world.

Yet, He Yu was dangerous because he could bewitch those who were his kin. His blood was a reward to the mentally ill, and his words were commands that they could never disobey. He could even use his ability to commit crimes if he desired, so it was no wonder that he didn’t want others to know of this.

So it was no wonder that he wished to seal the lips of the only other person in the world to know his true power.

“Is kinship really so important to you?” Xie Qingcheng asked. “To the point that you would even put your own life at risk?”

“Doctor, you wouldn’t understand us,” replied He Yu coldly. “One cannot see the dark night while standing in the light.”

Xie Qingcheng sighed. Discussing this topic was proving fruitless. “Final question,” he said. “Since you have blood toxin, why didn’t you use it earlier with Jiang Lanpei?”

“Because it’s unstable,” He Yu replied. “There’s a possibility that my blood would make the patients go even more insane. Under those circumstances, I couldn’t afford to take that risk, unlike you…”

He Yu’s words came to a sudden halt, before shifting gears and starting again. “You’re really something else. You’d already fallen into that person’s hands but still had to mention Cinderella. You took such a big gamble—weren’t you afraid that I wouldn’t catch on?”

“I took that gamble because I consider you to be quite clever,” Xie Qingcheng said lightly. “Besides, wasn’t Cinderella the very thing you wanted to bring up that time when I went to your dorm to change?”

He Yu fell silent for a while before finally dropping his head with a sneer. Feeling the tension ease, Xie Qingcheng pressed his hand against his forehead. At this juncture, the two finally felt some degree of the relaxation and ease that came with surviving a calamity, and their minds drifted to the past.

Yes, both of them still remembered that event that happened when He Yu was about eight or nine years old. Therefore, it had unexpectedly become their secret code for calling the police in the nick of time.

Back then, Xie Qingcheng felt that, aside from the basic regimen of medical treatment, He Yu also needed to get outside more, get some sun and fresh air, and relieve his boredom. Many doctors believed that treatment for the mentally ill should prioritize medication, but Xie Qingcheng took a different approach. He believed that a patient’s mental illness was a product of their environment and that one shouldn’t isolate and cut a mentally ill patient off from society. Therefore, mental illness was not a battle to be won with medication but with rehabilitating patients to rebuild the bridges linking them to their family and society as a whole.

And so, he gave his recommendation to Lü Zhishu.

Lü Zhishu, who was in the middle of attending to a flurry of ­business calls, looked up at Xie Qingcheng and gave him an embarrassed laugh. “I don’t have the time, Doctor Xie. Why don’t you take him?”

Xie Qingcheng forced down his anger. “He’s your son.”

Having grown accustomed to talking business, Lü Zhishu didn’t even bother to look up as she countered, “I’ll give you a raise.”

Xie Qingcheng was at a loss for words.

Lü Zhishu then took her phone and left in a whirl of arrogant, idle chatter. It was as though she was a businessperson first and a mother second; from start to end, the chubby and wealthy matron remained smiling as she addressed “Executive Zhang, Executive Li” over the phone, her line of sight never once landing on Xie Qingcheng.

Never mind He Yu, who stood behind him.

Xie Qingcheng turned around and looked down only to see that He Yu didn’t appear to be troubled much at all by his mother’s actions. He seemed to be accustomed to this kind of mother-son relationship. Sitting on the sofa, he didn’t even bother looking up as he peeled a large, golden-yellow navel orange for himself.

That orange was bigger than his hands, and He Yu lost his grip halfway through. It fell to the floor and rolled under the tea table. He hopped off the sofa and went to pick it up only to see a glistening Christmas apple appear before his eyes.

“You’re going to eat something that’s fallen on the floor?” Xie Qingcheng let out a sigh, unsure as to why his heart had grown soft. He passed He Yu the Christmas apple and picked up the dusty orange. “I’ll take you to the amusement park tomorrow,” he said.

Thus, Xie Qingcheng brought his little sister and He Yu to the amusement park the next day. Xie Xue had a sweet disposition, smiled often, and was good at looking after the younger boy. As a result, He Yu’s entire condition seemed to improve significantly.

But on their way back, it suddenly started to pour.

By the time they finally managed to catch a taxi, the three of them had already become ridiculously soaked. However, the He family’s villa was quite a distance away in the outskirts of the city, so Xie Qingcheng brought the two children to his medical school dormitory first.

Xie Qingcheng’s university housing was the same as He Yu’s present dorm, a four-person room. His roommates were all busy working on their projects in the lab, so he and the two drowned rats had the place to themselves.

“Gege! Your cactus is blooming!” As soon as she walked in, Xie Xue pounced over to Xie Qingcheng’s desk like she owned the place, smiling brilliantly and poking at the ball cactus that was crowned with a circle of small, goose-yellow flowers inside its egg-shaped pot. “Whoa…so pretty.”

This was clearly not her first time visiting her brother’s dorm.

Xie Qingcheng poured hot ginger tea for the children and firmly shoved the cups into their hands. “Drink it while it’s hot.”

Xie Xue liked spicy foods and began sipping away as soon as she got the ginger tea in her hands, quickly finishing off the drink. But He Yu was not so eager. The young master couldn’t stand strong flavors, so he sat with his head down and cradled his cup, hardly able to force himself to take even a single sip.

Xie Qingcheng went to the bathroom to wash his hands. Just as He Yu was trying to figure out what to do with this cupful of pungent spiciness, Xie Xue let out a satisfied sigh beside him. “It’s so good.”

He Yu turned, flabbergasted, and assessed her with a calm expression.

Sensing his gaze, Xie Xue turned and giggled at him with her eyes fixed on his cup. “If you don’t like it…”

“No, I like it very much,” He Yu said, his voice bland.

“No way! Look, you’ve only had a tiny bit of it after all this time!”

He Yu smiled. “It’s because I like it that I can’t bear to drink it.”

“…Oh.” Apparently convinced, Xie Xue nodded regretfully as she moved to look away.

It was only then that He Yu passed her the mug he’d long since been ready to give away. “Here.”

“Ah? B-but I thought you liked it?”

“If you want it, I’ll give it to you.”

The fucking idiot’s eyes widened as she gratefully accepted the hot ginger tea.

He Yu made sure to calmly remind her, “Drink it quickly. We can’t let your big brother find out I gave mine to you. Otherwise, he’ll scold you again.”

“Yes, yes.” Xie Xue, who was so pure she’d help her kidnapper count her ransom, gratefully chugged the hot tea in one gurgling gulp. She nearly choked on it and broke into a flurry of coughs.

Smiling, He Yu patted her on the back.

“I love ginger tea.” Having regained her energy, Xie Xue cupped her hands around the still-steaming mug and told He Yu quietly, her eyes suffused with a gentle brightness, “Back when I was little and it snowed outside, we lived in the little alley and didn’t have anything to help us keep warm, so my brother would make this for me…”

It was clearly a difficult memory filled with heartache, but when she spoke, her eyes shined as though she were recalling some incomparably fun event from the past.

When Xie Qingcheng returned, he looked at the two children sitting next to each other on the edge of his dorm bed. “Are you two done drinking?”

The children glanced at each other and exchanged a secret look. While He Yu was very calm, Xie Xue was a little flustered and nodded quickly. It could be that she’d drunk too much, so she couldn’t help but open her mouth a little to quietly let out a small burp as she was nodding.

Xie Qingcheng turned to fetch a change of clothes from his closet. The little girl’s kickboxing lessons were located close to the medical school, so Xie Qingcheng always had a few sets of dry clothes on hand for when she’d inevitably show up soaked with sweat after class. They came in handy this time around as well.

While poking around in the closet, soft fairy-tale princess names passed through the elder brother’s thin lips. “Do you want Belle or Cinderella?”

The little girl was delighted. “I want Belle!”

Xie Qingcheng passed her a light-yellow princess dress. Xie Xue cheered with glee, grabbing the clothing before scampering into the bathroom to change.

He Yu remained standing by the edge of the bed, dripping wet as Xie Qingcheng continued digging around in his closet for a bit. In the end, he sighed, collected himself, and did something extremely inhumane.

“Why don’t you wear this, then?”

He Yu took the proffered clothes and unfolded them to take a look. Calmly, he said, “Doctor Xie, you’ve made a mistake.”

“I have not.”

He Yu froze for a moment, then slowly looked up, his eyes narrowing as a chilly undisguised darkness gradually stole over his features.

“You’ve given me a dress.”

More importantly, it was a baby blue Cinderella princess dress.

It was unclear whether Xie Qingcheng had done this on purpose, but faced with He Yu’s suppressed fury, a slight smile spread over Xie Qingcheng’s lips. However, it was hard to tell if he was mocking He Yu or being sincere, even when there was a smile on that frosty, cold face of his.

“You don’t get to choose. This is all I have in your size.”

“I think I can wear one of your dress shirts,” He Yu said.

Xie Qingcheng crossed his arms and leaned back against the ladder of the bunk bed as he looked down at him loftily. “Little devil, my dress shirts are too big for you.”
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He Yu was silent.

“Don’t want it? Then you’ll have to walk out naked.”

He Yu still said nothing.

Outside, the rain continued to fall, its pitter-pattering becoming the background music for that bygone conversation…

The firefighters gradually contained the fire at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital. They continued their efforts while the police officers busied themselves with the investigation. Xie Qingcheng and He Yu exchanged a glance, seeing reflections of the past in each other’s eyes.

“Back then, you even told me that I wasn’t losing out on anything, that there was even a piece of candy in the pockets of that princess dress,” said He Yu. “You suggested that I check the pockets and consider it a form of psychological reparation. But I said what you gave me was poison and that I wouldn’t eat it at all. Looking back on it now, you really were evil.”

“…I don’t remember anymore,” Xie Qingcheng replied. He turned to leave.

“You’re full of crap.” He Yu reached up to block his way, setting his hand on the large tree behind Xie Qingcheng. He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t remember? If you don’t remember, then why did you mention Cinderella’s candy when you had me rifle through your pockets for your phone as Jiang Lanpei held you hostage?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t back down at all. With a cold expression, he answered, “A coincidence.”

He Yu’s anger flared. He felt like Xie Qingcheng had gotten off far too easily when he had taken him back to his dorm and given him a T-shirt to wear. Now, it seemed like even if he’d had to use the one-hour delivery option, he should’ve bought him a wedding dress instead—the sexy kind complete with a lace garter belt. He should’ve gotten him stockings too, and if he refused, then he could’ve handcuffed him, tossed him onto the bed, and forced it onto him! Anything less than that wouldn’t be enough to humiliate Xie Qingcheng; after all, he had no shame!

“You don’t remember, huh?” He Yu lowered his head, warning Xie Qingcheng, “Then you’d better be careful not to get yourself so wet in the future…” He Yu’s gaze slid over Xie Qingcheng’s eyes as he added softly, “Otherwise, the next thing I give you to wear might not be an old T-shirt.”

Xie Qingcheng lifted his hand and patted He Yu on the face. “Don’t worry, little devil. You won’t get that chance. Even if I’m soaked through, I can still walk out naked.”

“Naked?” A police officer walked over. Upon seeing that it was the two lunatics who had run into the fire earlier, he immediately said, “You can’t go in there naked again! That’s so dangerous! No, wait, I mean, even if you’re not naked, you can’t go in there…”

He Yu smiled warmly, his eyes gentle. “Yeah, I was just telling him. That’s so dangerous, right, Xie-ge?”

“Why are you scolding him? Didn’t your ge run into the fire because you rushed in first?” The little police officer stared at them. “Ah, forget it. Have your wounds been treated? If so, then please come back to the station with us. We have much to sort out tonight.”

Due to the grave severity of the case and the amount of people involved, the police had a long night ahead of interviewing and recording the testimonies of each person in writing. As there were far too many people to handle at once, the witnesses were divided into groups to be taken back to the station in police cars. Several break rooms at the station were also set up as makeshift bedrooms so that those who had yet to be questioned about the chaos could spend the night.

Xie Xue arrived shortly after Xie Qingcheng and the others. Since she was a woman, she was assigned to a room with a female nurse while He Yu and Xie Qingcheng were given the room next door.

Xie Xue had already calmed down quite a bit before she went to take a nap. Due to the fact that she’d been unconscious the whole time and didn’t see much blood, she wasn’t too shaken up and was instead comforting that panic-stricken nurse.

“It’s all right now. You’ll certainly have good fortune after surviving such a catastrophe. Let’s get some rest now, and the officers will come and get us when it’s our turn.”

“I can’t fall asleep, waaah…” the nurse whimpered.

“I can sing a song to help you sleep. Drop, drop, drop the hanky…”

“Aaahhh. Don’t sing that hellish song!!”

Oblivious to why the nurse had such a reaction, Xie Xue said, “I don’t know why this song appeared in my head. I feel like when I was passed out, someone kept singing it next to me… Anyway, I’ll switch to another song. In the blue, blue sky and the Milky Way, there’s a little white ship…” Xie Xue began to softly chant another children’s song.

The nurse was visibly unsettled.

Dismayed and confused by the nurse’s reaction, Xie Xue apologized. “I’m a little out of it. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Okay, let me tell you a joke instead.”

Meanwhile, Xie Qingcheng and He Yu arrived at their break room.

“You two can sleep here. The conditions aren’t very good, but you’ll have to make do. Come find us any time if you need anything. Someone will come for you when it’s your turn,” the little police officer explained in a hurry before he turned on his heel and left. There were still plenty more witnesses to sort out.

Together, Xie Qingcheng and He Yu pushed open the doors only to freeze upon seeing the layout.

This really was a break room that had been rearranged at the last minute…

There was only a single fucking sofa bed inside.

How were they supposed to sleep?!


Chapter 15:
We Slept on the Same Sofa Bed

THE TWO OF THEM STOOD in the narrow break room. The space had just been cleared out, leaving behind little more than an old sofa bed and a chair to place their clothes. The furnishings were reminiscent of a “massage parlor” that authorities needed to investigate. It was unnerving.

Both men looked around the room in dismayed silence.

He Yu tossed down his phone carelessly, turned to Xie Qingcheng, and said, “Why don’t you go ahead and sleep? You’re getting old.”

Xie Qingcheng’s face darkened. “Am I already at the stage where I need others to give up their seats and beds to me?”

He Yu had been weary for some time by now, so he didn’t feel like wasting his energy arguing with Xie Qingcheng. “Whatever. This sofa bed isn’t that small, and I’m a quiet sleeper. Do you mind?”

This could be taken as the young man making a graceful concession.

He Yu had never slept with anyone else before; in his memories, a bed was just a place to rest. But Xie Qingcheng wasn’t the same. To a man who’d once been married, sharing a bed with someone else would always feel a bit strange.

Xie Qingcheng furrowed his brow slightly. “I’m not tired. I’ll just sit.”

But his face was pale, and even if he’d been forcing himself to bear with the exhaustion this whole time, his features nevertheless revealed a hint of fatigue.

“I’m not gonna eat you, so what’re you so afraid of?” He Yu shot back. “Scared I’ll go crazy in the middle of the night and kill you?”

“…What nonsense are you spouting?” Xie Qingcheng retorted.

This mentally ill young man was surprisingly sensitive.

However, Xie Qingcheng really was bone-tired. Even a wild beast would have run out of strength after such a rough day. Without the energy to squabble with He Yu any longer, he gave in with a sigh and said, “Fine, let’s sleep.”

He lay down on the sofa bed, resting on his side and facing the wall. After a while, he felt the other side of the bed dip slightly, then heard He Yu settle down a short distance behind him.

Xie Qingcheng still felt a bit uneasy. He abhorred having someone else sleep on the other side of his bed, especially someone like He Yu, who was young and had a high body temperature. Even if they weren’t especially close to each other, Xie Qingcheng was still fully aware of his heat and scent in this narrow little room. Once silence settled over them, he could even hear the faint sound of He Yu’s breathing.

Furthermore, Xie Qingcheng’s instinct as a patriarch and protector kept him alert and unable to truly relax. When he was very young, it was Xie Xue who had slept by his side; later, it was Li Ruoqiu. The only ones he had been able to allow into his territory—barely so, at that—were the women who were dependent on him.

But the aura of an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old boy wasn’t the same. Those male hormones put Xie Qingcheng on edge. The sense of encroachment He Yu gave him was too strong and foreign to him.

So, he closed his eyes and furrowed his brow, shifting a bit closer to the edge of the bed.

Just a bit closer.

Just…

“If you keep moving that way, you’ll be sleeping on the ground,” a cool voice suddenly said from behind him.

He Yu hoisted himself to a sitting position without warning. Before Xie Qingcheng could react, He Yu was already leaning over him, half of his body hovering over his, close enough to touch. The boy’s unique scent crashed over Xie Qingcheng in a forceful and impetuous wave.

Xie Qingcheng opened his peach-blossom eyes. “What are you doing?”

He Yu misunderstood Xie Qingcheng’s motivations, believing he was moving away out of disgust for his illness. And so, feeling a bit malicious, he leaned even lower, pressing his lips to the side of Xie Qingcheng’s neck and letting the tips of his teeth brush against the older man’s skin as he spoke quietly. “My illness is acting up. I want to kill you to shut you up. Are you going to run?”

Like hell was his illness acting up!

He Yu didn’t act like this at all when it did. Xie Qingcheng could see right through him and knew it was little more than an adult tantrum, so he said in a very cold and hard tone of voice, “Get off me first.”

“I’m getting my phone.” Not only did He Yu refuse to get off, he leaned down even lower.

Regardless of whether he was really reaching for his phone or not, Xie Qingcheng couldn’t take this intrusion into his personal space. He Yu was far too close to him, and for a moment, his every breath was filled with the heat emanating from the other man’s body.

Xie Qingcheng turned his face away to endure it, but before long the discomfort became too much to handle. He sat up abruptly and grabbed He Yu’s wrists. His back arched like a cheetah’s, and his shoulder blades spread like a butterfly’s wings as he forcefully flipped over and pinned He Yu under him.

“Why are you throwing yourself at me?” He Yu asked in bemusement. “Aren’t you scared of me?”

“Why would I be scared of you? I’m teaching you how to behave.”

He Yu simply stared in response for a while before sighing softly. “Ge, you’re hurting me, you know?” It had occurred to He Yu that Xie Qingcheng’s aversion had only stemmed from the fact that he was a man, not his mental illness, and so, he stopped resisting Xie Qingcheng’s tight grip on his wrists.

In the stillness, Xie Qingcheng could see himself reflected in the younger man’s unnervingly apathetic gaze as he spoke in an equally apathetic voice. “Okay, okay. I’ll behave.” He Yu said. “Could I please trouble you to hand me my phone?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t take well to being coerced at all, but he found it much less intolerable when he was the one looking down at the other young man. He didn’t like feeling invaded and suppressed by any other member of his own sex, but the closeness didn’t bother him so much when he was in control.

With He Yu sufficiently subdued, Xie Qingcheng got up to search the area off to the side of the sofa bed and, sure enough, found He Yu’s phone. He’d probably carelessly left it there earlier.

He handed the phone to him.

“Thank you.” He Yu took it and tilted his head back as he swiped the screen. He remarked casually, “Doctor Xie, we may both be men, but we’re secure in our sexuality, wouldn’t you agree? So, why are you so nervous? Never shared a bed with a man before?”

“I’m used to being alone,” Xie Qingcheng replied, his expression and voice bitterly cold.

He Yu laughed. He was still looking at his phone, and the ­luminescent glow of the screen made his long eyelashes appear to be covered with a layer of frost. They trembled faintly with each breath he took. In a mocking tone, He Yu asked, “Then, did you and Saozi sleep in separate beds?”

Despite the apathetic front, Xie Qingcheng knew that He Yu was feeling a kind of empathetic pain after seeing those mentally ill patients today, souring his disposition. However, no matter how bad of a mood He Yu was in, Xie Qingcheng had no duty or obligation to become the dumping ground for his anger.

Besides, he was hardly in a better frame of mind himself.

Xie Qingcheng glared at He Yu. “I’m going to sleep, so stop disturbing me,” he berated the younger man before turning over to lie back down. Unfortunately, Xie Qingcheng found it difficult to sleep. He Yu, on the other hand, hadn’t planned on sleeping at all; he was just lying down to get comfortable. He stared at Xie Qingcheng in silence for a while, wondering how this person could be so paternalistic and give him a tongue-lashing as though he were scolding his own son.

The notion that, given the opportunity, he really ought to get a wedding dress and force Xie Qingcheng into it appealed to He Yu more than ever. If Xie Qingcheng wore it, then he could forget about lifting his head in front of He Yu again for the rest of his life.

With this thought and plenty of time to kill, He Yu opened an online shopping site on his phone and typed “wedding dress” into the search bar.

The styles that popped up were all perfectly normal, each one extremely beautiful and dignified; however, he felt that none of them could achieve the best effect for what he had in mind.

After pondering for a spell, He Yu glanced up at Xie Qingcheng’s back. Then, he looked back down and added another keyword.

“Humiliation.”

This time, the search results were a gold mine.

Black silk garters, white silk garters, lacy silk garters, bondage kink, sheer skirts… Everything you could think of—a complete collection in a countless variety of styles—was right at his fingertips. As He Yu swiped through page after page, his eyebrows inched higher and higher.

It was quite interesting; the human imagination truly was boundless when it came to seeking pleasure.

Every time he found an interesting item, he would hold his phone up to Xie Qingcheng’s back, fantasizing about how Xie Qingcheng would look if he were to one day succumb to He Yu’s control and get tied up and stuffed into this kind of attire. As he envisioned Xie Qingcheng’s humiliation at his hands, He Yu’s weariness faded away without a trace.

When he was young, he had been rather afraid of Xie Qingcheng, but it was simply the nature of boys that the more loftily and oppressively a mountain towered over them when they were young, the more they’d want to conquer it when they grew up. Only once they stood upon those snow-capped peaks and stood even higher than the summit would the young man feel that they had truly matured, that they had finally taken hold of the prize they had long been seeking.

That was why He Yu felt that butting heads with Xie Qingcheng was something that could bring him the most exquisite pleasure.

Perhaps it was because he had become too enthralled by his scrolling, but with a slip of the finger, He Yu ended up accidentally tapping on a livestream link—incredibly, he had forgotten to put his phone to silent mode.

In this cramped little break room with an area of less than ten square meters, the girlishly coy voice of a livestreamer rang out. “This sexy wedding dress really is incredibly gorgeous. If you wear this on your wedding night, your husband will definitely lose control…”

He Yu quickly turned off the sound and froze, his eyes on Xie Qingcheng’s back.

It was dead silent in the room.

He Yu hoped dearly that Xie Qingcheng had already fallen asleep.

But his hopes were not answered. Xie Qingcheng turned over and looked at him with an exceedingly frigid gaze that was exactly the same as the past; like a sharp blade, as if he wanted to cut He Yu’s heart open.

“What are you doing?”

There was no point in hiding it. Smiling slightly, he politely replied, “Browsing shopping websites.”

“You’re buying a wedding dress?”

“What, I’m not even allowed to look?”

Incredibly annoyed at the mere sight of him, Xie Qingcheng sneered as he asked, “Why are you looking at wedding dresses? Who’s gonna wear it?”

He Yu’s eyes shifted around, as though searching his mind for just the right answer. I wonder if he would just kill me immediately if I told him “you are”?

A murder in the police station was a terrible idea—the civil servants would be terribly inconvenienced.

So, suppressing his mischievous inclinations, He Yu simply said, “I believe this has nothing to do with you.”

“Turn off your phone,” Xie Qingcheng ordered with an ice-cold expression. “Stop looking at this trivial nonsense. You’re so young and haven’t even started dating yet, so what’s the point of looking at such things?”

He Yu surprisingly found himself feeling a little upset at Xie Qingcheng’s incredibly frosty tone and his disgust-flecked eyes.

What right did he have to interfere so much in his business?

What was their relationship, anyway?

He Yu’s urge to provoke him welled up again.

He took a moment to stare at those peach-blossom eyes in silence before letting a mocking, meaningful smile slowly spread across his lips. “There’s no need for you to worry about me, Xie-ge. I’ll be dating very soon.”

He paused briefly, then continued, “When the time comes, I’ll ask you for guidance. You’re older than I am and have a lot of experience, seeing as you’ve gotten married and even divorced already. With all that experience, you’re sure to know how to treat girls well too. So, Professor Xie, when I come to ask you for advice, please remember to give me lots of tips.”

He Yu’s eyes flashed as the roguishness and malice in his smile intensified.

“But I’m curious about one thing. You and Li-sao were married for so long, so why didn’t she have any kids?”

Xie Qingcheng’s expression clouded over. He didn’t reply.

This schoolboy, who pretended to be cultured and refined, and practiced great self-restraint in front of everyone but Xie Qingcheng, was, in this moment, a malicious beast that had returned to his cave and stripped off his human mask.

He Yu cast his almond eyes lazily downward, and, with a hint of ridicule in his voice, asked, “Was it because you couldn’t get it up?”

Silence filled the room for but a few seconds before Xie Qingcheng grabbed the brat by his collar and threw him heavily onto the ground, followed by his pillow and blanket, burying He Yu in bedding.

Although He Yu wanted to provoke him, he hadn’t expected he’d elicit such a huge reaction. Xie Qingcheng seethed. Sure, he wasn’t keen on sex—quite indifferent to it, actually—but that little brat was spouting nothing but nonsense!

“He Yu.” Xie Qingcheng stared at him, his gaze and voice peppered with shards of ice. “Just how fucking immature are you?”

He got up, adjusted his clothes, and left the break room, the loud slamming of the door betraying his anger.

Xie Qingcheng stepped out onto the station’s portico, lit a cigarette, and took a deep drag.

He despised the mere mention of Li Ruoqiu’s name, but He Yu always knew just how to twist a knife into his weak point for maximum pain.

Xie Qingcheng leaned against a pillar and took another long drag. His clothes and hair were in disarray, a far cry from his usual meticulous and stern appearance. As dark clouds closed in again, the distance between his eyebrows narrowed above his bloodshot eyes. He bit the cigarette filter with rough, chapped lips, as he stared vacantly into the night, a picture of decadent beauty despite his disheveled state.

The police officers who passed by couldn’t help but steal glances at him. After a while, a young male officer dashed over and handed him a cold can of beer. “Comrade, one of those days, huh? I get it. What happened tonight was—eh? Xie-ge? Why’re you here?”

Suddenly recognizing the voice, Xie Qingcheng snapped out of his brooding and looked over at the police officer.

“…Chen Man?”

Chen Man was Xie Qingcheng’s acquaintance through his older brother, who had also been a police officer and a mentee of Xie Qingcheng’s father, no less. Unfortunately, Chen Man’s brother had died in the line of duty.

Chen Man followed in his brother’s footsteps by attending university to become a police officer and was now slowly rising through the ranks. Xie Qingcheng had even bumped into him on several occasions at the local police station before now.

Chen Man’s name was actually Chen Yan, but because he always did things a little too quickly, his family gave him the nickname “Chen Man”25 in hopes that he would slow down a bit. Over time, everyone came to prefer calling him Chen Man, and the name stuck.

“Xie-ge, how did you get pulled into this case?”

“It’s a long story.” Xie Qingcheng sighed with the cigarette still in his mouth and opened his beer. He bowed slightly in Chen Man’s direction as a gesture of thanks, then went back to leaning glumly against the pillar and gazing into the darkness.

Chen Man stood silently with him for a while, but realizing that he had no intention of elaborating, decided to change the subject. “Xie-ge, aren’t you cold? Why don’t I give you my jacket…”

“It’s fine, I’m not cold. How could I be on such a hot day?”

“According to the calendar, it’s already fall…”

Xie Qingcheng was already quite vexed, and this kid blabbering on about nothing of consequence wasn’t doing his mood any favors. “You can go,” he said without looking back at Chen Man. “I don’t really have anything to talk about. Thanks for the beer, though.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

It was only then that Chen Man reluctantly walked away, glancing back every couple of steps.

“Wait,” Xie Qingcheng suddenly called after him. “Come back.”

Chen Man rushed back over without hesitation.

To his surprise, Xie Qingcheng grabbed him by his police uniform. Given their familiarity, Xie Qingcheng wasn’t too concerned about politeness as he reached into Chen Man’s pocket and fished out a pack of cigarettes.

Although Chen Man didn’t smoke, most of the other officers did, so it was convenient to have a pack of cigarettes in his pocket while working with different units.

Cigarettes successfully acquired, Xie Qingcheng straightened out Chen Man’s uniform and patted him on the shoulder. “Now you can go.”

“…Oh. Don’t smoke too much, Ge. You’ve been smoking way too much these days.”

Chen Man’s concern fell on deaf ears as Xie Qingcheng simply leaned back against the pillar to finish his cigarette, taking no notice as the police officer took his leave.

His reprieve would not last long, however, as the sound of footsteps came from behind him once again.

“Don’t you have work to do tonight?” Xie Qingcheng growled without a hint of patience.

“What work do I have to do?”

It was not Chen Man’s voice. Xie Qingcheng turned his head to confirm that his latest disturbance was He Yu. Seeing that it was indeed him, Xie Qingcheng’s expression became even more ruthlessly cold, and he looked away again without a word.

He Yu quietly stood next to him for a while before reluctantly breaking the silence. “Doctor Xie, I’m sorry. About you and Saozi, I’m very sorry…”

This was the final straw for Xie Qingcheng. He Yu was truly far too tactless and had pushed him past his limit. Xie Qingcheng was dispassionate by nature on the surface, but that only meant that he was constantly holding back.

This apology felt no different than mere mockery, which only served to enrage him even more. He could deal with He Yu’s impudence, but his anger flared the moment he heard He Yu apologize in this pretentiously fake manner. He Yu’s lack of sincerity was just like his parents, people who treated personal and business relationships the same, who just went through the motions for the sake of harmony. It was as if his very apology were modeled on The Capitalist Manifesto.

That apology cracked his stoic mask, and his pent-up irritation rushed into his heart, propelling his arm to throw the beer Chen Man had given him in He Yu’s face.

“What are you apologizing for?” The beer dripped from He Yu’s hair and slid down his face, the liquid bone-chillingly cold. But Xie Qingcheng’s tone was even colder. “There wasn’t a shred of sincerity in your apology. That pretense of yours may serve you in front of others, but it’s useless on me. Don’t you realize I know all your tricks?”

He Yu didn’t utter a word. This was the first time someone had ever dared to throw a drink in his face. He was still processing it when Xie Qingcheng continued his verbal attack.

“Also, stop saying ‘Saozi.’ We’ve already divorced, and even if we hadn’t, I’m not your biological brother, so she wouldn’t be your Saozi. Just the sight of you irritates me right now, so don’t let me see you again tonight!”

He Yu considered Xie Qingcheng’s words for a short while, then said, with deliberate emphasis, “Then what do you want me to do? Take back what I said?”

He Yu was truly unhinged. Droplets of beer rolled down between his dark brows as a smile slowly formed on his lips, a smile so gentle it was terrifying. “Or… Perhaps I should get down on my knees and say sorry? In order to show my sincerity, that is.”

“You don’t need to do anything.” Xie Qingcheng stiffly crushed the empty beer can in his hand as he spoke. He stared into He Yu’s eyes as he tossed the can into the rubbish bin.

“He Yu, just remember: even though I’m a failure when it comes to my love life, you’re in no position to mock me. With the deceitful and sick way you treat others, no one is ever going to sincerely like you either. Didn’t you say just now that you’re going to tell someone your feelings soon? Just try it and see.”

He Yu simply stared back.

“I don’t care who it is that you like—if she can stay with you for more than a month, I’ll take your fucking surname.”


Chapter 16:
But We Argued until We Parted Ways Again

HE YU AND XIE QINGCHENG ignored each other throughout the rest of the investigation process.

When they were released, Xie Qingcheng took the liberty of hailing a taxi for himself and Xie Xue. Xie Xue wanted to wait for He Yu so that they could leave together, but Xie Qingcheng refused outright and shoved her down by the back of her head, stuffing her into the car without a word of explanation.

He Yu simply leaned back quietly against a pillar with his hands clasped behind his back as he watched the scene. He didn’t make a sound, nor did he try to force the matter. He looked like a dog that knew it had been abandoned but couldn’t chase after its master; this made Xie Xue feel extremely uncomfortable.

“He Yu… Ge, why don’t we wait for him…”

“Get in.”

“But…”

“Get in!”

“…Then, He Yu? Let me know when you get home, okay?” Xie Xue said weakly.

“Are you done?” Xie Qingcheng snapped. “We’re leaving.”

Xie Xue wanted to say more, but He Yu quietly shook his head, signaling for her to stop talking.

Once Xie Xue had reluctantly settled down into the car, he merely waved at her, then watched as their car drove away.

Xie Xue sunk into her seat and couldn’t help but let out a sigh. “Ge, what’s up with you two this time?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t feel like responding. He opened the pack of cigarettes he’d pilfered from Chen Man and was just about to light one when he remembered that Xie Xue was behind him in the back seat and stopped. He held the cigarette between his teeth as he rested his elbow against the open window and gazed with a dazed expression at the city nightscape flashing by on the other side of the glass instead.

“Did He Yu mess up and say something wrong and make you angry…?” Xie Xue ventured quietly.

Xie Qingcheng answered her question with stony silence.

“Ge, don’t blame him too much. He’s a bit volatile at times, but he’s still a good person at heart. I heard that this time, if it weren’t for him, you two wouldn’t have realized I was missing in time and rushed over and things might have been a lot worse. He—”

“He what?” Xie Qingcheng snapped. He held the cigarette between his fingers and continued in a condemning tone. “I told you to stay away from him, so why’re you hanging out with him all the time?”

Xie Xue felt a bit wronged too. “But he’s a good person, he treats me nicely, and he’s respectful to you…”

Xie Qingcheng was so disgusted he couldn’t even speak.

Respectful.

Like hell, he was respectful!

It was and had always been just him putting on an act in front of others. But even so, he couldn’t tell Xie Xue about He Yu’s disease. Xie Xue only ever saw He Yu’s usual virtuously elegant and gentlemanly disguise. Even if he were to speak of the indignities he had suffered at He Yu’s hands, even his own sister wouldn’t be able to believe him. He could only bite his tongue and bear it.

“Ge…”

“Shut up!”

Xie Xue froze.

This was what always happened with family. The moment after surviving a calamity, everyone would think, We’ll never fight again for the rest of our lives! We’ll live happily together and talk to each other properly by communicating gently.

But the heightened tender affections brought upon by the shock of traumatic events were no more than a buff,26 and once they wore off, the disciplinarian would go back to disciplining while the person receiving the discipline would go back to being disciplined. Everyone would return to their familiar roles, and exchanges would be just as foul-mouthed as ever.

It really fucking was just a temporary panacea.

Xie Xue felt mistreated, but there was nothing she could do. Who made him her elder brother?

Ah, whatever, whatever—if she didn’t coddle him, then who would? She would just have to indulge that parental temper of his.

At this thought, she crossed her arms and somewhat exasperatedly pursed her lips. She didn’t know why her brother kept telling her to keep her distance from such a talented, refined, and morally virtuous boy like He Yu; it had reached the point where it seemed as if her brother actually had some major objection to him, but what could it be? It was truly baffling…

After a while, Xie Xue spoke up again. “Oh, by the way…”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t bother acknowledging her, but Xie Xue knew that her brother’s silence meant: “If you have something to say, spit it the fuck out.”

Thus, she cautiously said, “Earlier when I was resting, he…called…and asked what happened, I…”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t ask who “he” was, as though both siblings had tacitly agreed to refer to “him” as such.

“What did you say to him?” Xie Qingcheng asked.

“What else could I say? I just said everything was fine. I didn’t talk to him very much.”

Xie Xue paused for a moment. “Ge, are you feeling better now?”

“Do you think he would make me feel better?”

Out of options, Xie Xue could only nudge closer and stick her head out from the backseat. She pawed at the edge of the passenger seat like a kitten, as though trying to catch her brother’s attention with sheer cuteness. “Then look at me, look at how I’m perfectly fine—doesn’t it make you feel better?”

“…In the future, don’t go to such dangerous places by yourself,” said Xie Qingcheng. His tone had finally softened slightly.

“All right, I’ll be careful…” Xie Xue hastily replied as the car sped off in a swirl of dust.

The next day, news about the Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital was plastered on the front pages of the newspapers.

The article drew on the statements that all the people who had been forced onto the rooftop had given to the police. It described in detail how this case of murder and arson, prompted by the flare-up of Jiang Lanpei’s illness, was actually the story of a woman who lived a life worse than death during her nearly twenty years of imprisonment. But unfortunately, Liang Jicheng was already dead, Liang Zhongkang had passed away before his younger brother, and the other higher-ups who might have known about the details of the case were deceased as well—several of them having died in this very inferno.

It was as though the fire of vengeance lit by Jiang Lanpei had taken on a life of its own and swallowed up everyone who had ever been involved in this crime.

Just as He Yu predicted, the papers chose Jiang Lanpei’s ugliest photo to print onto their pages. Even so, she still looked very stunning in it—the now-dead woman gazed directly out of the newsprint, her expression showing a hint of resolve, yet one could also see a trace of bewilderment…

Beneath her photo, the reporter wrote: “There is a possibility that Jiang Lanpei is not her real name as such information was processed before digital recordkeeping began. The police are currently conducting genetic testing on Ms. Jiang’s remains, but due to the length of time that has elapsed, results may be inconclusive. If members of the general public have any leads, please contact the relevant department at the number below.”

Inside his villa, He Yu folded the newspaper shut.

Recently, the topic of psychiatric hospitals and the mentally ill had become the object of public scrutiny. From greasy uncles to naive little girls, everyone discussed it with an air of unflappable logic, as though they were all experts in sociology or medicine.

In most people’s eyes, they had become accustomed to labeling the mentally ill as “them,” with their natural antithesis being “us.” It was impossible for “them” to become “us,” no matter how pitiful they were.

But how did mental illnesses arise then?

He Yu remembered something Xie Qingcheng had once said to him.

“The vast majority of mental illnesses are normal people’s responses to abnormal circumstances. Obsessive-compulsive disorder, major depressive disorder, bipolar disorder… In these patients’ daily lives, there is certain to be one or more abnormal situations that place them under great pressure. For example, bullying at school or cyberbullying, sexual violence against women, or social inequality—these kinds of abnormal situations, that is, the main culprits dealing the greatest damage to their psyches, very ironically, nearly all originate from their families, from their workplace, from society—they originate from ‘us.’

“I think that mentally ill people shouldn’t be locked away unless there is no other alternative. Rather, they should be allowed to roam freely in the world just like any normal person. This is how they can heal their state of mind and become one of us again. Cages should be reserved for criminals, not for patients who have already suffered so much.”

