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Chapter 231:
Don’t Accept His Invitation

 

“DON’T WORRY, I’ll be supervising the final surgery tomorrow. This time we’re using an adult with a physique very similar to his, and we’ll be implanting a very advanced chip into his brain…”

A man in a lab coat with peach-blossom eyes and thin lips sat in Duan Wen’s comfortable office—it was none other than Anthony.

Anthony had just returned from Huzhou, and he was still weary from travel. He was given no time to rest, though; Duan Wen summoned him to discuss progress on certain projects as soon as he set foot on the island.

Duan Wen took a sip of tea. “I have high expectations. You must not disappoint me.”

“I trust he’ll be a great success,” Anthony said. “The only imperfection is that the body is a bit advanced in age. The brain you provided me is only twenty; there’s truly no need to use the body of a forty year old.”

Despite his smile, Duan Wen’s eyes were cold. “I’ll judge whether it’s necessary or not.”

Anthony was silent.

“Let’s leave this here. It’s getting late.” Duan Wen glanced at his watch. “Go get some rest. I’ll come to check on the results after the final surgery tomorrow. Oh, and don’t forget to wrap up work on that device for the blood toxin. Our blood toxin has seemed rather restless lately.”

A snide look crossed Anthony’s face. “If he’s acting restless, he’s not far from death. You know I left a back door when I saved him—so long as he’s alive, he’ll never achieve his real goals with any true satisfaction.”

With those ominous words, Anthony rose, excused himself with a bow, and made for the door. Before he could raise a hand to turn the handle, someone knocked from the other side.

“Enter,” said Duan Wen.

Opening the door, a servant made her report with her face respectfully lowered. “Executive Duan, I’ve brought the individual you requested.”

When Anthony met eyes with the man following behind her, they both inadvertently froze. He narrowed his eyes. “Xie Qingcheng…”

“He is my guest.” Duan Wen’s icy voice sounded from behind the desk. “Please let him in and close the door on your way out.”

No matter how much Anthony hated Xie Qingcheng, he still respected Duan Wen’s position. He only let out a cold harrumph and brushed past Xie Qingcheng without another word, head held high.

Thus began Duan Wen and Xie Qingcheng’s first official meeting.

Xie Qingcheng studied the legendary Executive Duan—a man of around forty with handsome features, a high nose, and deep-set eyes… For some reason, as he looked at him, a string plucked in the back of Xie Qingcheng’s mind. A reminder of something.

“Professor Xie.” Crossing his arms on his desk, Duan Wen offered him a polite smile. “We meet at last. Please, sit.”

His desk was laid out elegantly, with a tea set, an arrangement of flowers, and incense. He asked the servant to take away the tea service he’d shared with Anthony and bring in a fresh pot. “Executive He mentioned that Professor Xie likes to drink Cold Fragrance of Snowy Fields. I happen to have some here, so I brought it out for my honored guest. Have our accommodations been treating you well?”

The proffered cup of tea sat untouched in front of Xie Qingcheng. After a moment, he said flatly, “How pleasant do you think it is for me to be living with my parents’ killers?”

“I sincerely apologize for what happened to Officers Xie and Zhou.” Noticing that Xie Qingcheng hadn’t touched his tea, Duan Wen poured himself a cup and raised it in his direction. “It was never our original intent to kill them. In truth, we admired their attitude and talent. To us, they were true officers of the law. As for the bureaucrats of Project Dreambreaker, however…nothing more than frauds wearing a pretty skin.”

“A criminal like you has no right to comment on which people count as true officers of the law,” Xie Qingcheng said coldly.

“I believe that each and every person has the right and freedom to express their own opinions,” said Duan Wen with a faint smile.

Xie Qingcheng only grew even colder. His lips barely moved as he spoke. “Rights and freedoms are not to be misused for malicious purposes.”

Duan Wen looked at him with interest. “What a slick tongue you have. Did you want to be a negotiator when you were a kid?”

“You brought me here to talk about my childhood?”

A laugh. “If Professor Xie is willing, I wouldn’t mind. I only wanted to invite you in for a casual discussion; I have no other intentions. You don’t need to be so guarded.”

“I have nothing to discuss with you.”

“That’s not necessarily true.” Duan Wen gave him an unreadable look. “You saw the modified human versions of your parents, right? Did it feel like them?”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t dignify that with a response.

Duan Wen took another sip of tea. “What if I told you,” he said slowly, “that in the future, we could use medical technology and VR tools to bring your parents back to life…so long as you serve the interests of Mandela? Professor Xie, are you interested in our offer?”

He finally understood why Duan Wen had summoned him. They’d kept him locked up for long enough; now it was time to try and turn him. They wanted to use his love for his family, his memories of the dead, to draw him under their banner. This was exactly how Duan Wen had tried to turn He Yu three years ago. If he hadn’t described the whole process to Xie Qingcheng already, receiving an offer like this out of the blue could have easily affected his mental state.

“My family died twenty years ago in a truck explosion you orchestrated, leaving no bodies behind,” replied Xie Qingcheng. “Did you think I’d recognize the modified humans you’ve created from statistics, journals, and combat data—trampling innocent lives in the process—as my parents?”

Duan Wen smiled cryptically at him over his teacup. “Looks like He Yu already explained the modified humans to you. What else has he told you?”

Xie Qingcheng’s gaze clashed with Duan Wen’s. He didn’t back down in the slightest. “I’m as disgusted with him as I am with you. We have nothing to say to each other.”

Duan Wen poured himself another cup of tea with an unchanged expression. “…You don’t have to be so reactive, Professor Xie. Executive He has always been like this. He likes you a lot. Despite his insistence that he hates you, he’s never actually harmed you very much, isn’t that right? He’s been treating you quite well lately.”

Not a single crack was allowed to show in Xie Qingcheng’s composure. “Do you consider imprisoning me and humiliating me to be treating me well?” he said darkly.

“Well, you are our enemy,” Duan Wen pointed out. “If you were willing to join Mandela, he’d no longer have any right or reason to treat you this way… Will you really not drink any tea?”

Tomorrow would be the final battle. Duan Wen might not have known about the Dreambreakers’ plan, but Xie Qingcheng was well informed. He could not touch a bite of food or a drop of drink Duan Wen offered him, no matter what.

“I have no interest in your tea,” he said coldly.

“A pity.” Duan Wen stared at his face. “I think it would be best if you had a sip.”

Xie Qingcheng turned his cheek.

After a momentary silence, Duan Wen set down his cup. He appeared to have no intention of forcing Xie Qingcheng to drink his tea. “I won’t force you into anything,” he drawled, interlacing his fingers. “However, I suggest you give it some consideration. I admire your parents just as much as I admire you, and crafting thought model chips is an expensive endeavor. That’s why although there are many modified people on the island, so few berserkers possess the capacity for thought. They are the best of the best we have created on our path to the future. Typically, we select from the people we respect the most for these experiments, so we might bring their minds back to life.”