He Yu didn’t like Xie Qingcheng, but he agreed with him on this point.

The reason why he allowed Xie Qingcheng to stay by his side for so long was precisely due to this perspective. It made He Yu feel that, at the very least, Xie Qingcheng regarded him as a living, breathing human being.

Thus, after what happened yesterday, upon realizing that he had gone too far and offended Xie Qingcheng, he had felt that he should at least apologize to him.

But who could have known that Xie Qingcheng’s familiarity with his disguise would actually lead him to believe that even his apologies were false and end up splashing beer all over his face?

Merely thinking of it filled He Yu with sorrow. He closed his eyes, determined to shake the humiliating feeling of the icy droplets of liquid streaming down his face that still lingered.

Forget it… Don’t think about it anymore.

At least Xie Qingcheng had only sworn at him and thrown a drink in his face—others would treat a mentally ill person like him like an animal. If his family had put him in a loony bin like Cheng Kang, his illness might’ve long since gotten much worse.

Jiang Lanpei had stayed there for twenty years. Did her illness ultimately improve or worsen? Perhaps she wouldn’t have ended up taking this path in the first place if she’d never been admitted.

Lao-Zhao knocked on the door of He Yu’s room. Upon receiving permission, he entered with the little yellow dog trailing behind him, cautiously wagging its tail. “Young Master He, your instructions have all been carried out.” He proceeded to give He Yu a status update on several matters. “I’ve already given Homeless Services a heads up and explained your intentions to Executive He. Arrangements have been made for Zhuang Zhiqiang to stay at our rehabilitation center for the time being. He won’t be sent to Wanping.”

“Good. Thanks for all your hard work,” said He Yu.

Zhuang Zhiqiang was also pretty damn fortunate—his room was on a lower floor, and he had been quickly rescued by the firefighters. If nothing else, they’d been brought together through fateful coincidence. So, He Yu had no intention of abandoning him after what they had gone through.

Besides, Xie Xue would definitely worry about him.

All the people who had been involved in the massive fire at Cheng Kang received about a week of vacation to recover both mentally and physically. With this experience behind them, they now had to look to the future. Seeing as they had escaped the fires of purgatory, they really ought to live their lives happily and peacefully from now on, including He Yu.

He Yu let his mind drift back to that night, out on the portico.

Didn’t Xie Qingcheng say no one would be willing to be with him? Didn’t Xie Qingcheng say that if anyone could stay with him for more than a month, he would take his surname?

Very well. He would just have to get together with Xie Xue then.

He wanted to be with the person closest to Xie Qingcheng, to steal his younger sister away from his side—and when the time came, Xie Qingcheng would have to live up to his word and change his name to He Qingcheng. He Yu could only imagine how that man would feel when that happened.

The thought delighted him.

That insufferably arrogant and frigidly stern face…would it reveal an expression that he’d never seen before?

After a week of rest, He Yu returned to the university campus with renewed motivation.

He was ready to make a fool of Xie Qingcheng and confess his feelings to Xie Qingcheng’s most beloved little sister.

The outdoor lamps on the villa’s balcony were just bright enough to attract a few hovering insects searching for light. Droplets of moisture clung to the glass of the lamp like a sheen of cold sweat, and an armchair that had its back facing the grand doors of the balcony was enveloped in its dim glow.

Someone was sitting in the armchair.

The subordinate who pushed open the door to enter could only see a sliver of the person’s hidden silhouette, their elbow lying slanted against the armrest.

“Is that so? There was an instance of patients successfully escaping in an extremely short period of time?”

“Yes, Duan-laoban.”

“Fascinating…” Duan-laoban let out a soft chuckle from the chair. “The power of teamwork? Cheng Kang is a psychiatric hospital, not a nursery for teaching little children manners and conduct. This really is quite unusual.”

Cold sweat beaded on the subordinate’s forehead. “Duan-laoban, Cheng Kang’s surveillance was decrepit to begin with, and no equipment survived the fire. We want to extract footage from the incident, but it’s really…”

“I didn’t hope to extract useful footage from that squandering Liang Jicheng’s death in the first place.”

Duan-laoban paused.

“Has there been news from the police department?”

“There has, actually. A few patients said that a fellow patient gave them the keys and told them to help each other open the doors, but that was the extent of their information.”

Duan-laoban scoffed quietly. “Even if you gave them keys and told them to open doors, would they listen?”

Silence answered him.

“There was a blazing inferno,” Duan-laoban continued. “It was a critical moment between life and death.”

The subordinate shivered. “Duan-laoban, do you mean to say…”

The man in the armchair didn’t speak again. The dim light illuminated the scrap of paper he’d carelessly tossed before him.

Two words written on top, circled, and punctuated with a question mark. Blood toxin?


Chapter 17:
He and I Were Trapped Together

SURVIVING THE INCIDENT at the Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital made Xie Xue into a legendary teacher at the school.

When she returned to the lectern, not a single student arrived late or left early without a legitimate excuse. The classroom was jam-packed every lecture, with students from other classes attending the lesson if they weren’t busy—even the dreamboat from the fourth-year drama class stumbled in to take a good look at her. All the students wanted to see this lucky duck who had supposedly escaped the clutches of a deranged and violent murderer.

Even more outlandishly, there were those who believed that if you printed out Xie Xue’s photo and hung it on your dormitory door, the entire dorm would be sure to pass their classes.

But Xie Xue was oblivious to all of this. She believed with great confidence that the reason behind the current unprecedented surge in popularity of her screenwriting and directing classes must be because her teaching methods were extremely interesting.

“Aiya, I really must be a genius educator who teaches in the best of ways,” Xie Xue said gleefully to He Yu, who had come to deliver the class’s homework to her. “Oh yeah, He Yu, are you feeling better? The school wants to give you an award—granted, the way you rashly charged into the fire shouldn’t be imitated, but the university president said that your selfless act of courage is commendable…”

He Yu smiled. “I’m much better. That award is mostly for my parents, anyway.”

He Jiwei and Lü Zhishu had found out about what happened, but they made no special efforts to return home upon hearing that their son wasn’t severely hurt. It was a surprising decision for Lü Zhishu in particular—she always dealt with her clients with a smile, cracking one joke after another. Those who weren’t familiar with her would get the impression that she was very charming and placed great value on family and life.

But people more familiar with her like Xie Xue and Xie Qingcheng knew all too well that her humor and kindness were a facade. As far as she was concerned, her business away from home was naturally far more important than her eldest son who had merely experienced a somewhat distressing ordeal. She simply called the school’s administration and told the board of directors to pressure the school into consoling He Yu properly.

Therefore, He Yu didn’t care one bit about these frivolous awards.

Xie Xue didn’t know what to say. She felt pity for He Yu, but not wanting to pry into He Yu’s family matters, she hurriedly switched to a more lighthearted topic. “Uh, umm, so, the school’s hosting a campus exploration event on Friday. You’ve been through so much recently, so this is a perfect opportunity to unwind and have fun with your classmates. Why don’t you join?”

“I can’t. I have something I need to do on Friday.”

“I see…” Xie Xue’s face fell. “That’s too bad. I was going to ask you to keep me company.”

He Yu’s aloof expression perked up a bit as he looked at her, asking, “You’re going?”

“I have to.” Xie Xue took out a giant, furry fox head from behind her desk and, after digging around some more, fished out a snowy white tail as well. “Look at this.”

“What is this?”

“A costume for a nine-tailed fox mascot. The school organized it so that every department needs to select one teacher to wear a costume and welcome guests. My luck is so rotten, not only did I get volunteered as tribute, but I even drew the most boring activity venue.”

“Isn’t it always that those who are dumb at least have good luck? So how come you not only have a low IQ but shitty luck too?”

Xie Xue’s face crumpled. She didn’t even feel like dealing with He Yu’s snide remarks.

He Yu sighed and then asked, “Where are you being banished to?”

“The newly revamped Neverland Island in the central lake. You know, that damned place might be called Neverland, but seriously? Even though the students strung up some lanterns and projected an image of the night sky over that useless place, it’s pretty much the same as it has always been. Plus, it’s so far away… Ah, the whole thing was supposed to be canceled this year, but the dean thinks of this event as a tradition, so we still kept it in the end…”

She dejectedly tossed the fox head and tail away and sprawled out limply in her chair.

He Yu picked up the furry, snow-white tail she’d tossed onto the desk and looked at it thoughtfully for a moment. He didn’t say anything, but an idea popped into his head.

Friday arrived in the blink of an eye.

The buttery aroma of warm sponge cake wafted through the bakery classroom. He Yu carefully put the finishing touches on the freshly made cake, covered it with a pure-white sheet of wax paper, and packed it into a box. Then, he diligently tidied up the bakery classroom that one of the teachers had allowed him to use and walked out.

The campus exploration event was boisterously underway.

He “I don’t have time to hang out” Yu took a leisurely stroll around the campus with one hand carrying Xie Xue’s favorite whipped cream mango mousse cake and the other tucked into his pocket.

He checked out a world travel-themed maze and won a small stuffed toy dog—a white Samoyed that looked like a smiling angel with round, dark-chocolatey eyes that gazed up at him as he hugged it in the crook of his arm.

“Look!”

A group of schoolgirls were standing nearby with their little fists pressed to their mouths. Fragments of their conversation floated over to He Yu’s ears from time to time.

“It’s He Yu-xuezhang! The xuezhang who rescued his teacher from the fire! He’s even hotter in person than in his pictures!”

“What xuezhang, you silly girl. He’s a xuedi!! He’s in the 1001 screenwriting and directing class!”

“Huh? But he’s so tall...he looks like he’s gotta be almost 180 centimeters. Wait, no. He has to be like 190...”

“I have a friend in his class who said that He Yu’s family is super wealthy—and he’s gorgeous and has perfect grades to boot.”

“Isn’t that just like Wei Dongheng-xuezhang?”

“Forget it, Wei Dongheng doesn’t behave like a man at all. He’s so full of himself and prettier than a flower, yet you still wanna call him ‘xuezhang’? You might as well call him ‘xuejie’ instead. He’s such a show-off, flaunting his family’s wealth, and clearly spoiled rotten. Last week, the prettiest girl in the Class 5 drama course confessed to him, and do you know what he said?”

“What?”

“You? Why don’t you look in the mirror—want me to send you a set of skincare products?”

The first girl couldn’t muster a reply to this.

“But He Yu’s not like that. He has such an easygoing personality and is so well mannered, he won’t even raise his voice at people. Heck, he even risked his life to save Xie-laoshi! Where can you even find such a nice boy?”

Hearing them talk about him like this, He Yu gave them a little smile. The schoolgirls quietly squealed “he heard us!” and then immediately scattered into the distance in embarrassment.

In his usual gentle and refined manner, He Yu held back a second smile as he watched them go, his gaze darkening. Xie Qingcheng should really get a load of this.

How could anyone not like him?

He didn’t actually have any interest in these schoolgirls. But that person…

That person was the only one he wanted.

The phone in his pocket buzzed, breaking him out of his thoughts. He Yu checked the message.

“He-laoban, you really want me to chop down the rope bridge?”

It had come from a second-year outdoor recreation club member.

Neverland Island lay in the middle of Huzhou University’s garden lake; the center of the island had a campsite set up by the university’s outdoor recreation club. This message was from the ­senior who usually managed it.

He Yu replied, “The rope bridge has gone a long time without ­repairs. It’d be dangerous to keep it up. Besides, chopping it down would also make it easier for the dean to replace it.”

The second-year texted back, “But the dean just had workers do a maintenance check at the beginning of the term. Our club is responsible for managing Neverland Island, so if it broke in such a short period of time, our outdoor recreation club would have to pay for it. Even though it’s just a small floating bridge, it would cost at least 3,000 RMB to fix…”

In response to this message, He Yu solved the problem with a few taps on his screen. He imagined the sudden clinking-coins sound effect that his fellow senior’s phone was making at this very moment accompanying the message: “5,000 RMB has been sent to your Alipay account.”

Executive He’s message followed right on its heels. “Please make sure to chop it down thoroughly.” The communication methods of the bourgeoisie were so simple and decisive.

The penniless club member was speechless.

According to the directions on the campus exploration event map, the nine-tailed fox would wait for students at the dock, then accompany those who wanted to take the duck-shaped boats to Neverland Island.

He Yu walked toward the lakeshore covered in withered leaves and dead branches. As expected, he saw Xie Xue wearing the white nine-tailed fox mascot costume and waiting for the students who would come for the boat rides.

The white fox sat quietly in the boat, seemingly unaware that one of its nine tails had fallen onto the water’s surface, setting off ripple after ripple from the swaying vessel.

He walked closer to the fox, the fallen leaves crunching softly beneath his feet. The zoned-out nine-tailed fox mascot didn’t hear him approaching until he was standing by the shore.

“Xie Xue.”

The nine-tailed fox was stunned for a moment before it turned its head to look at him in surprise.

He Yu smiled. “Bet you didn’t think I’d come.”

He glanced around at their surroundings. “They really sent you far away from everyone. I doubt anyone else would bother coming out here, so if I didn’t come, you’d be left sitting around here all day.”

The nine-tailed fox looked at him in silence, as if it didn’t quite agree with what he said.

“Who else do you think would come visit you? Your brother?”

After a pause, He Yu said gently, “Your brother is nearing menopause, and yet he keeps getting forced into matchmaking dates out of his age cohort. He spends all his days so pissed off by those little girls that he needs to drink Women’s Soothing Tonic to calm down; he probably doesn’t have the time or energy to care about you.”

The nine-tailed fox didn’t react.

He Yu stepped gracefully onto the boat. “Come on, I’ll go with you. To Neverland Island.”

A lake on a university campus couldn’t be all that big, so even though the island was in the central lake, it took less than two minutes for the two of them to reach that lump of dirt called Neverland.

The island looked as pathetic and deserted as expected. There were a few strings of lanterns hung up just for show and some tent-building materials strewn around the campsite covered in a thick layer of ­accumulated dust. There were too many mosquitoes out right now, so even though it had already been a month since school started, the outdoor recreation club had yet to organize a single event.

He Yu said, “I’ll be your customer. So, where do I get the stamp?”

The nine-tailed fox silently moved its head, gesturing toward a certain direction.

He Yu looked at the full-body fox costume, and his amusement reared its head once more. “It’s so hot today, don’t you feel stuffy wearing that? Why don’t I help you take it off?”

At the sight of him reaching out, the nine-tailed fox took a quick step back, holding its paws up in front of it.

“…You don’t want to?”

It nodded.

“Ah, okay, keep wearing it then. Don’t come crying to me if it gets too hot.”

The nine-tailed fox lowered its snowy paws indifferently and crossed its arms.

He Yu gazed at it. “To be honest, it’s pretty cute. If you look like this, Gege will give you full marks on your performance review later.”

Once again, silence hung between them.

“Go ahead and lead the way, then,” He Yu said.

The stamp was located in the middle of Neverland Island and atop a small, simple desk. The nine-tailed fox silently leaned against a tree and turned its head to gaze off into the distance.

He Yu turned to look at it after getting his stamp. While he found the whole thing amusing, he also felt that the costume’s head must be too heavy for Xie Xue. Not to mention, given his predisposition to bullying people, the more Xie Xue didn’t want him to remove the headwear, the more he wanted to get it off.

And so, seeing that the nine-tailed fox had turned in a different direction, he found himself seized by a sudden whim. Setting his things on the ground, he walked over silently, and once he was close enough, he grabbed the head abruptly and, with a big smile on his face, pulled up.

“Xie Xue—”

What? How could it be?!

The face covered in disheveled hair that appeared from beneath the headpiece didn’t belong to Xie Xue at all! It was a clearly furious Xie Qingcheng!

Both men were at a loss for words.

Professor Xie’s mouth opened and shut several times in succession. After pressing his lips tightly together for a while, he pushed his messy fringe out of his eyes and gave a glare that pierced He Yu like a dagger. The tips of his white teeth were just barely visible under his thin lips as he gritted his teeth.

He broke the silence with a terrifyingly chilly voice, “Are you fucking insane?!”

Executive He’s expression darkened the moment he saw Xie Qingcheng. “No, but why did you crawl your way into this stupid mascot getup without telling me?”

Xie Qingcheng tossed the headpiece into He Yu’s arms and pulled himself out of the costume with a frown. It was truly a rare occasion; the elite Professor Xie was always immaculate, so He Yu could never have imagined that he’d ever be able to see something as wretched as Xie Qingcheng laboriously climbing out of the suit with disheveled hair.

“Why would I tell you? You said so much nonsense the entire way here, when would I even have had the chance? If you’re done getting your stamp, then scram.”

He Yu stared at him in dissatisfaction. “Where’s Xie Xue?”

“She found it too hot and asked me to take her place. Now, who’s the one busy with matchmaking dates and needs to drink Women’s Soothing Tonic again?”

He Yu didn’t reply.
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Meeting Xie Qingcheng’s incisive, scalpel-like gaze, He Yu recalled what he had said earlier and smiled. “Please don’t take it to heart. Those were just idle remarks.”

This was the first time they’d met since parting ways at the police station. After the initial horror of the situation faded, the atmosphere became a bit awkward, especially for Xie Qingcheng. Shortly after throwing beer in He Yu’s face, he felt that his actions had been entirely unnecessary. He was accustomed to keeping a cool head, but that day, the pressure of his emotions had gotten the better of him. So, when He Yu happened to hit a sore spot, he lost his temper and started a fight with the younger man. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have stooped so low as to squabble with a boy thirteen years his junior.

Now, as He Yu apologized to him again, Xie Qingcheng paused while running his hands through his messy hair. His tone eased slightly as he broke the tense atmosphere and responded, “…Forget it. Weren’t you busy today?”

“…Yeah. How did you know?”

“Xie Xue said she asked you because she planned on having you take her place, but you said you were busy today and had no time, so she felt awkward asking.”

He Yu fell silent for a long while. Instead of responding to Xie Qingcheng, he set the mascot head and the Samoyed plushie to the side. He stood with his hand to his forehead as he processed the situation. Then, he turned around and walked back toward the dock, the bag with the mango mousse cake in hand.

“…I should have checked the almanac today before coming out.”

However, when He Yu returned to the Neverland Island dock with a sliver of hope in his heart, all he saw were the bobbing duck-shaped boats that had already been moored on the opposite bank. The boats swayed back and forth, their golden beaks distorted into mocking smiles by the warped light reflecting off of the waves.

It was only then that He Yu remembered that he’d personally asked his xuezhang to cut off all means of transport after he landed on the island so that he could trap Xie Xue here alone and tell her his feelings.

Was this what it meant to shoot oneself in the foot?

He Yu’s eyebrows twitched slightly.

“What’s wrong?”

The sound of footsteps approached him from behind; he didn’t need to turn back to know that the only other featherless biped on this island was Xie Qingcheng. He Yu had originally planned for a single man and a single lady to stay on this island—a perfect scenario for romance. But now, not only were two single men trapped on this island, but the other was the one man whom he detested the most.

The more he thought about it, the more vicious he felt. It was to the point where he kind of wanted to handcuff Xie Qingcheng’s hands behind his back, tie him to a tree, and torment him half to death for an entire night in this lonely wilderness until Xie Qingcheng’s complexion turned pale and his body was covered in bits of grass, until he passed out, until he died. There was nobody else coming anyway, and if he couldn’t declare his love to Xie Xue, then it was just as well if he could personally destroy this man. In any case, he shouldn’t waste this no man’s land that he had built so carefully.

Who asked him to ruin his plans, anyway?

Having removed the mascot costume, Xie Qingcheng’s figure appeared tall and slender as his aura abruptly changed. When he caught up to He Yu and walked beside him, it was as though He Yu could smell that elusively cold scent of medicine and disinfectant that he couldn’t stand all over again.

He Yu composed himself and tamped down on the unrealistic urge to commit a crime as he turned around once more.

“I don’t know why the boats are all on the other side.”

“…Maybe they’re being operated from the control room?” Xie Qingcheng stuck his hands in his pockets as he expressionlessly mulled things over for a while. “It’s okay; there’s still a rope bridge. Follow me.”

Five minutes later, Xie Qingcheng stared at the now-mostly submerged rope bridge in silence with disbelief written all over his face.

“It seems the rope bridge has also broken.”

“Ah, how unlucky. Someone must have pulled a prank.” Although He Yu feigned calm on the outside, on the inside he was considerably dispirited. Would you look at that! If it isn’t the consequences of my own actions. After a while, you’ll also find that there’s no phone signal either.

He had originally planned on staying on this island with Xie Xue until around midnight. To that end, he’d even managed to get his hands on a set of signal jammers that were used for the university entrance examinations to prevent cheating. Actually, it could be said that they were even more effective than the ones used in the examination because he’d reprogrammed the devices himself.

He Yu was rather capable in this respect. He would often distract himself when bored by focusing all his attention on studying how to break into computer systems and signal interference. Given his opponents’ firewalls, breaking into computer programs was a race against time. It was quite effective at diverting his attention from his pain and keeping his illness under control. After so many years of practice, he had inadvertently become a formidable first-rate hacker.

Of course, he wouldn’t tell his senior that the signal jammer was of his own making. He only had him activate the device on the other side of the shore, thus ensuring that Xie Xue would get no response no matter what. If anyone tried to come to Neverland Island, his xuezhang would also tell them that this activity was too boring and had already been shut down.

He Yu had originally thought that this was a perfectly seamless plan.

For the sake of it, he’d even made sure to stress the details to his accomplice. “Remember to wait on the opposite shore until midnight before sending the boats back over.”

“Understood, He-laoban.”

“You must ignore us no matter how much we call for help during this time. I want to put on a convincing act in front of her, otherwise she’ll get suspicious very easily.”

“No problem, He-laoban.”

At present, as He-laoban gazed at Xie Qingcheng’s slender and poised silhouette, he felt a slight headache coming on.

What do you mean, no problem? He Yu inwardly scolded himself. This problem is turning out to be a bit too big…

“Wait a minute, there’s someone on the other side.” Xie Qingcheng had walked halfway around the lump of dirt that was Neverland Island and discovered the senior club member standing watch on the other shore. “I’ll call for him.”

“It’s useless for you to do it.” He Yu sighed, mustering his final wisp of hope. “It’s better if I do it.”

Xie Qingcheng asked, “Why is that?”

“I’m just being filial. I respect the elderly and cherish youth—is that a good enough reason for you?”

He Yu felt like he was truly at the end of his rope and didn’t want to bother wasting his breath with Xie Qingcheng anymore. He began waving on his own toward his wingman across the water, but to no avail.

Fifteen minutes later, the dry-mouthed Young Master He leaned back against the tree trunk.

Xie Qingcheng mocked mildly, “Now that you’re done being filial, do you still have any energy left?”

Young adult men who had just come of age had the biggest of egos; to them, the most unbearable thing was to hear others say that they were impotent. However, He Yu genuinely had no explanation to offer, and so he simply turned to his other side, unwilling to even look at Xie Qingcheng. He picked a knee-length stalk of foxtail grass and slapped in frustration at the mosquitoes buzzing around him.

The more he stood there and thought, the more irritated He Yu became. He tossed the stalk of grass away with a flick and turned to walk into the forest.

“Where are you going?” Xie Qingcheng asked.

“I’m going to get a drink of water from the campsite.” The boy’s voice had already gone hoarse from yelling.

After walking some distance away, He Yu took out a different, unblocked phone and sent his accomplice a message with a nauseated expression. “Something’s gone wrong. Please help us get off the island.”

The senior club member replied in an instant, and he didn’t even forget to suck up to this member of the bourgeoisie. “Very impressive, Executive He! Your acting’s so good! Even this message is fake, right?”

Another few seconds passed, and another message arrived.

“Executive He, I remember that you told me before not to let you two out no matter what you said. I’ll take care of everything, so don’t you worry. I’ll only come pick you up after midnight. If other people try to get close to Neverland Island, I’ll chase them off. So, don’t worry and enjoy your private time together.”

He Yu couldn’t come up with a suitable reply.

What was he supposed to enjoy on this deserted island?

Enjoy Xie Qingcheng?

If murder weren’t illegal, he could certainly chain Xie Qingcheng up, toss him into a heap of straw, and enjoy himself all night long, but what was he supposed to enjoy now?


Chapter 18:
I Remembered the Day He Left His Job

GIVEN THAT HE LIVED in a lawful society, He Yu obviously couldn’t toss Xie Qingcheng into the underbrush to torture him for the sake of vengeance. But in any case, there was no way for them to leave, so the two of them ended up accepting their fate and returned to the camping grounds with nothing to do but stare at each other and make idle conversation.

Perhaps this is what actually happened with Adam and Eve—they weren’t really in love, they simply had no other options than each other. After all, they could hardly spend all their time talking to the snake in the tree.

“Little devil,” Xie Qingcheng spoke up.

Aside from Xie Qingcheng, no one else ever called He Yu “little devil.”

Furthermore, whenever he called him this, it usually meant that Xie Qingcheng intended to have a proper conversation with him.

He Yu turned. “Mm?”

“Has the injury on your hand healed?”

“It has.” He Yu smiled. “Doctor Xie, why are you worrying about my hand? That day at the police station, you seemed like you were half-tempted to stab me again.”

“You know that I genuinely don’t want to hear others talk about the past.”

“Then did you know that I was genuinely trying to apologize to you that day?”

Xie Qingcheng looked up without a word.

He Yu’s smile remained, but his eyes were cold and indifferent when returning Xie Qingcheng’s gaze. “It’s just how I am, Xie Qingcheng. I wasn’t being insincere that day, nor was I, as you said, speaking like a member of the bourgeoisie giving a PR statement. Ever since I was little, it was always you guys who demanded that I control my emotions. Could it be that it’s been too long since you left your job that you’ve forgotten what you once told me yourself?”

A few beats of silence passed, and Xie Qingcheng said, “It’s true that it’s been a long time since I left my job.”

“It’s been four years.”

“And in that time, I still haven’t had the chance to ask you properly,” said Xie Qingcheng. “How are you doing?”

“Much better.” He Yu smiled once more. “There’s no need for you to worry. Regardless of how I see you as a person, I’ve always considered your medical philosophy to be sound and kept the instructions you gave me in mind.”

Xie Qingcheng took in the youth’s indifferent expression and said, “That’s great. Your illness demands that you save yourself. No matter what doctor you have, the most important thing is your own mindset.”

He Yu fell silent for a spell, then lowered his head and smiled. “Just listen to yourself—these words of yours, why do they sound so familiar? Ah,” he paused as his eyes glazed over with a chilly sheen. “I remember now. You said those words to me once before, Doctor Xie. It was the day when you left…”

The day when Xie Qingcheng had quit being his doctor.

The previous day, after He Yu and Xie Xue had finished doing some reading at the library, it began to rain. He Yu walked Xie Xue home under his umbrella.

“Thanks for walking me all this way.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Do you wanna come in for a bit? Though my house is kinda small…”

“Won’t I be intruding?”

“Of course not. I was just worried you’d feel uncomfortable.” Xie Xue smiled as she pulled He Yu’s hand and led him toward the ­alleyway where her house was located.

Xie Qingcheng wasn’t home, but Li Ruoqiu was.

The woman was sitting at her desk and in the middle of messaging someone on her phone with an irrepressible smile on her face. She didn’t even look up when her little sister-in-law stepped into the house, as she said, “Xie Xue, you’re back.”

He Yu rarely interacted with Li Ruoqiu. As he entered the house, he very politely said, “Li-sao, sorry for the disturbance.”

Li Ruoqiu started in surprise at the sound of his voice and lifted her head. “…Ah, a VIP, a VIP. Quick, take a seat.”

She got up in a hurry to make him some tea.

He Yu smiled. “Saozi, there’s no need to trouble yourself. I was just walking Xie Xue home, so I’ll be leaving soon.”

“What are you saying? Take a seat, I’ll go fetch you guys some snacks.”

She turned and left.

Xie Xue leaned over and said, “Saozi’s a pretty good person, and super enthusiastic. But if you refuse her, she’ll get angry.”

Li Ruoqiu was a very strong-willed woman indeed; He Yu could tell based on the handful of fleeting encounters he’d had with her. Not to mention, what kind of ordinary woman would want to marry a cold and patriarchal man like Xie Qingcheng?

So, he obediently took a seat. The old houses in Huzhou’s alley­ways were very cramped. This one in particular was a studio that had been partitioned with curtains. The junior-high-school boy had already reached puberty and hit his growth spurt and all the changes that came with it.

This was the first time he had entered Xie Qingcheng’s personal territory. His gaze flickered across the furnishings of the room and paused for a moment on that double bed half-hidden behind gauze curtains. A strange sort of feeling arose in his heart.

It was difficult for him to imagine what Xie Qingcheng and Li Ruoqiu would do there.

He Yu very politely averted his gaze.

“Here’s the tea, now. And I’ve brought some snacks too. I don’t know if you’re used to eating this sort of thing, though.” Li Ruoqiu handled the household tasks with a smile. She brought over a pot of hot tea and little pastries; there was even a platter of cut fruit on the tray. “Give it a try. I baked the pastries myself.”

“Saozi, you’ve really gone to a lot of trouble.”

Li Ruoqiu covered her mouth with a hand and laughed. Her clever eyes sized up He Yu and Xie Xue in turn.

Although these two children had a significant age gap, adolescent boys grew very quickly. Plus, He Yu wasn’t wearing his school uniform today—instead, he was dressed in fall clothes: a high-collared black shirt, jeans, and a baseball cap. He was also already nearing 180 centimeters, so he didn’t look much like a junior high schooler at all. When he sat next to Xie Xue, who was a few years older than him, their heights and appearances were, in fact, quite well matched.

A brief silence fell over the room.

After a few minutes, unable to help herself, Li Ruoqiu let out a “pfft” of laughter and waved a hand. “Okay, you two chat, you two chat. I’ll go visit Auntie Li for a while.”

“Ah,” Xie Xue said. “Saozi…”

But Li Ruoqiu had already waltzed out of the room.

Even an idiot would know what she was thinking, what with the eyebrow-waggling smile she had graced them with before leaving. Xie Xue immediately felt a bit awkward, and her little face visibly flushed red.

“Um, He Yu, I’m sorry. My sister-in-law really likes to watch idol dramas, and the more she watches, the more likely she is to overthink things.”

“It’s all right.” He Yu looked down and drank a mouthful of warm tea. Li Ruoqiu’s misunderstanding made him quite happy, so he smiled and said, “I don’t mind.”

He liked Xie Xue a lot, so Li Ruoqiu hadn’t misunderstood much at all.

“Oh, right. Your brother’s not working tomorrow, but he’s coming to my house to take care of some business. Do you want to come with him? After he’s done, I’ll take you out to barbecue.”

Hearing that there would be food, Xie Xue happily agreed.

However, when He Yu got home that evening, he saw the lights were on in the living room. Lü Zhishu was sitting inside reading the newspaper when he walked in—a surprising sight.

Lü Zhishu and He Jiwei were rarely home. The He family had two permanent villas: one in Huzhou and the other in Yanzhou, which was the primary residence. He Yu had only ever lived in Yanzhou when he was very young. When he was five, he had been taken to live in Huzhou. But it was different for his younger brother, who was expected to study and was used to raising hell with his rich playboy friends in the area. He had a heart attack whenever he saw that elder brother of his who excelled in all areas, so he pretty much only stayed in the primary residence.

So it came to be that the brothers lived on opposite sides of the Yangtze River, and when their parents were free, they were naturally more willing to stay with the precious, innocent, and cute younger brother. Unless there was pertinent business to take care of, they very rarely came to stay with He Yu.

“Why are you back?” He Yu ventured hesitantly.

“I just had some business,” Lü Zhishu said as she put down the newspaper. “Sit down, I have something to tell you.”

Instead, the young teenager took off his backpack and shoes and walked into the room to stand in front of his mother, making her look up at him.

He Yu looked down. “Go ahead.”

Lü Zhishu poured a glass of red wine for herself, took a sip, and then said, “Tomorrow will be the last day Doctor Xie comes to treat you. After that, he will no longer be our family’s personal physician.”

He Yu froze in shock. He had not expected this.

After a long time, he heard himself say in a seemingly calm tone, “Why so sudden?”

“Mm. I didn’t tell you beforehand because I was afraid you’d make a fuss if you knew.”

“Why?”

Lü Zhishu didn’t answer his question directly. Instead, she said, “We are already in the process of wrapping everything up and settling the medical bill. Once he comes to report to me tomorrow, he will also say his goodbyes to you. As for after that…”—she took another sip of wine before landing the final blow—“you should stop interacting with their family.”

He Yu fell quiet.

“Do you understand my intentions? We aren’t members of the same class. Lao-Zhao told me you were visiting Doctor Xie’s home in Moyu Alley with his sister when I had him pick you up this afternoon.” Lü Zhishu sighed. “To tell the truth, you’ve made me quite disappointed. Mencius’s mother moved thrice, carefully selecting neighborhoods in which to live.27 All parents hope their sons can be surrounded by appropriate companions.”

She assessed the boy’s figure, already tall and broad. Then, she shifted her gaze up to land on He Yu’s face, which was already distinctly handsome.

“Especially female companions.”

Silence hung over the living room for a long time before He Yu finally asked, “Are these Doctor Xie’s intentions?”

“Resigning is his intention. Having you keep your distance from their family is mine.” Lü Zhishu spoke honestly as she smiled and closed the gap between herself and He Yu. She looked up as she lifted her hand to smooth back his fringe.

“But I think Doctor Xie understands my intentions as well. He wouldn’t want to maintain superfluous connections after his work is finished either. He’s a very rational person; it’s one of the reasons why your father and I appreciate and trust him so much.”

When He Yu didn’t respond, Lü Zhishu added, “If you don’t believe me, you can ask him yourself tomorrow.”

The next day, Xie Qingcheng came.

After signing and handing over the papers, he gave He Yu one last medical checkup. When it was completed, he said softly to the boy lying on the medical recliner, “Your mother should have already told you.”

He Yu didn’t say anything.

“Starting from tomorrow, I will no longer be serving your family. If you feel unwell in the future, don’t distract yourself by self-harming like you did in the past. In addition, no matter which doctor comes to treat you in the future, remember that the most important thing is your own mindset.”

As expected, when the young doctor said these words, he didn’t bring any of his personal emotions into it.

Lü Zhishu was right. To Xie Qingcheng, the boundary between He Yu and himself had always been perfectly clear. Their families were from completely different worlds; He Yu was the young master of the He family, the son of He Jiwei, and Xie Qingcheng was simply a doctor their family had hired.

It wouldn’t be beneficial for He Yu either, to always rely on a doctor to manage his mental plights.

Xie Qingcheng was very calm because he understood this better than anyone else.

He provided his patients with care, support, and powerful mental encouragement, but there was no sentimentality in his farewells. He always handled doctor-patient relations in this crisp and clean manner. So, in the end, he only said, “All right, little devil. I wish you a speedy recovery.”

The boy who had just reached puberty suppressed the anger in his heart and stared at him. “You don’t have anything else you want to say to me?”

He waited for a while, but Xie Qingcheng didn’t respond.

He Yu said, “All right. If you don’t, then I do.”

Xie Qingcheng still said nothing.

“Xie Qingcheng, I’ve gone through many doctors these past years. They had me take medicine, gave me shots, and looked at me with an expression that said I was a singular, unique patient. You were the only one who was different. It’s true that I really don’t like you, but I’ve taken in every word you said because you were the only one who treated me like someone who could and should integrate into society. You told me that taking medicine and getting shots weren’t the most important things, that it was most crucial for me to make connections with others and build up a strong sense of self—that’s the only way I can keep holding on and move forward.”

He Yu paused briefly. “Doctor Xie, we’re not very close, but I still… I…”

At this point, He Yu found himself unable to continue for a long time. He stared fixedly at Xie Qingcheng’s face through his almond eyes. “I thought you saw me as a normal person with feelings, not just as a patient.”

“I do see you as a normal person with feelings,” replied Xie Qingcheng.

“And yet you’d leave so suddenly, just like this?” The teen’s anger radiated from his mature body in a frightening aura of tangible pressure as he struggled to contain his emotions. “Are relationships between two normal people like this?”

Xie Qingcheng took a moment to choose his words. “He Yu. I know that you might find this sudden, and I certainly should have let you know earlier, but your parents and I have already discussed this matter. I cannot go against their wishes, especially not your father’s. Not only can he be considered an old friend of mine, but he’s also my employer. Therefore, so long as I do not betray my own principles, I must respect his wishes first…”

“Then what about my wishes?”

Xie Qingcheng said, “I’m just a doctor.”

“I’m your employer too.” He Yu stared at him. “Why didn’t you ask what I wanted?”

Xie Qingcheng sighed. “Control yourself, young man. I don’t mean to disrespect you, but you’re still a student. My salary isn’t something that you’d be able to afford.”

He Yu didn’t know what he was thinking. At this point in his life, he was already very calm and unflustered, and could navigate adult interactions without losing his composure. But when he thought about how Xie Qingcheng and Xie Xue were going to leave, he suddenly felt extremely helpless and blurted out, “I have a lot of allowance, I can—”

“Save it to buy cakes.”

He Yu stared at him silently.

“I’m not a slice of cake that you can buy just because your father won’t get it for you,” Xie Qingcheng reasoned. “I came to treat you largely as a favor to him. It’s impossible for me to go against his wishes, do you understand?”

“Why does he want you to leave?”

“He didn’t want me to leave,” Xie Qingcheng said. “It was my own choice. Didn’t you ask me just now if such a separation, this end to our relationship, is normal between people?” Xie Qingcheng gazed into He Yu’s eyes as he continued, “It is. Although I see you as a ­normal person with feelings, the relationship we’ve established between us is that of a doctor and his patient. Relationships between people must always come to an end; even your parents, the people closest to you, cannot accompany you for life.”

Xie Qingcheng paused, letting his words sink in. “Now, our doctor-patient relationship is at an end, so I must leave. This is a very normal conclusion to relationships between normal people.”

He Yu didn’t reply.

“Your father and I agreed at the beginning that the duration of this relationship would be seven years.” Xie Qingcheng looked into He Yu’s eyes again. “It’s not suitable for someone to continue staying with you at this stage of your illness. Sooner or later, you’ll have to depend on yourself to walk out of the shadows in your heart. Do you understand?”

“So, you think the same way as my mother—that after today, there shouldn’t be any other contact between you and me, between Xie Xue and me?”

“If you need our help, you can contact us at any time,” said Xie Qingcheng. After a pause, he added, “As for the rest of the time, it’s really not necessary.”

He Yu held his tongue.

“Also, your mother told me that you went out with Xie Xue alone,” Xie Qingcheng said. “As her guardian, I do feel that this is rather inappropriate.”

He assessed the teen and said in a calm and sensible voice, “I know that the two of you have a large age gap, that what you feel for her is only a sense of dependence and that you have no other intentions. But it’s inevitable that certain ugly rumors will crop up in time, and that wouldn’t be good for either of you.”

He Yu didn’t correct his excessively archaic and naive thinking. He only said, “So, you approve of my mother’s methods.”

“I do.”

He Yu stared at him for a very long time. Then, he sat back down and sunk into his chair. He propped his chin in his hand as he smiled slightly. That smile seemed like clouds obscuring the sun, thoroughly and completely covering the millimeter of genuine emotion that he only ever revealed with so much difficulty.

He Yu said, “Doctor, you’re really…so calm. It makes it seem like you’re even more heartless than me even though you’re not ill. Very well. Since it’s already come to this, you may go. I will keep note of what you said. I will save myself, very calmly, and live on, very calmly. In addition, I wish you every success and a smooth-sailing career moving forward. However,”—He Yu changed the topic—“Although Xie Xue is your sister, she has the right to make her own decisions. So, no matter what you say, I will still go looking for her.”

Xie Qingcheng frowned, and his stare grew sharp as a knife. “She’s a girl, and you’re already fourteen. You should have some sense of appropriate distance. Why do you insist on sticking to her?”

“Because she’s not like you.”

A beam of light cut decisively across the ground, leaving one of them in the light and the other in the darkness, like two broken fragments splintered down the middle.

“She is the only bridge I have to the outside world.”

Xie Qingcheng paused for a moment before replying, “Then you should find another bridge.”

The time had come. He had other matters to attend to and couldn’t keep talking to He Yu, so he left.

For the remainder of the day, from dusk until the dead of night, He Yu sat in the chair without moving a muscle.

He Yu thought, Xie Qingcheng was such a cunning person. Xie Qingcheng always spoke reasonably. He was the one who had told He Yu that he hoped for him to treat himself as a normal person; he was the one who had told him that people could walk out from the shadows in their hearts all on their own. He was even the one who caused He Yu to develop the delusion that no matter how close He Yu got to Xie Xue, Xie Qingcheng, as her older brother, would still be able to accept him.

But on that day, Xie Qingcheng’s actions made him realize that he had gotten too far ahead of himself.

When it came to social relationships, the one between an employer and employee was the simplest and clearest of them all. Regardless of whether it had been maintained for ten or twenty years, they could settle all the accounts without the slightest emotional entanglement when the relationship ended, leaving no loose ends.

Similarly, a personal physician could leave after being paid for his services because he had no reason to stay. In comparison to the other doctors He Yu had seen in the past, Xie Qingcheng wasn’t actually all that special. In fact, he was even more cruel than the ones who saw He Yu as a different species, because he’d lied to him for the longest and benefited the most from his blood and pain. It was Xie Qingcheng who made He Yu mistakenly believe that the relationships he’d built could last; it was he who made him mistakenly believe his affection for Xie Xue was something that her parental guardian could accept.

But he had been wrong on all accounts.

Now, on this isolated island, He Yu gazed at Xie Qingcheng’s face as he thought about this part of his past.

So many years had passed since then. Xie Qingcheng was still that elder brother of the Xie family, and nothing had really changed in the end. He was still unwilling to let Xie Xue be alone with him, still standing guard before his sister in a tyrannical, dictator-like and protective position—even the words he used to admonish He Yu were completely identical.

Xie Qingcheng might very well be a great doctor with medical philosophies deserving of praise, a righteous way of thinking, and a strong sense of responsibility toward his patients, but unfortunately, he had no heart.

“Are you still thinking about what happened in the past?” Xie Qingcheng’s voice pulled He Yu back to the present.

Snapping out of his musings, He Yu said, “You mentioned it, so it came to mind. Now that I think about it, you probably don’t actually remember the way I used to speak in the past.” He Yu smiled at last. “In the end, the relationship between the two of us is merely a doctor-patient relationship that has already ended, isn’t that right?”

Before Xie Qingcheng could reply, a streak of light suddenly flared overhead. A loud bang sounded as a firework blossomed in the night sky. It was the brilliant fireworks that served as the campus exploration’s finale every year. Countless flowers burst in midair with a barrage of explosions.

“Right,” said Xie Qingcheng.

Amid this brilliant resplendence, the muffled boom of thunder suddenly rang out—a rain shower had begun. Ultimately, the tender blaze born from the fireworks couldn’t stand up to the lightning’s fierce, ice-cold chill, and quickly surrendered in defeat. In the distance, students giggled as they darted into lecture halls or dorms to avoid the rain as droplets the size of soybeans pitter-pattered down onto the bustling world below.

Beneath the darkening sky, He Yu maintained that small smile on his face as he said, “Then let’s hide from the rain together, Doctor Xie. If I use your clearheaded style of reasoning to analyze this, aside from our doctor-patient relationship, you’re also my teacher’s older brother now. If you end up soaked in the rain, it’ll be hard for me to explain myself to her.”

He paused briefly, and a mocking lilt entered his voice once more. “For two people who have already ceased their doctor-patient relationship, hiding from the rain together should count as normal behavior that doesn’t violate any boundaries of propriety, right?”

Xie Qingcheng knew that He Yu still held a grudge against him, but he didn’t have the patience or magnanimity to coax He Yu any longer. His tone was cold as he responded, “Right.”

He Yu smiled. “There’s a cave up ahead. After you.”

While He Yu and Xie Qingcheng were looking for a place to hide from the rain on the island, He Yu’s senior was still cautiously taking care of things on his end. He continued to guard the dock entrance and prevent any other participants in the campus-wide event from approaching.

The club member pondered a bit. Everyone probably already had their share of fun, and it was unlikely that anyone had absolutely nothing better to do than come all the way to Neverland Island for a stamp, so he allowed himself to relax a bit.

“Aiya, this rain is really too heavy.” He sat ruefully on the duck boat, gazing stupidly toward the island in the hopes of catching a glimpse of something, but the island was too far away. Earlier, he could only vaguely make out He Yu and someone with a rather tall and slender figure. This beautiful lady looked like she was pushing 180 centimeters—maybe she was wearing high heels? He was nearsighted and couldn’t see them too clearly, so he couldn’t say for sure.

But it sure seemed Young Master He had unique tastes to like tall girls, especially one this tall.

Ah…the lives of the bourgeoisie truly were something to be envied.

A feeling of temptation rose in his heart as the thought crossed his mind; he really wanted to know how the two people on the island were getting along under the downpour right now. The two of them hadn’t brought an umbrella, and the only shelter on Neverland Island was a cave; it was a blind spot in the school’s campus surveillance system and students rarely went there, though the club member had heard that some couples liked to go to the cave in the middle of the night for an outdoor tryst. He reckoned that He Yu, with his looks and family background, and after putting so much effort into pursuing that 180-centimeter beauty, must have succeeded in his mission by now.

Should he send that member of the bourgeoisie a text and remind him to use protection?

At this thought, he pulled out his phone.

Going all the way on the night of a declaration of love—that would only be fitting for someone living life in the fast lane, wouldn’t it?

So he composed his message. He planned to send it to He Yu’s unblocked phone in order to curry some more favor with that member of the bourgeoisie.

“He-laoban, there’s a first aid kit inside the cave on the island. It has boxes of condoms in the second compartment. If you need them, you can check inside the kit, and remember to send me a red packet28 afterward…”


Chapter 19:
We Finally Stopped Arguing

THE SENIOR CLUB MEMBER had just finished writing out and sending his message when someone’s voice suddenly came from behind him.

“Little student.”

Lost in his dirty thoughts, the sleazy club member was easily startled and nearly fell sideways right into the water.

The speaker was very nimble and immediately steadied the boat. He smiled and asked, “Little student, did I scare you?”

“Ah, no, not at all.”

The club member looked up to see a man with scraggly facial hair who was at least thirty or forty years old. He looked ridiculously unkempt in his white tank top and flip-flops, but there was a bright gleam in his eyes. Who knew what business he had here.

Flip-Flops smiled as he asked him, “Are you using that boat?”

“Ah, the boat?” The club member thought fast, blurting out, “The boat’s broken.”

“It’s broken?”

“Yep, there’s a leak at the bottom. It’s unusable and can only be docked in the shallow area.”

Flip-Flops hummed thoughtfully. “What a coincidence. The rope bridge leading to this island also seems to have broken.”

“Sure has.” The club member spoke with righteous conviction. “I chopped”—he coughed—“Someone must’ve chopped it down. Who are you?”

Flip-Flops grinned, baring his teeth. “I’m the school’s electrical maintenance worker. As a matter of fact, I got a notice to come to the island to take a look. See, I’ve even brought my toolbox.”

The senior club member felt guilty as soon as he heard that the man was a worker for the school. He cleared his throat a few times, glancing left and right before inching closer and saying, “Dage, I’ll be honest with you. There’s a nouveau riche student declaring his love on the island today. He’s paid to have the whole place to himself. Think about it, wouldn’t getting in their way be a dick move? Of course it would.”

Flip-Flops understood immediately. His eyes shone as he likewise responded very foolishly. “Ah, reserving the island to declare one’s love? So romantic. You youngsters sure know how to have fun.”

“That’s not it.” The club member slapped his thigh and raised his other hand to make a money gesture by rubbing his index and middle fingers with his thumb. “The main thing is, he’s rich.”

Flip-Flops beamed. He was surprisingly understanding. “All right then. When will this boat of yours be usable?”

“Probably after midnight. I’m mostly worried that the little couple won’t be able to hold themselves back after he tells her how he feels. You know, tasting the forbidden fruit for the first time and being unable to stop. It’s possible that it won’t be until a bit later, even.” He began to gossip as well when he saw how amiable this uncle was.

Men. When they got together and talked about these types of things, there would inevitably be a depraved glint in their eyes.

The club member lewdly implored the older man, “Uncle, why don’t you come back tomorrow morning? They’ll definitely be gone by then. One of them is a xueba, there’s no way he would skip class.”

A gregarious laugh burst up from Flip-Flops’ belly. “Fucking hell, not even a beautiful lady can keep a xueba from going to class.”

“Well, of course. Otherwise, how can they be a xueba?”

The uncle chatted with the club member for a little longer before leaving with his toolbox. After arriving at a deserted location, he came to a stop, lit a cigarette, and dug a cell phone out of his toolbox. It was the oldest model of brick phone, a product that had almost gone extinct from the market. “Hello. Captain Zheng, maybe push the deadline back a few more hours. I won’t be able to get onto the island tonight. Uh, problem? There’s no problem. It’s just that two students have reserved the island for a bit of romance. Mhm, yes, yes, I know, I’ll go early tomorrow morning.”

He flicked away some cigarette ash and sighed in exasperation. “Honestly, isn’t this spy of ours a little too cautious? Won’t even send texts. Every time there’s intelligence to be reported, it needs to be fucking written in the student guestbook. And what’s with that excuse of ‘this won’t invite suspicion’… Ahh…screw it, I’m going back to the station. You know, I came here to pick up the intelligence report only to end up being force-fed PDA by bratty children instead. This police officer job of mine sure ain’t easy…”

Flip-Flops left in a whirl of disgruntled mumbling.

The cave on Neverland Island wasn’t particularly large, and it was very dark inside. If not for the pouring rain, Xie Qingcheng felt that no one would ever bother to come in here. However, it was only when he crouched down like a cat and entered the cave that he realized he was wrong.

By the dim light of his phone, he could see some outdoor recreational gear strewn about the inside of the man-made cave: hurricane lamps, waterproof canvas, oxford cloth folding chairs, Wolf-Eyes flashlights, and even a little camping stove.

“A secret utopia.”

“What?” Xie Qingcheng turned around.

He Yu shone his phone flashlight over one of the cave walls. “That’s what this says.”

Only then did Xie Qingcheng discover the masterpieces written on the damp walls of the cave, left behind from the ancient past for successive generations of intrepid explorers—they were all the graffitied scribblings of students who had discovered this secret place by mistake.

The biggest words were the ones that said, “Secret Utopia.”

Xie Qingcheng wasn’t interested in these scribbles. After glancing at it briefly, he sat down at the entrance of the cave to watch the rain fall.

But He Yu was a student of writing and directing and was more than willing to read all the words that appeared before him with care.

“Buddha saved the people by bringing them to the shores of enlightenment, yet why does he not ferry me out from the sea of academia?”

“Zhou-xiansheng is the love of my life, but how can it be that when we met, he had already become the husband of another? I long for him, yet I cannot have him, and I become mad, so unspeakably mad, as the only thing that remains for me is endless waiting.”

He Yu lifted his phone, casting light on the walls as he read the words out loud, and shook his head. “So poetic, so wretched.”

Then he illuminated the other side.
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Now, that side was something else—filled with all kinds of content. He read, “May advanced mathematics get the hell out of the curriculum soon.”

“Graduating soon, I hope I can become a famous director. Jiayou.”

“In sheltering here for rain, we…” He Yu’s voice trailed off, and he stopped reading.

This only piqued Xie Qingcheng’s curiosity. “We what?”

“…Nothing.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t believe him, so he turned to look and was immediately left speechless.

“In sheltering here for rain, we fell in love. Thanks be to the heavens for bestowing us with this fateful opportunity.”

These two illicit lovers had even left their names underneath, encircled in a massive heart.

Given this situation, awkwardness was inevitable. No wonder He Yu didn’t finish reading it. Xie Qingcheng spoke apathetically, “It’s only been a few years since we last saw each other, yet now you’ve developed dyslexia. No choice but to read everything out loud.”

“Don’t you think it’s quite interesting? Who knows where these people are now—they might have entirely forgotten about what they’ve written here.” He Yu reached up and stroked a line of mottled handwriting. “Maybe some of them have already turned to dust, yet these words still remain.”

Xie Qingcheng said coldly, “Then why don’t you leave your own written masterpiece for later generations to admire?”

He’d only meant to mock He Yu and was a bit surprised when He Yu picked up a thin shard of stone from the ground, chose a blank spot on the wall, and said thoughtfully, “You’re right. What do you think I should write?”

He Yu even shot a glance at Xie Qingcheng. There was a hint of irrepressible disdain in his eyes. That’s right… Here, we take shelter from the rain and join in love, thanking the heavens for bestowing us with this fateful opportunity—how many quintessential classic love stories started like this? The White Snake smiling as she asked to ­borrow an umbrella from Xu Hanlin in the boat,29 while Benigni laid down an entire red carpet for Nicoletta in the rain so that she could descend the steps.

If this were Xie Xue, perhaps he would find this night much more pleasant. Perhaps they could have followed the example set by their predecessors and carved the words “so did we” beneath the handwriting of their xuezhang and xuejie who had gotten together because of the rain.

Too bad the person trapped on the island with him right now was Xie Qingcheng.

It was exceedingly boring for two straight men to be stuck ­together, especially when they weren’t on particularly good terms with each other.

Xie Qingcheng sensed his grumpy gaze and adopted an even crabbier expression in response. “What are you looking at me for?”

“I’m sorry, but there’s no one else I can look at.” He Yu tossed the rock into the air a couple of times, then carelessly scratched out a few words. “May my dreams come true.”

Powdered stone fell with a whisper as he worked.

When he finished writing, He Yu tossed the rock away and turned around. “Doctor, why don’t you also have a go at a little immaturity?”

Xie Qingcheng’s eyes lit up slightly, but in the end, he shifted his gaze back to the downpour outside. In the mist-like, hazy warm light, his silhouette was as thin as a sheet of fine calligraphy paper30 that could be dispersed by a mere gust of wind.

“No need. My wish is a fantasy.”

“Oh?” He Yu said offhandedly, “Then why don’t you tell me what kind of daydream it is. Can I ask? I hope I’m not offending you.”

For some time, the only sound was the howling of the wind and the shower of rain outside. Just when He Yu thought that he didn’t want to bother with talking to him anymore, Xie Qingcheng spoke in a calm voice as he gazed at the rivulets of rainwater streaming over the rocks beyond the cave. “I didn’t want to be a doctor.”

“Nor are you one, right now anyway.”

“I never wanted to study medicine when I was young.”

At this point, He Yu was a bit perplexed. He raised his almond eyes to examine the older man. “Then what did you want to study?”

Xie Qingcheng got up and walked deeper into the cave. He stared at the “May my dreams come true” that He Yu had carved, then said, “It’s been too long, I can’t remember anymore.”

This was a lie spoken without the slightest bit of sincerity, entirely perfunctory to the point that he didn’t even bother to hide the frustrated disappointment in his eyes. He Yu almost suspected that he was using this as an opportunity to insult his intelligence.

Xie Qingcheng turned away, as though he didn’t want to address this subject any further. He returned to the center of the cave and asked He Yu, “Is there anything to eat?”

It was indeed dinnertime by now. The only food He Yu had brought onto the island was the mango mousse cake he had originally made for Xie Xue.

But now, it looked like it would need to be sacrificed for the sake of their rations.

He Yu didn’t have much interest in Xie Qingcheng anyway, so if Xie Qingcheng didn’t want to talk about his former life plans, then he likewise had no interest in asking him.

He took out the cake and passed a piece to Xie Qingcheng. Xie Qingcheng must have been starving, as he wolfed the dessert down immediately without even sparing it a glance.

“Do you have any napkins?” Xie Qingcheng was a stickler for cleanliness, so after he finished eating, he even asked Secretary He for napkins.

Secretary He looked around and spotted a first aid kit on the canvas table. Thinking that this type of kit might have napkins and such inside, he went over and rummaged through it. The light was too dim, so he searched by touch and, when he found a package that seemed to be roughly the right size to be napkins, he tossed it to Xie Qingcheng.

Xie Qingcheng caught the package and was just about to open it when he suddenly realized the texture wasn’t quite right—why was it a paper box instead of the usual plastic wrapping?

He examined the box, then sighed. “What?”

Without a word, Xie Qingcheng tossed the Durex box back to He Yu.

“Do you have eyes or not?”

He Yu looked at it, paused for a few seconds, then quietly put the box back into the first aid kit.

Fucking fantastic.

And it was even the textured kind with a delay lubricant.

Granted, both of them were rather thick-skinned in this area. Generally speaking, it was difficult to faze He Yu, and this was just a mistake, so it wasn’t anything to make a fuss over.

As for Xie Qingcheng, he was calm and steady by nature and rarely let his emotions get the best of him. Besides, he was already a man who had gotten married and divorced. Though he wasn’t particularly interested in these kinds of things, seeing adult products could hardly offend his delicate sensibilities.

Xie Qingcheng merely furrowed his brows. “Why are all you students these days so depraved?”

“This isn’t so bad,” He Yu said mildly. “You haven’t even seen the worst of it yet.”

As he spoke, he noticed a notebook lying next to the medical kit.

Utopia Guestbook

These notebooks usually served as anonymous confessionals, with writers adding on to previous comments over time. Even if previous writers might never see the ensuing comments, those who came later could carry on the discussion and add their own juicy tales. Reading these tomes from cover to cover was also quite interesting, especially considering that these books usually ended up containing exciting stories of romance or friendship.

He Yu was suddenly struck with an idea. He picked up the notebook and asked Xie Qingcheng, “Would Doctor Xie like to see? This notebook should have a lot of content that’d help you better understand the ways of modern youth.”

With nothing else to do, the two of them began to read it together.

As expected, the notebook was chock-full of all kinds of different handwriting. The contributors wrote mainly about declarations of love, the beginnings of friendship, secret confessions, and the like.

They were leafing their way through when He Yu let out a sudden hum of surprise.

“Xie Qingcheng, someone’s mentioned you here.”


Chapter 20:
Only for Him to Catch Me in the Act

AT FIRST, Xie Qingcheng wasn’t paying much attention to the book, but when he heard what He Yu said, he looked over the page again. He discovered that there was a box in the very corner of the copy-paper-sized page labeled with the words “Group Chat for Gays,” in which his own name appeared with great frequency.

Xie Qingcheng had an ominous feeling about this.

Sure enough, as the two of them read through this section, it turned out to be written by a whole group of little bottoms who were deep in a heated discussion about the “ideal tops” from the surrounding colleges and universities. In short, there were too many bottoms, not enough tops, and all of them were looking to get laid.

The first mention of Xie Qingcheng’s name was written in ballpoint pen. The handwriting was faded and somewhat aged. The writer wrote, “There’s a new professor at the neighboring medical school named Xie Qingcheng. He’s extremely hot and has a very cold and alpha-like aura. I really want him to fuck me.”

In the comments below, people began to mock him for being such a slut.

But shortly thereafter, a new comment entered the fray. That’s when the atmosphere began to turn a little absurd. “Holy fuck! The older students upstairs should really stop laughing. If you ever get to read this guestbook again, you guys need to head over to the medical school and see him for yourself. He really is so fucking handsome he’d make all you bottoms wet. His legs are soooo long and he’s got broad shoulders and a narrow waist; he’s so tall and his whole body is as straight as a javelin pole. It nearly fucking kills me whenever he wears a suit and tie. After meeting him, I had wet dreams about him for three nights in a row…”

The comments that followed were even more outrageously uninhibited.

“I want Gege to take care of me sooo bad.”

“I hear that Professor Xie’s divorced. Maybe he’s like us.”

“My god, are you for real? If he’s like us, then I’d be willing to stay single my whole life if he rails me just once.”

After reading this section, He Yu fell silent for a long time. He really couldn’t bear it anymore.

He’d be an idiot if he gave up his chance to mock Xie Qingcheng for this. The jokes had practically written themselves!

And so, He Yu grinned. “Doctor Xie, who could have thought you’re the ideal top for all the bottoms. Seeing as they all want you to fuck them, why don’t you take one for the team and choose a concubine?”

Xie Qingcheng’s face twisted into an extremely ugly expression as he tried to flip the page.

He Yu pressed down on the paper, stopping him. “I haven’t finished reading.”

“I’m turning the page.”

“Wait a while longer.”

“I’m turning it.”

He Yu insisted with a mocking smile, “Just a little while.”

Feeling humiliated, Xie Qingcheng forcibly turned the page. He Yu’s laughter was particularly cruel as he continued ­reading, searching for any more mentions of Xie Qingcheng later in the book.

However, he’d only flipped through a few pages when his laughter died.

Because He Yu saw his own name.

It was written in the same style as the “Group Chat for Gays” from previous pages. Evidently, Xie Qingcheng had noticed as well, and the two of them began to read together once more.

“Why were all the earlier pages filled with bottoms chatting with each other? Anyway, this is the tops’ chat. Anyone have any recommendations for pretty boys at school?”

After a bunch of random names, He Yu’s name appeared.

“Oh, He Yu. It seems like he’s nice to everyone, but really? He’s extremely snooty and so standoffish. Not to mention, he looks way too delicate and refined. He may be tall, but his skin is as pale as a girl’s. Though, I’ve seen him play basketball before, and he’s pretty strong. I’m sure it’d feel great to fuck him.”

“OP, have you gone mad? That’s the young master of the He family.”

“It’s exactly that kind of status that makes him more fuckable!! He really turns me on.”

“Don’t you guys know that not only is He Yu good at playing basketball, but he’s also really good at beating people up? Yeah, he’s nice on the eyes, but haven’t you guys seen that swimmer’s body of his when he takes off his clothes at the school’s swimming pool? He’d kill you with a single blow.”

“But I still want him…”

Xie Qingcheng turned to the ashen-faced He Yu when he was done reading. “Amazing. In the future, you should bring a self-defense flashlight when you go out at night. Worst-case scenario, you can give me a call if you’re really too scared. Seeing as we’re old acquaintances, I can even walk you home.”

“Turn the page,” said He Yu.

“I haven’t seen enough yet.”

He Yu fell silent.

A depressed gloom settled over He Yu for a long while. In the end, it seemed that he no longer felt like wasting his energy arguing with Xie Qingcheng; he simply tore those two pages out of the notebook and set them on fire with a lighter.

After reducing the pages to ashes, he even went so far as to pull out a tissue to wipe the fingers that had touched them clean, his face devoid of emotion while he worked.

Xie Qingcheng simply continued perusing the notebook silently as the stoic-faced He Yu stood nearby.

For a long time, the only sounds in the cave were the echoes of the rain splashing down outside.

Summer rainstorms didn’t last long, however, so by the time their cell phones read eight o’clock, this boundless thunderstorm had ­already weakened into a lightly pattering rain shower. Xie Qingcheng lifted a pale and slender hand to close the notebook, but just before the book was completely shut, something a bit strange at the corner of a page caught his eye.

Xie Qingcheng’s hands froze. He made the hurricane lamp brighter and locked his gaze on that spot, his expression attentive yet grave…

A few seconds later, He Yu heard Xie Qingcheng’s voice float over, his tone so chilly it sounded a little peculiar.

“He Yu, come take a look at this.”

It was a line of writing squeezed into a very unremarkable corner of the notebook.

“WZL will be murdered soon.”

These words were written with a fountain pen in a crooked scrawl; it looked as though someone wrote it with their left hand. However, what made this message so intriguing was that the person had signed her name at the end.

It was a name that no one could’ve expected to see here—

“Jiang. Lan. Pei.”

Thunder boomed outside, but within the cave, they could have heard a pin drop.

“Wasn’t Jiang Lanpei locked up in a psychiatric hospital for twenty years?” He Yu finally broke the silence in a quiet voice.

Xie Qingcheng frowned in contemplation. “Though she did get a key in the end and had plenty of opportunities to come and go as she pleased…”

“But she was probably limited to the grounds of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital.” He Yu continued Xie Qingcheng’s train of thought. “Do you think she could have left and returned without a single soul noticing? And run off to this cave on Neverland Island at Huzhou University and leave a message like this in such an unremarkable tree hollow book?”

Of course, it was impossible.

“Plus, this writing looks very new, like it was only left within the past few days.” Xie Qingcheng examined those red words written in the book under the searchlight’s illumination. “And who’s this WZL…”

The two of them pondered over this old worn-out notebook for a very long time.

He Yu suddenly said, “I just remembered a rumor I overheard a few days ago on campus!”

“What was it?”

“Some students feel that although Jiang Lanpei is terrifying, she’s also quite a tragic figure—the type that spawns legends. Plus, when she died, she was wearing the kind of red dress that’s associated with vengeful spirits. Those students made up a saying that if you have a grudge against someone, you can picture how that person will die and write it down on a piece of paper. Then, you write down Jiang Lanpei’s name using a red pen, and her ghost will kill your enemy for you.”

He Yu paused and added, “But your enemy must be a man; it won’t work if they’re female.”

“Why is that?”

“Because the newspapers published a story about what Jiang Lanpei went through, so the students who made up this rumor thought that Jiang Lanpei’s resentment would only target men.”

He Yu took another look at the writing in the notebook.

“Say, do you think someone might have come to this island recently and remembered the rumor about Jiang Lanpei’s murderous ghost when they were flipping through this book and reading the messages people left before? Maybe that person happened to loathe this WZL guy just like the author of the previous message, so they were struck with the idea of changing this simple rant into a proper curse?”

Shaking his head, Xie Qingcheng pulled out his phone and casually took a photo for documentation. Then, he said, “I’ll bring this book to the public security bureau later. I keep feeling that there’s a certain link between Jiang Lanpei and your Huzhou University.”

The light in He Yu’s eyes flickered as he said softly, “I agree.”

“Oh?”

“The school uniform.”

Xie Qingcheng sighed, and his eyes hardened. “So, we’re on the same page. I suppose the Department of Public Security’s thinking along the same lines too—I’ve seen plainclothes officers at your school the past few days. Some of them are even veteran officers who used to work with my parents. They seem to be investigating something.”

The day Jiang Lanpei murdered Liang Jicheng, there was a seemingly unremarkable detail that was extremely odd: why did Jiang Lanpei go through the trouble of taking off Xie Xue’s Huzhou University uniform and putting it on Liang Jicheng’s dead body before dismembering and mutilating the corpse?

“Mentally ill people rarely act without reason, especially when it’s something this highly purposeful and unusual,” said Xie Qingcheng. “The way I see it, the investigation of Jiang Lanpei’s case will implicate certain people at your school sooner or later.”

He Yu raised a hand and smiled. “I definitely won’t be included among those people.”

Xie Qingcheng made no reply.

“I might not even have been born yet when she got locked up.”

Exasperated, Xie Qingcheng said, “This isn’t something either of us should worry about. I’ll hand the book over to the police after we get out of here—let’s leave it to them to figure it out.”

He Yu hummed in response. Since they were talking about Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital, he suddenly had a thought. “Oh yeah.”

“What?”

“I’ve been wondering recently, how we would be doing now if Xie Xue had actually been murdered when we rushed over there that day?”

Xie Qingcheng fixed his black pupils on He Yu indifferently. “Why can’t you think about something good for once?”

“I wish her more good than anyone else.”

In his annoyance, Xie Qingcheng didn’t catch the meaning behind He Yu’s words. He only irritably tossed out a careless reply. “Me too.”

“But if something really happened to her—”

“Then I’d go on living just as I am now, just so long as I’m not dead myself.”

It wasn’t as though Xie Qingcheng hadn’t experienced something similar before.

That one time when the devastating incident had occurred, there wasn’t even a chance for him to turn back or get a shot at redemption.

In the middle of a downpour, he’d seen the ice-cold bodies of his parents sprawled across the ground. Behind him was the yellow- and white-striped police tape that cordoned off the area. The belated wail of piercing sirens filled his ears. The front end of a truck was engulfed in violent flames. In the light of the towering fire, he could see that only half of his mother’s body was intact. Her wide eyes stared vacantly at him. A hand, severed by the truck’s wheel, lay near the toe of his shoe.

Back then, he’d thought that there was no way for him to continue living.

But nineteen years had already passed since then.

He Yu didn’t know what Xie Qingcheng was thinking about. But when he heard the older man’s response, he fell silent for a while. He gazed at Xie Qingcheng with an unreadable expression in his eyes, and then gave him a very light, icy smile. “As expected of you, Xie Qingcheng. You live every moment of your life with such a cool head that you would only ever lose control for a minute at a time.”

“People can’t live their whole lives in grief,” said Xie Qingcheng. “When tragedy strikes, even if it’s impossible for you to accept it immediately, you’ll still be able to slowly digest what happened in the end. Rather than wallowing in your pain and refusing to move on, it’s better to not waste this time and instead pull yourself together to do the things that need to be done, in order to prevent more tragedies from happening.”

“Ah,” He Yu said softly. “A stone-cold pragmatist indeed.”

Mood heavy, he didn’t want to remain in this cave with Xie Qingcheng any longer. Since the rain had let up some, he walked outside alone.

He Yu spent some time calming himself down until the stroke of midnight, when he saw some signs of activity on the opposite shore. It turned out that his conscientious, money-seeking club member had wrapped up his responsibilities and was paddling the duck boat to return to Neverland Island right on time.

He became quite animated the moment he saw He Yu, standing up and waving frantically from the swaying boat. “How was it? I’m very punctual, aren’t I? Was He-laoban’s declaration of love successful?”

He peered impatiently behind He Yu as he spoke.

“Huh? Where’s the lovely lady?”

What declaration of love?

The only person on the island was a stone-cold pragmatist; to whom was he supposed to declare love?

He Yu responded to the dumbfuck on the boat with a smile. “I don’t believe xuezhang should be nosy about that.”

“Look at you, you’re shy. Ha ha ha, I get it, I get it.” He winked at He Yu with a suggestive expression, then pulled up the Alipay QR code on his phone.

“The rest of the payment.”

He Yu rolled his eyes and took out his phone. It still had no signal. He unlocked it with an icy expression. “Please turn off the signal jammer first.”

The senior club member did as he was told, then asked with great excitement, “Did you see the message I sent you? On the other phone.”

“What message?”

He Yu fished out his other phone and looked at it.

“He-laoban, there’s a first aid kit inside the cave on the island. It has boxes of condoms in the second compartment. If you need them, you can check inside the kit, and remember to send me a red packet afterward…”

His accomplice silently edged over with a nosy expression on his face.

“It’s even the kind with the special delay lubricant, guaranteed to wear your lady out.”

He Yu smiled slightly. “Don’t put these kinds of things in the first aid kit anymore. It’s terribly immoral, don’t you think, Xuezhang?”

He finally picked up on the bourgeoisie member’s poor mood. After a brief moment of shock, he suddenly realized that this was because He Yu didn’t get any!

The senior club member couldn’t help but feel immense admiration for that unknown 180-centimeter beauty.

Originally, he’d thought that the reason the beautiful woman didn’t come to the shore with He Yu was because she had been left so weak after receiving his affections for the first time that she couldn’t rise.31

But now, it seemed that the towering beauty was, in fact, a cold mistress who was unswayed by wealth and riches!

Young Master He was so tragic. How did he end up falling for someone so high-maintenance? Tsk, tsk. A waste of money… Such a waste of money…

The club member shut up. Even after receiving the last installment of his payment, he behaved professionally and called a friend to get a kayak out from the storehouse. The two of them departed first, leaving the duck boat on the shore for He Yu to use.

He Yu finished dealing with the scene of the crime and was about to go to the cave and call Xie Qingcheng over. But the moment he turned around, he froze.

That man was already standing in the moonlit forest with his hands in his pockets, leaning against a cedar tree as he gazed at He Yu with a blank expression. Who knew how long he’d been there, silently listening under the shadows of the trees?

He Yu was silent.

Xie Qingcheng lit a cigarette and, like a cop conducting an interrogation, said, “I’ll give you one chance to explain.”

He slowly exhaled a faint ring of gray smoke and locked eyes with He Yu. “Go ahead.”


Chapter 21:
In Turn, I Caught Her in the Act

AT THAT VERY MOMENT, Huzhou University’s indoor gymnasium was bustling with an unusual amount of noise and excitement thanks to the students who had set up several rows of temporary vending booths inside of its walls.

This was one of the places that campus exploration event ­attendees usually visited the least, but due to the rain outside, it was impossible for the outdoor events to continue. Thus, a crowd of participating students had gathered here.

“Oh, look. There’s a love letter mailbox here.”

“It was here? Yes! I finally found it! I’ve been looking forever.”

A group of grinning female students crowded around a capsule-shaped mailbox, falling over each other to write the names of the recipients of their love letters and stuff them into the box.

It was a mailbox specifically prepared for shy and socially anxious folks to avoid the awkwardness of personally delivering a love letter. It was set up every year during the campus exploration event and was wildly popular with the students.

Xie Xue sat in a corner, drinking warm milk as she finished ­writing her letter and sealed it in a pure white envelope. She looked the envelope over before carefully writing down, one delicate stroke after another, the name of the boy with whom she was secretly in love.

A satisfied smile spread over her face as she got up and walked over to the capsule mailbox. However, just as she was about to deposit her love letter, a droplet of blood suddenly fell from above, dotting the envelope’s surface.

Xie Xue gasped in surprise.

“Ah, Xiao-jiejie, your nose is bleeding…” An observant bystander quickly took out a pack of tissues from her bag and offered it to Xie Xue. “Here, wipe your nose before more drips.”

Xie Xue hastily tilted her head up as she covered her nose with the tissue. “Th-thank you.”

How could she be so unlucky as to suddenly get a nosebleed?

It had been a long time since this happened. Now that she thought about it, the last time it happened, she was still a little kid.

“Your letter… Why don’t I get you another one…”

“Ah, it’s fine, it’s fine, it’s fine! I wrote it for no reason! Just for fun! It’s not important! Not important at all!” Fearing that someone would see the name on the envelope and laugh at her, Xie Xue hurriedly nudged her way through the crowd. She stuffed the blood-stained letter into the mailbox slot in a flurry, then turned tail and ran off without another glance, still clutching at her nose.

It was only then that the student standing by the mailbox realized, “Eh? I think that was Xie-laoshi…”

After running some distance away, Xie Xue thought she ought to give her brother a call and ask what it meant when someone suddenly got a nosebleed.

However, when she dialed his number, all she got was, “Hello, the user you are calling has their device switched off. Please call again later.”

Xie Xue was taken aback. Ahh…could it be that her brother had already returned to his dorm and gone to bed?

Xie Xue could never have possibly imagined that her big brother wasn’t asleep at all, that because he had taken her place as the nine-tailed fox, he was trapped by He Yu on an island for a good few hours.

And despite his careful planning, He Yu had been caught red-handed by her big brother in the end.

The two gentlemen stood by the water’s edge, both with their hands shoved into their pockets as they faced each other with icy stares.

Xie Qingcheng was waiting patiently for He Yu’s explanation.

“…The moon’s reflection in the water is a beautiful sight to behold.” He Yu turned his face up to the sky and spoke at last, unhurried, “The moon is very beautiful tonight.32 Do you understand what I mean?”

“Speak normally.”

“I also think you’re very good-looking, and I want to date you.”

“Have some sense of fucking shame.” Xie Qingcheng flicked off the ash from the cigarette he was holding. “I’m not joking.”

Slowly, He Yu’s smile faded. He finally removed his frivolous mask, likely because he knew Xie Qingcheng could see right through it, and his expression darkened. “Seeing as you already heard me, what else is there for me to explain?”

He met Xie Qingcheng’s sharply cold eyes once again, and with a pause and a sigh he laid things out in simple terms.

“Very well. I have someone that I like. I was originally planning on telling her tonight, but she didn’t come. Do you finally get it now?”

Xie Qingcheng had a vague hunch that something wasn’t quite right, but he couldn’t quite pinpoint what exactly it was at the moment.

He was distracted by the very fact that He Yu had a girl he liked.

“Someone at your school?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

He Yu smiled. “That is none of your business.”

Xie Qingcheng straightened out his legs, then slowly walked over to He Yu. Though he was shorter than He Yu, the higher ground he was standing on allowed him to look down at the younger man from above. His peach-blossom eyes looked as though they were lightly frosted by the moonlight.

“He Yu, do you know what kind of illness you have?”

He Yu said indifferently, “Psychological Ebola.”

“Then what are you doing trying to date someone before you’ve fully recovered and gotten your symptoms under control?”

He Yu did not react.

It was almost as though he had long anticipated such a reaction from Xie Qingcheng.

After a moment of silence, He Yu looked back at him and said softly, “Weren’t you the one who once said that I ought to form connections with others and build a bridge to society? You encouraged me to interact with other people, to make friends and find affection, to seek love. Not to mention, weren’t you the one who said I hadn’t even gotten into a relationship, that I’d forever be just a little devil?”

“I said that out of anger.” Xie Qingcheng’s eyes were as sharp as a blade, “You’re so smart, you should be able to tell the difference between truth and provocation.”

“Thank you for thinking so highly of me,” He Yu said. “But I’m also only nineteen years old. I’m not as perceptive as you think I am.”