No response.

“We had to kill them due to our opposing positions and interests, but we’d prefer it if people like them could stand on our side,” said Duan Wen. “So, we took your parents’ data and implanted it into the minds of others to create our berserkers.”

Sparks flashed in Xie Qingcheng’s eyes, carving into Duan Wen with the force of his gaze. “Do you mean to say I should be thanking you?”

Duan Wen spread his hands. “I can understand how you feel, but I’m telling you the truth. There are scant few people in this world worthy of my respect. The vast majority are dregs, talentless idiots who live like livestock. Their very existence is a waste of natural resources, yet their mediocrity is matched only by their self-confidence. Just like those Dreambreakers—they might call themselves officers of the law, but in my eyes, police officers should be people like your parents and Zheng Jingfeng. They may not have glamorous titles or generous salaries, but they have courageous hearts, fair and oriented to justice from the beginning. They are willing to give their lives in pursuit of the truth. They’re not afraid to believe, not afraid to persist, and the values of their profession persevere in the face of money and power. After all, an officer of the law is not made by the uniform they wear or the insignia on their shoulder. Nor are they made by power or repute, but the heavy shackles of responsibility.”

Xie Qingcheng’s face tightened. Out of anger or perhaps something else, his hand that had been resting on the arm of the chair began to turn white.

“I respect every true officer of the law,” added Duan Wen. “Even if I have to kill them, I hope that one day, our technology will bring them back. I feel the same about doctors.”

Again, Xie Qingcheng said nothing.

“I respect Qin Ciyan, and I respect you. You are rare talents who ought to receive the best protection and the highest level of respect. What society can’t give you, I can.”

“How? You’ve already stolen their lives. Do you think the things you create with virtual reality and organ transplants can replace them?”

“Anyone can be replaced and recreated, so long as their thoughts are preserved.”

Xie Qingcheng was no longer able to suppress the fury in his gaze. “There’s no one in this world who is irreplaceable to you?”

Duan Wen fell silent for a moment. “Why must you call it being replaced? If you look at it from another angle, what’s wrong with virtual reality or organ transplants? Aren’t these both just ways of extending life? Consider what I’m offering you,” he said. “History is written by the victors. Perhaps, in a few hundred years, we’ll be on the side of justice.”

Xie Qingcheng stared at Duan Wen and at first made no reply. After a long pause, though, he suddenly said, “My parents and Captain Zheng were life-and-death companions since their internship term at the police academy. You must have made this same offer to Captain Zheng—did he submit?”

Duan Wen toyed with the tassel on the teapot, his face impassive. “I haven’t had the time to do so yet. But I will seek him out after we finish our discussion. What, will you say yes if he does?”

Xie Qingcheng’s fingers tightened around the armrest. “He won’t accept your offer,” he said slowly and deliberately, “just as I will not.”

“Don’t be so certain.” Duan Wen smiled. “Executive He was very stubborn at first too. We locked him up for a long time; in the end, with a combination of coaxing and coercion, he agreed. I believe that anything can change with time. You can think it over after you get back.”

Their conversation concluded there. Duan Wen rose to see his guest out with the air of a gentleman. 

“Professor Xie, if there is anything you need, please bring it up anytime. Once you’re willing, the doors of Mandela’s Pinnacle Laboratory will open for you. This way, please.”

Xie Qingcheng stood in turn. When his eyes met Duan Wen’s, his gaze was shockingly cold. Finally, he turned, pushed his chair back, and left without a word. A servant accompanied him back.

After Xie Qingcheng left, Duan Wen sat back down, finished his tea, and snuffed out the incense on the table. He asked the remaining servant, “How are things going with He Yu?”

The servant bowed. “Great-Grandmother just invited him away. He seemed unwilling, but went to the laboratory in the end.”

“All right. Have you retrieved the recordings from this afternoon?”

“I have prepared them here for your review.”

A tablet with choice highlights of He Yu’s activities that day was presented. Duan Wen spent some time reviewing every notable development, then dragged the progress bar to the clip of He Yu going to the laboratory.

He zoomed in.

The recording showed He Yu busy working at the lab bench. Duan Wen zoomed in as much as he could to get a good look at what he had been up to that afternoon, and what he saw set upon the lab bench was something he never could have anticipated… 

Pressing the knuckles of one hand to his lips, Duan Wen frowned in thought.

“Should we continue watching him?” the servant asked.

“Do it,” Duan Wen said slowly. “But…” His eyes paused on the object visible in the recording. “Don’t follow him too closely. Don’t alarm him.”

His face was still knit with a frown. He suspected He Yu a great deal, but the way things were going, it didn’t seem like He Yu was about to make any kind of move. And even if he did do something soon, Duan Wen had a backup plan in place. There was no need to worry. Anthony’s surgery tomorrow should be at the top of his mind.

 

When Xie Qingcheng returned to their rooms, he found that He Yu was no longer there.

This was unexpected. But he was sure He Yu had to have a good reason for failing to meet him at the time they’d agreed on.

“Executive He had some work come up,” Duan Wen’s servant explained with a bow before making her exit. “He should return shortly. Rest well, Professor Xie.”

It was already past ten at night, and yet He Yu had been summoned for an urgent work task. Was this a coincidence, or…? Xie Qingcheng was deeply concerned. Out of habit, he reached for a cigarette, but found nothing in his pocket. Ever since he’d coughed up blood, He Yu didn’t let him get so much as a whiff of smoke. He couldn’t contact He Yu through the Fengbo System whenever he wanted, either, because it wasn’t always a good time for him to talk. There’d be too much risk of him being found out.

Xie Qingcheng paced back and forth across their rooms. All the dishes on the table were untouched—He Yu must have wanted to eat together after he returned. There was no note, no message, his Fengbo cuff was switched off… He Yu must have left in a hurry, without any chance to leave him a hint.

All Xie Qingcheng could do was stay in their rooms and wait. The last few hours they had to spend alone together passed in anxious, fruitless waiting.

Meanwhile, in Duan Cuizhen’s incense-infused room, He Yu wiped the blood from his fingers. He had just finished controlling his last live human subject.

The “little boy” in a red dress sat in a wheelchair, looking like a flower beginning to rot before it could reach full bloom. Duan Cuizhen’s skin was as pale as a corpse, with an IV line flowing into the back of her hand. Her body was in major decline, the rejection derangement from her brain transplant stretching every second out into torturous years.

She nodded in satisfaction, however, at He Yu’s level of control over living humans. “If there’s another large-scale attack, you’ll play a key role in our defense,” she told him. “Protect the organization, and protect your mother.”

He Yu lowered his eyes and quietly dipped into a bow. “That’s a matter of course. Her revival is my only reason for living.”

Their blood toxin tests were essentially complete, and he hadn’t let anything slip. Surely, he would be allowed leave any time now. But Duan Cuizhen ordered her attendants to push her toward He Yu, keeping her safe under their protection.

“Take a walk to the basement with me. Over the last few years, through the use of our obedience potion, we’ve modeled your blood toxin to collect a wealth of live reaction data. Using this data, we’ve now created a biological weapon you can use to amplify the blood toxin’s radius of control.” There was a gleam of terrible exhilaration in her eyes, all the more frightening on the face of such a young boy. “It’s almost complete; come take a look with me, young man. It still needs a little of your genetic data. We must gather everything as soon as possible.”

He Yu hadn’t been expecting the old lady to ramble on for so long, but he could hardly just leave.

“Why so quiet?” she asked. “Did you have other business tonight?” She stared straight into his face, her searching gaze on full alert.

“…No.” He Yu’s lips quirked up in a smile, his eyes fathomless and dark. He followed Duan Cuizhen toward her dedicated elevator to the basement. The clock on the wall read eleven fifteen; less than seven hours until dawn. He Yu took a deep breath to pull his face and emotions under control, then stepped into the elevator car behind Duan Cuizhen’s wheelchair.

“Press the button for me,” she said. “You’re the closest.”

He Yu pressed the button.

Duan Cuizhen was still staring at him with a considering look. “What are you thinking about? You don’t look like you’re all here.”

“I was wondering what kind of device you’ve made for me,” He Yu replied, his disguise seamless as ever.

The elevator descended, bringing them to their destination in a matter of seconds. Duan Cuizhen finally looked away from He Yu as the doors opened. “You’ll see very soon.”

She rolled out of the doors in her wheelchair. He Yu finally let out a sigh of relief.

I have to return to meet him before dawn.

His true intentions, and his only priority. 


Chapter 232:
In the End, I Failed to Keep My Promise

 

XIE QINGCHENG WAITED in their suite for He Yu for a very long time.

There weren’t any cigarettes to smoke, so the wait stretched on for an eternity. Still, he waited. The television was on, but they got mostly English channels here; the only Chinese channel was playing some variety show with a bunch of celebrities laughing and chatting. Though Xie Qingcheng found it annoying, he didn’t reach for the remote to turn it off.

Instead he leaned back on the sofa, deep in thought. If it hadn’t been for the Guangshi naval battle, He Yu would have graduated from university by now. With his talents, he surely would have found a good job, been brought on as the lead director of some project. In a year or two, maybe Xie Qingcheng would have seen his work on television or in theaters. Xie Qingcheng had lost interest in movies in his adulthood, and he rarely went to the theater. But, he thought, if it was He Yu’s work, he would go to see it.

He Yu was special.

There were many things he wanted to say to that special person this evening. Things he couldn’t say until tonight. He would wait until He Yu returned so he could tell him, Little Devil, three years ago, you gave me all your remaining trust in the world—only to die because of me.

My guilt was such that no matter what you did, I’ve never resented you. My only thought was that if you could vent all your anger, maybe you could turn back to the way you were before. That would be a fine outcome. After all, it’s what I owe you.

After all, I no longer really wanted to live after what I did.

He would wait for He Yu to return, so he could tell him, I’m sorry, He Yu. I hurt the only person in the world who’s ever told me with such passion, “I need you.” You offered up your heart to me with both hands; you protected me with your life and your dignity; you would rather bear a criminal reputation than make me sad. If I had never met you, I would never have believed that such love existed in this world.

But before I could reciprocate, that love had already become an ice-cold, unmarked tombstone. I’m sorry. In truth, I hate myself as well. How could I be so heartless? I never dared to hope you would set aside your grievances—and still you told me, “I don’t hate you anymore.”

“Don’t be afraid. I don’t hate you anymore.”

Xie Qingcheng wanted to tell He Yu that he didn’t actually fear death.

He didn’t fear death, nor did he fear pain. He didn’t fear a ruined reputation or financial destitution. As an honest and upright man, all he wanted was to live a life with no regrets. But He Yu had given him something to grieve, and the last will and testament that was discovered after the naval battle became the biggest regret of his lifetime.

He was afraid He Yu would hate him forever and always.

So when He Yu had held him just days ago and said he would never hate him again, that they would never argue again, that was enough to satisfy him. He didn’t dare ask for anything more. Their time together on Mandela Island had been like a dream to him. Within that dream, he sometimes even felt something close to the gentle affection of their past. But he wasn’t very emotionally aware—for a long time, he hadn’t been sure whether that was just his own misperception.

Xie Qingcheng let out a quiet sigh and closed his eyes. Once He Yu returned, he wanted to say to him, He Yu, would you dance with me? In that little bar, or right here.

Are you still willing?

He would wait for He Yu to return. He would gladly wait for He Yu… With these thoughts circulating his head, Xie Qingcheng waited for the minutes and seconds to tick by. In the end, he fell into a bleary sleep on the couch.

To the sound of the patter of raindrops from outside, he dreamed of He Yu as he’d been when he was still in school. His smile was youthful and slightly roguish, a hint of mischievous trickery mixed into his refined demeanor. In the dream, Xie Qingcheng returned to the Huzhou University campus of four years ago. He and He Yu had been trapped on an island of fantasies back then, too…

The island was situated some distance from the school. He Yu had used a signal jammer to cut off the center of the lake from the rest of the outside world, which also wasn’t unlike their current situation. Showering rain sent them running into the cave, considered a secret utopia and filled with generations of students’ scribblings. He Yu asked him if he wanted to leave a message on the cave walls in imitation of their predecessors, but he refused.

He Yu had asked him something like, “Xie Qingcheng, isn’t there anything you wish for?”

At the time, he believed his life had lost all meaning. There were no possibilities, no hope, and nothing to look forward to. So he never gave He Yu a proper answer. But in this dream right here and now, after living through the past four years, he finally had an answer. He looked across the cave at the young man’s face. The cocoon in his heart was chewed open just a crack, a butterfly with trembling wings poised to fly out—

“Mm. I do have a wish.” Contradicting the reality of those days past, the Xie Qingcheng in the dream walked over to He Yu, standing side by side with the young man in that secret utopia.

“Write it here, then.” He passed Xie Qingcheng the pebble he’d been using to etch words into the cave wall.

Xie Qingcheng accepted it, but didn’t write anything. He only turned to look at He Yu. After a long time, he lifted his arms and embraced him.

When Xie Qingcheng closed his eyes, he could feel a bloody tear roll down his cheek.