Xie Qingcheng’s expression hardened. “You’d better be more careful, He Yu. Do you know just how many people become ­depressed after a breakup? Even ordinary people can lose their minds over love, suffering terribly and hovering between life and death. What you need is a steady and calm state of mind. Once all your lab results have returned to normal, you can date whoever you want, and it’ll have nothing to do with me. I won’t even bother to ask.”

He Yu suddenly thought of Xie Xue’s dimpled smile.

It was kind of funny that Xie Qingcheng had no idea that the person He Yu liked was Xie Xue. He had no idea, yet he was already reacting like this. If he had known that the person that he had originally planned on trapping on this island was his beloved little sister, Xie Qingcheng probably would’ve already slapped him viciously across the face.

“Have you ever been able to exercise complete control over your emotions these past few years?” Xie Qingcheng asked. “If not, then what right do you have to pursue someone romantically?”

He Yu met Xie Qingcheng’s gaze with his dark eyes. “The fact that I made such a decision in the first place means that I believe I can control myself.”

“You really are far too conceited.”

“Conceited?” He Yu repeated with a chuckle. Then, he asked softly, “Doctor Xie, have I ever hurt anyone in these nineteen years?”

Xie Qingcheng did not answer.

“I just like someone, that’s all.” He Yu paused. “But I don’t get such a right, do I?”

“You have no idea just how this illness will manifest in the future,” Xie Qingcheng warned. “Not to mention, you’re a patient with the blood toxin variant, you—”

“Professor Xie.” He Yu calmly interrupted the older man’s speech. “You are no longer my personal physician. I know that you are lonely in your middle age, and that’s causing you sleepless nights. So it’s perfectly normal that you like to poke your nose into the affairs of young people. But, frankly speaking, I think this matter of mine has very little to do with you.”

Provoked by He Yu’s tone, Xie Qingcheng’s temper also flared. “Do you think I want to poke my nose into your business? I’m only doing this out of respect for your father. Not to mention, I treated your illness for seven years. It’s hardly unreasonable to feel concern for a dog that you’ve looked after for seven years, much less a person.”

He Yu lowered his head with a smirk as he ran the tip of his tongue over his teeth. “Ah, what a pity it is that I’m not your dog.”

Xie Qingcheng could only stare in response.

“It’s late. I don’t want to continue standing here feeding the mosquitoes. Are you getting onto the boat or not?” He Yu loosened the iron chain that secured the boat into place and said to Xie Qingcheng in a slightly mocking tone, “Your back must hurt after sitting for so long. Do you need me to assist you in any way?”

In the end, the two of them parted on bad terms once again.

After returning to his dormitory, Xie Qingcheng took a shower and thought over the recent events. Even though it was a bit late, he gave He Jiwei a call.

“Oh, Doctor Xie! Long time no talk, long time no talk.” He Jiwei was surprisingly rather polite when speaking to Xie Qingcheng, “What a coincidence; I was just thinking about giving you a call.”

“There’s a matter that Executive He would call me for?” Xie Qingcheng felt a little taken aback.

“That’s right. I wanted to ask you about the incident at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital.”

That made sense.

He Jiwei sighed heavily. “These past few days, I’ve managed to get the gist of what happened. That boy, He Yu, really worries me far too much. I heard that you were with him through the whole thing.”

“I was.”

“The officers at the police station told me that you were looking after him all day that day. I really must thank you.”

It seemed that He Yu had not told He Jiwei the whole story.

Xie Qingcheng disliked being thanked for no good reason, and so he gave He Jiwei a rough account of what happened during the Cheng Kang incident—omitting, of course, any mention of the blood toxin. He Jiwei fell silent for a short while after he was done giving his report. “So, that’s what happened. That little brat. Ah…”

After a moment of deliberation, Xie Qingcheng said, “Executive He, you treated me kindly in the past, so even though I’m no longer employed with the He family, I still take note of his condition when I see him. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask how He Yu has been doing over the past few years?”

“Thanks to you, he’s doing much better. Didn’t you say back then that he needed to become independent once he reached that stage? I was rather worried at first, but who could have expected that he actually had that level of self-control? He gets shots occasionally or takes medicine when he feels unwell, but he hasn’t had any other issues.”

“Then, would you say he’s dependent on medication?”

“That…” He Jiwei hesitated slightly before forcing out a laugh. “You know very well that his mother and I are both very busy with our work. To be honest, it’s impossible for us to pay much attention to how much medicine he takes… According to the housekeeper, it’s not too bad; he doesn’t medicate all that much. Why? Has he been acting strangely?”

“No.” Xie Qingcheng hesitated for a moment. Despite his concerns, he wasn’t intending to divulge He Yu’s dating plans to He Jiwei. “It’s nothing, really. I was just asking, that’s all.”

He Jiwei said, “You can return at any time, if you’d like. You’re the best fit for someone like He Yu. There’s no one else like you.”

“Executive He, you flatter me, surely,” Xie Qingcheng said. “I’ve left the healthcare system for so long, even my medical license has expired.”

“Well, you were only a student when you came to us… Ah, forget it… Since you’re unwilling, then I won’t press the issue any further. However, Doctor Xie, seeing as you and He Yu now live quite close to each other, could I please trouble you to help look after him from time to time? He may seem mature, but he’s still quite young. He often acts on his emotions and does some rash things on impulse. His mother and I can’t watch over him, so there are times when we really are quite worried about the boy.”

He Jiwei then added, “But please, don’t force yourself if you don’t have the time…”

“No, it’s fine. After all, he was my patient for a very long time,” Xie Qingcheng said. “Not to mention, he’s Executive He’s son. These are all things that I ought to do.”

The two of them chatted idly for a while longer before hanging up.

Xie Qingcheng leaned back against his chair and reached up to massage his temples. To him, He Yu was a unique patient who was enmeshed in a very complicated network of personal relationships.

But after all was said and done, He Yu had grown up and become independent—he might not even listen to what He Jiwei said anymore. There were certain things that were truly beyond his control.

Xie Qingcheng could only observe for now.

With an aching head, Xie Qingcheng blow-dried his hair and changed into clean clothes. Even if He Yu truly wasn’t ready for ­dating, there was no guarantee the poor unlucky girl would even say yes if he were to ask her out.

Xie Qingcheng should just wait and see.

With this in mind, he picked up the notebook he’d brought home from Secret Utopia and pushed open the door to go downstairs. There, he called a taxi and headed off to the local police department.

At the conclusion of the campus exploration event, the handful of students in charge of clearing the scene were moving the activity fixtures, one of which was the massive love letter mailbox.

“The love letter capsule is way too heavy this year…”

“Just how many love letters are there?”

“Is everyone so shy and unwilling to say their feelings outright? Ahh…”

“Hey! Don’t step on my foot… Aiyo!!”

In a flurry of limbs, the two students handling the mailbox stumbled to the ground together with the box. Its cheap plastic flap cracked open upon impact, and the letters within spilled out with a whoosh all over the synthetic rubber surface of the track. With a gust of the night wind, the flyaway letters scattered in all directions, as though they had grown legs.

One of the students went pale with alarm. “Oh no!”

These love letters from those young men and women hadn’t even been delivered into the hands of their recipients yet—how could they lose them? The students scrambled up and hastily dusted themselves off before running after the flyaway envelopes.

But there were too many letters that had been scattered away by the wind for the two of them to even hope to pick up all by themselves. They were reduced to raising their voices and yelling desperately for passersby to lend a hand. All the students were also very enthusiastic, and they cornered and chased down the letters, grabbing them in handfuls from all around.

He Yu just so happened to pass by as this scene played out.

As expected of a warm, kind, and gentle rich young master and perfect role model in front of others such as him, He Yu didn’t hesitate to help his xuezhang and xuejie pick up all those runaway love letters.

“Thank you, thank you so much!”

The xuejie was so busy she didn’t even look up as she bowed repeatedly.

The girl beside her pinched her and whispered, “It’s He Yu!”

“Ah!” The xuejie yelped and looked up. Sure enough, it was He Yu. With her heartbeat accelerating like a rocket, she stuttered out, “Hi, hi, Xuedi…”

He Yu smiled and passed her the letters before continuing to help pick up some more.

There was a letter stuck in the bushes beside the basketball court. He Yu walked over and picked up that pristine white envelope. He flicked off the dust only to suddenly freeze.

There were bloodstains on that letter.

Beneath the stains, a row of exceedingly, beautifully written words were still visible.

“To Wei Dongheng.”

Wei Dongheng was the class idol in Class 1 of the senior cohort in the drama department of the School of Fine Arts. He was also someone He Yu had known for a very long time.

Among the wealthy business social circles in Huzhou, theirs were the two names that were mentioned the most frequently when the subject of different influential families’ young masters came up. The reason for this was none other than the fact that Young Master He and Young Master Wei were very similar in many respects—even their birthdays were on the same day, though they were born in different years. However, the results of their upbringings were completely different: in this social circle, Young Master He was famously well educated and refined while Young Master Wei was known for his licentious behavior and debauchery.

The Wei family was an aristocratic military family. However, one of their ancestral tombs might’ve been unfortunately renovated into a nightclub or the like. As a result, people probably desecrated their clan by popping-and-locking on the grave every single night, so perhaps that was how such a refined family had managed to pop out a degenerate like Wei Dongheng.

Ever since childhood, Wei Dongheng had spent his days street-racing, skipping classes, and revving engines with disreputable thugs; he stirred up endless trouble for the Wei family. If not for their ­family’s influence, they might’ve long since been cooked up into a pot of shit stew. In this social circle, the number of times parents cried in humiliated rage, “Look at He Yu! Then look at yourself! What good are you?!” was exactly equal to the frequency with which their teary children retorted, “Look at Wei Dongheng! Then look at your me! What’s wrong with how I am?!”

The entire Huzhou University knew that Wei Dongheng was unbelievably wild. When the school provided the drama students with audition opportunities, Wei Dongheng didn’t attend a single tryout. The reason why he was a drama major was because it was the one major in the Department of Fine Arts that had the lowest passing grade requirement; in short, he was only there to coast by and collect a degree.

Which visually impaired girl would write him a love letter? He Yu thought, somewhat incredulously.

He was getting ready to return the envelope when he paused, suddenly struck by a feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

He glanced at the envelope once more…

To Wei Dongheng… To Wei Dongheng…

Then, he froze.

The handwriting.

He could never mistake it.

He felt like he’d been struck by an invisible, staggering blow.

This was Xie Xue’s handwriting!

“Oh my, what’s going on? Did the letters fall out?” A group of male students who had just finished their game of basketball emerged from the court while wiping away their sweat. One of them glanced over casually and saw the letter in He Yu’s hands.

A smile immediately broke out over the student’s face as he turned and said, “Young Master He, you’ve gotten another great harvest this year!”

Another student stepped off the basketball court. He was about He Yu’s height and had an honest and respectable face, but his hair was bleached and dyed a flashy silver, and he had five piercings in his ears. He wore a carefree expression of uninhibited degeneracy.

It was Wei Dongheng, the man himself.

Wei Dongheng and He Yu’s eyes met.

Wei Dongheng nodded first. “Young Master He.”

He Yu returned the gesture, but the words “To Wei Dongheng” kept swinging back and forth before his eyes, every line and stroke carrying those familiar flourishes.

Usually, Wei Dongheng had no interest in these idiotic love letters, but since this particular one was in He Yu’s hands, he couldn’t suppress the urge to at least take a second glance. That’s when he spotted the bloodstain on the envelope.

Wei Dongheng furrowed his brow. “A threatening letter?”

He Yu seemed exceptionally nonchalant—even the movements of his lips were very slight. “Looks like it. Want me to toss it for you?”

“I have no interest in love letters. They all go in the trash can. I’m sure that Young Master He understands. But this is the first time I’ve gotten a threatening letter! I’ll have to go back and read it properly.” Wei Dongheng smiled at He Yu and plucked the letter from his hands. “Thanks.”

Out of habit, He Yu replied blandly, “No problem.”

After Wei Dongheng left, a very long time passed before He Yu managed to slowly clear his mind.

He still didn’t dare believe that what he saw was really Xie Xue’s confession letter to Wei Dongheng. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that the two girls in charge of the capsule mailbox were ­gazing over at him and Wei Dongheng in excitement just now. He made his way back toward them.

“Excuse me, about that bloodstained letter…”

“Oh, that girl with all the luck, Xie-laoshi, wrote it.”

“Yeah, it was her. Maybe it was because it gets so dry in the fall, but her nose started bleeding while she was writing. I was the one who passed her a tissue.”

“…Okay.” After a moment, He Yu said quietly, “Thank you.”

He Yu returned to his bedroom that evening, and after washing up, he lay in bed and endured a sleepless night thinking about Xie Xue and Wei Dongheng.

Xie Xue had also known Wei Dongheng all this time.

When they were young, the Wei family’s Young Master would come over to play. Xie Xue would be there too, and she and He Yu would always team up to target Wei Dongheng. Back then, He Yu thought that Xie Xue disliked this arrogant boy who thought himself higher than the heavens.

But at the time, none of them asked themselves: why would anyone go out of their way to bother someone if they genuinely didn’t care about them?

Xie Xue and Wei Dongheng attended the same high school.

When Xie Xue was a second-year student, Wei Dongheng was in his first year.

When Xie Xue was a third-year student, Wei Dongheng was yet again in his first year.

Later, when Xie Xue graduated, Wei Dongheng was still in his first year.

This joker actually used the fact that he had been held back twice to become a legend in their circles and even passed it off as an impressive feat as he held the position of the first-year idol for three years in a row.

He was a perennial rulebreaker—when Xie Xue was hall monitor at school, Wei Dongheng had walked right past her with complete indifference to eat barbecue off-campus for lunch. She furiously warned him against it only for him to ignore her. Even the clique of hoodlums who followed him around started to ridicule her.

“Wei-ge, is this our little saozi? She really keeps you on a short leash. She said she’s gonna take points off you if you dare to go out! Oh, I’m so scared, ha ha ha ha!”

“Saozi, not only are you super short, but you’re also flat as a board.”

“Wei-ge! This little girl’s really writing down in her notebook that you broke the rules! Why aren’t you trying to keep her happy?”

The gangsters whistled and jeered. Xie Xue, who was wearing the school’s red hall monitor armband, became so angry her eyes began to fill with tears. She dashed over to Wei Dongheng’s swaggering figure as he walked away with his backpack slung over one shoulder, stood on her tiptoes, and yelled furiously, “Wei Dongheng! You’re trash! You’re the most irritating person in the universe!!”

But despite that, why did she come to Huzhou University’s School of Fine Arts to be a teacher after graduating?

She was the top of her class and had gotten exceptionally good grades, so she clearly could have tried to get a job at Yanzhou’s Academy of Drama, where the pay was better and the program was much more prestigious. But back then, she had told He Yu over WeChat that she lacked confidence in herself. That’s why she decided to accept an offer at the somewhat less-challenging Huzhou University.

He Yu had his doubts at the time.

Xie Xue had always been a very brave person. Other than Xie Qingcheng, He Yu had never seen anyone more courageous than her. So why would someone like her lack the confidence to even apply for a job?

It was only now that He Yu finally understood that what Xie Xue had actually been chasing after was Wei Dongheng, who was attending Huzhou University.

And He Yu had been completely oblivious, rejecting offers from top overseas universities to come after her.

…How laughable.

He Yu lay on his bed the entire night, quiet and numb as he continued mulling over the situation until the sky began to brighten with the coming dawn.

“He Yu, we’ve got morning classes. Are you getting up? Let’s go have breakfast,” his roommate urged him from beyond the curtain.

He Yu agreed and sat up.

But a brief moment later, his chest suddenly contracted with a sharp pain which rapidly spread throughout the rest of his body.

He propped his slightly cold forehead up with a hand and took a pill from the bedside table. “I’m not feeling very well,” he said in a low voice. “You guys go ahead.”

He Yu felt unwell, but Xie Qingcheng’s night wasn’t much better.

By the time he made it to the police department, he was already feeling a little off.

Xie Qingcheng wasn’t sure if he’d caught a chill on the island or what, but he kept feeling dizzy and hearing a faint ringing in his ears.

He handed the notebook with the suspicious message off to a ­police officer on duty and explained the circumstances of its discovery before turning to leave.

However, he’d only made it to the staircase before he suddenly collapsed.

“Xie-ge?!”

Xie Qingcheng turned his head with difficulty and saw that it was Chen Man, who was in the middle of helping his coworker transport some files.

“Xie-ge!” As Chen Man sprinted over, Xie Qingcheng was overcome by a bout of intense dizziness; it was only after Chen Man grabbed him around his waist that he was able to steady himself.

Chen Man looked him over anxiously. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I suddenly felt a little dizzy…”

“Your face looks awfully red too. Let me take a look… Aiya, why do you feel so hot?” Chen Man hastily propped him upright and turned to shout at his coworker, “Um, Xiao-Zhou, take over for me for a bit, okay? I’m taking someone to the infirmary!”


Chapter 22:
I Tormented Him until He Got a Fever

THE STATION’S INFIRMARY didn’t have much diagnostic equipment—it mostly contained supplies for treating external injuries—so Chen Man ended up bringing Xie Qingcheng to the hospital.

Chen Man rushed back and forth, registering at overnight urgent care, picking up medicine, and waiting for the blood test results, while Xie Qingcheng reclined in the hospital’s ice-cold metal chair and rested with his eyes closed.

After a while, Chen Man returned from the service window with a freshly printed examination report in hand. Written on this report was a line of text that made Chen Man wonder whether he’d gone blind: an allergic reaction to mango.

“Comrade, shouldn’t you know what you’re allergic to at your age?” The overnight urgent care doctor pushed up their glasses as they scolded Xie Qingcheng. “You really were too careless—just look at your test results. How terrifying.”

Brandishing their pen imperiously as they spoke, the doctor prescribed a slew of medicines in an indecipherable script.

“We usually give patients with such serious allergic reactions antihistamine injections, but given the severity of his current state, he would need to receive them over the course of three days. If he’s too busy to take time off from work, there’s a new type of IV saline solution that will alleviate the symptoms overnight. Think it over and decide which option you’d prefer.”

Xie Qingcheng disliked antihistamine injections. He detested the thought of having to go to the hospital three days in a row even more.

“I’ll have the IV,” he said, and Xie Qingcheng and Chen Man were led into the infusion room.

Xie Qingcheng had a delicate constitution and tended to feel dizzy and nauseated if the IV drip delivered the medicine too rapidly, so he slowed down the infusion himself after the nurse left.

Chen Man busied himself with swiftly taking care of the administrative procedures, and then sat down next to Xie Qingcheng, who was resting with his eyes closed.

Chen Man stared at his profile for a while, then said quietly, “Ge, don’t you always avoid eating mango?”

Feeling unbelievably unfortunate, Xie Qingcheng said, “I was so unlucky I went fucking blind, okay?”

Chen Man was already used to being cursed out for no good reason. His older brother had been Xie Qingcheng’s father’s mentee, so he had known Xie Qingcheng since childhood and was familiar with this dage’s personality. When this dage lost face, you’d better pretend not to see it—if you dared point it out, you’d definitely end up just like him right now, thoroughly chewed out.

Chen Man sighed. “Sit tight. I’ll go pour some hot water for you.”

He returned in a heartbeat and held a paper cup out to Xie Qingcheng. “Ge, you should drink some.”

Only then did Xie Qingcheng open his eyes to receive the cup of piping-hot water with his slightly cool fingertips and drink a few sips.

“So, who tricked you into eating mango?” Chen Man took in his sickly appearance and mumbled, “What a fucking asshole.”

After finishing the water, Xie Qingcheng’s voice seemed to have finally warmed back up to a certain degree. “It was payback…”

That’s what it was, wasn’t it? he thought.

Nothing good ever happened whenever he ran into He Yu.

Of course, Xie Qingcheng knew that he had a mango allergy, and a severe one at that. His skin wouldn’t just burn up and flush red, he would also come down with a high fever. He had known since he was seven or eight years old that he needed to avoid this fruit as if it were a biological weapon; even his little sister, who craved mango so much she would literally drool when she saw it, had to accommodate him. In fact, in the interest of his health and safety, she never brought any mango-flavored foods into their home.

It had been so long that he’d forgotten what mango tasted like. When He Yu brought out the cake on Neverland Island, it was already too dark for him to see what type it was, so he had eaten the mango mousse cake thinking it was peach-flavored.

Xie Qingcheng sighed. “I’m going to sleep for a bit. Are you in a rush to get back?”

“Oh,” Chen Man said hastily. “No, I’m not in a rush. I’ll keep you company.”

Xie Qingcheng truly was too tired and miserable. He lowered his lashes, leaned back against the chair, and fell asleep.

The air-conditioning was rather cold in the IV ward, and patients receiving IV treatment were susceptible to the cold to begin with. Chen Man saw a slight frown appear on Xie Qingcheng’s sleeping face, as though he was displeased with the temperature. In response, Chen Man got up and removed his own navy-blue uniform jacket and draped it over Xie Qingcheng.

Sensing the warmth, Xie Qingcheng’s brow slowly smoothed out.

Chen Man fixed his eyes on Xie Qingcheng’s handsome, chiseled features and felt that the time wasn’t passing too slowly at all…

Sometime later, an emergency room nurse came over. “Time for a new bag?” she inquired.

The nurse was doing her rounds while taking over for the next shift, but as soon as she walked over and saw that the patient receiving the IV transfusion was Xie Qingcheng, she became instantly dumbfounded.

She was an old colleague of Xie Qingcheng’s at Huzhou First Hospital, but their relationship wasn’t the greatest. Her expression darkened slightly as her gaze darted back and forth between Xie Qingcheng and Chen Man before landing on the police uniform draped over Xie Qingcheng’s shoulders for several seconds.

An oblivious Chen Man replied with utmost politeness, “Yes, thank you.”

The nurse laughed humorlessly and dragged out her words in a singsong manner as she said, “No problem. May I ask who this person is to you?”

“…My…” Chen Man’s cheeks subconsciously flushed. “My friend.”

“Oh, your friend.” The nurse smiled. “Officer, you’re going to a lot of trouble, bringing your friend here in the middle of the night and keeping watch over him so closely.”

Chen Man didn’t know how to respond. He found her words a bit odd, but he didn’t take them to heart.

The nurse sashayed away after she was done changing the IV bag. As she left the room, she took out her phone to tap some messages into the group chat that she had with her colleagues.

It had been late at night when Xie Qingcheng was first hooked up to the IV, so by the time the three IV bags were in his system and he woke up, it was already morning.

He had an allergic constitution—his reactions were intense, and his recovery slow, so he still felt rather unwell even after the IV needle had been removed. Realizing this, Chen Man said to him, “Ge, keep my jacket for now. Don’t catch a cold.”

Xie Qingcheng hummed weakly in agreement and walked out of the treatment room with Chen Man’s uniform jacket on.

The hospital lobby was already brimming with people when they checked out—Huzhou First Hospital was the busiest hospital in the area, after all. Chen Man took the medical report to fetch the oral prescription while Xie Qingcheng waited in a less crowded area.

Xie Qingcheng leaned against the wall with his eyes closed and head hanging down. After a while, he heard footsteps approaching.

Someone stopped before him.

Thinking it was Chen Man, Xie Qingcheng opened his eyes. “All done?” he asked without looking at the newcomer and simply straightened up. “Thanks for today. Now, let’s go.”

“…Xie Qingcheng.”

Xie Qingcheng’s head shot up at the sound of that voice.

A handsome face with well-defined features appeared before his eyes. It was the culprit who had reduced him to such a sorry state: He Yu.

He Yu stared at him. “Why are you here?”

Xie Qingcheng’s expression soured in an instant.

The fact that they’d just had a falling-out on the island the night before aside, it seemed that, ever since Xie Qingcheng and He Yu reunited, they would get into an altercation every time they met. He Yu had grown up into a full-fledged adult in the time that they had been apart, so he didn’t find Xie Qingcheng as scary as he did when he was a child, nor did he feel the same powerful reverence toward him anymore. What’s more, He Yu had found many ways to vex this man and make him feel ill at ease—and found it deeply satisfying to boot.

Xie Qingcheng emphatically refused to let a young man laugh at him. His features grew sharp and cold while he stood up perfectly straight, as if he were not ill at all. “It’s nothing. I had some business to take care of.” He sized up He Yu. “And why are you at the hospital?”

As he spoke, his gaze slid downward to land on the bag of medicine that He Yu was holding.

He Yu moved the bag behind him without batting an eye and ­replied mildly, “My roommate is sick. I’m getting him some medicine since it’s more convenient for me to drive.”

The two of them stared at each other in silence, hiding their true selves.

After a while, He Yu said, “The jacket you’re wearing…”

It was only then that Xie Qingcheng realized that Chen Man’s uniform was still draped over his shoulders; layered on top of his snowy white dress shirt, the police jacket really was quite conspicuous. No wonder He Yu had been able to spot him immediately in the bustling crowd.

“It’s my friend’s.”

“You’re waiting for him?”

Xie Qingcheng nodded perfunctorily.

He Yu was still in a terrible mood. Xie Xue’s love letter had given him such a great shock that he could no longer suppress the symptoms of his illness with his usual medicine, so he had come to the hospital to pick up a new prescription. To be honest, he’d wanted to ignore Xie Qingcheng when he spotted him earlier, but upon remembering that Xie Qingcheng was Xie Xue’s elder brother, he thought that he should at least check in on him since they’d run into each other at a hospital.

But right now, he didn’t want to talk much more with Xie Qingcheng either, much less meet his friend.

“I’ll be leaving first then,” said He Yu. “I still have other things to do.”

And so, he left just like that.

Xie Qingcheng frowned slightly as he watched He Yu make his way through the bustling crowd. He knew that when He Yu’s illness worsened, some of the medication he used could only be prescribed at provincial-level hospitals. Could it be…

“Xie-ge.” At that moment, Chen Man returned, interrupting Xie Qingcheng’s thoughts. “I got your medicine. I’ll take you back now.”

He noticed Xie Qingcheng’s gaze and followed it, but He Yu had already disappeared.

Chen Man asked, “What’s wrong?”

“…Nothing,” Xie Qingcheng replied.

What else could he say?

That he’d met the culprit responsible for this whole mess?

Of course not. So, Xie Qingcheng simply said, “Let’s go.”

“Oh, okay. Ge, be careful on the steps.”

They arrived half an hour later at the single faculty dormitory of Huzhou University’s Medical Science Department in Chen Man’s car. Chen Man hung his uniform jacket on a clothes rack beside the door and went into the kitchen to prepare the medicine. He handed it to Xie Qingcheng and watched as he slowly drank it down.

“Ge?” Chen Man thought for a moment and then said, “Did you run into an acquaintance at the hospital just now?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t reply.

“By the way, a nurse came by last night to change the IV bag, but she was acting kind of weird.”

This time around, Xie Qingcheng acknowledged him. “Did that nurse have a long face, a mole below her lips, and look to be around thirty or forty years of age?”

“Yes.”

“That’s Nurse Zhou. She used to work under an older doctor,” Xie Qingcheng said. “It’s fine. She and I just don’t get along very well.”

After taking his medicine, Xie Qingcheng started to feel tired again. He lay down on the sofa with his arm over his eyes and ­annoyed himself with thoughts of Nurse Zhou and He Yu.

Regardless if it was his former coworker at Huzhou First Hospital or He Yu, they both irritated him to no end. When he was vexed, he liked to smoke. He didn’t even get to touch his lighter at all last night as he was stuck in the IV room. Now, he lifted his arm from his eyes and said to Chen Man, “Hand me a cigarette.”

Chen Man paled in shock. “You can’t smoke! Your test results! Look at them, they—”

“Look at what? Who’s the doctor here, me or you? Hand me a cigarette.”

“I don’t have any. I won’t give it to you!”

“You don’t or you won’t?”

“I won’t! I-I don’t!” Chen Man stammered.

Xie Qingcheng yanked Chen Man forward by the lapels, swiftly rifled through his pockets, and fished out a pack of Liqun brand cigarettes from Chen Man’s police uniform. He rolled his eyes as he tore the pack open and drew out a cigarette. He then held it between his teeth and looked at Chen Man expectantly.

Chen Man was silent.

Xie Qingcheng said, “Light.”

Chen Man sighed deeply, truly at the end of his rope. “Xie-ge, it’s really bad for you to continue like this. If Aunt and Uncle knew…”

Chen Man hadn’t intended to bring up Xie Qingcheng’s parents. When he saw how ugly Xie Qingcheng’s expression had become, he didn’t dare to speak another word. Instead, he quietly mumbled, “Sorry.”

He handed Xie Qingcheng the lighter with utmost reluctance and looked on helplessly as Xie Qingcheng proceeded to slowly poison himself right before his eyes.

Xie Qingcheng took a few puffs from the cigarette, his pale, slender hand dangling from the edge of the sofa as he lay back to stare at the ceiling with an empty expression.

“You’ve been busy rushing around all night,” he said to Chen Man. “I’ve also gotten in the way of your work. Thank you. You can go back now, I’ll be fine.”

“How could this be called getting in the way?”

But Xie Qingcheng couldn’t make Chen Man bustle about anymore. “Go back and rest,” he insisted.

Reluctantly, Chen Man thought things over and said, “Ge, I’m worried for you. I feel like your allergic reaction to the mango must have been planned out by some malicious bastard. If anyone tries to harass you, tell me. I’m a police officer now, and I can take care of him real—”

“What can you do?” Xie Qingcheng finally shifted his gaze and looked at the young man whose face still held a touch of childish innocence. He raised his hand and pulled down hard on his police hat until it covered his eyes. “You talk about doing this and doing that, but you’re still a rookie, so what can you even do? I’m telling you to go back and do your civil policeman duties properly. Don’t show off when there’s nothing happening. Your brother is already gone, and you’re the only son left in the family, so don’t make your parents worry so much.”

“Got it…” Chen Man mumbled and then lowered his head in silence.

Xie Qingcheng leaned back against the soft cushion once more, exhausted and rather listless. “Go home.”

Chen Man had no choice but to comply.

Chen Man was a good kid, but he was just too brash and impatient in everything that he did. Xie Qingcheng knew he became a police officer because his brother had died in an anti-gang operation and he wanted to get revenge. But the silly child was foolish and never capable enough, so he ended up getting assigned to a local police station instead of the criminal investigation team to which his brother had belonged. Xie Qingcheng could tell that this was a fact that Chen Man had never truly gotten over in his heart.

But Xie Qingcheng thought it was for the best.

Chen Man’s brother had stuck too closely to Xie Qingcheng’s own parents, getting swept deeper and deeper, one step after another, into intrigue and danger. Because of this, Xie Qingcheng had always felt a sense of remorse toward Chen Man’s family.

It was best for Chen Man to be a base-level civil police officer and spend his days catching thieves, doing things like finding lost dogs for grandpas and such. It’d be even better if he stayed at this level for the rest of his career.

Pushing these thoughts aside, Xie Qingcheng fell into a dizzy sleep that lasted until the next morning when he was awoken by his phone’s ringtone.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ge…eh?” It was Xie Xue, calling him as she was getting ready in her dorm. “What happened to your voice?”

“It’s nothing. I wasn’t paying attention when I was eating and ate some mango.”

“What?! You’re allergic and you still—”

“I already said I wasn’t paying attention. Why are you calling me?”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” said Xie Xue. “I was just letting you know that there’s a fall trip after class today. We’re going to Nanshi.”

Xie Qingcheng coughed a few times. His body felt so hot it was as though he were on fire. “Then go. Stay safe on the way and don’t go to any remote places with anyone by yourself. I told you, you got lucky at Cheng Kang Hospital. If–”

“Okay, already! I got it. Don’t worry! Ge, you take care of yourself too.”

Worried that she was disrupting Xie Qingcheng’s rest, the siblings only exchanged a few more words before Xie Xue hung up. She deliberated for a while after ending the call, then sent a voice message to He Yu.

Xie Qingcheng fell asleep again.

He was someone who excelled at taking care of other people, but wasn’t particularly good at doing the same for himself. Other than taking two pills after Chen Man brought him back, he had done nothing but smoke a handful of cigarettes—he still hadn’t even eaten. But he felt ill and wasn’t in the mood to cook, so it was only natural that he just fell right back to sleep without doing anything else.

This time, he slept for who knew how long. While drifting in and out of slumber, Xie Qingcheng heard the faint click of the lock. His consciousness was like a kite floating in the air as he dreamt, but the sound of the lock was the string that pulled him back to reality.

He didn’t open his eyes, but he knew that someone had come.

In his daze, he thought it was Xie Xue. She was the only one who had the key to his dorm.

Didn’t she have to go on the fall trip? It was frowned upon for new teachers to miss events like these at universities. Why did she come here?

Despite his concerns, Xie Qingcheng nevertheless turned over in an attempt to avoid being disturbed by his sister. He instinctually wanted to curl up under the covers, but unfortunately, there were no covers to grab and he realized he’d been lying on the couch ever since he got home. He hadn’t even undone the buttons of his cuffs.

Just as he furrowed his brow in irritation, a sudden warmth descended over him.

The person who entered his house had walked over, stared at him for a while, and placed a thin summer blanket over his body.

Xie Qingcheng wanted to open his eyes, but he really was exhausted. There was only the blurry image of a tall young man reflected between the fluttering of his lashes before his heavy eyelids fell shut once more.

It was already dusk by the time he woke up again. Someone had diligently mopped the floor of his dorm and opened the windows to let in fresh air. A slightly damp breeze blew in through the curtains and set the snowy-white gauze fluttering under the glow of the ­setting sun.

Xie Qingcheng narrowed his eyes slightly. He stuck an arm out from under the summer blanket that had been warmed by his body heat and covered his eyes with the back of his hand.

There was the sound of another man talking within the room, as if on the phone. “Mm…okay. Then I’ll come in a few days. Don’t worry about it. You aren’t asking for a lot of time. I also want to gain some experience unrelated to my major, so it’s no trouble at all.”

“Rest assured, Feng-jie. I’ve already asked for time off. I know it’s difficult for you. There won’t be any surprises.”

“Mm, yes. Then I’ll let you go now.”

The sickly Xie Qingcheng finally realized that this was He Yu’s voice.

Xie Qingcheng bolted up and turned in the direction of the voice.

He Yu had just finished his call and came out of the kitchen ­carrying a wooden tray in his hands. He walked to Xie Qingcheng’s side and set the tray down on the tea table. On the tray was a large Mino ware ceramic bowl. It was filled to the brim with chicken porridge that had simmered for a very long time until it turned an appetizing milky white. The porridge had taken on the chicken stock’s flavors, with each grain soaking up the rich and milky soup enveloping it. Snowy-white pieces of chicken floated within the porridge, and fragrant and crispy white sesame seeds had been sprinkled on top.

“Oh, you’re awake? Since you’re awake, you should eat this while it’s hot. I made it following a recipe I found online.”

He Yu paused for a few moments, then said, “I saw the lab results and the medical prescription on your desk.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t respond.

“You went to the emergency room last night for an IV, didn’t you?”

With a hand pressed to his forehead, Xie Qingcheng spent some time gathering himself before adjusting his position on the sofa.

After ensuring that his voice wouldn’t sound as pathetic as he felt, he finally said, “Why did you come here?”

He Yu didn’t seem to be in the greatest shape either. He was calm—so calm that there was a sense of darkness lurking within.

Even though Xie Qingcheng was sick, he could still faintly sense He Yu’s strangeness. He traced his gaze along He Yu’s arm and discovered that there were bandages wrapped around his wrist. He looked higher and found that the almond eyes that had been kept lowered this whole time seemed to be slightly red. Xie Qingcheng thought once again of the medicine He Yu got at the hospital.

But before he could ask He Yu about it, the younger man had bent down and reached over Xie Qingcheng’s shoulder to push a hand into the sofa behind him. He Yu looked down at the man and said, “Xie Qingcheng, if you are having such a severe allergic reaction to mango, why did you tell me nothing was wrong at the hospital?”

“Xie Xue told you?”

“Yes. She asked me to come visit you, saying that you didn’t feel well and that your voice was all hoarse when you spoke to her.”

Xie Qingcheng made no reply.

The boy watched him intently. “I was the one who gave it to you. I was the one who caused you to end up like this. Why did you hide it from me? Why didn’t you come find me? Why didn’t you tell me the truth at the hospital?”

“There was no need.” Xie Qingcheng said in a very calm and cold tone. “You didn’t mean it. You didn’t know that I’m allergic to mangoes. Besides, I was already being taken care of.”

But these words didn’t satisfy He Yu; on the contrary, they triggered the appearance of something slightly dangerous in his eyes as he stared at Xie Qingcheng. “I don’t think I’m so evil that I’d stand back and ignore someone I hurt like this.”

Xie Qingcheng said nothing.

“So, what exactly do all of you see me as?”

All of you? Xie Qingcheng furrowed his brow silently. Aside from him, who else was there at the hospital? But given He Yu’s deteriorating mood, Xie Qingcheng held his tongue and didn’t ask.

He Yu stilled before him. He, too, might have felt that he’d gone a bit overboard. He slowly straightened back up and said, “Never mind.”

He poured Xie Qingcheng a cup of water, then tidied up his examination results. He sighed at the sight of the terrifying data printed at the top detailing the allergic reaction.

“If there’s nothing else you need, I’ll be going now.”

Out of instinct born from serving as He Yu’s doctor for seven years, Xie Qingcheng stopped him. “He Yu.”

“What is it?”

Xie Qingcheng frowned slightly. “Did something happen to you?”

“…No.”

“Then what’s with the bandages on your wrist? And the medicine you went to the hospital for?”

He Yu draped his uniform jacket over his shoulders and replied without a backward glance, “I already told you about the medicine. It was for a friend. My wrist is bandaged because your stovetop was too messy, and I burned myself while cleaning up.”

He straightened his arm, and that bandage disappeared beneath the wide sleeves of his uniform jacket. He Yu stood motionless for a moment, as though trying to decide what to say. He turned his head slightly to address Xie Qingcheng again. “I still have the evening self-study session to get to, so I’ll be leaving now. Remember to give Xie Xue a call and tell her I came over.”

Xie Qingcheng nodded, but he still felt that there was something vaguely off about He Yu as he watched him getting ready to leave. After some thought, he asked, “Even Xie Xue went on the fall trip, so why didn’t you?”

He Yu paused for a moment while tying his shoes. From Xie Qingcheng’s line of sight, he couldn’t see the younger man’s entire face clearly, only part of his sharp and elegant jawline that was half-hidden in the shadows.

“It’s too boring. Most of the people going on the trip are acting majors. I have nothing in common with them, so I didn’t want to participate.”

He Yu knotted his shoelaces with a yank, pushed open the door, and left before Xie Qingcheng could ask any more questions.


Chapter 23:
The Murder Case We Were Embroiled in Had Yet to Conclude

XIE QINGCHENG RECOVERED completely from his illness a few days later and was eating with Xie Xue in Huzhou University’s dining hall. Upon seeing the chicken porridge in his bowl, he suddenly realized that it had been quite a few days since he last saw He Yu. He also hadn’t come across any of He Yu’s posts when browsing his WeChat Moments either. 

He frowned slightly as he recalled He Yu’s strange behavior on the day that he had come to check on him in his dormitory. Xie Qingcheng was an extremely rational person, but he wasn’t completely heartless. Not to mention, he had promised He Jiwei that he would help him keep an eye on He Yu. So it was a matter of course that he’d have some concern for the boy.

And so, once Xie Xue carried over her meal tray and sat down at the table across from him, he asked her how He Yu had been doing recently. 

Who would have thought that, in response to her brother’s ­inquiry, Xie Xue would suddenly widen her eyes and say, “Huh? You don’t know? He requested a leave of absence and went to Hangshi to film a drama. Didn’t he tell you?” 

Xie Qingcheng’s hand that was holding his chopsticks froze. “Isn’t he majoring in screenwriting and directing?” 

“Ah, it’s only for a little while. He’s helping to step in for another actor and playing a minor supporting role. They took a shine to him when he was buying breakfast by the school’s front gate, and he’s somewhat interested in it as well. Frankly speaking, with his looks, it’s kinda hard to say which side of the camera he’ll be working on in the future. He’s also a highly motivated person, so he definitely wouldn’t waste an opportunity to gather some experience.” 

“But why so suddenly?” 

“Well, it’s because the actor originally slated for the fifth male lead role got into an accident. That kid was a drama major, but he crashed into a taxi while biking around the campus gates before he even ­arrived on set. He got a huge gash on his face and had to get a bunch of stitches. The production team needed to get someone to fill in for his role fast and ended up finding He Yu…” 

As Xie Xue explained the situation, Xie Qingcheng vaguely ­recalled the phone call that He Yu had that day in his home; it seemed as though that was what that conversation was about.

Xie Xue rambled on. “But there’s one thing that I find a bit strange. I’ve seen the script for this drama before. It’s a super crappy little web drama. With his tastes, I would’ve thought he’d definitely look down on such a show, but he suddenly agreed, just like that. Even if it won’t take much time—something like ten days or so—I still have no idea what he’s thinking… He seemed to be in a pretty bad mood when he was asking me for time off too. He was so closed off when I talked to him.” 

Upon hearing this, Xie Qingcheng’s expression turned grave. 

He thought back to the bandage that had been perfunctorily wrapped around He Yu’s wrist that day and the bag of medicine from the hospital…

“Has anything bad happened to He Yu recently?” 

“Of course not!” For some reason, Xie Xue’s mood seemed to have improved by leaps and bounds ever since the fall trip; she appeared to almost give off an aura of a sumptuous peach blossom in full bloom. She chewed on her ice cream spoon thoughtfully, and it was only after a while that she began to waver and say hesitantly, “I don’t really know either… But I don’t think anything’s happened…”

Xie Qingcheng watched Xie Xue pensively, noticing her shining eyes and strikingly good mood. He could sense that she’d been exceptionally happy the past few days since returning to campus. Her head was constantly bowed as she tapped away at her phone and responded to message after message. Who knew to whom she was talking?

It was the same with her WeChat Moments. In the past, her posts were all along the lines of “a new xx restaurant opened on xx street, anyone wanna go check it out with me?” But recently, the posts had suddenly and inexplicably become much more artistic and refined. They were things like excerpts from youth literature that Xie Qingcheng couldn’t understand no matter how hard he squinted or strange photographs, such as a stretch of lake water or two leaves from a tree. Late last night, she even posted a picture of a shadow cast upon a wall with the words, “He he, li’l white floof.” It was difficult to tell just whose shadow it was with the fuzzy lighting; perhaps it was her own.

Xie Qingcheng had even commented on it, asking her, “Who’s this li’l white floof?” 

A long time later, Xie Xue finally replied, “A cute little puppy.” 

Xie Qingcheng said, “Stop posting such pointless things in your Moments. Hurry up and go to bed.” 

Xie Xue responded with an emoji of a face with its tongue sticking out. A while later, Xie Qingcheng discovered that she had also changed her profile picture to a swan that was facing away from the camera. 

Recalling these details, Xie Qingcheng asked, “Then what about you? Has anything good happened to you recently?” 

Xie Xue’s cheeks flushed red. She turned her face away and continued biting on her spoon, carefully tucking the secret incident that happened during the fall trip into the bottom of her heart. “Oh, n-nothing.”

Xie Qingcheng folded his arms as he silently observed her body language and the details of her embarrassed expression. His gaze slowly became keenly perceptive.

“Oh right, Ge?” Xie Xue, who felt a bit bashful under Xie Qingcheng’s fixed stare, tried to change the subject. “I brought some specialty pastries from the fall trip back for you and He Yu. Are you busy this weekend?” 

“No, why?” 

“I… Uh, there’s a conference at school so I can’t take the day off, but pastries go bad so quickly. So, if you have time, could you make a trip down to Hangshi and check on He Yu for me? That way, you can bring him the pastries too.” 

Xie Qingcheng frowned slightly. He felt as if Xie Xue was keeping something from him, but he did not question her any further. 

“All right,” he agreed. He was rather worried about He Yu’s condition to begin with, so it was a convenient excuse for him to visit the production team and check on He Yu’s mental state.

At dusk that very day, the ruins of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital stood empty, bordered by white and yellow police tape. When the wind blew, the police tape trembled as dust rose over the field of scorched earth beyond. Recently, a lot of people had made their way to this place from the city; some were here to mourn the victims’ deaths, while others were only here for the novelty and to join in on the excitement. 

Among the thronging crowd was an inconspicuous man wearing horn-rimmed glasses. Having squeezed his way through the group of people, he stared in terror and hesitation at the charred grounds of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital with his slightly protruding eyeballs.

“…Yeah, they’re all dead. Not a single higher-up is still alive.”

“Could it really be Jiang Lanpei’s vengeful spirit coming for their lives?”

“That woman was wearing a red dress when she died. I hear these kinds of ghosts are the most powerful, so it’s no wonder that the fire seemed like it was going for Liang Jicheng’s accomplices on purpose.”

“Aiya, you’re gonna scare me to death!”

As the chatter increased around him, the man in glasses began to tremble harder. On such a hot day, his entire body was covered in sweat and his back was almost completely soaked through.

He swallowed his saliva and turned back—he needed to go home. 

His parents had already been living separately for a long time. He lived with his father, who was also part of the “organization.” But among his parents’ shared assets, there was a safe in the old residence where he lived when he was still a child. Inside the safe was a stack of dusty old papers with moth-eaten corners. 

Those were Jiang Lanpei’s real files. 

His father had once told him that if something were to ever happen to him, he should hand over those papers to the police and then turn himself in. It would be fine even if he went to jail, because at least he’d get to stay alive. 

He was a coward—following his father’s lead, he’d only dipped his toes into the organization. He was too scared to say anything and even threw up in a terrified daze the day the police came to his home to investigate. But now that he’d returned to his senses… Now he knew that this issue absolutely wasn’t so simple; the list of the dead posted in the newspaper told him as much. 

He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want to be killed. He was terrified and urgently hoped to retrieve the items from the safe and run to the police department. 

In the past, he had been afraid of police sirens. He’d jolt upright in fear and tremble like a mouse whenever he heard police cars in his nightmares. But now, he finally realized in hindsight that only the police could save him. 

He broke into a sprint the moment he entered the little group of villas. The houses were set in a community that could have been considered posh twenty years ago. He was petrified, terrified that “those people” would catch up to him, terrified that Jiang Lanpei’s ghost would catch up to him. 

Crimson tongues of raging flame, crimson waves of a ghostly dress. 

“Ah… AHH!” 

The more he thought about it, the more terrified he became. He couldn’t help but start screaming as he ran. He came close to pissing himself, and his glasses nearly slipped off the greasy bridge of his nose. 

He forced his way into the garden of the old villa and immediately charged through the doors. 

He was afraid—so afraid that he didn’t question why the door of this old home that had lain deserted for more than a decade would be unlocked, nor did he wonder why the main doors would only be half-closed… 

The man in glasses was so disoriented, his head was like a pot of porridge. He panted heavily as he hurtled down the stairs to the basement. The rotting floorboards seemed like a lineup of corpse after corpse of the dead patients at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital, heaving low and heavy sighs beneath his feet. His mind was on the verge of breaking completely, and his lips trembled uncontrollably.

Help me… 

Help me… 

With a bang, he smashed through the basement door and charged hastily toward the safe. 

He remembered the passcode. It was his mother’s birthday. Even though his father was a filthy lecher—the reason his strong-willed mother always looked down on him when she was younger and why they later divorced—the password was never changed. 

Now that he thought about it, his mother also liked curling her hair and wearing red dresses when she was younger. Hong Kong fashion was popular back then, and many pretty women liked to dress up the way Hong Kong celebrities did in the papers—the most popular trend was those billowing red dresses. 

Fingers trembling, the man in glasses turned the dial, once, and once again… 

The door of the safe clicked open. 

He reached in.

A few seconds later, he suddenly spasmed, almost convulsing, as if he’d been electrocuted.

It was gone! 

That stack of papers—they were gone!!

Impossible… How could this be?

Amid the crushing disappointment and heightened sense of horror, he suddenly felt something warm land on his forehead with a soft plop. 

All the bones in his body seemed to be on the verge of turning tail and fleeing, but trapped within his flesh, they could only remain inside him in despair. 

Once again, there was that same sound and sensation.

Yet another drop of something warm fell. This time, it landed on his lips. 

It smelled metallic. 

The man’s eyes suddenly bulged out. He hyperventilated, and his features contorted as he slowly looked up.

He saw a woman. 

A woman who’d died on the staircase, with a gun still in her hand. She had been shot through the head, and her blood was pooling out all over the ground. The blast had destroyed her eyes, but her face was still barely recognizable, her eye sockets staring fixedly in his direction. 

The woman looked as though she’d committed suicide, but the man in glasses knew for certain that she hadn’t. 

Because that was his… 

“Mom…” The man in glasses cried out involuntarily, whether in extreme horror or sorrow, one couldn’t tell. “Mom!! MOM!!!! AH!! AHHHHH!!” 

His mother didn’t live here… His mother had already left more than ten years ago without ever coming back… 

Did she know about these files too? Did she also want to take these files to protect her son? 

The man in glasses broke down and immediately crumpled to the floor. His face was a mess of tears, snot, sweat, and blood. Beastlike howls emitted from his mouth, but not even he knew what he was wailing for. 

Then, he heard footsteps coming from behind him. It was the sound of high heels tapping against the floor. 

Click, click, click. 

The heels were bespoke counter-surveillance shoe covers with the latest, most innovative technology. The man in glasses didn’t even have the chance to turn his head when he felt something hard pressed against the back of his neck. 

A female voice giggled softly from behind him in a singsong tone. “Drop, drop, drop the hanky, set it lightly behind your friend’s back, no one let him know…” 

The woman held a yellowed file before his eyes. 

Warm breath brushed against the man’s temple as the newcomer asked gently, “Were you looking for this?” 

“You…” The man in glasses didn’t dare to turn around; his teeth clattered as he trembled.

“So was your mama.”

The man was too terrified to speak.

“Your old man was a cowardly hamster, so disloyal to the boss that he even hid something like this at home.” The woman sighed into his ear, elegant as an orchid. “He really shouldn’t have… Did he think the boss wouldn’t know?”

“W-who are…you…”

The woman smiled. “What kind of answers can a disloyal man seek?”

He made no reply.

“Save your questions for Hell.”

Those were the last words the man in glasses ever heard.

A few seconds later, an ear-piercing gunshot stirred up the dust of the basement.

The woman steered clear of the filthy mess of blackened blood on the floor and cleaned up the scene with an air of indifference. Then, she looked down, leafed through Jiang Lanpei’s files herself, and walked out of the old and abandoned building without a backward glance…


Chapter 24:
He Came into My Hotel Room

“LAST NIGHT, the residents of Golden Magnolia Garden reported hearing two gunshots. When the police arrived at the scene, they found the bodies of a man and a woman in an abandoned residence. The victims were a 52-year-old woman and a 26-year-old man. The two were mother and son—the wife and son, respectively, of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital’s administrative director, Liang Jicheng. The police discovered suicide notes written by the deceased within the residence. As both were involved in the Cheng Kang case, their cause of death is suspected to be suicide to evade punishment…” 

On a weekend evening, Xie Qingcheng was sitting on the high-speed rail when he received a push notification for a news article on his phone. 

He frowned slightly and opened it. 

The article wasn’t long; as these things usually went, the more serious the matter, the fewer the words. 

Liang Jicheng’s wife and son…

He recalled how the young nurse who greeted them at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital that day had indeed said that Liang Jicheng had a wife and child—those were the very words that made He Yu realize that the “Liang Jicheng” Xie Xue had met was an impostor. 

Did those two really die by suicide?

Something about this case unnerved Xie Qingcheng, but, ultimately, he wasn’t a police officer, and the details were too scant. The article didn’t even include a picture. Even if he wanted to, there were no clues for him to ponder over in the first place, so he turned off the display of his phone screen and let out a soft sigh. The flames from the rooftop of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital that day seemed to flicker before his eyes. 

Jiang Lanpei had cackled hysterically and said that no one had ever come to see her over the course of twenty years; no one had ever even thought of her. 

She wanted to become a vengeful ghost and turn all of Cheng Kang into Hell. 

Was this some kind of otherworldly karmic retribution? 

“Good evening, this is the G12 regular service train. We will arrive at Hangshi Station in ten minutes. Please gather your belongings and prepare to disembark the train. Thank you for riding with us today. The next station is Hangshi Station.” 

The sound of the high-speed train’s announcement pulled Xie Qingcheng out of his thoughts. 

He politely excused himself to the young girl sitting beside him. Her face turned red as she made room for him to pass. Holding the gift box, he walked down the aisle and waited to exit the train. He pushed the matter of Liang Jicheng’s wife and son out of his mind; after all, the case of Cheng Kang was a thing of the past. 

The production He Yu had joined was a small-budget web series.

The screenwriter was a newbie, the director was a newbie, and the actors were newbies… Since there was little to no investment, the entire cast and crew were all new while the props were all old.

However, there were good things about being newbies too. As everyone was equally inexperienced, their faces had yet to be stained by the grease of smoke-filled celebrity banquets, and the soles of their shoes had yet to be tainted by the mud of powdered fame. Most of their hearts still resided in their chests, wrapped only in a thin layer of flesh, and could be easily worn on their sleeves; while it was difficult to say just how much sincerity they possessed, they weren’t completely fake, at the very least. According to Xie Xue, the overall atmosphere was quite amiable.

By the time Xie Qingcheng’s taxi arrived at the filming location, the cast and crew were shooting the final scene before dinner break.

Xie Xue had already given the crew a heads up prior to Xie Qingcheng’s arrival, so once he got there, he was ushered to the seat next to the director’s playback monitor to watch the filming while he waited.

He Yu was in the middle of the shoot.

To be honest, Xie Qingcheng didn’t know what kind of production He Yu had joined before he came. After observing for a while, he realized it was a melodramatic and extremely clichéd campus love story.

In the drama, He Yu played a bourgeois male cannon fodder character who’d silently crushed on the female lead for years; the character actually fit his real personality quite well. In this particular scene, the capitalist was to declare his love to the female lead, be rejected, and then leave on his own.

This scene had to be filmed in a rainstorm, and since it was a drama with such paltry investment that even the director’s great-aunts and grandmothers had been dragged into playing the extras, the crew would no doubt look to save money on artificial rainfall if they could. So, when the stingy producer happened to get a rainstorm gifted by the heavens, he started to frantically pull actors in and torture them with repeated takes.

As a result, He Yu had to repeat this emotional, explosive scene in the heavy downpour, over and over. 

Acting wasn’t his major, and it was also his first time doing it. But He Yu managed to control his emotions very well when filming this scene. It didn’t seem like he was acting at all. Instead, it felt like he was rather freely expressing his own emotions.

Xie Qingcheng was quite surprised, and he wasn’t the only one who felt this way. Everyone standing before the monitors under the makeshift tent was shocked as well.

“Wow, is this stud really not an acting major…?” a staff member rolled the script into a little megaphone and said in an extremely soft whisper.

By the time they finished shooting this scene, the sky was already completely dark.

The embarrassingly poor production team had erected a makeshift tent by the side specifically for the actors to rest and change in. He Yu dipped into this tent after he finished filming his scene. For a long while, there was no discernible movement from within. 

Xie Qingcheng sent him a message, and about ten minutes later, a young assistant pushed aside the hanging screen and came out. The assistant, who was carrying a large black umbrella with a carbon fiber handle, ran over to the tent where Xie Qingcheng was waiting and invited him to the one that He Yu was in. 

He Yu’s tent was very small and contained only a white plastic outdoor table and a couple of chairs. When Xie Qingcheng entered, He Yu was sitting in one of the chairs toweling his hair dry. Hearing movement, he lifted his head and glanced at Xie Qingcheng. 

This glance of his was not quite what Xie Qingcheng had expected. 

He had thought that He Yu’s condition would be exceedingly poor. He Yu’s unbridled emotional performance just now had somewhat affected even the staff members who were watching in the tent and caused them to shed a few tears, but the actor himself was unexpectedly apathetic. He Yu lounged in the tent, listening to music with his Bluetooth earbuds stuffed into his ears and his slender, fine-boned left hand nonchalantly tapping a beat against the table.

On the contrary, his mental state seemed even more normal than when they had run into each other at the hospital. 

“Xie Xue told me that you were coming.” He Yu removed one of his earbuds and tossed it carelessly onto the table. He even gave Xie Qingcheng a smile. “Are your allergies better?” 

Xie Qingcheng relaxed slightly. “If they weren’t, I’d be dead.” He glanced at He Yu’s phone screen. “What’re you looking at?” 

“The news,” He Yu said. “The aftermath of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital. Liang Jicheng’s wife and son died last night. The reporter said the authorities suspect suicide. You saw it too, right?” 

Xie Qingcheng nodded.

He Yu smiled. “Even a man like this had a wife and son… Even he had someone who liked him before.” 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t notice the darkness in He Yu’s words. He pushed the gift box Xie Xue had him bring into He Yu’s arms. “From Xie Xue.” 

Carrying the heavy box, He Yu stilled for a moment before he said, “Thanks.” 

Xie Qingcheng accepted his thanks with a clear conscience. After standing in the tent for a while, he asked, “Enough about Liang Jicheng, let’s talk about you. Why did you suddenly want to act?” 

“I want to try some more things and the opportunity happened to fall into my lap. Plus, I like this character.” 

Xie Qingcheng nodded. He pulled a chair over, sat down, and put a cigarette in his mouth. 

But before the lighter could touch the cigarette, he heard He Yu say, “Could you not smoke?” 

Xie Qingcheng was silent.

He Yu often watched his parents’ guests puff out clouds of smoke when he was young, so he had developed an aversion to smoking that was difficult to put into words. 

Xie Qingcheng slid the cigarette back into its box, but he still subconsciously bit down on his lip out of habit. 

He Yu watched him. “You didn’t smoke in the past.” 

“…Mm.”

“When did you start?” 

Xie Qingcheng pursed his lips and seemed to be deep in thought. Finally, he looked up and replied with a slight shrug, “I don’t remember.” 

The man paused, as though reluctant to continue with this topic. He looked at the boy sitting across the simple plastic table. “Your acting is rather commendable. I thought you really got into character.” 

He Yu pressed the tip of his tongue to the back of his teeth, then smiled slightly. He smiled often, regardless of whether his mood was good or bad, gloomy or sunny. In his case, a smile was not an indicator of his state of mind. Rather, it had been forged into the mask that he was accustomed to wearing when he interacted with people—an extremely alluring hallucinogen he employed at will to prevent others from discovering his true self. 

“No, I’m not that stupid. It’s a script written by someone else. Who would take it seriously?” 

“Then how did you act it out?” 

“It’s just like lying. Haven’t I been faking it all these years?” He Yu stared at Xie Qingcheng. His voice was so soft that the other man could just barely hear it. “I have an illness, but I pretend to be a normal person.” 

He Yu leaned back and fiddled languidly with the earbud on the table, spinning it as if it were a top. 

“I thought that perhaps something had happened to you and this was all just an outlet to vent your feelings about it,” said Xie Qingcheng.

He Yu raised his head and gazed at Xie Qingcheng. “Is my acting that good?” 

“It’s not bad. How’s the burn on your wrist?” 

He Yu subconsciously touched his wrist before quickly letting go. 

He calmly, casually, almost carelessly revealed it to Xie Qingcheng. 

“It’s fine. But I can’t have too many scars showing on screen. They took care of it, sorta.” 

The makeup artists had drawn some delicate tattoos onto his arm, many of them in Sanskrit. The solemnity of the Buddhist texts blurred and entwined with the brashness of the tattoos in a way that suited the character’s introverted, gloomy personality quite well.

“Does it look good?” He Yu asked.

“It looks terrible. It looks even worse paired with your school uniform.” 

“He doesn’t have tattoos in high school, so when we change costumes in a bit, they’ll have to redo the makeup and find a way to cover the scars,” He Yu explained. “Are you going to stay and watch? The shoot will probably go on till pretty late.” 

“I’m not watching. I’ve seen you in a school uniform for almost a decade. My eyes have had more than enough.”

But although he said he wouldn’t watch, Xie Qingcheng still asked, “What are you shooting tonight?” 

“An exam scene.” He Yu said with a hint of a mocking smile, “There’s not much to see. Why don’t you help me bring these things over to the hotel? I’ll give you my room card.” He Yu paused for a moment, then asked, “Are you staying at the same hotel as the cast and crew tonight? Don’t worry about it if you’re not. I’ll just bring them back myself after I’m done filming.” 

Xie Qingcheng checked the message with the plans that Xie Xue had sent him earlier. 

“I’m in 8062.” 

“That’s right next door to me.” 

Xie Qingcheng accepted He Yu’s request. Since he had confirmed that He Yu’s illness wasn’t acting up, he took the room card He Yu passed to him and stood up to head to the hotel and rest. After all, he still needed to catch an early train tomorrow to make it back for his class.

When Xie Qingcheng swiped the key card and entered He Yu’s room, he didn’t notice anything unusual.

The room was what one would expect from a male college student: there were a few unwashed articles of clothing tossed onto the bed, a basketball in the corner, a couple pairs of athletic shoes, and some books lying on the table. 

Xie Qingcheng placed the box of pastries beside He Yu’s desk, then returned to his own room next door to take a shower. Dressed in the hotel’s loose-fitting white bathrobe, he was in the middle of towel-drying his hair while walking over to the writing desk when his phone began to ring. 

It was Chen Man. 

“Xie-ge, I came to visit you at your dorm; why aren’t you home today?”

“I’m in Hangshi.” 

Surprised, Chen Man said, “You’ve only just recovered. What’re you in Hangshi for?” 

“Checking on a patient.” 

“What patient? Didn’t you stop being a doctor a long time ago?” 

Xie Qingcheng lit a cigarette, glad he could finally smoke now. “A little devil around your age,” he said, then paused. “A little younger than you, actually.” 

For some reason, Chen Man was silent for several seconds on the other end of the line. 

Then, very abruptly, he asked, “Male or female? Ge, how come you went out of your way to visit them?” 

Xie Qingcheng breathed in a lungful of smoke. He found Chen Man’s behavior baffling, but still he responded, “Male. His father and I know each other, and I used to treat his illness. Otherwise, I really couldn’t be bothered. Why are you so curious?” 

Inexplicably, Chen Man’s tone relaxed once more. With a laugh, he said, “I’m just asking for no reason.” 

“So, why did you come looking for me at my school?” 

“Oh, I wanted to give you some of the crab roe sauce my mom made. It’s really good mixed with noodles.” 

“You can leave it with Xie Xue.” 

Alarmed, Chen Man said, “No way! She has such a huge appetite, there’s no chance there’d be any left over for you. Forget it, I’ll just wait till you get back.” 

“Very well.” 

“Ge, you sound pretty tired. I’ll stop bothering you so you can have a good rest…”

Xie Qingcheng said indolently, “Mm.” 

He didn’t bother with pleasantries with Chen Man either and ended the call. 

Chen Man wasn’t this clingy in the past, but after his brother passed, he was depressed for a long time. Xie Qingcheng often went to see him during this period of mourning. Later, after Chen Man recovered, he would come over to Xie Qingcheng’s house from time to time. It was only when Xie Qingcheng started to find him annoying that he finally stopped somewhat. 

But Chen Man was right. After spending an entire day rushing about, he really was a bit tired. And so, dressed in a bathrobe, he lay down in bed and closed his eyes to take a short rest. 

That short rest turned into a long nap. When he woke up, the digital clock on the table read 11:10 p.m.

He Yu should have already been back for a while, but Xie Qingcheng must’ve been sleeping too heavily to hear him return.

There was no other option—he was leaving first thing in the morning and He Yu began filming early as well, so it was difficult to say whether they would be able to run into each other again. After a moment of contemplation, Xie Qingcheng picked up the thin key card from the table and headed over to He Yu’s room next door; in any case, he should make sure to return the key.

Xie Qingcheng knocked on the door several times, but there were no signs of movement inside He Yu’s room. Recalling that He Yu had spent the evening repeatedly filming scenes in the torrential downpour, Xie Qingcheng supposed that the boy had fallen asleep from exhaustion. He lowered his hand and crouched down, intending to slide the key card under the door and then send He Yu a message to tell him so that he’d see it when he woke up in the morning. 

But before he slid the key card under the door, Xie Qingcheng suddenly realized…

The lights were on in He Yu’s room. 

It wasn’t very bright—only one of the floor lamps was on—but he could still see very clearly through the gap at the bottom of the door and confirm that the lights in the room were indeed on inside the room. 

Xie Qingcheng inexplicably started in surprise. He straightened up and, sensing something amiss, instinctively knocked a little louder, “He Yu, are you in there? I’ve come to return your room key.” 

There was no response. 

Xie Qingcheng took out his phone and dialed He Yu’s number. A moment later, he heard He Yu’s ringtone through the door. 

Xie Qingcheng couldn’t shake his anxiety about He Yu’s condition. He knocked a few more times on the door, then raised his voice and called out at the tightly closed grayish-brown door, “He Yu, if you don’t respond, I’m going to open the door and come in.” 

There was no response.

“Can you hear me?” 

Still no response. 

Xie Qingcheng pressed the rather worn-out key card to the sensor of the lock and, with a light beeping sound, the door opened. 

The thick curtains were drawn, and a heavy smell of alcohol permeated the room. 

Xie Qingcheng was immediately overcome with an ominous feeling. 

He swept his eyes over the room and spotted the boy, curled into a ball in the corner. 

The worst of his fears had come true. Xie Qingcheng was so angry he didn’t even know where to begin. “…You!” 

Like a little dragon in a cage, the boy shifted slightly but did not respond any further. 

Xie Qingcheng finally saw through He Yu’s disguise. His intuition had been correct: He Yu had indeed not come all this way for this role and to waste time with this production team for no good reason. He came here to find an outlet, a vent for his troubled mind.

In fact, He Yu’s illness had begun to flare up ever since he found out that Xie Xue liked Wei Dongheng. However, it hadn’t yet reached its peak and could still be controlled. 

Upon realizing that he was unwell, He Yu had immediately gone to the hospital to get a new prescription before joining the production team in an effort to distract himself. But although he could pretend to be calm and collected when he was in front of others during the day, he could not control himself when he was alone at night. He ended up self-medicating by randomly taking all the various medicines he had brought to prevent his illness from worsening. And when that didn’t work, he turned to drinking alcohol. Thus, when Xie Qingcheng entered the room, he was greeted by the sight of wine bottles—as well as pillboxes—strewn all over the floor. 

He Yu was popping pills indiscriminately.

Xie Qingcheng had expressly informed He Jiwei of the importance of strictly controlling He Yu’s drug usage before he left his job. If these medicines were to lose their effectiveness, the only option left when He Yu’s illness worsened would be to physically restrain him at a hospital. 

He didn’t even mention the word “treatment.” 

Because he would end up in the exact same situation as the patients at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital—forcibly subdued, tied down with restraints, subjected to electroconvulsive therapy, imprisoned—none of it would lead to recovery; it would only make him deteriorate into a vicious beast and force him into manacles and a muzzle so that he couldn’t harm others. 

He Yu would become a madman through and through. 

No doctor could bear seeing a patient ruin themselves like this. Xie Qingcheng walked over to He Yu and said with a voice tinged with anger, “…He Yu.” 

No response. 

“He Yu.” 

Still nothing.

“HE YU!” 

The boy finally moved, and his beautiful almond eyes shifted beneath long, thick lashes. His gaze slowly inched over to the halo of light cast by the floor lamp where Xie Qingcheng stood in a bathrobe. “It’s you,” he muttered. 

Before Xie Qingcheng could respond, He Yu leaned his head back against the bedside cabinet and said softly, “Tsk, seriously… What did you come in here for?” 

Xie Qingcheng ignored him.

“I’m just exhausted from work and drank a little wine. It’s nothing, okay? You can go.” 

The alcohol allowed him to control his violent bloodlust, but it also caused his mind to become befuddled; the normally intelligent He Yu suddenly found himself unable to spin up any good lies. In fact, he was so tired that he no longer wanted to continue making up stories at all. “Go, stop poking your nose into my business.” 

What he received in return was a hand wrapping painfully around his wrist as he was forcefully yanked up off the floor. Before he could come back to his senses, he was tossed onto the armchair. Looking around hazily, He Yu could only see Xie Qingcheng’s familiar and severe face. 

A pair of peach-blossom eyes. 

As though he’d been stabbed, He Yu immediately turned his face away to stare fixedly at the completely innocent and uninvolved decorative painting hanging in the corner: Van Gogh’s Starry Night.

He Yu’s voice sounded very congested when he spoke, despite his best efforts. “Xie Qingcheng, I said that I’m fine, so what are you still doing here? Are you gonna monitor my drinking too?” 

Xie Qingcheng said, “Do you think I want to monitor you? Just look at yourself right now—what kind of behavior is this?” 

He Yu didn’t bother responding to him and covered his eyes with his hand instead. 

It was at this very moment that Xie Qingcheng was able to finally get a good look at his wrist under the dusky glow of the dim floor lamp. 

The tattoo that had been drawn on top of it, as well as the concealer the makeup artist used, had already been washed away, revealing a deep and recent gash on He Yu’s naked wrist. 

Xie Qingcheng’s heart sank immediately. 

“You’re fucking cutting yourself again!” 

“Is that any of your business?! It’s not like I’m cutting your wrist!” 

Xie Qingcheng truly didn’t want to make it his business. 

But considering psychological Ebola, considering what He Jiwei had said to him before, Xie Qingcheng nevertheless said through gritted teeth, “Fine. I won’t argue with you. I won’t argue with you, okay?” 

He walked over to He Yu’s desk, on top of which there lay a box—a box of pills. 

Xie Qingcheng returned from the desk with a big cup of hot water. He took out the two pills that he’d selected, the type with calming properties, and passed them to He Yu, who was still sitting on the ground in a fetal position. “Hurry up and take them,” Xie Qingcheng ordered.

He Yu turned his face slightly to the side. 

“Are you going to take them yourself, or do you want me to force them down your throat?” 

He Yu stayed silent.

“Take them. Once you’re done, I’ll keep out of your fucking business.” 

He Yu seriously didn’t want to seem pathetic in front of Xie Qingcheng, especially since he was a bit dazed from drinking so much. He looked up wanly and took the pills and water from Xie Qingcheng’s hand and swallowed them with a gulp of water from the cup he was holding. 

“I’ve taken them. Now can you get out?” 

But Xie Qingcheng was not the type of gentleman who kept his word no matter what, so he grabbed He Yu by the wrist. “Sit down.” 

He Yu yanked his hand back with an icy expression. 

“I said, sit down,” Xie Qingcheng firmly ordered.

“Didn’t you say you’d leave me alone after I took the pills?!” He Yu leaned back against the wall with his face upturned, his Adam’s apple bobbing. 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t respond to him. 

He Yu closed his eyes. “…Just let me calm down like this by myself, okay?” His long eyelashes fluttered, and the jut of his throat bobbed up and down. “Just stop bothering me.” 

It seemed as though he was truly depressed. A dying fish would still flop around when they had the will to live, but at this moment, He Yu seemed to have completely resigned himself to fate, just waiting for his final breath of air to slip out of his lungs. 

Xie Qingcheng grabbed He Yu’s wrist and looked down at him through peach-blossom eyes. Sternly, he asked, “What happened to you?”

He Yu gave no answer.

Xie Qingcheng said, “You have a mental illness; there’s nothing to be ashamed of. The fault lies with the disorder and not with you. It’s been seven years, He Yu—I thought that by now, you wouldn’t hide your troubles and refuse to seek help anymore, yet you degrade yourself like this.” 

He Yu remained silent. He simply sat there, brows furrowed, face upturned, and wrist still firmly in Xie Qingcheng’s grip. His heart struggled against the effects of the alcohol and medication, pounding so fast that it was practically skipping beats. 

Xie Qingcheng could feel this increasingly erratic pulse through his hands around He Yu’s wrists. Like countless times in the past, Xie Qingcheng’s intuition and knowledge of He Yu pierced directly through his facade to see all the thoughts and symptoms he tried so hard to hide. 

Sensing that he couldn’t continue like this, He Yu instinctively began to struggle and tried to yank his wrist out of Xie Qingcheng’s grasp. The two of them began to tussle, but as the effects of He Yu’s drunkenness overwhelmed him, he leaned back against the wall and gazed upward while panting.

“Xie Qingcheng, you’re refusing to let go?” 

The boy tilted his face away. By the time he turned back, the rims of his eyes were blood-red with a mix of intoxication and hatred. He sneered, “You’re right, I am unhappy. I am upset. I can’t control myself. Everything is just as you said. You predicted it all. Are you satisfied now? You wanted to have a good laugh. Are you laughing now?” 

With a dark expression, Xie Qingcheng calmly replied, “You really think you’re that entertaining? I’m looking out for you on your dad’s behalf. I’m worried you’ll get into trouble.” 

“You’re worried I’ll get into trouble?” He Yu said, his voice tinged with mockery and his eyes bloodshot. “Our doctor-patient relationship is over, so why are you doing this, huh? Has he paid you to look after me? You’re letting my dad screw you over!”

He Yu withdrew his hand with a vicious jerk. This time, he managed to extricate himself from the slightly stunned Xie Qingcheng’s grip. 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t know what “screw you over” meant in the modern youth lexicon. Momentarily infuriated in his misunderstanding, he scolded He Yu sharply, “What the hell are you saying?! Screwing? He’s your dad! What kind of imagination do you have?!” 

“You’re so obedient to my dad, you do everything out of consideration for his reputation. If that’s the case, go look for him—come back after he pays you. After all, I sure can’t afford your service.” He Yu was deeply drunk and extremely depressed. He sneered and stared at Xie Qingcheng. “If you insist on babysitting me, then I can only screw you over. ‘Screwing over’ means not paying, Doctor Xie—you cool with that?”

Xie Qingcheng looked into He Yu’s eyes without speaking. 

They were wet, empty, and filled with ridicule for them both. Despite being hidden by such thick lashes and the dimness of their surroundings, those eyes could still show such conflicting emotions. He Yu tilted his head back and turned his face to the side. Xie Qingcheng thought he saw tears brimming at the corners of his eyes, but it might have been a trick of the light. 

He Yu leaned back haphazardly and glared at Xie Qingcheng as he asked, “It’s not worth it, is it? Xie Qingcheng? You won’t do it, right? So what’s the point in poking your nose into other people’s business…? Cutting my wrists won’t kill me, so why can’t you just let me let loose a little without feeling guilty? I’ve already tried my hardest—I didn’t kill anyone or set fire to anything, so why can’t I just fucking cut myself? Does my depression get in your way? Do you all want to fucking hound me to death?! Haven’t you had enough?!” 

He Yu’s mind grew increasingly muddled. His sense of awareness was visibly slipping away. Usually, he didn’t have much to say to Xie Qingcheng—it was only when he got drunk that he became irritable and talkative. 

Xie Qingcheng looked down at him, and just like this, listened to him for a long, long time before he suddenly reached up and covered He Yu’s eyes. 

The unexpected action stunned He Yu for just a moment, but then he forcefully grabbed Xie Qingcheng by the wrist.

His voice was almost whisper-soft as he said, “Xie Qingcheng?” The lips visible beneath the palm that covered his eyes parted. “What are you trying to do?” 
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Chapter 25:
I Kissed Him

“XIE QINGCHENG… What are you trying to do?” 

Logically, as a doctor and an elder, the appropriate response would be for him to offer comfort to the other party. 

But Xie Qingcheng didn’t do that.

He bent down, allowing He Yu’s larger hand to grip him tightly by the arm. 

“He Yu, honestly, I don’t have a lot of patience for you,” Xie Qingcheng said. “When you recklessly take drugs and hurt yourself like this, it takes all my willpower just to talk to you properly. So, know what’s good for you and stop looking at me with such distaste. Close your eyes and calm down. Stop thinking about such trivial nonsense.”

He Yu had no way to respond.

Xie Qingcheng was pressing down on him with a lot of strength. The words he said weren’t comforting at all, but it somehow felt like there was a great force that traveled through his hand and bore into He Yu’s heart.

He Yu gradually stopped struggling, but his head was still considerably woozy. So he sat there, just like that, and quietly allowed Xie Qingcheng to continue covering his eyes.

After a while, He Yu blinked, his eyelashes brushing against Xie Qingcheng’s palm.

Sensing that he’d calmed down somewhat, Xie Qingcheng was about to relax when something caught his eye—in addition to his wrist injury, He Yu also had a small bruise on his cheek.

Xie Qingcheng was utterly speechless. “What happened to your face? You hurt yourself on your face even though you have to appear in front of the camera?”

“I fell on a rocky incline when I was rehearsing.”

“You think I’d believe that?”

“If you don’t believe me, then forget it. Get out,” He Yu said, eager for Xie Qingcheng to leave. The irritation was making his mind fall apart once again.

The young man’s thin lips, still exposed under Xie Qingcheng’s palm, opened and closed as he tried his hardest to maintain his lucidity.