“He Yu, I wish that one day, I’ll see you again at the base of the Ferris wheel.”

Like a coin tossed into a wishing pond, the pebble dropped to the ground. The ground became an iced-over lake, the lake melted into autumn waters, and a series of ripples spread from its middle—higher and higher, until it transformed once again into a giant, gleaming Ferris wheel, casting pinpricks of light through the rainy night. Over the pond, he embraced He Yu.

But in the reflection, there was only a ratty teddy bear holding a bunch of balloons, standing alone.

People came and went and departed. He didn’t know if he would ever see that child who would ask to be held, or the young man with features just as gentle as they once had been.

The sky was growing dark. The amusement park was about to close. The teddy bear stood there dumbly, waiting out his last wisps of hope… Will you return? He Yu, will you…

Brring, brring—

There was a prickle of pain at his wrist. Xie Qingcheng felt the sinking feeling of missing a step on a staircase. His eyes shot open, and he jerked awake.

Outside, he saw that it really had rained. A damp breeze drifted in through a crack in the window. Dawn had broken, early rays of daylight breaking through the clouds dim and pale, like the sickly face of an invalid. Xie Qingcheng waited for his heart to settle, slowly returning to himself.

He raised his wrist. The Fengbo cuff was buzzing. He discretely raised it to his ear and accepted the call, eyes scanning the wall clock. It was already seven in the morning… His heart sank. He Yu hadn’t returned.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Xie Qingcheng.” It wasn’t He Yu calling him, but their commander.

His heart sank into the pit of his stomach, but Xie Qingcheng still responded promptly. “I’m here.”

“He Yu tried to contact you through our system last night around three thirty in the morning, but you didn’t pick up. He figured you were asleep, and with too many eyes and ears on him, he contacted headquarters instead,” said their commander. “He asked me to pass on his apologies. He won’t be able to see you alone before the mission.”

Xie Qingcheng’s breath caught in his throat. He didn’t care if they could see each other or not anymore. “How is He Yu?” he asked. “He never came back last night. Did something happen? Did he tell you?”

“Don’t worry, he’s fine. But Mandela’s created a new device to amplify the influence of the blood toxin, and he had to spend all night cooperating with their efforts to perfect it,” their commander explained. “Mandela knows our second attack is happening very soon, and they wanted the device completed before then. That’s why they’re making every second count.”

Xie Qingcheng let out a sigh of relief. Fortunately, the worst hadn’t come to pass. If Duan Wen discovered that he and He Yu were making their move to destroy the frost laser, the island’s most advanced weapon, this very afternoon, the consequences would have been unimaginable.

“I’ll contact him right now…” Xie Qingcheng began.

“You can’t.”

He started. “Why?”

“We can’t get in touch with him either. He had to move to activate the devices that have already been set up and handle today’s work as soon as the experiments were over. He has to be careful, as this is the final round of inspections before the battle. So he blocked off every way to contact him.”

Xie Qingcheng gritted his teeth. “Then, when will he re-enable them?”

“It will have to be right before the mission begins,” the commander said. “Duan Wen and his people seem to have realized that something’s off, so he’s being watched very closely. He has to do everything he can to appease them and keep suspicion away from you. If everything goes smoothly, the mission will begin at four o’clock this afternoon. Until then, rest, and wait patiently until the commencement of the mission.”

There was no reply from Xie Qingcheng, and the commander grew a little anxious. “Do you understand?”

“…I understand.”

After Xie Qingcheng hung up the call, he was overtaken by a heavy unease.

He was worried about He Yu. But he also knew there was no way he could help He Yu—and the commander was right. He needed to conserve his energy and wait until he contacted him. This was all he could do, and the only thing he should be doing right now.

So they wouldn’t have any time to talk about the personal business between them after all.

Time ticked by, second after minute. The sun showed its face from behind the heavy clouds, then retreated again. One hour…another…

Xie Qingcheng sat at the desk, twiddling his long, slender fingers as he stared unblinking at the vintage alarm clock. The clouds dispersed, and the sky over Mandela Island cleared. But it was getting late, and the sun was no longer at the peak of its strength, slanting lazily to the west.

It was three fifty in the afternoon. Xie Qingcheng was already prepared. He had donned a pair of contacts, changed into clothes that were easy to move in, and put the Fengbo System’s earpieces in. He was fully rested; all he needed was the final confirmation.

3:58… 3:59…

Krr-chk.

The brass filigree hour hand ticked, trembling, over to four on the dot. Xie Qingcheng opened his eyes and held his breath. The time had come. He awaited the opening of the bedroom door. There was a series of footsteps approaching from afar, from the end of the corridor to the door of their suite. They stopped. Xie Qingcheng stood, his heart beating a frantic pattern in his chest as he prepared to jump into action, whatever He Yu needed him to do. But then—

“Mister Xie.” The door creaked open, and Xie Qingcheng flinched when he saw who it was. It wasn’t He Yu; it was the brainwashed girl from the film crew. Empty eyes wide, she hefted her bucket of cleaning supplies. 

“I’ve come to tidy your rooms.”

Now?!

Xie Qingcheng had a bad feeling about this, but he needed to stay in control of the situation. The more critical the moment, the less he could risk allowing things to fall into chaos. Affecting calm, he said, “Go on.”

The girl gave him a shallow bow and walked inside.

Like room service at a hotel, He Yu’s rooms were cleaned every day. But it didn’t happen at a set time, and they hadn’t been expecting it to happen at this exact moment. Xie Qingcheng sat down, pretending to bury his head in a book while surreptitiously tracking the girl with his hearing and the edge of his vision, trying to gauge how long it would be until she left.

It didn’t take too long—the girl only spent ten minutes or so tidying up before giving Xie Qingcheng a robotic bow and retreating. By now, the clock read 4:13. But He Yu had yet to appear, and it was impossible to contact him through the Fengbo System. There was no way to know what had interrupted their plans. Xie Qingcheng rose to his feet, pacing anxiously at the window. Headquarters were scheduled to launch their attack at six o’ clock, and they hardly had enough time in the first place. And now they’d lost thirteen precious minutes.

What had happened to He Yu?

Xie Qingcheng felt lost in a fog of mystery. Suddenly, there was another sound outside the door, and his head shot around—

“Sir, my apologies.”

This felt like a bucket of ice water poured into his gut, sending Xie Qingcheng into a pit of despair. It was the girl again. 

“I left my cleaning rag in your bathroom. May I enter to retrieve it?”

“…Go ahead.”

The girl passed through their entire suite to the innermost bathroom to retrieve her cleaning rag, then returned to the entrance and bade Xie Qingcheng goodbye again. He watched the heavy teak door click closed behind her, some of the tension in his body finally lost. But he quickly grew only more anxious—in this back-and-forth, another five minutes had passed.