“Get out already.”

Seeing him like this, Xie Qingcheng grew furious. “Let me make something clear, He Yu. Even if you think that I don’t understand and can’t empathize with you, an illness ought to be treated. This is nothing to be ashamed of. If you feel uncomfortable anywhere, you can ask someone to help you alleviate the pain. If your heart feels heavy, then you should take your medicine on time. If your medicine is too bitter, you can say something or eat a piece of candy. Nobody would blame you for asking for a spoonful of sugar to help the medicine go down. You don’t need to tough it out like this, and you definitely shouldn’t hurt yourself.”

He Yu remained silent.

“You’re only nineteen, He Yu. To put it bluntly, you’re still three years from being able to legally marry—you’re still just a child. You can cry when it hurts, you can ask for sweets. There’s not a single doctor or nurse who would make fun of a patient for being afraid of pain and suffering. We even made it through the great catastrophe of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital—you should be happy that you managed to escape with your life. What could’ve possibly made you so upset?”

He Yu silently leaned against the wall as his chest heaved slowly.

Xie Qingcheng quietly watched as He Yu’s breathing slowly relaxed and grew gentler. He was still covering the upper half of He Yu’s face, so he couldn’t see the expression in those almond eyes, but he could feel that He Yu had stopped struggling so much. 

Xie Qingcheng hesitated briefly, then raised his other hand and brushed it through the sweat-soaked hair scattered and stuck across the young man’s forehead.

He Yu shrank back slightly.

From the center of Xie Qingcheng’s palm, there came a distinct sensation. 

Xie Qingcheng started in surprise—he could feel wetness on the palm of his hand.

He couldn’t be certain—and didn’t dare to make certain of it—because he’d rarely ever seen He Yu cry. At most, the rims of his eyes would redden. For a moment, he dared not remove his hand, going so far as to wonder, Is my sense of touch failing me?

But he didn’t know that this spiel of his had caused the dazed and drunken He Yu to fall into the indiscernible abyss between dreams and reality.

He Yu thought of Xie Xue. 

Xie Xue had once told him something similar before. Back when he was young, she had tilted her head and asked the boy who looked so polite yet never paid anyone any mind, “Didi, are you upset?” 

He Yu made no response. 

“I heard that my brother knows your dad. He’s working for your dad, so we’ll see each other a lot in the future.” 

The little girl grabbed his hand as she spoke. “Let me tell you something. If you’re unhappy, you can ask my brother for chocolate—unless you have cavities and can’t have sweets, of course. But otherwise, he won’t make fun of you or refuse you. I ask him for chocolate like this all the time! See? I got one just this morning!” 

As she spoke, she dug around a bit in the pocket of her floral-print dress before fishing out a piece of milk chocolate, just as promised. Her mouth split open into a grin as she stuffed the soft, sweet chocolate into He Yu’s ice-cold palm. 

“You can have it—even though you have a big house, you don’t have my brother’s chocolate.” 

He Yu was at a loss for words. 

“My name’s Xie Xue. You’re He Yu, right? Once you eat this chocolate, you’ll be my friend.” 

He was completely dumbfounded.

“You have to be happy in the future, okay? If you’re upset, come play with me. I’m great at cheering people up. I can stay with you the whole day…” 

Children truly were the easiest people to please. To them, a whole day was already enough. It was a vast stretch of time, nearly equal to what adults meant when they spoke of a lifetime. So, children would speak of a whole day so seriously, while adults would speak of a lifetime like it was nothing at all. 

In his drunken stupor, it seemed to He Yu that it was still that afternoon from ten years ago. 

He and Xie Xue still had an endlessly long day before them. 

He Yu sighed. After a while, he suddenly tightened his grip. Holding Xie Qingcheng’s well-defined wrist, he forcefully dragged the hand Xie Qingcheng was using to cover his eyes down, bit by bit. 

The warm lamplight shone into the young man’s dim and hazy eyes. In that moment, perhaps because they had yet to adjust to the transition from dark to light, He Yu’s eyes seemed a bit unfocused. 

Suddenly, he couldn’t discern who the person in front of him was. 

He stayed frozen in place for some time.

As for Xie Qingcheng, he could clearly see his own reflection in those almond eyes at such a close distance.

“Those words…” He Yu finally whispered. He stared at Xie Qingcheng, but his vision was still somewhat blurred and out of focus. “You’ve said them to me before.”

Xie Qingcheng furrowed his brows, faintly sensing that ­something was wrong as the young man’s warm, intoxicated breath invaded his every pore.

But he had no way of knowing that He Yu was recalling the first time he met Xie Xue, nor did he realize that He Yu’s mind was already so muddled that he could no longer recognize him. Xie Qingcheng only found his words inexplicable and strange.

“Now, tell me: if I’m devastated, how long can you stay with me this time?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t respond. 

“How long?” He Yu asked again, louder this time.

Xie Qingcheng returned to his senses. “What nonsense are you talking about—”

“I’m asking you a question.”

Xie Qingcheng fell silent again.

“Answer me,” He Yu insisted.

By this point, He Yu’s tone had already become a bit hostile and overly forceful. It was the first time he’d ever had such a wolfish gleam in his eyes, like a male beast watching a female beast that was determined to leave him. He’d never revealed such a gaze to Xie Qingcheng before. 

Xie Qingcheng instinctively felt a chill run down the back of his neck—that look was enough to make even a tough guy like him feel uneasy.

“You’re drunk. He Yu, you should get up first.”

The alcohol had really begun to kick in, causing He Yu’s mind to grow increasingly chaotic. He grunted in response but didn’t let go, staring into Xie Qingcheng’s eyes as his gaze gradually hazed over. “You’re lying. You think I’m a fool too.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t know what to say. 

Under such a stare, Xie Qingcheng tensed up even more, the most primitive genetic code deep within his flesh beginning to sound the alarm after sensing danger. 

It was impossible to get through to He Yu anymore.

The younger man was already halfway into a flare-up. He was like a remote island, entirely sealed off. He only said what he wanted to say and rejected anyone who tried to pry into his inner self.

At this moment, Xie Qingcheng also realized that they weren’t at the He family residence, with its restraints and specialized tranquilizers. He had no tools to help him handle He Yu.

In truth, he shouldn’t have been alone with He Yu at all when he was in this state.

He Yu had already taken his medicine, and given its potency, it would put him to sleep soon. Whatever it was that they needed to talk about, it would be better to save it for the next morning when he was a bit more lucid.

“Forget it,” Xie Qingcheng said as he rose to his feet. “You should rest up tonight first—” 

Unfortunately, this realization had ultimately dawned on him a little too late, as He Yu grabbed his hand so tightly he couldn’t even budge. 

He Yu had been staring at his eyes—the part of him that most resembled his sister—the entire time. They were the exact same peach-blossom eyes, only differing in terms of their character. Xie Xue’s eyes were very warm, constantly emanating her curiosity and passion for life. On the other hand, Xie Qingcheng’s were downright frigid—out of all the eye shapes in the world, this kind was the most emotive, but his aura made his gaze sharp and incisive. 

Under ordinary circumstances, there was no way He Yu could ever mix them up. But right now, in his downcast mood and drunken stupor, under the dim lights of the hotel, what he drowsily and blurrily saw were the eyes of the person he wanted to bed.

He Yu looked and looked, until finally, he could no longer tell the two of them apart at all. 

“Fine. You insist on leaving, is that it?” 

“What are you doing?” 

The young man ignored his question. “I’m asking you. You insist on leaving, is that right?” 

Xie Qingcheng tore himself out of He Yu’s grip. “Just what exactly are you trying to do?” 

He Yu dropped his head and sneered. His normally upright and refined features could not hide his deviant and sinister nature that lurked just underneath once he lost control.

A shiver ran down Xie Qingcheng’s spine as he took in the faint smile curling the corners of the younger man’s lips. 

He jerked to his feet, intent on leaving, but he had only taken a single step when He Yu seized his wrist again with a slap of skin on skin. 

Before Xie Qingcheng could react, He Yu yanked him close with the powerful strength of a young man. With one hand gripping Xie Qingcheng’s wrist and the other hand wrapped around his waist, He Yu rose and forcefully pressed him onto the long tea table nearby! 

The back of Xie Qingcheng’s head knocked audibly against the hard surface. He let out a muffled groan and the world spun before his eyes. “He Yu!” 

He couldn’t be blamed for failing to react to such a brutal and sudden attack. It was as if an evil dragon lying dormant in its lair put up with a noisy intruder until it lost its last shred of patience, spreading its enormous, terrifyingly rugged wings and ferociously swiping at the walls of the cave, fiercely shoving the offering that had encroached upon its territory onto a bed of rock. The intruder would stand no chance as its powerful claws brought a shower of debris down while tearing through that unfortunate soul’s neck with its teeth.

In truth, given Xie Qingcheng’s strength, he could have broken free at this point. Unfortunately, Xie Qingcheng was too straight-laced and he hesitated, thinking the violent bloodlust that was a symptom of He Yu’s illness was about to manifest itself. His imagination didn’t extend to any other possibilities, so he missed his final opportunity to escape. 

As the two of them stumbled and collided with each other, their feet caught on the floor lamp’s power strip. The lamp fell onto the thick carpet with a muffled thump, plunging the room into darkness. Meanwhile, when Xie Qingcheng and He Yu tripped, He Yu knocked over Xie Qingcheng and ended up pinning him down hard onto the middle of the table. 

His breathing was rough and ragged, reeking of alcohol. 

Only their silhouettes could be seen in the faint glow of the city’s streetlights beyond the window. He Yu’s gaze carefully traced over these outlines to land on that pair of unbearably familiar peach-blossom eyes. 

Between the alcohol and the dim light, He Yu’s mind and vision blurred. As he lowered his head to look down into those eyes that were only centimeters away, the rift in his heart began to expand violently outward. 

All the dissatisfaction, pain, emptiness, and unrequited love that he had suppressed for so long broke through the surface and shattered those accumulated layers of sedimentary rock transforming into heartache, manifesting in the trembling of his eyelashes, becoming the unyielding force of the hand with which he grabbed Xie Qingcheng’s wrist, accumulating into the hot teardrop that fell down in his sorrow. 

He Yu didn’t know where that tear fell. 

But Xie Qingcheng stopped struggling as he felt something warm drip onto his chest. 

“He Yu, you…” 

Before Xie Qingcheng could finish his sentence, the young man hovering over him with his head lowered and his throat choked with sobs suddenly cupped the back of his head with his hands. Then, with his eyes closed, he leaned closer and caught Xie Qingcheng’s slightly cool mouth with warm, wet lips.

Xie Qingcheng felt as though he had been struck by lightning. His eyes abruptly flew open as time ground to a stop, and his mind went blank. 

He couldn’t make sense of anything amid this chaos; it didn’t even occur to him to push He Yu away. He Yu was kissing him, his every breath burning with fervor. The force behind this kiss was something intense and searing, urgent yet distraught. He had never felt anything like it.

And it wasn’t as though Xie Qingcheng had never kissed anyone before. He and Li Ruoqiu had slept together, of course, but neither he nor Li Ruoqiu had any passion for the deed—it had always felt as though they were simply going through the motions.

But now he was pinned under a strapping young man who had caught him off guard and kissed him. As He Yu’s lips pressed against his own, Xie Qingcheng was assailed by the feverish scent of adolescence. Unlike a mature adult, the young man lacked technique, but his kiss was terrifyingly hot. As their lips came together and intertwined, Xie Qingcheng began to struggle on instinct, but He Yu held him firmly in place. 

“Mmph!” 

The desire of young people was too raw to be restrained, as though they would suffer helplessly all the way until their death if you didn’t help them find relief. However, if you didn’t get away in time, the heat from their body would radiate unchecked until it melted you to your core. 

Every nerve in Xie Qingcheng’s head seemed to snap in an instant.

He felt as though he had simply gone crazy—was this real, or was it a nightmare? It wasn’t until another one of He Yu’s tears fell, dripping onto his cheek to roll down the side of his face into the hair at his temples, that Xie Qingcheng jolted awake from this shockingly immoral position and abruptly began to resist. But unfortunately, He Yu had taken him for Xie Xue; there was no way he would let Xie Qingcheng go so easily. He Yu forcefully wrapped a hand around his pulsating neck, pulling away slightly in the process, and then leaned down to draw him into yet another kiss.

Xie Qingcheng’s strength was formidable, but his shock hindered both his mind and body. He hadn’t even had the time to react when He Yu grabbed him around the waist and pulled him to the bed. 

“He Yu… HE YU! Use your fucking eyes… Fuck…” Xie Qingcheng was far too masculine to stand being subjected to something like this. He was still wearing that bathrobe he had carelessly left his room in, and when He Yu grabbed the side of his waist, the heat that he felt from the younger man’s palm through the thin layer of fabric was impossible to ignore.

Xie Qingcheng’s scalp had practically gone numb. He began to resist He Yu’s advances, but although he was a full-grown man standing no less than 180 centimeters, He Yu was both younger and taller than him. And while the brat had a pretty face with his red lips and white teeth, he was in excellent shape. His abs were clearly defined when he took off his shirt, and his strength was truly, frighteningly explosive. 

Xie Qingcheng had cleared his head, but between that strength and the fact that He Yu had the upper hand, breaking free wouldn’t be so easy. Not to mention, this was also He Yu’s first fucking kiss!

What was it like for a nineteen-year-old virgin, who had never been with anyone before and suppressed his desires for so many years, to kiss someone for the first time? 

It was practically the same as an animal getting its first taste of meat after a yearlong famine. 

He Yu was drunk and sick, his awareness muddled, but he could still feel pleasure and arousal. He yanked violently on Xie Qingcheng’s hair to keep him from escaping, and the rims of Xie Qingcheng’s eyes turned red—perhaps out of pain, but more likely out of anger and frustration.

The boy who had gotten a taste of carnal desire refused to let him go. He Yu sensed that Xie Qingcheng’s furious struggles were indeed difficult to deal with, so he eased his hand out of the man’s hair to clamp down tightly on his nape instead. 

Xie Qingcheng lifted his foot in a savage kick, but He Yu simply used the force of this motion to pin down the man who’d rather die than get onto the bed.

“You—!” 

Xie Qingcheng felt as though the entire world was spinning as he fell heavily onto the soft, springy mattress. He Yu’s searing weight pressed down on top of him a moment later. 

Xie Qingcheng’s chest tensed in overwhelming shock and his pupils contracted… 

Beside him on the bed was a handful of unwashed, sweat-drenched high school uniforms that He Yu had worn for the drama. There were even some half-read textbooks next to the pillow. The bed, with its consummate schoolboy vibe, made Xie Qingcheng feel as though he was being defiled by a high schooler.

He Yu truly could no longer identify the person before him. Driven by his desire, he silently tightened his grip on Xie Qingcheng’s neck and stared at him, waiting for his captive’s strength to fade away as he lay beneath him.

About a dozen seconds later, Xie Qingcheng’s face was red from lack of oxygen. There was a brief moment when He Yu’s gaze seemed extremely terrifying, as if he wanted to gouge Xie Qingcheng’s peach-blossom eyes right out of his head.

But once that moment passed, he suddenly became extremely helpless and despairing again. Startled, he slowly loosened his grip on Xie Qingcheng’s neck…

Air rushed back into Xie Qingcheng’s lungs as he took huge, gasping breaths and started coughing violently. 

“…I’m sorry…” He Yu seemed to have sobered a bit, though his eyes remained confused. Even though he was speaking to him, he was really trying to tell “her,” “I’m sorry… I didn’t want…I didn’t want to hurt you… I just…”

Unsure of what to say, he lowered his head and slowly closed his eyes. The tip of his elegant nose rubbed against the side of Xie Qingcheng’s neck, and he dropped light kisses repeatedly on the bruises dotting the older man’s throat. 

Scalding lips murmured against his carotid, “I didn’t want to hurt you…”

Xie Qingcheng shook with anger. The blood vessels in his head were on the verge of bursting.

After kissing his neck, He Yu stared at him again, before passionately forcing a kiss on Xie Qingcheng once more. He eagerly sucked on Xie Qingcheng’s bottom lip and buried his fingers into the older man’s messy black hair as he was made to endure the plundering kiss…

He Yu even went so far as to try prying open Xie Qingcheng’s teeth to stick his tongue in!

Unable to bear the assault any longer, Xie Qingcheng viciously bit He Yu’s lip. The smell of blood filled the air. Seizing his opportunity, Xie Qingcheng turned his face away to avoid the young man’s scorching breath and began to yell at him.

“Are you fucking insane?! Let go…! You’ve drunk so much that your mind is confused! Get the hell up!”

Xie Qingcheng pushed at He Yu’s chest with his hand, but the young man only clasped his own hand over it. He even went as far as to interlace their fingers.
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Xie Qingcheng’s scalp prickled as goosebumps broke over his entire body and he had to fight the impulse to violently throw He Yu off himself.

It was at this time that He Yu shed his third tear.

It fell just near his eyes. 

He Yu’s finger followed the teardrop, tracing the outline of Xie Qingcheng’s peach-blossom eyes. 

Before Xie Qingcheng could scold him again, he heard He Yu sigh softly. He Yu’s gaze was unfocused as he looked at Xie Qingcheng’s face and curved a finger to touch the man’s cheek. “Xie…”

His voice softened and he paused, only allowing Xie Qingcheng to hear “Xie,” but not the following “Xue.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t know how to respond. 

He Yu leaned over and trapped Xie Qingcheng beneath him with his broad shoulders. He turned his head and murmured softly into the side of Xie Qingcheng’s neck, “I like you… I really like you…”


Chapter 26:
After I Sobered Up

WITH HIS HEAD BOWED, the young man lifted up slightly, his breath tickling that tiny space just above Xie Qingcheng’s lips. His loose fringe hung over his brow, a curtain over his confused yet scalding gaze. 

He clasped Xie Qingcheng’s hand tightly, but Xie Qingcheng was so stunned by He Yu’s sudden confession that he was nearly catatonic. 

He had only been furious and bewildered before, but this shock sent a bolt of paralyzing electricity throughout his body. 

He was so confounded that he even forgot to resist…

Who liked whom? 

He Yu liked him? 

How could this be…

They were both men, and He Yu had never shown any inclination toward homosexuality; not to mention, Xie Qingcheng was thirteen years older than him…

As he lay on He Yu’s hotel bed, his bathrobe in disarray and his body drenched in sweat, Xie Qingcheng slowly lifted his gaze to look into the eyes of the boy leaning over him in the darkness. But he had no idea that when this boy looked at him, he saw only that girl who resembled him. 

“I love you so much… Listen to me: don’t get together with him…” 

It was only after this sentence that Xie Qingcheng finally snapped out of his astonishment. “…Fucking hell!” he cursed through gritted teeth.

He Yu had drunk too much and mistaken him for the wrong fucking person! 

Xie Qingcheng tore his eyes away from He Yu’s face as the puzzling mysteries from before came together like pearls on a string: He Yu joining the drama production, the sudden flare-up of his illness, what he said on Neverland Island about declaring his love to a girl, the drunken words he muttered over and over again…all the pieces fell into place. 

Xie Qingcheng understood everything. 

He Yu had expressed his feelings and then was rejected by that poor unfortunate girl…

Xie Qingcheng pressed his fingers to his brow. All the furious tussling in their wrestling match of dominance had coated Xie Qingcheng’s forehead in sweat. He pushed his messy, drenched bangs out of his face in irritation as his chest heaved with each breath. 

His neck still ached from where He Yu had grabbed it, but it didn’t hurt as much as his head. The night’s incident had been an unbelievably hideous, hellish mess, but he couldn’t help but be glad for the sake of that faceless girl he had yet to meet. 

At least this disaster hadn’t befallen her. 

Then, there was the matter of He Yu. 

For starters, patients with psychological Ebola needed to stay calm; they could maintain rationality and self-control by keeping their mood fluctuations to a minimum. Romance could really disturb one’s mood, so it was better to avoid it where possible. But He Yu seemed to have developed “Xie Qingcheng PTSD”—he was willing to listen to literally any advice so long as it didn’t come from Xie Qingcheng.

So much for following the doctor’s orders. 

It was no surprise, then, that He Yu had fallen into his current state.

That said, it was fortunate that he had only unraveled this much, because he could still be saved. 

Xie Qingcheng was still pinned beneath the young man’s tall, broad, and feverishly hot body. But after sorting out his thoughts, he once again pressed his hand to He Yu’s chest with a grim expression. “You… Get the fuck off me. Get off!!” 

The intensity in He Yu’s eyes had already faded. The medicine’s tranquilizing properties were finally taking visible effect. He was still staring at Xie Qingcheng, but his grip slowly began to weaken and, as his breathing gradually steadied, signs of his madness ebbed away. 

There was even an instant when a flash of sobriety flickered in his eyes before quickly dissipating once again.

Xie Qingcheng seized the opportunity to throw He Yu off his body. Tightening his hold on his bathrobe, he got up from the bed. His wrist was still throbbing in pain. 

He Yu finally quieted down, though it might have been more accurate to say that the medication had finally subdued his savagery. He didn’t struggle after being viciously pushed away, only opened his eyes in a vacant stare. After a long while, he whispered, “Did you know? I can’t find the bridge anymore…” 

“What?” 

“I can’t find it… I can’t get out of here… I…I can’t get out of here, no matter what I do…” 

These quiet murmurs weren’t spoken to Xie Qingcheng or anyone else. He Yu’s expression was empty. He seemed lost, as he spoke like a madman raving in the darkness. 

He Yu slowly closed his eyes, his lashes quivering. 

Xie Qingcheng had no idea what bridge He Yu was talking about. The events of tonight had nearly driven him mad. He forced down his anger and discomfort, threw He Yu onto the bed with a strained expression, and tossed the blanket over him. Then, he went to the bathroom to brush his teeth and rinse his mouth. 

Xie Qingcheng was somewhat apathetic toward sex and disliked having unnecessary physical contact with others, much less getting kissed by someone of the same sex, so he was unbearably disgusted. With tap water gushing out of the faucet, he thoroughly rinsed out his mouth and splashed a handful of water onto his face. Leaning against the vanity, he finally managed to compose himself as he looked up into the mirror at his own face, which was still dripping wet. 

The relationships between young people were simply a train wreck waiting to happen; the slightest bump in the tracks and everything would promptly fly off the rails. If not for the fact that this incident had happened to him personally, he could hardly be bothered to deal with this mess at all.

Seriously, what the hell? What the fucking hell? 

All things considered, He Jiwei really ought to be paying him—it’d be inexcusable if he didn’t. Later, he ought to seek He Jiwei out for compensation. 

Xie Qingcheng’s expression was grim as he pressed a hand to his aching temple, turned off the faucet, walked out to the sofa by the bed, and sat down in a daze. 

The medicine had already knocked He Yu out by the time Xie Qingcheng stepped out of the bathroom. The docile-looking boy hugging a blanket on the bed was nearly indistinguishable from his usual model student self and completely different from the beast that had been clinging to him earlier. 

Xie Qingcheng’s mood soured as he looked at He Yu. He twisted open a bottle of the hotel’s complimentary spring water and was about to take a sip to quell his anger, but a sudden flash of pain jolted through him the moment his mouth touched the bottle. Gasping, he lifted a hand to his lips, only to discover that they had been bitten bloody by He Yu. In all his thirty-two years, no one had ever dared to ravage his lips like this. Xie Qingcheng’s expression darkened completely. 

He slammed down the bottle of water, lit a cigarette, and began to smoke right there in the room—He Yu’s preferences be damned. It was only after he had forced the little bastard sleeping on the bed to breathe an excess amount of secondhand smoke that he finally stubbed out the cigarette.

…Forget it. Just forget it! Xie Qingcheng thought, incandescently furious. Seeing as he’s already fucking kissed me, then so be it. What else is there to be done? 

As a man, he had nothing to lose; aside from feeling somewhat disgusted, there wasn’t really an issue. Not to mention that, ultimately, this was nothing more than a misunderstanding. 

Xie Qingcheng was too rational a person to waste much grief on a silly misunderstanding. 

Objectively, the most important thing right now was He Yu’s current condition. 

He had finally personally experienced one of He Yu’s flare-ups in their present stage. It was true that He Yu had been unhinged, yet this was still merely a partial flare-up as he had retained some semblance of control over his actions. 

The question was, what would happen when He Yu fell completely ill and had a full-blown episode? How horrible would that be? 

Perhaps his prognosis wasn’t nearly as optimistic as it appeared on the surface. 

Xie Qingcheng closed his eyes. He had long predicted that He Yu’s condition would fluctuate a certain degree if he were to fall in love. That day on the island when he had tried to warn He Yu against pursuing his feelings, it hadn’t only been out of consideration for that girl but for He Yu himself as well. However, his words fell on deaf ears.

He Yu had told him, “Doctor Xie, have I ever hurt anyone in these nineteen years? I just like someone, that’s all. But I don’t get such a right, do I?”

At the time, Xie Qingcheng had looked into He Yu’s eyes and suddenly found himself unable to say anything. 

He had watched He Yu grow up and knew his illness was too severe. He Yu had wandered between the twin abysses of his mental and physical states for nearly twenty years now, but he had yet to find a way out. The minds of patients with psychological Ebola were plagued with an intense viciousness; when their mental illness flared up, they could even become extremely violent and bloodthirsty. 

Yet, He Yu chose to direct that viciousness at himself. 

Whether it was howling in anguish or smashing his head against the walls, he always retreated to his evil dragon’s lair whenever he felt things getting out of hand. Rather than risk harming the innocent, he would endure the torment in isolated darkness.

So, that mystery girl, was she the light at the end of the tunnel that He Yu was chasing? 

Thinking of the tears He Yu had shed tonight, and recalling how the boy had sobbed out how much he loved her, Xie Qingcheng couldn’t help but turn back once more and look at the young man slumbering on the bed. 

Was this why He Yu had left school, why he couldn’t take it anymore, why the disease lying dormant in his heart had been triggered? 

Xie Qingcheng subconsciously reached up and touched the spot on his lips where He Yu had kissed him. He Yu may have been a loathsome beast, but Xie Qingcheng couldn’t help thinking that he was a pitiful beast as well.

However, Xie Qingcheng had suffered too much of a shock to think about things too deeply. He still believed that the “Xie” He Yu had uttered in his half-muddled daze was referring to himself, and it never crossed his mind that He Yu could possibly have been thinking of Xie Xue at all. 

And why would it? Even though He Yu and Xie Xue were of the same generation, they were still five years apart in age. To Xie Qingcheng, this age gap signified that they were unlikely to develop romantic feelings for each other, so he never once suspected that He Yu had inappropriate feelings for Xie Xue. 

Not to mention, how old was He Yu again? Nineteen—still a teenager. In olden times, he wouldn’t yet have had his coming-of-age crowning ceremony. He would have still been considered a minor. 

Truth be told, to the stiff and traditional Xie Qingcheng, nineteen was still far too early to be dating. Nineteen-year-old boys barely had any hair on their chest and would still be in school, yet he was thinking of romance? He didn’t even know who he was yet, so how long could this relationship last? And if he happened to knock her up, could he take the girl to the Bureau of Civil Affairs and make an honest woman out of her? Could he be self-sufficient enough to raise a family of three while caring for two sets of aging parents? Without financial support from his parents, could he earn enough money to raise the child and make sure his wife wouldn’t have to worry about making ends meet while she was pregnant? 

Nonsense, he couldn’t do any of that at all. 

So, he was still a boy, not a man. 

Xie Qingcheng would never equate this sort of person with his future brother-in-law, so it was only natural that the thought wouldn’t have even crossed his mind.

The sleeping student on the bed furrowed his elegant brows as though upset by something in his dream. Xie Qingcheng didn’t want to look at him any longer, and he wanted to look at that hopelessly messy bed even less. 

He got up and walked out the door. 

It was already early the next morning by the time He Yu woke up. He opened his eyes in a daze, ran a hand through the messy hair scattered over his brow, and pressed against his slightly cool forehead. 

His memories of the night before were like shattered fragments of porcelain: it was difficult to avoid being cut by their jagged edges when piecing them back together. 

He Yu endured the spasming pain inside his skull as a rough outline of events from the night before formed in his mind. But the second he remembered the misdirected kiss, his entire body froze as he realized… 

It seemed…he had…kissed Xie Qingcheng…

He Yu’s immediate reaction was to hope that he was having a nightmare, but the broken skin on his bitten lip was still a little bloody. When he licked it, it stung with an utterly sobering kind of pain that made it patently clear that everything that had happened last night was indeed real. 

As an all-encompassing model student since childhood, He Yu had honed the extremely high resilience and lightning-fast reaction time common to all star xueba. However, nothing could have prepared him for something like this.

His face was pale as he sat on the bed in a daze. 

As his mind struggled to make sense of his memories, he heard the beeping sound of a key card being swiped. He Yu looked on helplessly as his door was abruptly pulled open and the victim of his inadvertent sexual harassment from the night before walked in with a calm and collected expression.

Xie Qingcheng had stayed up the entire night. He had spent several hours lost in thought after returning to his room, which gave him ample time to compose himself. He had just finished getting ready for the day before He Yu woke up. Upon walking into the room, he immediately saw that this little lunatic, with a crown of messy hair atop his head, was already awake and staring back at him through wide almond eyes. 

Incredibly, He Yu appeared to be innocently baffled. This expression, in addition to his pretty and delicate xueba face, made it seem as though he was the actual victim in this scenario. 

That beast. 

Xie Qingcheng immediately picked up He Yu’s T-shirt from the sofa and flung it into the beastly xueba’s face, obscuring that irritating gaze. 

“Get up,” he ordered with an audible chill in his voice.

The beastly xueba pulled the shirt from his face and said with great difficulty, “Xie Qingcheng, last night, we… You and I… Did I…”

Terrifyingly, Xie Qingcheng replied, “Yes.” 

He Yu’s expression crumbled.

“But there’s no need for us to discuss such a stupid matter any further,” Xie Qingcheng added. 

He Yu started once again in surprise. He never could have imagined that Xie Qingcheng’s attitude would be so cold and callous the moment he opened his mouth. If not for the fact that he was certain there was nothing wrong with his memory, he would have doubted the truth of what had happened the night before—that he hadn’t kissed the wrong person in a moment of befuddlement, but rather, Xie Qingcheng had had a premeditated plan to take advantage of the moment and sexually assault him instead.

The cold and callous Xie Qingcheng leaned against the TV stand and crossed his arms. He looked at He Yu with a gravely apathetic expression and said, “Get dressed. We need to talk.” 

Last night, they had experienced such an embarrassing instance of physical contact together. Even if it was a misunderstanding, it was still sufficient to make He Yu feel guilty. 

Seeing as he was the one who had initiated the kiss, He Yu found himself grasping for words. Under ordinary circumstances, he absolutely would’ve rebelled against Xie Qingcheng, but today, he was still struggling to wrap his mind around what had transpired. So, all he could do was follow Xie Qingcheng’s words to the letter. 

“Did you tell that girl you like her?” 

“…No.” 

“You’re still trying to lie to me? Did you forget what you said to me last night?” 

He Yu could vaguely recall some of it, but he wasn’t quite sober yet. After a while, he finally said, “I mistook you for the wrong person. I didn’t say anything to her, I found out she likes someone else… Forget it. Why am I telling you all this? If you’re gonna laugh, then go ahead and laugh.” 

He looked up. “I know that you’re ecstatic. Everything happened just as you said it would: no one likes me, and I can’t control myself. Aren’t you glad? All your predictions came true.” 

Xie Qingcheng stared at him. “I’m glad that you didn’t go completely mad.” 

He paused as he looked at He Yu’s guarded expression. It seemed as though He Yu expected him to say, “Dear patient, after a night of reflection, I’ve come up with two treatment options. Please look them over and decide whether you would like to be chemically or physically castrated. Feel free to choose either one.”

Xie Qingcheng sighed. Truth be told, he had no desire to belabor the issue. It was childish and a waste of time, so he simply said, “Forget it, He Yu. About this matter, about last night—just forget about it.” 

He Yu looked at him. Xueba were all accustomed to speaking up and proving themselves at every opportunity; the particularly beastly xueba sitting on the bed was no exception. And so, He Yu asked, “However?” 

“However,” Professor Xie swept his severe gaze over He Yu’s face, displeased by his speaking up. “I thought things over and what happened last night leads me to believe that your current condition is extremely poor. To be honest, when I previously spoke with your father over the phone, he did ask me to regularly check in on you. Your indiscriminate abuse of drugs when your illness flares up and your attempts to hide the truth from everyone are extremely inappropriate. Therefore…”

He Yu’s “father”—Executive Xie—began to lecture him. 

However, he only managed to hear the opening of his “father’s” speech. He Yu hadn’t quite recovered yet, and his head was a bit dizzy as his thoughts wandered about absent-mindedly. Every word Xie Qingcheng spoke went in one ear and out the other. What could Xie Qingcheng possibly be talking about if not how he would never ever forgive him? 

But on second thought, he never asked Xie Qingcheng to come and look after him in the first place. It was Xie Qingcheng who had barged into his room and approached him. They were both straight men who hadn’t the slightest interest in the same sex, so it was just a matter of bad luck on both their parts. He didn’t owe Xie Qingcheng anything. 

Thankfully, He Yu hadn’t said Xie Xue’s name aloud yesterday. Otherwise, it’d be even harder to clean up this mess…

“…That’s basically the gist of it.” 

At some point, his “father” had already finished his lecture and summed up his main points. 

“Did you hear me?” 

He Yu lifted his head and met Xie Qingcheng’s frosty gaze. 

Parched from speaking so long, Xie Qingcheng picked up the bottle of spring water he had left untouched the night before, ­unscrewed the lid, and took a drink. “If you agree, then we’ll consider this matter resolved,” he said with cool indifference.

In reality, He Yu hadn’t managed to absorb a single thing Xie Qingcheng had just said. His hungover, dully aching head only registered that final “we’ll consider this matter resolved.” However, as someone accustomed to being an outstanding student, he nevertheless nodded his head instinctively. 

Xie Qingcheng looked down at him with disdain. “Good. In that case, come find me at the medical school once you’ve wrapped your scenes and returned to campus.” 

Only then did He Yu snap out of his daze. Realizing that he had seemingly agreed to some kind of demand while he was spacing out just now, he finally woke up completely and asked in a hoarse voice, “Wait. Sorry, what did you say?” 

Xie Qingcheng’s expression immediately darkened. “Do you have any other terms you would like to discuss with me?” he asked stiffly.

What terms? 

He hadn’t caught a word of what Xie Qingcheng had said—not even whatever Xie Qingcheng had been roughly paraphrasing as he moved his lips just a moment ago… 

Dammit, what the hell did he promise Xie Qingcheng? 

Meanwhile, Xie Qingcheng felt that he was being rather lenient with He Yu. He didn’t even berate He Yu for the damn mess that happened last night.

Of course, the main reason for that was because he truly didn’t want to bring up that scalp-prickling kiss again. 

When it came to He Yu’s current medical condition, it was one thing if he didn’t see it, but since he had, he couldn’t just stand by and do nothing. Even if it weren’t for He Jiwei, even if he were just a regular patient acting this way in front of him, Xie Qingcheng wouldn’t be able to remain an idle spectator. 

He couldn’t treat He Yu like he had in the past, as his personal doctor, but he could at least help restrain He Yu’s emotions a little and give him a few pointers. 

And it didn’t hurt that over the course of this process, he could have He Yu do some grunt work for him. He Yu’s ability to do manual labor was quite useful when he was being obedient. He was clever and quick-witted, sturdy and strong. If Xie Qingcheng could make use of him like he did in the past, it would count as a way of evening the score after he got licked by a dog. 

He would be able to kill two birds with one stone. 

Noticing that He Yu had zoned out, he impatiently repeated his proposal in simple terms. “After you wrap up filming, come to the medical school and train yourself under my supervision. During that time, I’ll have you do some work for me as a form of distraction. Don’t spend all your time wallowing and overthinking. Since you have someone you like, you should promptly adjust your mental state and learn to control your emotions as quickly as possible. It’s for your own good.” 

After a moment of silence, He Yu said, “She has someone she likes right now, and it’s not me.” 

Xie Qingcheng sighed. “The girl you like is young, right?” 

“…Yes.” 

“The future is unpredictable. Not to mention, even if she doesn’t fall for you in the future, you might start liking a different girl. If you can control your symptoms when the time comes, then that would be good too.” 

He Yu took a moment to think, then asked, “Why aren’t you asking who it is that I like?”

“What does that have to do with me?” 

He Yu bowed his head and a hint of mockery flickered in his lowered eyes. “True.” 

He thought back to their conversation at the police station. 

At the time, Xie Qingcheng said there was absolutely no one who could possibly fall for someone like He Yu, that he would fail as a matter of course. 

He had felt as though he’d been viciously slapped across the face. Back then, he thought that if he could get together with Xie Xue, he would insist on seeing Xie Qingcheng lose control. He wanted to see Xie Qingcheng break down. But now, everything was reversed. 

It was Xie Qingcheng who got to see him in this unspeakably pathetic state instead. 

If he were to retreat at this point, then he really would have lost all his pride before Xie Qingcheng… 

He Yu closed his eyes for a moment, then smiled. “Be honest. In the end, did you come just to watch me make a fool of myself?” 

“You can think that if you like.” 

He Yu didn’t know what to say.

Upon meeting that man’s apathetic yet slightly challenging gaze, the darkness in He Yu’s heart deepened. 

He truly disliked seeing this type of expression on Xie Qingcheng. He’d seen it countless times as he grew up, and each time, he could vividly sense Xie Qingcheng’s apathy, as well as his irritating aura of strength. 

He Yu brooded for quite some time before he finally looked up at Xie Qingcheng and asked, “You want me to distract myself by working for you? What exactly do you want me to do?” 

“I haven’t decided yet,” Xie Qingcheng answered, utterly blasé. “But you’ve worked for me before and you know the type of person I am. To give you a taste of hardship, I’m not someone who will let you off so easily.” 

“…Are you doing this to punish me, Professor?” 

Xie Qingcheng paused, then arched his brow slightly. “Are you afraid?” 

Having lost his pride already, He Yu didn’t want to lose his dignity as well. “Professor, you must be joking, I’m not afraid of anything.” 

Hearing his answer, Xie Qingcheng lowered his head and took out a cigarette. He held it between his teeth and mumbled, “Hopefully you mean it. Don’t start crying and say you want to give up after just three days. The lighter’s by the head of the bed—pass it to me.” 

He Yu ignored him and got off the bed. He headed toward the bathroom to brush his teeth and gargle. Even though any lingering aftertaste of the kiss from yesterday was already long gone, He Yu was still deeply disgusted. At the thought of how he’d gotten the wrong person yesterday and actually kissed a man with such passionate fervor, his entire body felt uncomfortable and he was determined to clean himself properly. 

Before he entered the bathroom, he turned back to glance at the person who’d been the recipient of his passionate advances yesterday once more. This time, his head was crystal clear—an exemplary gentleman, as though the person who had pinned Xie Qingcheng down and kissed him like he was in heat was someone else entirely. “Forcing me to inhale secondhand smoke cannot be considered a part of my training; it is no different than a drawn-out murder. If you want to smoke, please do it outside.” 

With that, He Yu closed the bathroom door and went to wash up. 

Facing the bathroom mirror, He Yu pensively touched the lips that Xie Qingcheng had bitten to the point of bleeding last night…

He bent down to wash his face and grabbed the faucet. 

Tendons protruded slightly from the back of his hand as he forcefully twisted the tap tight; the flow of water ceased in an instant. He straightened up and gazed at the person in the mirror. 

What training? Didn’t Xie Qingcheng just want to keep laughing at his expense, tormenting him and exploiting him? 

This time, he’d really miscalculated when he messed with that old pervert Xie Qingcheng. 


Chapter 27:
He Went to See Chen Man

THE FRIGID, STRAIGHT-AS-AN-ARROW, and masculine Xie Qingcheng never could have imagined that there would come a day when a boy would curse him out as an old pervert in his head.

Nor could he have dreamed that said boy had climbed on top of him the previous night like a little pervert himself and forcibly kissed him with such hot-blooded urgency that he nearly shoved his tongue into his mouth. 

It seemed that some schoolboys these days took the wholly unreasonable path of weaponizing their good looks, excellent grades, and the fact that they would have still been considered minors centuries ago in order to act with such impunity.

He Yu was one such wholly unreasonable xueba who was using acting in a drama as a means of softening the heartache from his unrequited crush. But he was a last-minute replacement for a rather insubstantial role, and the series was short. As a result, filming wrapped up quickly and he returned to school. 

Before heading back, he sent a message to Xie Qingcheng, then left the hotel with his suitcase in tow. 

The day He Yu returned to school, Chen Man invited Xie Qing­cheng to visit the cemetery with him bright and early in the morning. 

The little police officer had just solved his first case all by himself and felt that this occasion was worth commemorating, so he wanted to have a chat with his big brother. 

“It was an interprovincial case.” Chen Man was carrying a fruit basket and paper money as he walked through the cemetery over to his brother’s gravestone. His movements were hurried, and he nearly tripped over a bush. 

“An interprovincial bicycle gang thievery case,” said Xie Qingcheng. 

Chen Man’s face turned red. “B-bicycles are vehicles too. They’re still assets of the people…” 

Xie Qingcheng paid him no attention. He took the fruit basket, set it before the grave as an offering, and lit the paper money on fire. The heat from the flames created a halo of distortion in the air. Xie Qingcheng looked at the photograph of the striking, young police officer on the gravestone and the row of characters traced over with gold dust. 

In remembrance of Chen Lisheng. 

Chen Lisheng’s life had been cut short in his early twenties. Xie Qingcheng’s impression of him had already grown fuzzy—he only remembered that, unlike Chen Man, Chen Lisheng had been a serious and steady young man. When he brought Chen Man, who was still very young at the time, to visit the Xie family’s home, every other phrase out of the elder brother’s mouth seemed to be “thank you” or “sorry for the trouble.” 

Even the last message he sent to his colleagues before he was murdered was, “Something’s come up today. I’ll probably be late. Sorry for the trouble.”

Xie Qingcheng looked at the pitch-black headstone and said, “Your little brother has also become a police officer capable of handling cases all by himself now.” 

Chen Man hurriedly added, “I’ll be even more awesome in the future! I want to be transferred to the Criminal Investigation Department.” 

Xie Qingcheng shook his head. “Your IQ is too low.” 

Chen Man couldn’t muster a response to this.

“Unfortunately for you, your brother got all the intelligence.” 

Chen Man knew that Xie Qingcheng didn’t want him to climb up the ladder. The higher he climbed, the stronger the headwinds—one misstep and he would be blown down and fall to a grisly death. So, in his own way of caring, Xie Qingcheng always discouraged him like this. 

Chen Man didn’t get angry. Instead, he muttered a few more words under his breath to his older brother, lit a cigarette, and set it down in front of his brother’s offering stand. 

He closed his eyes and spoke with his palms pressed together, “Ge, one day I’ll solve that unfinished case of yours.”

Silence fell between them. Xie Qingcheng knew that Chen Man was referring to the case of his parents’ murders. 

The case was a frustrating one. Anyone with a discerning eye could tell that it was no ordinary car accident that had killed Xie Qingcheng’s parents. Likewise, everyone at the police department had their suspicions. But even so, what could be done? Xie Qingcheng’s mom and dad didn’t die in the course of an investigation, so they couldn’t be posthumously honored as fallen heroes.

Additionally, the person who had orchestrated the crash left no indication of foul play. To complicate matters further, there were too many suspects who might have held a grudge against his parents as they had both once been high-ranking members of the force and were involved in countless major criminal cases. Crime syndicates and drug-trafficking organizations alike could’ve been involved. In the end, all the evidence indicated an accident involving a large, out-of-control vehicle was to blame, and the police could only wrap up the case accordingly. It was absolutely impossible to open an investigation on a cold case like this. 

Xie Qingcheng had done his utmost to seek answers regarding his parents’ death himself, but he’d given up eventually. It was still a struggle for someone who was so coolheaded to gaze toward the path to the future, even when their tears had yet to dry and their heart had already died. 

Xie Qingcheng finished arranging the incense. Seeing as Chen Man still needed a little more time, he went ahead and began to wander around.

His parents’ graves weren’t in this cemetery. A plot in this place was very expensive; the price of some graves that included a mausoleum could easily get you a house in a second-tier city with change to spare. The annual maintenance fee alone was also shockingly high. Only the wealthy and influential could afford to be laid to rest here. 

As Xie Qingcheng strolled through the graves, he found himself standing before a statue. 

Tomb effigies were a type of funereal practice modeled after the European style in which a life-sized figure of the deceased was typically carved out of marble and placed over the tombstone. This particular statue standing in the quiet cemetery was one of a doctor wearing a white coat. He had thick-rimmed glasses and sat on a chair looking at the book in his hands. 

Beneath the statue was the inscription: 

Qin Ciyan (1957–2017) 

In the end, the only thing he couldn’t cure was human nature. 

Xie Qingcheng knew Qin Ciyan. 

The two of them used to be colleagues. 

Qin Ciyan was a famous alumnus of Huzhou Medical School and an awe-inspiring figure in the field of neurosurgery. He graduated several decades ago, went to the United States to pursue ­additional training, and returned upon the completion of his studies. He was once a professor at his alma mater, where he led a research team. Half a lifetime of efforts culminated in him accomplishing more than most could in an entire lifetime; there was no doubt that he’d already attained success and recognition, and absolutely could have enjoyed a leisurely life sitting with a warm cup of tea below the glow of a lamp in his later years, but Mr. Qin chose to remain on the front lines. 

It was impossible for a surgeon to give up the scalpel for the pen. 

So, when Professor Qin retired from Yanzhou at age sixty, he returned to his hometown and rejoined the workforce at Huzhou First People’s Hospital. It was there that he and Xie Qingcheng became colleagues.

However, one evening four years ago, when sixty-year-old Qin Ciyan was in his office packing his bag and preparing to go home to celebrate his wife’s birthday, a young man with scraggly ­facial hair holding a fruit basket and a silk banner suddenly appeared in the doorway. The man said he was the family member of a patient and that he’d come all the way to the hospital just to thank Director Qin personally for the gift of life he’d bestowed upon his mother. 

Qin Ciyan had many such patients. Seeing as the man was covered in sweat and his complexion was pale, Doctor Qin deduced that he must have spent a long time on the road and invited the man into his office for a cup of tea. 

But no one could have anticipated that, just as the old doctor bent his head to pour water to steep the tea, this timid-looking young man would silently rise to his feet and pull out a sharp knife from the bottom of the fruit basket, its steel blade gleaming in the cold light. In the time it took Qin Ciyan to finish preparing the tea and turn back with a smile, the man’s expression had completely changed. His eyes bulged out hideously, and, with a loud yell, he committed a brutal murder.

This was the Yi Beihai medical murder case that shocked the nation four years ago. 

According to the surveillance footage that the police collected afterward, the criminal Yi Beihai had pinned the elderly doctor, Qin Ciyan, against the wall and stabbed him in the chest and abdomen thirteen times. Fresh blood sprayed all over the relatively small office. From the handwritten patient files on the desk to the silk banner the murderer had brought as a cover, everything was painted a hair-raising crimson.

When those who heard the commotion came running into the office, Yi Beihai was already covered in so much blood that it was difficult to discern whether he was human or demon. Before everyone and their shocked cries, he lifted the body of the old man who’d dedicated his entire life to the medical profession into the air and hurled him out the window.

Thrown from such a height, the mangled corpse completely smashed to a pulp as it hit the ground with a great thud.

Seeing his work, Yi Beihai retracted his head from the window and stood gleefully in the pool of blood as he held the dripping, glinting knife. He tilted a smile toward the skies and shouted, “Payback! For cheating others of their money! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”

But what caused this bloody, deep-seated hatred? 

What exactly led the young family member of a patient to do such an inhumane thing to an old doctor graying at the temples? 

The findings that the police reported after their investigation infuriated all levels of society, and public opinion boiled over like hot oil. 

It was revealed that Yi Beihai’s mother was a brain cancer patient with a glioma. The tumor was malignant, and its location within the brain was precarious. Despite having visited a number of hospitals, there wasn’t a single doctor who was willing to operate on her.

The single mother was afraid that seeing a doctor would be a waste of money, so she didn’t want to treat it, preferring to wait for death instead. However, her son, who was already past thirty, still expected to be waited on hand and foot and lazed around all day without looking for a job. Fearing that no one would look after her incompetent son once she kicked the bucket, she didn’t dare die yet. 

Her condition continued to deteriorate as she waffled on what to do. In the end, she heard that the Department of Neurology at Huzhou First Hospital was very famous and that the doctors there had a strong sense of medical ethics. On top of having the best surgical skills, some Buddha-hearted members of staff even went so far as to help find ways to raise money for impoverished patients or reduce the medical fees out of pity.

With her heart full of hope, the mother carried a burlap sack packed with local seafood specialties from her hometown and got on the green train33 that took her to this unfamiliar metropolis.

But after she arrived, she was left utterly disoriented by the city, with its thousands of layered buildings and tens of thousands of terraced streets. It took this woman, who didn’t even know how to make electronic payments, an eternity to find the hospital. Though she eventually managed to find her way, she didn’t know how to register for an appointment. With her timid nature, she ended up standing in the bustling hospital lobby for an entire day. 

At the end of the workday, a doctor finally noticed this woman emanating a pungent, fishy odor. 

The doctor inquired as to the purpose of her visit and asked for her information. He even gave her his phone number and told the woman that he’d help her think of a solution.

Following this meeting, the woman’s thick stack of medical files was handed over to the Department of Neurosurgery at Huzhou First Hospital. No one knew what was discussed behind closed doors, but in the end, the mother did indeed receive the discount she had hoped for and her surgery was scheduled. With her heart filled with gratitude, she began to wait for the dawn of her new life.

Meanwhile, her gambling addict of a son remained in their faraway hometown without accompanying his mother for even a single day.

The surgery fee was reduced, but in an opulent place like Huzhou, where the ground was paved with pearls, and gold was hardly better than iron, the living expenses were still immense for this mother. She lived frugally in a tiny hotel room stuffed with eight beds and smelled of damp mold. For food, she would split a single Gaozhuang steamed bun into three meals and drink hot water from a charity booth.34

At the end of the month, the woman’s battered old cell phone rang. The caller was her son, and the contents of the call were wholly predictable—he wanted money.

“I’m in Huzhou for treatment and have to spend money on a lot of different things. I really don’t have anything left over this month…” 

“What?!” The young man on the other end of the line immediately erupted in fury, his shout nearly puncturing the sickly old woman’s eardrums. “No money?! Then what am I gonna do this month? Who’s gonna take care of me? I don’t care! You have to come up with something! I don’t even have any fucking food to eat!”

The woman stooped down and clutched the scratched-up cell phone between her hands. She stammered as though she had done something wrong. “I really don’t have any more money. When I first got here, I didn’t know my way around and had to spend money on some bus rides. But now that I remember the way, I can walk. My medical fees have also been reduced… I’ll save up some more so that next month I’ll definitely have money… Don’t worry…”

“Who told you to get treated in Huzhou?” the man continued shouting furiously. “I already told you! That place is only good for scamming rich idiots with too much money on their hands! What are you doing joining in on the action? Isn’t there more than enough for you to see in our county? You eat and drink to your heart’s content all day long. What serious illness could you possibly have?! What a waste of money!” 

As the woman listened, large teardrops rolled down from the spidering creases at the corners of her eyes and fell onto the greasy concrete floor of the tiny hotel. 

Meanwhile, her son raged on. “Why are you so eager to pay those doctors, huh? Don’t you know that they’re only after your money? Every day, they make a fortune off people’s lives, hoping that dumbasses like you will fall ill so that you’ll line up to give them money! How else would they be able to keep their hospitals open? And now that you’ve gone and let them rob you blind, you can’t even take care of your own child!” he spat contemptuously. 

After cursing her out, Yi Beihai slammed down the phone, unwilling to continue wasting words on the woman. He angrily threw on his clothes, dug out the last fifty yuan he had from under his bed, and headed for the illegal gambling den by the entrance of the village. 

For a moment, in her overwhelming grief, the woman no longer wanted to seek treatment. Ultimately, it was the doctors at the hospital who consoled her and reached out to Yi Beihai.

In the end, Yi Beihai impatiently agreed that so long as they didn’t try to take his money, she could get the surgery if she wanted to. He didn’t want to waste time and energy rushing over to Huzhou either, so he verified the operational risks over the phone and left ­behind a voice recording stating that, when the time came, his mother could just sign the medical consent forms herself. 

The process went somewhat against standards, but in spite of objections from within the hospital itself and out of respect for Qin Ciyan’s prestige, the entire procedure was nevertheless carried out as planned. Hospitalization, rehabilitation, preoperative briefing… Everything was methodically arranged and systematically executed. 

The day of the operation finally arrived, and the doctors once again reviewed the risks of the surgical procedure with that solitary woman, informing her that the location of the tumor was extremely dangerous. If she did not go through with the procedure, she would likely only be able to live for another three months, but the operation also came with grave risk—in the event that the surgery failed, she could die on the operating table. 

“Then…then, I’d like to make another phone call, if that’s okay?” the woman lying on the hospital bed asked somewhat timidly. 

The cell phone was passed over, and the woman dialed a number with shaking hands, hoping to speak a few more words with her son before she stepped into the gate between life and death. 

But after waiting through the endless trill of the ringing on the other end, the only response she received was the same ice-cold automated voice of the pre-recorded answering machine she’d heard the day before. 

Yi Beihai was a gambling addict. He lost all sense of reason the moment he placed his first bet; there was no way he would find the time to answer calls from his elderly mother. 

In the end, the woman slowly set down the phone, her eyes wet. Sniffling, she smiled. “Thank you, Doctor. Um…” 

“What is it?” 

The woman hesitated slightly, visibly conflicted as though too ashamed to ask. 

The young doctor responsible for conducting the preoperative procedures said gently, “Auntie, you can say whatever you want. It’ll be all right.” 

The woman’s voice trembled slightly as she asked, “Will it hurt?” 

“Mm?” 

“The surgery, will it hurt?” the woman asked, feeling her face grow warm as a light flush of shame struggled to surface from beneath the waxy yellow pallor of her skin. 

“Oh.” Realization dawned on the young doctor, and he soothed her with a smile. “It won’t hurt, Auntie. We’ll be using anesthesia—it’s a medicine that will make you fall asleep for a short while. It won’t hurt at all. When you wake up, it’ll all be over.” 

Hearing the young doctor’s gentle assurance, something akin to yearning spilled into the woman’s eyes.

So, it won’t hurt at all…

As she was being wheeled into the operating room, she looked up at the pristine white ceiling of the hospital corridor, and at the doctors and nurses around her, scrubbed up and ready to do their best. In her mind, she was still thinking of those final words she had heard as her shrunken lips curved into a faint, slightly humble smile. 

The surgeon in charge of the operation was Qin Ciyan. Qin Ciyan was getting on in years, and he had already performed three major surgical procedures that day, so he was not in his best condition. However, he was the only one who could be trusted to perform such a difficult operation. 

The minutes and seconds ticked by as sweat gradually soaked through the elderly doctor’s protective green scrubs. 

“Forceps.” 

“Gauze.” 

“Hand me two more pieces of gauze.” 

Calm and steady.

His muscles were tense, and his eyes did not blink once during the most crucial moments. 

The first to realize that something was off was the assistant surgeon. When he took the surgical tray from Qin Ciyan, he noticed that the doctor’s body was swaying slightly.

Doctors are doctors, but sometimes, doctors are patients as well.

The moment the assistant surgeon glanced nervously at Qin Ciyan, Qin Ciyan also realized that he couldn’t continue any further. He slowly and carefully completed the step that he was in the middle of. Then, in a composed voice that wouldn’t alarm the others, he said, “My vision is blurred, and I’m experiencing some dizziness.”

As he spoke, he backed up a few steps. He was about to say something else when his world went black and he collapsed…

This was the first time such a thing had happened to Qin Ciyan. He had high cholesterol and suffered from severe internal jugular vein thrombosis. Due to his condition, he often experienced nausea and headaches, but it had never become so severe as to induce ­dizziness or fainting.

Although such accidents rarely happened in a hospital, it wasn’t unheard of. During residency, doctors were taught how to finish an operation smoothly with the remaining doctors should an unexpected situation arise. But the location of the woman’s tumor was too risky. Even though the other doctors tried their best, the operation still ended in failure.

The mother was gone.

All of a sudden, the son became very filial; he couldn’t afford to be unfilial, since he had eagerly waited for the measly allowance that his mother provided him every month. What’s more, when she passed away, his housekeeper, cook, and servant…all disappeared. Yi Beihai felt as though he had plummeted into hell; there was no way he could accept it.

After some rumination, he eventually concluded that it was the doctors’ fault.

They must have tricked his mother into having surgery and staying in the hospital because they were after the last bit of her money.

Assistance? Reduced fees?

How could such a golden goose just fall from the sky? They must have thought that they hadn’t squeezed enough money out of her and that this old bag of bones could be used as a free specimen in medical experiments. Those scammers must’ve tricked his poor mother, lost and alone in an unfamiliar place, into wrongfully dying under the knife.

The more he thought about it, the more convinced Yi Beihai became. He lay on his bed in the deep, dark night as the strange hooting of owls outside in the tiny village began to resemble laughter, swarming in his head until it became a whirlpool of hate that dragged him down into its depths. 

The next day, the economically impoverished and culturally backward Yi Beihai, who owed money to anyone and everyone, scrounged up a rusty butcher knife at home, ground it on a whetstone until it shone, and wrapped it in a thick, dirty towel.

Then, he went to the small shop at the village entrance and threatened the shopkeeper into handing over all his cash before setting off for Huzhou.

A few days later, the news of the Yi Beihai medical murder ­incident exploded across the country like a clap of thunder, striking the heart of the public. 

The news and social media platforms brimmed with shock at the incident, resentment toward the criminal, and reminiscence for Qin Ciyan. But gradually, some slippery snakes and venomous scorpions began to emerge from their nests in the middle of this chaos.

“Was Qin Ciyan really as kind and compassionate as he seemed?” 

“It’s true that the death of Yi Beihai’s mother is quite suspicious.”

“Yi Beihai deserves sympathy. He and his mother lived in such poverty, never knowing where their next meal would come from, so it’s normal for such a child’s mind to become twisted…”

Thanks to certain official and verified WeChat and Weibo ­accounts, these sensational articles and arguments began to circulate. To gain attention, many people began to doubt Qin Ciyan—from his academic papers to his moral character. Some even believed that he should have retired if he was getting on in years—after all, there was no need to selfishly cling to his position and authority only to bring harm to both others and himself.

Moreover, they began to find ways to dig up information about Qin Ciyan and his family. They questioned why his daughter married a foreigner and moved abroad—because what was so good about a foreigner? Wasn’t that the same as providing for a traitor with the motherland’s money?

They asked why Qin Ciyan’s wife married him when she was more than ten years younger than him, concluding that it was definitely because she was after his wealth. Maybe she wasn’t even his lawfully wedded wife!

“Everyone, dig a little harder; maybe we’ll find out that she was actually a mistress who displaced the rightful spouse!”

The victim’s personal affairs became an intoxicating drug for this audience, blocking their ability to smell the yet-undissipated blood in the hospital and allowing them to willfully sink into a revelry as they tore down the walls of privacy and abandoned their conscience. 

There was also another verified Weibo user who unearthed a documentary from the depths of the Internet. It dated back more than a decade and covered Qin Ciyan’s trip to the front lines of a certain disaster relief effort to treat the wounded.

That account knew how to create a commotion without being punished. They expertly clipped a part out of context that showed Qin Ciyan and his colleagues sitting in an ambulance and presented it without comment. A young doctor, who felt bad seeing how bone-weary and desperately thirsty his mentor was, handed Qin Ciyan a bottle of dextrose solution.

Some of the comments read:

“I’m not trying to disrespect Qin-laoshi’s goodwill, but I have to ask—aren’t supplies extremely limited in these disaster areas? There definitely aren’t enough supplies to go around for the patients, but he took such a huge sip… Did he even think about the dying patients on the hospital beds?”

“Did he pay for that dextrose solution…?” 

“Professionals have a lot of power. Look, he can waive an operation fee at will, so there’s no way he’d pay for the dextrose solution. I know someone on staff at Huzhou First Hospital—they said the professionals are all corrupt. Surgery fees are no less than five figures, so if you see them including a discount, it just means that they’ll sometimes use those patients for risky experimental procedures. Otherwise, how else would they hone their medical skills?”

But the most shocking and disappointing of all was the rationalization of Yi Beihai’s actions. 

When the results of the investigation were publicly announced, it was revealed that Yi Beihai was a patient with transient psychotic disorder.

According to Article 18 of the Criminal Law, “If a mental patient causes harmful consequences at a time when he is unable to recognize or control his own conduct, upon verification and confirmation through legal procedure, he shall not bear criminal responsibility…”35

However, evidence collected in the investigation ultimately demonstrated that Yi Beihai was mentally sound when he killed Qin Ciyan, that he hadn’t lost control of himself at all. Consequently, Yi Beihai was still sentenced to death. However, many doctors and nurses felt immeasurably resentful and hurt due to how the dispute was dragged out, as well as some of the baffling opinions expressed by the general public at the time. 

Even now, there were still those who remained fixated on these incidents and commented on them…

With the events of the past on his mind, Xie Qingcheng gazed at the gravestone with a blank expression for some time before walking up to it.

“Xie Qingcheng?” 

The sound of approaching footsteps accompanied by a woman’s astonished voice suddenly came from behind him. “Why…are you here?”


Chapter 28:
I Also Saw Chen Man

XIE QINGCHENG turned around. What a coincidence. Was the cemetery having a huge bargain sale today? Everyone was coming to visit the graves in droves. 

The small group of people standing before him were his former colleagues from Huzhou Medical School. 

To be honest, they didn’t really count as colleagues although Xie Qingcheng referred to them as such. Rather, they were Qin Ciyan’s students who were mostly in neurosurgery, a different department from Xie Qingcheng’s. 

“…Long time no see,” Xie Qingcheng offered after a long pause.

Among these doctors was Nurse Zhou, the one who’d changed Xie Qingcheng’s IV drip in the urgent care unit the other night. In stark contrast to Xie Qingcheng, Nurse Zhou was a forthright person with an irascible temper, making it quite difficult for them to see eye to eye, After glaring at him for a while, she couldn’t help but say, “Xie Qingcheng, what’s the meaning of this? What…what are you doing, coming to Qin-laoshi’s grave?” 

Xie Qingcheng remained silent.

“Hurry up and get out of here. Someone like you shouldn’t be paying respects at Qin-laoshi’s grave.” 

“I’ve no intention of paying respects,” Xie Qingcheng said. “I just happened to pass by.” 

“You—!” 

Upon hearing this person speak with that attitude, the other doctors standing by couldn’t hold back anymore either. 

“Professor Xie must be living it up at Huzhou Medical School, isn’t that right?” one of them sneered.

“Must be nice, having so much free time that you can come and stroll around in a cemetery. Teachers really do have it easier than doctors.” 

Xie Qingcheng looked at them dispassionately. “What’s wrong, everyone? Did I commit a crime or do something wrong? If you want to become the next Qin Ciyan, then be my guest. There’s no need to expect everyone to follow in his footsteps.” 

“Xie Qingcheng!” Nurse Zhou was scandalized by his words. Her horselike face pulled even longer in her disgust. “Have you no shame?!” 

“I’m unenlightened,” Xie Qingcheng replied. “I have a sense of self-preservation.” 

“…Leave! Just hurry up and leave!” 

“That’s right! And don’t let us see you here again!” 

The young doctors couldn’t control their emotions and were on the verge of strangling Xie Qingcheng to death right there in the cemetery.

The clamor grew so loud that one of the cemetery’s gray-clad groundskeepers came over, hastily stopping the fight. “What are you doing? Remember to be solemn and respectful! And keep the volume down!” 

As he scolded them, he pointed to a sign in the distance. 

Then, he sternly added, “Acting like this will disturb those at rest. If you have any grudges or debts, go settle them outside. Once you’re out of the cemetery, you can make as much noise as you want, so stop shouting when you’re in here!” 

Nurse Zhou rolled her eyes so hard that they nearly popped out of her head. “Who’d willingly meet with this guy once they’re out of the cemetery? Just the sight of his face makes me feel like I’m ­choking on anger…” 

“I also find the sight of fools like yourselves rather inauspicious,” Xie Qingcheng retorted coolly. 

“Xie Qingcheng, you—!” 

“Xie-ge!” Chen Man called out as he rushed over. He had heard the ruckus while paying respects to his brother and came to help. “What’s going on?”

As he was in full police regalia, the people around them naturally quieted down. 

Nurse Zhou immediately narrowed her eyes in recognition. 

It was that young cop again, the one who stayed by Xie Qingcheng’s side all through the night that time… 

“What’s wrong?” Chen Man asked.

“It’s nothing.” Xie Qingcheng’s peach-blossom eyes swept over each doctor’s face in succession. Then, he turned to Chen Man and said, “Let’s go.” 

“Oh…” Chen Man guessed that some conflict must have arisen between them, but Xie Qingcheng might not want to waste time talking about it, so he said, “Xie-ge, be careful. It just rained and the ground is quite slippery.” 

As the two of them made to leave, Nurse Zhou seriously couldn’t bear her disgust anymore. At the thought of what had happened at Huzhou First Hospital before, and seeing Xie Qingcheng’s prim and proper figure right now, a wave of violent loathing surged up in her chest.

She didn’t know what she was thinking either, but seeing how close Chen Man and Xie Qingcheng were, she spat at him and said, “Xie Qingcheng, I spoke up for you back when there were rumors going around the hospital that you were a homosexual. But now I see that Professor Xie is capable of enticing even cops into his bed. With a little police officer keeping you warm at night and at your beck and call during the day, serving and protecting you, you sure seem safe now. You’ll never need to worry about getting—” 

“What the fuck are you saying?!” 

This time, it was Chen Man who was enraged. He didn’t even wait for Nurse Zhou to finish before he was raring up for a fight. 

Xie Qingcheng grabbed him. “Don’t bother.” 

“But the way she was insulting you—” 

“Let’s go, Chen Man. You’re still in uniform. Think of your reputation,” warned Xie Qingcheng. The reminder was like a splash of water to the face, and it brought Chen Man back to his senses. Chest heaving and jaw clenched, he glared viciously at those people once more before finally leaving the cemetery with Xie Qingcheng. 

Although the offending doctors were out of sight, Chen Man was still incandescently furious and kept swearing under his breath in the car on the drive back. 

“How could they insult you like that…

“Xie-ge, there was nothing wrong with your decision to begin with… 

“What right do they have to emotionally blackmail you like that, what right do they have to talk to you like that…” 

But Xie Qingcheng was rather composed, as though he hadn’t heard what they said at all, as if nothing had happened and they hadn’t met anyone whatsoever. 

“Ge, why aren’t you angry at all?!” Chen Man exclaimed.

“Why should I be angry?” 

“Th-they talked about you like that—” 

“They are the last students of Qin Ciyan. And as for Nurse Zhou, she was personally hired by Qin Ciyan. It’s perfectly normal for them to take issue with me.” 

“They even said that you and I, that we…we…” 

“Are gay?” 

Chen Man didn’t know how to respond.

“I’m not gay, but people can say whatever they like. It doesn’t ­affect me.” As Xie Qingcheng spoke, he picked up and unlocked the phone that he hadn’t looked at all morning. As they had been in the cemetery, his phone was on silent mode, so it was only now that he noticed that He Yu had sent him a text. 

“I returned to school today. When will our arrangement begin?”

Xie Qingcheng frowned slightly. 

He suddenly recalled the passionate kiss that had transpired in the chaos of the hotel room and couldn’t help but feel slightly ill at ease. After all, the rumors at Huzhou Medical School that he was gay had all begun thanks to this brat, He Yu. 

He Yu had come to the hospital to look for him one day. The kid was too damn tall; despite being just a junior high schooler, he’d already shot up to nearly 180 centimeters. He hadn’t been wearing his school uniform, so he completely fooled the young, not-yet-married Nurse Zhou. She assumed that he was a twenty-something young man and ran over to ask for his number. But who knew what that goddamn degenerate He Yu was thinking. Perhaps he was trying not to hurt Nurse Zhou’s feelings or perhaps he hoped to avoid awkwardness, but he actually smiled at her request and told her, “Ah, but I’m Doctor Xie’s boyfriend. I’m waiting for him to get off work.”

Just the thought of it ticked off Xie Qingcheng, so he sighed and locked his phone again, not in the mood to reply to He Yu. 

“I’m going to nap for a while,” he told Chen Man. “I have class in the afternoon.” 

Chen Man was still grumbling, but when he heard Xie Qingcheng’s unexpected words, he shut up. 

“Oh…then sleep, Ge. I’ll wake you when we get there.” 

Xie Qingcheng said his farewell and fell asleep.

Light splintered between the tree branches and spilled through the window, streaming over Xie Qingcheng’s well-defined face and the elegant line of his slender neck, illuminating his pale skin before burying itself beneath his neatly tailored shirt…

Everything about this man exuded a sense of composure, reserve, and strength. 

For some reason, when Chen Man thought of the vulgarities Nurse Zhou had spewed at them back at the cemetery and her ­accusation that Xie Qingcheng had seduced a cop into bed, his heart skipped a beat as a subtle feeling rose alongside his fury. 

His gaze swept over Xie Qingcheng’s brows, eyes, and nose bridge, and eventually landed on the man’s ice-cold lips. When Xie Qingcheng was awake, the words that came out of those lips were rarely cordial. Even his tone was always very stiff. But now that his eyes were closed in sleep, those lips seemed very soft…

Chen Man watched him, mesmerized by the sight before him, his warm breath becoming just the slightest bit hotter than usual. 

Fall brought an end to the loud clamor of cicadas at Huzhou University, but as though irritated by the tranquility settling over the human world, the dry leaves fell in succession, crunching underfoot as students walked by, smoothly shifting the noise from the tree branches to the ground. 

When He Yu returned with his luggage in tow, he had the good fortune of running into Xie Xue, who was leaning against the doorway of the little shop by the school’s gate with her head tilted upward. 

“…What’s up with you?” He Yu asked by way of greeting.

At first, he wanted to go the other way and pretend he hadn’t seen her, but then he felt that there was no need for him to avoid her. He hadn’t told her how he felt, and Wei Dongheng might not even accept her affections. The two of them could at least continue to interact as friends for the time being. 

Xie Xue had a tissue pressed to her nose, and her voice was nasal when she spoke. “I don’t know, maybe it’s the dry fall weather, but my nose is bleeding again, ugh… Oh, wait, you’re back! Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” 

“What’s the point? But you—if you’re constantly getting nosebleeds, then you should go get it checked out. Take some time off and I’ll go with you to the hospital.” 

“It’s fine, it’s fine. It’s not that big of a deal.” 

“What do you mean it’s not a big deal?” He Yu frowned. “When I got sick in the past, you always promised to go with me to the hospital. Can’t you take this as my returning the favor?” 

Xie Xue blanked for a moment. Maybe the nosebleed sapped her of her IQ. “It’s been so long, I don’t even remember what I said back then anymore…” 

He Yu sighed, then took out a pack of tissues and gave it to her. “I’m used to it. I don’t know how you managed to get into university and become a teacher with that memory of yours.” 

He watched as Xie Xue covered her nose with a clean piece of tissue. “Have you told your brother about your nosebleeds?” 

“My brother’s busy. I don’t wanna bother him.” 

At this moment, Xie Xue spied someone walking over from a distance. That person waved to her, and Xie Xue’s face suddenly flushed bright red. 

Before He Yu noticed just what had flustered Xie Xue all of a sudden, she reached out and pushed him slightly with her free hand. “Uhhh, didn’t you just get back? Hurry up and go unpack. Don’t worry! If I get another nosebleed, I’ll go to the infirmary to get it looked at. And if it’s really a problem, I’ll go to the hospital. I have a faculty meeting soon, so I’ll be going now.” 

“…All right, go on then,” He Yu said. 

So, Xie Xue left. 

He Yu found her behavior a little strange, but he didn’t think much of it as he dragged his suitcase toward his dorm. 

He had no intention of telling Xie Xue about his feelings now. After the recent events, especially when he had lost control and ­forcibly kissed Xie Qingcheng in the hotel, he realized that although he hadn’t completely abandoned all sense of reason, he was indeed still a patient with a potentially dangerous condition. 

He couldn’t be certain whether he would always be able to maintain his present state of rationality in the future. 

What if he went even crazier? 

Perhaps Xie Qingcheng was right…

He should first get a hold of himself and strive to reach a stable condition that Xie Qingcheng would approve of. At that point, it wouldn’t be too late for him to tell Xie Xue how he felt. 

In any case, he had already waited for so many years, so it wouldn’t hurt to bide his time a bit longer. Plus, He Yu figured that a scoundrel like Wei Dongheng wouldn’t actually get together with Xie Xue. 

When He Yu returned to his dorm, all his roommates happened to be out. He spent some time unpacking his things, and when he sat down to rest, he saw that there was an unread message on his phone. 

It was from Xie Qingcheng. 

After leaving him on read all day long, Xie Qingcheng finally deigned to grace him with a reply. 

“6 p.m. Wait for me in front of the medical school’s Laboratory #3.”

He Yu needed to honor his agreement with Xie Qingcheng and begin receiving the so-called “training.” 

He Yu arrived outside the medical school’s main laboratory right on time, but it was another thirty minutes before Xie Qingcheng finally made his appearance.

Professor Xie’s neat, snow-white lab coat meant that he had probably just finished teaching a specialized course. Huzhou was warm in the early autumn, as the city remained blanketed in lingering heat and humidity, so now that his class had ended, Professor Xie unbuttoned his white coat, revealing the light gray blazer and sharply tailored trousers underneath. 

With a swipe of the employee ID card hung around his neck and a beep, Xie Qingcheng walked out of the main building’s sliding doors. His coat fluttered in a passing draft, and he reflexively tamed it with the clipboard in his hand without pausing as he descended the tall flight of stairs of the laboratory, calm and unruffled. 

He Yu watched him coolly, one hand wrapped around the strap of his messenger bag and the other stuffed into his pocket. 

“Your sense of time is really lacking.” 

“Class ran late,” Xie Qingcheng said. “Have you been waiting for long? Come and eat with me first.” 

The food at the medical school’s dining hall was excellent, far better than that of Huzhou University. Professor Xie and He Yu made their way there. 

Dinnertime had already passed, so there were only a few stations cooking made-to-order dishes that were still open. A scant handful of latecomer students were scattered throughout the spacious dining hall. 

Xie Qingcheng swiped his employee ID card at one of the order windows and then returned to his table with the receipt scribbled out by the dining hall auntie in his hand. 

While they were waiting for their food, a pair of male students walked up beside them—surprisingly, they were holding hands. Xie Qingcheng didn’t even notice at first, but later, after the two of them sat down across from each other and chatted for a while, the taller of the two leaned forward and tenderly kissed the other student on his fair-skinned cheek. 

Xie Qingcheng and He Yu stared in mute horror at this gay couple.

Then, the two homophobic straight men moved in astonishing unison. Without waiting for the other to react, they both stood up and moved to the table furthest to the side. 

“Why are you…” He Yu began. 

“I can’t stand it.” 

“…Aren’t you a doctor?” 

“My medical philosophy and personal life perspective are two separate matters.” Xie Qingcheng pushed one of the beers he had grabbed from the fridge toward He Yu, then pulled open the tab of his own can with a pop. The creamy white foam bubbled to the top. He took a sip. “Why would men get together with someone of the same gender… Wouldn’t it be very awkward?” 

He Yu also opened his can of beer and touched it to Xie Qingcheng’s. “I’ve gotta say, Doctor Xie, I really do approve of some of your ideas. A gay classmate even asked me out once before… He gave me a huge bouquet of roses.” 

“What happened then?” 

“I broke his shin.” 

Xie Qingcheng had nothing to say to that.

The dining hall auntie stuck her head out of the order window and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Number 19 is ready! Two spicy dry pots, come and get ’em!”

Xie Qingcheng stood up and went to fetch their meals.

Of the two spicy dry pots, one was vivid red in color, filled to the brim with diced chicken stir-fried with dried chilis, facing heaven peppers, and Sichuan peppercorns. The crispy cubes of chicken were hidden within a sea of deep-fried chili peppers, studded with glistening and tender pieces of chopped green onion. Slices of garlic fried over high heat gently emitted an extremely appetizing aroma from where they lay atop the mountain of chicken and dried chilis. 

This was Xie Qingcheng’s order. 

As for the other dish, though it was called spicy dry pot in name, it wasn’t spicy at all. It was a pot of pork ribs that had been mixed with fermented bean curd and onion powder, and then fried until they were crisp on the outside and juicy on the inside. Plump slices of king oyster mushrooms scored with a crosshatch pattern curled up into themselves, while boldly sliced sections of leek diligently drew out the fragrant juices from the mushrooms and meat. Although the light in the dining hall wasn’t all that bright, this hot, aromatic, and hearty dish had a mouth-wateringly soft shine to it, not to mention the smell of garlic and fermented bean curd that seemed to rush through one’s nostrils straight into the belly. 