At nearly four thirty, half an hour wasted, a comms operator at headquarters called him in unease. “He Yu still hasn’t appeared?”

“No.”

“Damn. It’ll take some amount of time to destroy the frost laser. If he doesn’t figure it out now, we’ll have to change our whole plan for making landfall.”

A fire burned in Xie Qingcheng’s heart. He moved his lips as little as possible, snapping at the person in his earpiece at a whisper: “Can’t you try forcing your call through the Fengbo System?”

The comms operator clearly felt a bit harassed. “…He Yu modified his Fengbo point so he controls the earpiece himself. You know how skilled he is with programming. He…”

Just as Xie Qingcheng felt the urge to cuss someone out, there was a crackle. The comms operator was interrupted midway through stumbling through an explanation like a man with his shoelaces tied together—and the voice that came through instead was crisp and clear. 

“Xie Qingcheng, turn around.”

Operating on reflex, he did as the voice said. His pupils contracted—if not for the strict circumstances he was in, he really would have cussed out loud.

Outside the window!

Outside the window there was a miniature helicopter—one of the ones that normal people saw as flying horses. Xie Qingcheng had seen more than a few of them fly by, but never one hovering so close.

At this close a distance, Xie Qingcheng could see the full structure of the helicopter. It was carefully designed to cooperate with the virtual reality projections, with most of its parts made of a transparent material. A half-open, C-shaped body was suspended below its blades, shielded by a blast-proof visor and equipped with an arsenal of weapons. It was also studded with a number of flashing projectors—presumably a standard part of the virtual reality system.

He Yu sat in the driver’s seat, black Mandela military uniform flapping in the after-rain breeze. Chen Man sat behind him, already rescued and waving at Xie Qingcheng.

“Xie-ge!”

“Xie Qingcheng.” Backlit by the sun, He Yu looked into Xie Qingcheng’s face. His complexion was a little wan from a full day and night of toil, but he still smiled when he saw Xie Qingcheng. He hadn’t returned on time. A series of unfortunate events had turned their night alone together to an empty promise, and this tinted his smile with a hidden sorrow.

“…I’m sorry. I made you wait so long.” There was so much he wanted to express, but here and now, this was all he could say. 

Xie Qingcheng looked into his eyes. “It’s all right. As long as you’re safe.”

The more one was given, the easier it was to become insatiable; the less one had, the easier it was to be content. This was human nature. In this moment, Xie Qingcheng felt he could set down his day and night of fretting. Being able to see He Yu right now was enough. It no longer mattered whether or not he had returned last night to fulfill his promise. A thousand words exchanged, a long night of passion—none of it mattered next to being able to say, As long as you’re safe.

As long as he was safe, there were many more hours to come. Once this mission was over, they would have innumerable days and nights together.

Following their original plan, He Yu was supposed to bring them out through the basement. But the situation had changed, and he’d been forced to take an aerial route instead. The window opened, and he drove the specially designed helicopter close enough for Xie Qingcheng to reach them.

“You… Aren’t you afraid we’ll be discovered by Mandela?”

“This was my backup plan,” He Yu replied. “I did some preparation yesterday; if the virtual reality projection can trick the Dreambreakers, of course it can trick Mandela if I turn it against them. I modified this thing’s projection device so no one can see us flying above them from more than five meters away. I’ll lower the rope ladder—hurry and get on.”

As poor as his health might be, Xie Qingcheng had maintained a level of good technique. Climbing out a window to grab a rope ladder was no issue. But as he was balancing himself on the windowsill, Chen Man said, “Ge, watch out for its wings; the feathers are sharp.”

“Don’t touch the blast-proof glass,” said He Yu.

Chen Man looked at him in utter bafflement, as if he thought He Yu was mad.

Of course—what Chen Man saw was a flying horse. Only he and He Yu could see the real helicopter. This was an exchange only they could understand, and no one else. Only its own kin could understand the cries of a dragon and respond in kind.

Xie Qingcheng saw the way Chen Man looked at He Yu. Though Chen Man held no malice—he merely found it strange—Xie Qingcheng suddenly found he couldn’t bear to see it. In the years he wasn’t there, He Yu had been forced to hold to this truth that only he knew, as everyone else ridiculed and distrusted him. How lonely must it have been? Right here and now, this man who was a lunatic to everyone else sat windblown inside the fuselage. He watched Xie Qingcheng quietly, with reddened eyes—the eyes of someone waiting to be seen in his long loneliness.

So he thought to himself, He Yu needs to wait no longer. “Okay. I understand,” he said to He Yu.

He Yu blinked, then quickly lowered his lashes. His eyes seemed to redden further, but not out of exhaustion.

Their team of three now assembled, He Yu steered the miniature helicopter in the direction of the frost laser. As they flew, Chen Man explained why they were late: The Mandela Syndicate had been keeping an eye on He Yu this whole time; after he’d dealt with all the espionage devices that would have impeded their plans yesterday, he’d discovered a number of additional ones right before their mission today.

With all of those finally handled, He Yu had then realized the syndicate might try to surprise them, catch them red-handed. Just as he expected, a girl had showed up at four o’clock today to investigate their rooms under the guise of tidying up. She even came back ten minutes later to check whether Xie Qingcheng was still there, as he ought to have been.

“I dealt with the old security cameras and swapped out their feeds,” He Yu added. “While we’re gone, they’ll show you reading in the bedroom. But they don’t trust the live feed very much anymore. We have to move fast, so I changed the plan. We won’t be taking the basement anymore.”

Soon, they were flying over the forest and diving through the sun-gilded clouds. They made it within walking distance of the frost laser without incident—but when he looked down on the scene now, Xie Qingcheng saw not broken robots, but dead humans and hyenas littering the ground… Various machinery—weapons, detonators, projector-tracker devices—were strapped to their bodies, and each had a control ring on their head.

He Yu clapped him on the shoulder, prompting him to look away from the decaying corpses.

“Don’t look,” he said quietly. “It’s already happened. Looking won’t change anything.”

He killed the engine and led the way out of the helicopter, combat boots kicking up a puff of dust as he thudded to the ground.

“Let’s go.”


Chapter 233:
Our Final Mission

 

THEY LANDED NOT FAR from the frost laser, the ground outside littered with evidence of their battle that no one had bothered cleaning up.

The severed limbs of hyenas lay amid the scorched brush, with human bodies scattered alongside them in droves. From the ones yet intact, it was clear that they were all loaded with weapons, with explosives attached to their legs and stomachs. No wonder robots hit in the head wouldn’t detonate, and they’d only explode if you shot them in the body.