Xie Qingcheng pushed the pot of fried ribs toward He Yu. 

He Yu frowned at the dish.

Xie Qingcheng glanced at him. “You don’t like it?” 

“I don’t really like fried food,” He Yu said. “Plus, I’m allergic to fermented bean curd.” He smiled. “Are you using this opportunity to get back at me for feeding you mango?” 

“…A close acquaintance of mine—not much older than you—gets this every time he comes here. I thought all you young boys liked this kind of dish. Don’t eat it if you’re allergic. Go order something else.” 

“Which acquaintance? Do I know him?” He Yu asked nonchalantly.

“You don’t know him. He’s the one who was at the hospital last time, but you didn’t meet him.” 

Just as Xie Qingcheng finished speaking and was about to hand He Yu his employee ID, his phone suddenly began to ring. He glanced at the screen and set down his chopsticks. “…Speak of the devil. Let me get this.” 

“Hello? Xie-ge, I’m near your school right now.” Chen Man’s voice came from the phone. It wasn’t very clear, but He Yu could vaguely make out some of his words. “Are you done with class?”

Xie Qingcheng looked over at He Yu. “I’m with a patient. I have to talk with him a bit tonight. Why did you come?” 

Chen Man paused for a few seconds. “I-I just got off work and happened to pass by. You accidentally left your notebook in the car this morning, so I wanted to give it back to you. I won’t bother you if you’re busy though.” 

He Yu was rather interested in checking out this devil. Anyone who managed to have a stable relationship with Xie Qingcheng was a curiosity, so after a moment of consideration, he said, “It’s fine—seeing as he’s already here, let’s have dinner with him. I can’t eat this anyway, and didn’t you say that he likes it?” 

“You don’t mind?” 

“Not at all.” 

So Xie Qingcheng invited Chen Man to join them. 

He Yu went back to the window and ordered a pot of lightly seasoned seafood congee and a few more cans of beer. 

Just as he finished ordering, Chen Man rushed into the dining hall carrying a paper bag with Xie Qingcheng’s notebook inside. 

Holding three beers in one hand and tucking his other hand into his pocket, He Yu casually walked back to their table. His gaze was fixed straight ahead and his messenger bag was slung over his shoulder. 

They met in front of Xie Qingcheng’s dining table and looked each other over. 

Both young men were eye-catching. Chen Man had a fresh, lively appearance and exuded a sunny vibe while He Yu was exceedingly beautiful and elegant. Anyone would give pause when they saw their faces. 

When their eyes met, they both froze for a moment. 

He Yu felt that Chen Man looked a bit familiar, and the feeling appeared to be mutual. 

But neither of them could figure out where they had met before. 

Chen Man was a very amiable person. Shaking off the odd feeling, he smiled at He Yu first. Meanwhile, He Yu slipped on his refined, public-facing mask as per usual and offered Chen Man a polite smile. To make a somewhat inappropriate comparison, if you gender-swapped him and placed him in an ancient setting, Young Master He would be like the young lady of some wealthy estate, someone who wouldn’t lose her sense of decorum so easily in front of an intriguing stranger. 

“Hello,” Chen Man said.

“Hello, Officer.” He Yu returned the greeting.

Chen Man started in surprise. “You know me?” 

“Professor Xie’s mentioned you before,” He Yu responded. Also, I saw Xie Qingcheng wearing your uniform jacket in the hospital. 

Xie Qingcheng looked at the two of them standing there like a noble consort meeting a low-ranked concubine in some harem drama and furrowed his brow. “Why are you two just standing there? Come sit.” 

As a police officer, Concubine Chen had the modest nature of a public servant. He smiled as he said, “Comrade, please sit.” 

Accustomed to being in business settings with his parents since childhood, Noble Consort He followed the courtesies of capitalism, so he returned the smile. “After you, sir.” 

Suddenly being addressed as “sir” threw off the civil police officer. He scratched his head and cautiously sat down. 

Likewise, the member of the bourgeoisie was surprised to suddenly be called “comrade,” but took it in stride. Smile still intact, he also sat down. 

Neither of them bothered with detailed introductions.

Social interaction in the present day was just like that. People often didn’t give their full names when they met friends of friends—there was no need to. This was a barrier established by common convention as both parties understood that they were only sharing a meal together and wouldn’t interact on a deeper level. 

But this didn’t prevent the two young men from making friendly conversation at all. After all, they were similar in age and had a lot of shared interests. Plus, He Yu’s desire to scope out the weirdos that made up Xie Qingcheng’s acquaintances kept the conversation flowing from gaming to sports stars, and sports stars to championships, all without sharing each other’s names.

Toward the end of their chat, both these dashing youngsters, Chen Man and He Yu, were all smiles. The communist and the capitalist had a very friendly and amicable interaction—almost as though the Chinese Communist Party and the Chinese Nationalist Party had agreed to present a united front. 

The generational gap between the two of them and Xie-dage might as well have been as wide as East Africa’s Great Rift Valley. He watched from the sidelines, unable to contribute even a single word. 

“…Ha ha ha ha, right? That kick was amazing.” 

“A complete shut-out—that’s really quite rare.” 

“Did you see the game against England?” 

“I was on call that day, but I watched the replay…” 

The middle-aged man was getting fed up with the two youngsters’ chatter. “Are you two going to eat or not?” 

Chen Man reacted immediately. He realized that he was chatting a bit too pleasantly with his peer, so he hurriedly passed Xie Qingcheng a can of beer. “Ge, have a drink.” 

He Yu lowered his head without batting an eye and pressed a bent finger lightly to his temple, hiding the mocking smile playing at the corners of his mouth. 

Of course, he had done it all on purpose. 

Chen Man had accompanied Xie Qingcheng to the hospital, so their relationship must be pretty good. He Yu’s interest in this police officer’s personality had been piqued, so he wanted to see just what kind of person could put up with a paternal man like Xie Qingcheng. 

Now, he could see that Chen Man was indeed a silly little fool with an extremely sunny disposition. 

Xie Qingcheng’s grumpy scolding led Chen Man to worry about neglecting the older man, so he didn’t dare to chat with He Yu any further. Instead, he started to ramble idly to Xie Qingcheng. 

As they neared the end of their meal, He Yu figured there wasn’t much else to say. With a smile, he said, “Professor Xie, shall we talk business? I’ll leave once we’re done.” 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t intend to keep him either, so he handed He Yu a list of names. “These are some students who often skip class. I’ll give you a week to talk to each of them and see if their behavior changes after that.” 

He Yu accepted the slip of paper and looked it over. “Why are they all female students?” 

“Male students are on my list.” 

He Yu examined his list carefully. 

“The number of students on my list is the same as yours,” Xie Qingcheng said. “I’ll also talk with them over the course of this week. I’ll take attendance at next week’s lecture, and if you manage to convince fewer students to come back to class than me, you lose. If you lose, you have to do grunt work for me.” 

“Won’t it be very difficult for me to succeed?” He Yu asked. “Since you’re the teacher, won’t they come if you threaten to fail them?” 

“How can something easy be called training? You might as well ask me to spoon-feed you milk.” 

He Yu didn’t want to waste any more time arguing with him. A xueba wasn’t afraid of a challenge, so he haphazardly stuffed the list into his messenger bag. “I’ll be going then. You’ll see the results in one week.” 

Then, he nodded very politely at Chen Man. “Take your time eating, Officer. Maybe I’ll run into you again sometime,” he said with a smile.

After He Yu left, Chen Man turned to Xie Qingcheng. “Ge, is he a patient? He seems rather cheerful.” 

“…His issue is minor. He got rejected by his crush. His dad is worried about him and wanted me to give him some guidance.” 

Chen Man was stunned. “Huh? That guy got rejected? With that handsome face? That girl’s standards are way too high…” 

“What use is a handsome face?” At the mention of relationship troubles, Xie Qingcheng thought of Hangshi; when he thought of Hangshi, he thought of He Yu’s indiscriminate kiss; and when he thought of that kiss, he felt rather uncomfortable. He said to Chen Man with a cold expression, “Just look at him. Does he look like the kind of guy who knows how to earn money or support a family?” 

For some reason, Chen Man stilled for a moment before breaking into a smile. “Ge, I can earn money, and I can support a family.” 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t take this to heart at all. He only treated it as some sort of bizarre competitive impulse between handsome youngsters. “Great, now go and find yourself a partner while you’re still young.” 

Chen Man was dumbfounded.

“Eat your vegetables,” Xie Qingcheng said blandly.

“Okay…”


Chapter 29:
He Broke the Rules

A FEW DAYS LATER, at Huzhou Medical School, a boy was crying bitterly inside Xie Qingcheng’s office. 

“Waahhh, Professor Xie, I was wrong! I was really wrong! I’m heartless! I’m unworthy of being human! I betrayed your trust, betrayed the party and the country’s expectations of me. I’ll never skip class again, waaaah…”

Xie Qingcheng sat in front of his desk, his fountain pen skimming over the paper as he made a check mark on the list of names. “All right. You may leave,” he said without even lifting his gaze. 

The boy left, still sobbing. 

Xie Qingcheng had plenty of ways to deal with problematic students. That clinical medicine major may have strutted in all high and mighty, but he left with tears streaming down his face. On his way out, he bowed several times to Xie Qingcheng and promised, in a voice choked with sobs, that he would turn over a new leaf and behave properly, that he would never skip class again; even if he were to do so, it wouldn’t be Professor Xie’s class.

Xie Qingcheng closed his notebook and steepled his fingers before himself.

All the problematic male students with questionable attitudes toward studying had already promised him that they’d straighten themselves out in the future. Unless He Yu was able to get all the female students on the list on board as well, he really would end up losing this round.

Sitting straight-backed in his office chair, Xie Qingcheng felt that victory was near, and thus began to placidly ponder how he’d go about training the defeated little xueba. 

After some time considering his options, his thoughts were interrupted by the phone ringing. 

“Hello?”

“Professor Xie, it’s me.”

The caller was a female student, a first-year forensic science major. 

Like He Yu, she was also a xueba. Though she appeared on the list of people that He Yu needed to talk to, she was one of Xie Qingcheng’s most disciplined students.

Xie Qingcheng had deliberately put her name on the list.

As an impassive woman who studied cadavers more than Dior and Chanel, she was specially exempted from attending class for no other reason than that this lofty ice queen could learn the course material much faster through self-study.

An academic goddess like this was usually rather unsociable. She rarely interacted with her classmates and didn’t always listen to what her professors had to say, but she greatly respected Xie Qingcheng. 

The first reason was because Xie Qingcheng was at the top of his profession and could engender the xueba’s appreciation for those stronger than her. The second was because the school rejected her application when she first applied for independent study and only relented after Xie Qingcheng fought for her by saying that an institution should teach students according to their aptitude. Therefore, she held strong gratitude for his efforts on her behalf.

“Professor Xie, the boy named He Yu came looking for me.” 

“What did he say?”

“He didn’t try to convince me right away to focus on studying. He said that you sent him to me so that we could have a heartfelt conversation, and then he arranged to have coffee with me tomorrow.” 

“You can go, but don’t listen to him.”

“I know. You can count on me,” the female xueba said. “But Professor Xie, he’s from Huzhou University next door, not our medical school. How did you meet him? Is he your relative?”

“He’s the son of a close acquaintance,” Xie Qingcheng said. “His father helped me out in the past, so I teach his son a lesson now and then when he runs into problems.”

It happened to be the truth too. If not for He Jiwei, Xie Qingcheng might not have looked after He Yu for so long. 

“Oh.” The xueba didn’t ask any more questions. “In that case, leave it to me. I won’t let you down. I’m off to study now. Goodbye.”

Xie Qingcheng ended the call and tossed his phone into his pocket before packing up his teaching materials and returning to his dorm.

Of course, Xie Qingcheng knew that He Yu wasn’t someone who was easy to deal with. He looked on with the cool eye of a bystander as those distracted girls returned to class one after another, the ­number ticking up one by one. By Thursday, all eleven girls on the list except for the female xueba had remorsefully adjusted their behavior and come back for lectures. 

The female xueba was the last holdout.

On Thursday evening, she came to ask Xie Qingcheng for help with a workbook problem. Afterward, he asked, “Has He Yu spoken to you yet?”

“He has.” The neat and competent girl with her hair pulled up in a ponytail responded. “We met up twice this past week and had afternoon tea both times.”

But after saying this, she hesitated briefly before adding, “But he…he didn’t talk to me about skipping class or anything like that. He really did just take me out to walk around and have a heart-to-heart.”

Xie Qingcheng frowned slightly.

It was already Thursday, yet He Yu still hadn’t talked about the matter at hand?

There were three more days before the week was over. What exactly was He Yu planning?

While he was lost in thought, the girl xueba coughed quietly. “Professor Xie?”

“Hm?” He lifted his gaze and glanced at her distractedly with dispassionate eyes. 

“I have a question I’d like to ask you.”

“Go ahead.” Xie Qingcheng had already picked up the fountain pen that he’d used to solve the previous problem from the table. 

But he put the cap back on the pen upon hearing her question.

What she wanted to know had absolutely nothing to do with learning. “Um, is He Yu from the 1001 screenwriting and directing class at Huzhou University?”

Only a man as staunchly masculine as Xie Qingcheng would be oblivious enough to feminine fancy to fail to understand the reason behind her question. He frowned and sized up the formidable girl before him. Why was she asking him this?

He nodded stiffly. “Yes. What about it?”

“Nothing much,” she answered firmly. She spread out her notebook and diverted her teacher’s attention with her studies. “Professor Xie, these are the questions related to your field that I’ve collected over the course of this week. Please help me answer them.”

Sunday came in the blink of an eye. 

The female xueba sent him a message. “Professor Xie, are you free tonight? I’ve spent all day thinking and come to a realization about something. Can I discuss it with you?” 

Thus, Xie Qingcheng arrived at the door of his office at the agreed-upon time of 6:30 p.m. 

His office was at the very end of a winding hallway in Teaching Building 5. As he made his way down the long corridor, he completely failed to recognize the female student standing next to the handrail near his office. 

Upon arriving at the door to his office, he began to dig for his keys to open the door without acknowledging the girl’s presence. Even when she opened her mouth and called out, “Professor Xie!” his first reaction wasn’t to glance at this young lady, but rather, to look around in an attempt to find that student with her straight, unstyled hair who was always in T-shirts and jeans that he’d arranged to meet. 

“…Professor Xie, I’m over here.” 

Xie Qingcheng turned around and froze.

After a moment, he subconsciously took a step backward, hitting his head on the aluminum security door of his office with a loud bang. Gasping sharply in pain, he touched a hand to his head and narrowed his eyes. 

“Professor! Are you okay?” 

“…I’m fine.” 

His hitting his head was indeed fine, but the appearance of the girl before him posed a much bigger problem. 

The female xueba looked nothing like her usual self. 

She had let her hair down from its customary ponytail and had a stylist blow it out. Her face was carefully made up, and she wore a gauzy, pure white dress. Her slim legs looked as if they’d been carved from jade, forming pin-straight lines that ended in a pair of black satin heels. Those high heels had silver buckles and straps that looped around her delicate ankles, setting off the nude-pink of her toenails. 

Xie Qingcheng had to confirm it several times before he finally concluded beyond any doubt that this wasn’t an impostor but the genuine article. 

His headache suddenly intensified as he began to feel a faint sense of foreboding. 

The female xueba wasted no time in bluntly revealing her reason for requesting their meeting. “Professor Xie, um, I came here to tell you that I went out with He Yu again. This time, he talked to me about returning to class, but he also told me about the agreement between you two.”

Xie Qingcheng was speechless. 

“Professor Xie, I respect you a lot, but I don’t think it’s good to take advantage of someone when they’re in a difficult position. It’s not something a teacher should do.”

Xie Qingcheng’s hand, which was about to grab the key and open the door, came to a stop. “…What did He Yu say to you?”

“He told me everything. He said his declaration of love ended in failure, so you wanted him to train more and gave him some extremely difficult challenges.”

Xie Qingcheng lifted his hand to run his slender fingers through his bangs. His neat coif ended up tousled and messy; several dark strands tumbled back down over his eyes. 

He stared at her through his disheveled hair with his coldly incisive peach-blossom eyes. Then, with a click of his tongue, he looked away and said, “It’s not as simple as you think.”

After a pause, he continued, “Forget it. You may leave.”

But she didn’t leave. She stared at him intensely with the tenacity of a true xueba. “Laoshi, you have to put yourself in He Yu’s shoes and stop making things difficult for him at this time. Also, I really think that you’re the one in the wrong here. I hope you can apologize to He Yu in the future when the opportunity arises.”

In the ensuing silence, a thought occurred to Xie Qingcheng: He Yu used his blood toxin on her, didn’t he?

Xie Qingcheng’s expression cooled. Beneath his messy fringe, his eyes were piercingly sharp. “I asked you to leave. Do you understand me?”

“I do. But before I leave, I wanted to be honest with you, Professor. I’ve already told He Yu about our private agreement.”

Xie Qingcheng was at a loss for words. 

“I had no choice. He was sincere to me, and I didn’t want to lie to him either. The fact that you put me down on his list so that you’d win—I really couldn’t keep it a secret for you any longer.”

This little traitor didn’t even forget to give Xie Qingcheng a courteous bow at the end of her speech. 

“Please forgive me.”

As the last syllable fell from her lips, the young girl turned around and strode gracefully away in her heels. There was even a little ­sashaying spring in her step that Xie Qingcheng had never seen in all the time he’d known her. 

Xie Qingcheng felt a raging headache beginning to build, but he didn’t want to argue with the female student. So, he merely gritted his teeth and growled in a low voice, “He…Yu…” 

A shadow moved. 

The sound of footsteps came from somewhere nearby. 

And then, he appeared.

“Professor Xie, you were looking for me?” 

Xie Qingcheng suddenly raised his head, his hair becoming even messier as his gaze zeroed in on the direction of that voice. 

A tall boy stood with his hands in his pockets and a backpack slung over one shoulder. His expression was calm and indifferent, and beneath the smooth expanse of his exposed forehead, a pair of disdainful almond eyes looked out from under lowered lashes and a mouth curved in a nearly imperceptible smile. 

He Yu had been hiding behind a large gothic pillar at the end of the corridor this whole time. Neither Xie Qingcheng nor the female xueba knew he had been watching.

When the girl had been vigorously fighting injustice on his behalf, when Xie Qingcheng had been scolded so thoroughly by this student that he couldn’t get in a word edgewise, He Yu had actually been leaning there with his hands casually thrust into his pockets, listening from behind that damned gothic pillar that was large enough to require three people to encircle it. 

Was he even fucking human? 

With an ashen face and a glare that could kill, Xie Qingcheng said, “You—” 

“Oh, you can’t blame me.” He Yu raised his hand and made a shushing motion. His slightly narrowed eyes took on a roguish quality undetectable to anyone but Xie Qingcheng.

He gave Xie Qingcheng a once over, then laughed coldly. “You got someone to help plot against me first, teaming up to make sure I couldn’t win. If I used similar methods against you, no one could accuse me of being petty, right?” 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t bother dignifying his words with a response.

He had already lost. Anything he said would just result in him losing more face. 

And so, Xie Qingcheng clenched his teeth and held his tongue. 

After a long silence, he finally asked, “How did you trick her? Just look at her in that getup—is that how a student is supposed to look? A halter top minidress…” 

“What’s wrong with it?” He Yu circled closer, closing the gap between himself and Xie Qingcheng with one hand in his pocket and the other wrapped around the strap of his messenger bag. At this proximity, the only difference was that the way that He Yu lowered his lashes to look down at Xie Qingcheng became even more evident. 

“Then tell me, how should a student look?” 

He Yu pressed closer, like he was about to nail Xie Qingcheng through the door. 

“A graphic T-shirt, jeans, high ponytail, and no makeup? 

“Doctor Xie,” he sighed. “Actually, I’ve wanted to tell you this for a while: I’m not the only one who’s sick. You ought to get yourself checked out too. You’re way too controlling. Don’t you know about ‘straight man cancer’? What year is it, and you still think that it’s improper for a girl to wear a halter dress?” 

He Yu took another step closer, bringing them nearly nose-to-nose.

Were they of opposite genders, such a distance would be dangerous in a suggestive way, but as they were both straight men, the proximity took on an aggressive and invasive quality that seeped wordlessly right into Xie Qingcheng’s flesh and bones.

With He Yu looming over him, Xie Qingcheng had no choice but to lean back against the ice-cold panels of the door. The extreme discomfort of this position finally brought Xie Qingcheng to his senses. Not wanting to waste any more time with He Yu, Xie Qingcheng reached up to press a hand against his broad and sturdy chest. 

“Forget it. I won’t talk nonsense with you. Step aside.” 

Xie Qingcheng shoved He Yu back hard, then rubbed at his wrist. He lowered his arm, shot He Yu a glare, and then trudged past He Yu to leave. 

“…Wait a minute, Xie Qingcheng.” 

After walking a few dozen meters away, He Yu turned again and leisurely called out from behind him. 

Xie Qingcheng’s expression was already extremely overcast, but after standing there grimly for a moment, he nevertheless turned back. “What?” he asked, face ashen.

He Yu had pulled out his list of names from his bag at some point and was now waving it at Xie Qingcheng. “You lost this round.” 

But he didn’t leave it at that. The degenerate stuffed the list back into his bag, then took out something covered in pink wrapping paper. 

He glanced up at Xie Qingcheng with an aloof expression as he slowly tugged at the ribbon around the package. “Professor, even though you’re playing a training game with me, there should be consequences when you lose too,” he said, voice unhurried. “Otherwise, wouldn’t that be way too boring?” 

Xie Qingcheng stared at him in silence.

“Tell me, as a professor, a member of the older generation, and my former personal physician, how should I punish you for breaking the rules like this? What should I do to teach you a little lesson?” 

You can lose a bet to someone, but you should never lose your graceful demeanor. If you were willing to place a bet, then you had to be willing to accept your losses. 

“What do you want?” Xie Qingcheng asked impassively.

“What a pity, I’ve not decided yet,” He Yu said gently. “You can just owe me for now—when I think of something, you can repay it all at once.” 

“All at once?” 

“Mm. I think you’ll lose to me again in the future.” 

Xie Qingcheng was finding it a challenge to control his temper. “He Yu, don’t get ahead of yourself.” 

“I wouldn’t dare.” He Yu smiled. Despite his words, he very much “dared” to look Xie Qingcheng over with open provocation in his eyes. “But, you’d do well not to cheat again in the future, Professor Xie. You’re not very good at it, and it’s so easy for me to find out when you’re up to something.” 

His tone was still courteous and polite. 

But as he spoke, he had already torn open the pink wrapping paper to reveal a piece of chocolate, albeit a misshapen one—it didn’t look like it was bought off the shelves, but rather clumsily made by some amateur. 

“Didn’t you ask me just now how I got through to her? Actually, it wasn’t much—I just invited her out for afternoon tea twice, and then we went to a chocolate-making class today. She doesn’t have many friends at school, you know. The other students all think she’s weird and antisocial, but actually she’s quite easy to get along with. It’s just that no one really invites her along when they’re going out for fun.” 

As he spoke, he broke off a chunk of chocolate with a snap and took the small, brown piece of cocoa butter between twin rows of pearly-white teeth before walking past Xie Qingcheng, his messenger bag slung over his shoulder. 

As they brushed past each other, the schoolboy stared straight ahead, not even sparing Xie Qingcheng a glance as he sucked the chocolate into his mouth and chewed it slowly. 

“So sweet.” 

And with that, the xueba was on his way, leaving Xie Qingcheng with the sight of his gentlemanly figure lit by the setting sun. 

At that very moment, in a villa somewhere in Huzhou, under the slanting rays of twilight, a woman’s high heels clicked across the bricks of the balcony. The hem of her red dress skimmed over a man’s legs. 

“Executive Duan.” The woman sat down next to the man, cuddling up to him with a smile as she lit him a cigarette. 

“Has everything in Liang Jicheng’s home been destroyed?” 

“It’s all been cleaned up.” 

Duan-laoban smiled and accepted the proffered cigarette, taking a drag. The woman swept aside her cascade of long, wavy hair and leaned in for a kiss, but Duan-laoban turned his face away and sniffed at the side of her neck instead. 

“How many people did you sleep with today? I can smell them on you.” 

“Isn’t it all for you?” the woman replied lazily. “When can we go after Huzhou University? I’m tired of sleeping with the board of directors, the greasy old geezers.” 

“Those board members are old geezers, but Executive Huang isn’t? You seem to like him quite a lot.” 

The woman twirled her hair flirtatiously with her fingertips. “Executive Huang’s young at heart, so he’s aging like a fine wine. But…” She smiled. “I like you more, Executive Duan…” 

Duan-laoban lifted a finger and pressed it to her soft lips. “If you keep misbehaving like this, I’ll have to speak with your Executive Huang,” he cautioned mildly. “Take a guess—if he finds out, do you think he’ll be mad?” 

The woman stiffened slightly, then forced a smile. “I’m just teasing you. Why are you so serious?” 

Duan-laoban reached up and stroked her hair with a calm expression. “Just do what you’re supposed to do. After that fiasco with Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital, I can tell that a number of people are getting restless and impatient. Keep playing with those hamsters. Once our hackers receive the equipment they ordered from America, we’ll be able to start showing those rodents who’s boss.” 

He lifted the woman’s chin and examined her face. 

In a soft, slow voice, he said, “When the time comes, the technological aspects will depend on the hackers, but when it comes to cleaning up the hamster cages at Huzhou University, that will depend on you and her.” 

The light from the lamps illuminated the woman’s delicate and lovely face. 

The face of Huzhou University’s instructor, Jiang Liping.

“You can be as vicious as you like.” Duan-laoban stroked her cheek with his fingers. “I know you’ve suffered many grievances these past few years… Once we’re done, you won’t have to be a mole among that horde of old hamsters any longer…”
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CHARACTERS

The identity of certain characters may be a spoiler; use this guide with caution on your first read of the novel.

MAIN CHARACTERS

He Yu

贺予 SURNAME HE, GIVEN NAME YU, “TO GIFT”

A nineteen-year-old screenwriting/directing student and Case #4 of a rare disease called psychological Ebola. He Yu enrolled in Huzhou University to pursue Xie Xue, his crush and childhood friend who is a young lecturer at the same university.

Xie Qingcheng

谢清呈 SURNAME XIE, GIVEN NAME QINGCHENG, A CLOSE ­HOMONYM FOR “DAWN”

He Yu’s former doctor and Xie Xue’s elder brother, who currently works as a medical school professor. He and He Yu had a falling-out years ago and now often find themselves at odds.

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

Xie Xue

谢雪 SURNAME XIE, GIVEN NAME XUE, “SNOW”

A young screenwriting and directing lecturer at Huzhou University with a carefree nature. She looks up to her elder brother Xie Qingcheng very much due to his active role in her upbringing following the death of their parents when she was young.

Chen Yan

陈衍 SURNAME CHEN, GIVEN NAME YAN, “PLENTIFUL”

Nickname: Chen Man 陈ºC / Surname Chen, given name Man, “slow”

A young police officer and close family friend of Xie Qingcheng.

Lü Zhishu

吕芝书 SURNAME LÜ, GIVEN NAME ZHISHU, “GORGEOUS,” “TO WRITE”

He Yu’s mother, a wealthy businesswoman who habitually prioritizes work over her eldest son.

He Jiwei

贺继威 SURNAME HE, GIVEN NAME JIWEI, “TO CONTINUE,” “PRESTIGE”

He Yu’s father, a wealthy businessman who is often away from home.

Li Ruoqiu

李若秋 SURNAME LI, GIVEN NAME RUOQIU, “LIKE AUTUMN”

Xie Qingcheng’s ex-wife. Cheated and left the marriage because she felt he didn’t truly love her.

Jiang Liping

蒋丽萍 SURNAME JIANG, GIVEN NAME LIPING, “BEAUTIFUL,” “DUCKWEED”

The morality advisor in charge of He Yu’s screenwriting/directing class.

Qin Ciyan

秦慈岩 SURNAME QIN, GIVEN NAME CIYAN, “COMPASSION,” “STONE”

A neurosurgeon and Xie Qingcheng’s former colleague who was killed by the angry son of a patient who passed away while under his care.

Zhuang Zhiqiang

庄志强 SURNAME ZHUANG, GIVEN NAME ZHIQIANG, “STRONG IN WILL”

A mentally ill homeless man convinced he has a daughter despite there being no records of her existence.

Jiang Lanpei

江兰佩 SURNAME JIANG, GIVEN NAME LANPEI, “ORCHID,” “PENDANT”

A patient in Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital.

Liang Jicheng

梁季成 SURNAME LIANG, GIVEN NAME JICHENG, “SEASON,” “ACCOMPLISHMENT”

The director of Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital.

Duan-laoban

段老板 SURNAME DUAN, TITLE -LAOBAN, SUFFIX FOR “BOSS”

A mysterious figure working in the shadows who knows more than he should about the incident at Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital.

Wei Dongheng

卫冬恒 SURNAME WEI, GIVEN NAME DONGHENG, “WINTER,” “CONSTANT”

A senior drama student at Huzhou University and He Yu’s acquaintance who was a big troublemaker in his youth.

LOCATIONS

CITIES

Huzhou

沪州

A fictional major city in the Jiangnan region of China (to the south of the Yangtze River). “Hu” is the abbreviation for Shanghai.

Yanzhou

燕州

A fictional capital city in the north of China. “Yan” is the name for an ancient city that includes modern-day Beijing.

Hangshi

杭市

Another fictional major city in the Jiangnan region, not far from Huzhou. “Hang” is the same character used in the city Hangzhou.

PLACES

Huzhou University

沪州大学

A prestigious university located in Huzhou with a School of Fine Arts, among others.

Huzhou Medical School

沪州医科大学

A prestigious medical school located in Huzhou that neighbors Huzhou University.

Neverland Island

梦幻岛

A man-made island in the middle of a lake on the Huzhou University campus.

Cheng Kang Psychiatric Hospital

成康精神病院

An old psychiatric institution on the outskirts of Huzhou.

NAME GUIDE

Diminutives, Nicknames, and Name Tags

DA-: A prefix meaning “big” or “elder,” which can be added before titles for elders, like “dage” or “dajie,” or before a name.

DI/DIDI: A word meaning “younger brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated (usually younger) male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

GE/GEGE: A word meaning “older brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

JIE/JIEJIE: A word meaning “elder sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.

LAO-: A prefix meaning “old.” Usually added to a surname and used in informal contexts.

LAOSHI: A word meaning “teacher” that can be used to refer to any educator, often in deference. Can also be attached to someone’s name as a suffix.

LAOBAN: A word meaning “boss” that can be used to refer to one’s superior or the proprietor of a business. Can also be attached to someone’s name as a suffix.

SAOZI/-SAO: A word meaning “elder brother’s wife.” It can be used to address the wife (or informally, girlfriend) of an unrelated male peer.

XIAO-: A prefix meaning “little” or “younger.” Often used in an affectionate and familiar context.

XUEZHANG: Older male classmate.

XUEDI: Younger male classmate.

XUEJIE: Older female classmate.

XUEMEI: Younger female classmate.


PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

Bìng Àn Běn

Bìng as in Bingham

Àn as in on

Běn as in husband

Hè Yǔ

Hè as in huh

Y as in you, ǔ as in bee, but with lips rounded as for boo

Xiè Qīngchéng

X as in sheep, iè as in yet

Q as in charm but more aspirated, īng as in sing

Ch as in charm, éng as in hung

GENERAL CONSONANTS

Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.

X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk

Q: a very aspirated ch as in cheat

C: ts as in pants

Z: ds as in suds

S: s as in silk

ch: very close to c-, but with the tongue rolled up to touch the palate.

Zh: very close to z-, but with the tongue rolled up to touch the palate.

Sh: very close to s-, but with the tongue rolled up to touch the palate. Because of this, it can give the impression of shh, but it’s a different sound compared to the x- consonant.

G: hard g as in graphic

r: partway between the r in run and the s in measure. The tongue should be rolled up to touch the palate.

GENERAL VOWELS

The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di,” where the first is a buzzed continuation for the sh- consonant and the latter a long e sound. Compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.

IU: as in yo-yo

IE: ye as in yes

UO: war as in warm
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Glossary

EYES: Descriptions like “almond eyes” or “peach-blossom eyes” refer to eye shape. Almond eyes have a balanced shape, like that of an almond, whereas peach-blossom eyes have a rounded upper lid and are often considered particularly alluring.

FACE: Mianzi (­±¤l), generally translated as “face,” is an important concept in Chinese society. It is a metaphor for a person’s reputation and can be extended to further descriptive metaphors. For example, “having face” refers to having a good reputation, and “losing face” refers to having one’s reputation hurt. Meanwhile, “giving face” means deferring to someone else to help improve their reputation, while “not wanting face” implies that a person is acting so poorly or shamelessly that they clearly don’t care about their reputation at all. “Thin face” refers to someone easily embarrassed or prone to offense at perceived slights. Conversely, “thick face” refers to someone not easily embarrassed and immune to insults.

JADE: Jade is a semi-precious mineral with a long history of ornamental and functional usage in China. The word “jade” can refer to two distinct minerals, nephrite and jadeite, which both range in color from white to gray to a wide spectrum of greens.

UNIVERSITIES AND CLASS STRUCTURE: In Chinese universities, students are assigned to a class of students in their major. Each class takes their major courses together for the duration of their university career.

WECHAT: A Chinese instant messaging, social media, and mobile payment app ubiquitous in modern Chinese society. People use its text, call, and voice message functions for both personal and business communications.

WEIBO: A popular Chinese microblogging social media platform similar to Twitter.

XUEBA: 学ÅQ, literally “academic tyrant,” is a slang term for high-achieving students. Usually complimentary.
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Footnotes

Chapter 1: Opening Shot

[1] From the poem “Moonlit Night” by Du Fu, a Tang dynasty poet.
[2] From the poem “Your Eyes Are So Beautiful” by Yu Kwang-chung (1928–2017).
[3] Chinese messaging app.
[4] It is a traditional Chinese belief that the spirits of the deceased will return home for a visit on the seventh day after their death.
Chapter 2: I Was Still a Student Back Then

[5] From a story about Zhuangzi (Zhuang Zhou) in which he had a dream about becoming a butterfly and then wondered whether he was a man dreaming he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was a man.
[6] University role overseeing the ideological and political education of students according to the national party line.
Chapter 3: I Disliked Him from the Start

[7] Derogatory slang term for sexist, paternalistic men, similar to the concept of toxic masculinity.
[8] From the poem “New Year’s Eve in Guilin” by Rong Yu.
[9] A girl adopted into a family with the intention of having one of their sons marry her in the future.
Chapter 5: He Got Divorced

[10] Popular microblogging platform in China.
Chapter 6: And He Still Had to Go On Matchmaking Dates

[11] A common practice for luxury goods in China requires consumers to spend a certain amount of money at the store before they can purchase a desirable item. Often, the amount they need to spend is equal to (or sometimes even more than) the price of the item.
[12] The geographical area south of the Yangtze River known for its wet climate. In this setting, Huzhou is part of the Jiangnan region.
Chapter 7: He Asked Me about My Driving Skills

[13] Thin pancakes wrapped around fried dough sticks (youtiao) with a sweet and savory sauce (tianmianjiang).
[14] A tiny electric car model.
Chapter 8: He Even Ordered Me around like a Servant

[15] 钉子户, “nail house,” is a term for people who refuse to vacate their residences even under pressure from property developers.
[16] A type of rural dwelling carved out of a hillside.
[17] A holiday for honoring departed ancestors.
Chapter 9: But Never Mind Him, I Decided to Tell Her My Feelings

[18] A Shanghai waterfront district.
[19] 垃圾街, “garbage street,” a street in Hangzhou with many food stalls.
[20] Bianlian (变脸) refers to the performance art of swapping masks faster than the eye can see. The same term is used figuratively for being two-faced/having an instant change in demeanor.
[21] Standard Mandarin is based on dialects spoken in northern China, especially Beijing.
[22] The military intelligence agency of the Republic of China.
Chapter 11: He Became a Hostage

[23] “To eat outside” is a euphemism for cheating in a relationship.
Chapter 13: We Survived the Calamity

[24] In legends, a magical skin worn by monsters to take on the appearance of a beautiful maiden. More generally, it can refer to a deceivingly lovely superficial layer that hides what’s within.
Chapter 15: We Slept on the Same Sofa Bed

[25] “Man” (慢) means “slow.”
Chapter 16: But We Argued until We Parted Ways Again

[26] Slang used in gaming to describe temporary positive status effects on characters.
Chapter 18: I Remembered the Day He Left His Job

[27] Mencius, or Mengzi, is a famous Confucian philosopher held to be second in importance only to Confucius himself in the Confucian ideology. According to legend, his mother, seeking to find the best place to raise her son, first moved near a graveyard, where the young Mencius began to mimic the rituals of the mourners. Then, she moved near a market, where he began to mimic the merchants selling their wares. Finally, she moved near a school, where Mencius began to imitate the etiquette and study habits of the scholars.
[28] A function for sending money via WeChat.
Chapter 19: We Finally Stopped Arguing

[29] The character Xu Xian from the classic Chinese love story Legend of the White Snake. As Xu Xian was a scholar, Hanlin may be a reference to the Hanlin Academy or a misspelling of his courtesy name, Hanwen.
[30] 浣花纸, a type of special pink paper invented by Xue Tao, a Tang dynasty poet.
Chapter 20: Only for Him to Catch Me in the Act

[31] Referencing “The Song of Everlasting Sorrow” by Tang dynasty poet Bai Juyi, a description of Yang-guifei, the beloved consort of Emperor Xuanzong.
Chapter 21: In Turn, I Caught Her in the Act

[32] This phrase is commonly used as a veiled declaration of love.
Chapter 27: He Went to See Chen Man

[33] Trains dating back to the 1950s with forest green livery and yellow trim. They are much slower than modern trains, with few, if any, amenities. Although these trains are being phased out, they are still the only train service serving some remote areas.
[34] Marketplace stalls reserved for vendors who are elderly, or disabled, or come from low-income backgrounds.
[35] “Criminal Law of the People’s Republic of China,” Congressional-Executive Commission on ­China, January 15, 2013, https://www.cecc.gov/resources/legal-provisions/criminal-law-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china.
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