Xie Qingcheng had found it strange—if they were machines, they should have exploded no matter where they were hit, with no difference between different targets. Now that he was no longer misled by the Mandela effect, he could finally understand the source of this construction oddity.

Detonators attached to their legs and stomachs…

As they crept through the carnage, the frost laser and its surrounding defenses slowly came into view.

Chen Man was shocked. “It’s guarded by twelve berserkers!”

Xie Qingcheng and He Yu said nothing. To them, the berserkers were no longer machines, but twelve modified people. They were all large and well-built, as tall as basketball players, broad with muscle, and absolutely decked with weapons. Scanning their faces, Xie Qingcheng found one of them especially familiar. Within a few seconds, he realized—

Motherfucker, wasn’t that one of the serial killers his dad had been tracking down over two decades ago?!

This man had committed five grisly murders. He targeted single women for break-ins, where he would rape and murder his victims before burning their bodies. The most horrifying part was that a few weeks after each kill, he mailed the police a painted leather notebook with an illustration of the victim—and forensic analysis had revealed that each notebook was made with the skin of the victim in question…

At the time, the case had been all over the news. Xie Qingcheng remembered that Xie Ping hadn’t come home for over a month while the investigation was ongoing. The police had managed to track the suspect’s last known location to a rented room—but after that, he’d disappeared off the face of the earth.

“There are many criminals on the island,” said He Yu. “The Mandela Syndicate offers olive branches to lawbreakers on the run with no other options left. They trick them here, and once they’re done using them, they destroy their minds and turn them into servants kneeling at the syndicate’s feet. The strongest among them are made into vessels for berserkers, implanted with chips containing the minds of others. Zoya likes making these things. She thinks it’s like recycling—erasing the existence of criminals and letting other people come back to life in their bodies.”

Chen Man was dumbfounded. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing,” He Yu said. Trying to explain such things to Chen Man would be a waste of time that he wasn’t willing to entertain. He didn’t want to say a single spare word to Chen Man at all if he could help it.

“Through genetic modification and the weapons they’re equipped with, each can take on a hundred men,” he added to Xie Qingcheng. “Their combat abilities are substantial; and since their brains are in a state of paralysis and they’re only driven by electronic chips, they aren’t affected by the blood toxin. But,” he whispered as he studied the criminals, “I have a way to deal with them.”

Pulling a little dormouse from his chest pocket, he bit his fingertip, then dripped a drop of blood onto the tiny creature’s body. “Go, climb onto their bodies,” he commanded.

The dormouse pricked up its ears, little paws curling, then raced forward.

Chen Man was shocked. “You can make it follow your commands?”

He Yu no longer saw any reason to hide his powers. He shot Chen Man a glance. “That’s right. If I wanted to, I could make you listen to everything I say too. This is why there are so many animals in my lab—they’re all my experimental subjects.”

“Your powers work on every living creature now?” asked Xie Qingcheng.

“Pretty much. But to make animals obey, I need to train them to understand what I say first. I trained this dormouse for almost six months.”

As they were speaking, the dormouse was darting out from the shrubbery, racing toward the closest criminal on its short little legs. Sensing something amiss, the criminal whipped his head around and stared in the little creature’s direction through a pair of recon goggles. But under the blood toxin’s control, the dormouse had no fear of this malicious murderer. With a chittering shriek, it leaped onto the leg of the human skin aficionado, ran up his thigh, and hopped up to the top of his head.

A murderous gleam came into the serial killer’s eyes, as he roared and shook his head back and forth in fury. Their attention drawn by this daring example of rodentkind, all the criminals turned in that direction. One was poised to attack. But just then—

Brring, brring.

The airy sound of bells drifted on the wind.

The dormouse was wearing a miniature speaker system!

A soundtrack of continually ringing bells played from the speaker. It was an ethereal sound, like a dream rotting in the pungent wind of a summer day, or the score to some ancient ritual of sacrifice. As it echoed through the air, all the criminals froze and lowered their weapons.

He Yu huffed out a breath of air. “We’ve succeeded,” he whispered.

This was the result of an interference campaign he’d carried out in Zoya’s workroom; following a period of repeated observation, he had rewritten the software of these high-caliber criminals’ control chips to implant a trojan horse virus. When they heard the sound of this particular bell, the virus would activate and interrupt the chip’s attack command. But it was impossible to test this program ahead of time, or else it would be too easy for Zoya to discover. He Yu had to make it succeed the first time, making every cell in his body tense as he sent the little mouse into action.

Afraid to let his guard down even now, he turned to the other two. “Let’s go in—something might happen if we take too long.”

The bells carried on chiming, and the three of them soon approached the control room. Even knowing that these killers decked out with weapons and explosives wouldn’t attack them, it still took a lot of guts to strut right past them and into the interior of the frost laser.

Treading over the muddy snow, they swiftly and quietly made their way to the door.

“They were the first twelve modified people created on Mandela Island.” There was no pause in He Yu’s quiet explanation as he walked. “They’re experiments. That—”

He flicked his chin, indicating the one closest to the control room entrance. This was the largest man among them, but his face was in a frightening state, features molten like wax. Maybe Zoya had meant to give him a new face, but lost interest partway and half-heartedly wrapped up her work. His face was marred with red and purple scars, smashed flat like an almost-used-up bar of soap.

“That’s Number One,” He Yu said. “The first successful modified person on the island. Zoya seems to have something against him in particular, for some reason.”

As his explanation concluded, they were already bracing themselves against the enormous psychological pressure. 

Xie Qingcheng suddenly spotted the bodies scattered near the door. An earlier explosion had left their flesh unrecognizable; but there was a shard of the silver emblem from a police cap visible. Xie Qingcheng’s heart clenched—

The two figures who had blocked a whirlwind of attacks from the mechanical dogs for him and Zheng Jingfeng reappeared in his eyes.

Even if they were the bodies of criminals, they had been implanted with a portion of his parents’ minds… Xie Qingcheng knew he couldn’t allow himself any emotional fluctuations, not now. He forced himself to look away from the broken bodies scattered across the ground. But an idea was circling in his thoughts—if all the criminals had their brains destroyed, implanted with chips that modeled the minds of others, whose consciousness was hidden inside the terrifying, hulking Number One?

Duan Wen had told him that Mandela’s berserkers were the best of the best. They only revived the opponents they respected most—Xie Ping and Zhou Muying among them—as allies. These twelve criminals were their first experiments. If Zoya disliked Number One as He Yu said, perhaps the minds inside their chips weren’t from Duan Wen’s list of revival targets, but people intimately connected to Zoya…

The thought took a quick tour through his mind before sinking back into its depths. With a quiet beep, He Yu’s advanced hacking defeated the control room’s door. He Yu laid a palm on the handle, the other lifting to beckon the two of them inside.

They walked into the frost laser’s control room just as they had a few days ago. In those environs that glittered like a meteor shower, the hologram of Zoya’s daughter was just the same as before, standing quietly in the middle of the room, staring up at the ceiling.

By now, headquarters had already put three expert technicians on three different lines, speaking to He Yu, Xie Qingcheng, and Chen Man.

“Technician one, speaking to Mr. He. Mr. He, please stand at twelve o’clock and face the direction marked 18 on the screen.”

“Technician two, speaking to Officer Chen…”

The technicians’ nervous yet resolute voices came through their earpieces in turn. Knowing there was no spare time to waste, the three men on the ground followed the directions to their corresponding places, spurred on as if by the sound of a war drum.

It was 4:45, an hour and fifteen minutes before the main attack. This was their final mission. As long as they could destroy the frost laser, when the Dreambreakers’ main force made landfall, a years-long criminal undertaking would come to an end.

In unison, they each sucked in a deep breath, prepared to receive the first decryption command to enter. But just then—

“He he he…”

The golden-haired little girl with her cloth doll suddenly let out a spine-chilling giggle. That projected little creature, which always ignored them as if it had no mind of its own, began to speak. Her voice was sweet and cutesy, childish yet terrible, like the bloody hand of an infant sticking out of its mother’s uterus.

“Gege.”

The child spoke four terrifying words to the other three in the room, in her tender little voice—

“What are you doing?”

The lights flared on with the force of a waterfall. Squinting into the glare, they saw that a hidden door had opened at the top of the dome. A woman in white stood there backlit, golden hair burning bright. The light spread out behind her graceful figure like a pair of wings, but her face was all poison and ice.

It was Zoya. She stared down at them pridefully, red lips opening around a phrase in Russian.

“You’re here.”

At her collar was a translation device, replaying her words a few seconds later in a language all three of them could understand. She had been waiting here this whole time!

“I won’t let you destroy my device,” she told them. “I’m going to reunite with my daughter in the future Mandela will create.” 

She spoke slowly and clearly, each word translated into Chinese for her interlopers’ benefit. As she loomed over them from above, an unusual icy glow filled her eyes.

“Come here, Ava.”

So Ava was the name of her daughter. The hologram of the little girl began to move, walking toward where her mother stood at the peak of the dome. Zoya extended an arm pale as a fresh segment of lotus root, fingers trailing over Ava’s hair. 

He Yu knew Russian. “Ava is dead,” he said to Zoya. “Even if your daughter could gain new life in the future, she’ll be a man-made creation. Turn back, Zoya. You’ve killed too many people in your attempt at resurrection. Think of the children you’ve killed—their mothers are suffering the same pain you are. If you really want your child to keep her spot in heaven, if you really want her to rest in peace, you know you need to stop. End all of this.”

“Heaven?” Zoya’s gaze shifted from the hologram of her daughter to He Yu. “No, I don’t believe in heaven. I believe in what I can see with my own eyes—I’ve never seen heaven, nor earth. I’ve only seen hell. In hell, I need to fight for everything with my own hands. My daughter… She is already capable of basic thought. She can understand what I say, and she lives on here.” As her hand hovered over the holographic Ava, Zoya’s features suddenly twisted in a snarl. “Can’t you see? I’ve done it! After over a decade spent so she could return to my side! So what if she’s an illusion right now? In a few decades, once the Mandelaverse is complete, she’ll be whole—she’ll have a body just like the one she had before! You tell me to stop… You’ll never understand how important protecting her child is to a mother…”

A ripple went through He Yu’s eyes. “I think I understand very well.”

“You understand what? You… Ahh—!”

Zoya suddenly screamed—the dormouse! He Yu had been dragging out the conversation as a distraction as he controlled the dormouse to climb onto her and pull off her heart-cleansing ring.

The dormouse was a genetic experiment, modified with the genes of martens and eusocial insects. It was extremely strong and fast, crawling back and forth over Zoya’s body at lightning speed until it reached her left hand. There, its tiny fangs clamped onto her fingertips, making her let out a yelp, before it grabbed on with both paws and tugged the ring backward with all its strength.

The ring clattered to the ground. The dormouse had pulled it off her finger as Zoya was caught unawares.

Her face went dark. He Yu had the power to control other people, and the heart-cleansing ring was the only means the upper echelon had of protecting themselves. Since she had lost the protection of her ring, now…

“Get down here.” Red flared in He Yu’s pupils. The dormouse scampered up to his shoulder and down his arm, placing the ring in his hand. He clasped the loop of metal, staring at Zoya, his aura cold. “Get down here,” he ordered, in no uncertain terms. “Then leave this place. Don’t say a word!”

She froze on the spot, as if controlled by a set of invisible puppet strings. A few seconds after He Yu’s command, Zoya slowly raised one arm and waved it back and forth, opening a touch screen control panel in front of her. As she robotically entered a few characters to submit a command, the high platform she was standing on began to descend.

Ten centimeters, twenty centimeters…

Cr-chk—!

The platform had suddenly stopped. The three men watching Zoya descend were on full alert at once, like arrows nocked to a bowstring. What had happened? Why did she stop? Suddenly, a beautiful smile blossomed on Zoya’s face, her features coming alive once more.

She leaned on the railing, a gleam of ridicule shining in her pale irises. “My apologies, I was faking it. Did you mean to take this?” She pulled a thin chain from inside her collar. A glittering loop of metal swung from the end of it—

The real heart-cleansing ring.

“I came to do battle with you. Why would I wear the ring on my finger, just waiting for you to snatch it?” A frosty smile tugged at Zoya’s crimson lips. She leaned back, her expression growing ever colder and prouder. “Men, capture them and bring them to Great-Grandmother.”

The moment she spoke, the control room began to sway, and the floor split open—revealing another room beneath it. But He Yu and the others had no time to be shocked. Three stasis chambers rose up from below. Registering the verbal command from Zoya, they depressurized and opened with a hiss. Amid a chill, hazy mist, the three of them watched what emerged from inside the chambers…and all froze on the spot.

Layers of locks clicking open, out from the vapor of dispersing liquid helium walked—

Xie Ping, Zhou Muying, and… The last bit of blood drained from Xie Qingcheng’s face. Qin Ciyan—!

“Do you like it?” Zoya asked. “These are my newest experiments. I used the same techniques we used for Wei Rong’s plastic surgery years ago. See, I’ve made these ugly criminals beautiful. Do they look like the real thing?”

A cry from Chen Man cut through the chaos. “Look down below!”


Chapter 234:
Love Blossoms into Flowers of Evil

 

AS THE FLOORBOARDS drew apart, the scenery beneath the control room revealed itself, spreading out beneath a layer of blast-proof glass. Below them was a secret miniature laboratory containing two dozen stasis chambers, and inside each was either a human body or a set of organs suspended in liquid.

They were all hooked up to a complicated array of tubing; most of them were mid-modification, works in progress. In the very center of the underground laboratory lay the largest stasis pod. It had been artfully carved in the shape of a glass coffin, with a tiny person laid out inside. As precious as a jade statue, she wore a black velvet formal dress with a traditional touch of lace on the hem. Long curls of golden hair spread over her shoulders like shorn rays of sunlight. The girl’s skin was pale as plaster, her lips a bright touch of red.

She looked like a sleeping child, waiting for her mother to wake her.

“It’s Ava,” Chen Man mumbled.

It was indeed Ava. A ray of light projected itself from the little girl’s heart. This ray of light, refracted through the special material of the flooring, was the source of the hologram of Ava they saw in the room.

He Yu squinted up at Zoya. “You’re running private experiments behind Great-Grandmother’s back?”


[image: ]


Zoya scoffed. “Private experiments? I’ve merely used a little of Great-Grandmother’s precious medicine in secret…along with some of the most suitable transplant organs. It’s not fair for Great-Grandmother to be so selfish—claiming the best things for herself and giving none to me. I want to have a daughter who can smile and speak as soon as possible; one I can see and touch. A little girl who’s just the same as Ava was when she was alive. Is that so wrong?”

She looked lovingly down at her man-made creation sleeping in its coffin beneath the ground. The depths of her obsession painted her expression as gentle, yet profoundly insane.

“For my daughter, I used the very best organs, and I spent a long, long time modifying a little girl to look like her. I implanted the very best chip into her brain… Do you know the real reason I built this frost laser, even though I have no interest in weapons? Because its energy consumption is the only thing that can cover up running over twenty top-of-the-line stasis pods without being discovered! I can continuously run my biological experiments, build a stash of organs, protect my daughter… The control room is merely a front! The basement is what I’m really trying to protect!

“Ah ha ha ha ha…ha ha ha ha! Even Great-Grandmother cannot stop me! I stole my materials from the island, learned transplant surgeries from Anthony and the others, all so I could create a normal human just like my daughter! No one can stop me!”

She lifted her stained glass eyes, locking on to the three other people in the control room.

“And none of you better think of trying.”

Slapping a hand down onto the control panel behind her, Zoya activated the chips that controlled the minds of the incomplete modified people she’d just released. Their eyes shot open, and they launched themselves in attack at the Dreambreakers inside the control room. Xie Ping assaulted He Yu, Zhou Muying grabbed Chen Man in a professional hold, and Qin Ciyan was in front of Xie Qingcheng in a second…

Xie Qingcheng stared at that familiar face from inches away.

That face… He could never forget it as long as he lived. Who could guess at what motivations lay behind this perverse stylistic choice, but Zoya had chosen to recreate Qin Ciyan as he had looked at the scene of his murder. His features were corpse-white, he was covered in blood, and this was how he approached Xie Qingcheng. His eyes remained open in death, like a reminder to Xie Qingcheng whose fault it was that he’d died, whom he had died protecting…

This Qin Ciyan shot a hand toward Xie Qingcheng’s chest with a strength no real man his age could possess.

Xie Qingcheng could have dodged, but the shock of seeing his tragically murdered teacher again was too great. Even if he knew this was a fake, the product of plastic surgery just like Wei Rong, Xie Qingcheng still didn’t manage to recover in time. The hand struck him right in the heart and sent him flying into the screen wall behind him.

He coughed, tasting blood in his throat. As he slid to the ground, Xie Qingcheng looked up, enduring the piercing pain in his heart to look at his teacher’s figure… 

A wobbling, swaying corpse walked toward him, its creased face wearing the same glasses Qin Ciyan had worn in life. In that split second, all Xie Qingcheng could think of was how Qin Ciyan had once extended a hand to him, saying to him in the midst of a downpour, Little Devil, doesn’t it hurt?

No…no. This wasn’t Qin Ciyan… This wasn’t Lao-Qin…

Qin Ciyan had the most resolute and righteous heart Xie Qingcheng had ever seen…yet Mandela was falsifying his body, his image, for this! These people used the living’s remembrance of the dead to craft the cruelest of weapons. Time and time again, they drove thorns into the hearts of those the deceased had loved in life.

Xie Qingcheng wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth. When the fake Qin Ciyan attacked again, he drew his combat dagger, steeled himself, and took him on with a furious shout. Xie Qingcheng was fast, and a skilled fighter to boot. A dozen moves exchanged in the blink of an eye, and this adversary was merely a half-finished product. Finally, with a dull sshk—

Two figures shot past one another.

A blow struck true—the dagger had pierced the fake Qin Ciyan’s chest. Blood dripped. Xie Qingcheng stared at that aged face, so close to his, and his fingers trembled around the handle of his blade. The shaking spread up his hand and through his entire body, down into his heart. He knew this wasn’t Qin Ciyan, that this was a farce, but who could actually kill someone who looked identical to their deceased loved one… Who could bear it?

And Qin Ciyan had died of a stabbing. Thirteen stab wounds, each eternally carved onto Xie Qingcheng’s heart. They hurt every time Xie Qingcheng lit a cigarette and thought of him. Now, however, fully sober and wide awake, he was being forced to inflict that fourteenth wound.

Seeing someone who bore such a close resemblance to a departed parent, a departed elder, could bring anyone to tears. Xie Qingcheng had once read a report about a girl who lost her mother; one day, while the girl was eating in a hot pot restaurant, she saw a waitress who looked almost just like her. She couldn’t resist the urge to say, “A-yi, could you give me a hug?”

But Xie Qingcheng couldn’t ask this Qin Ciyan, “Lao-Qin, could you give me a hug?” He could only let the blood soak his palms. He could only embrace his elder with shaking arms and mutter, at the very end, “I’m sorry…”

I’m sorry, Lao-Qin.

I’m sorry…

With a sigh, Xie Qingcheng slowly raised his head. A painful fire burned in his heart. Mandela continued to use medicine and science to debase the life and love that Qin Ciyan valued most. Now, Xie Qingcheng understood more than ever why Qin Ciyan had so resolutely refused the collaboration with that American lab. Maybe those researchers had made a similar offer to Duan Wen’s—that they could bring his son back to life—but Qin Ciyan had still refused.

A human life could never be replicated, and this made it the most precious thing in the world.

As an old doctor, Qin Ciyan had known this for a long, long time. He knew all too well that his Zhouzhou wasn’t coming back. But he also knew that so long as he never forgot, so long as he carried his love for his lost son in his heart as he saved other children just like him, his Zhouzhou would always be at his side. Father and son would eventually reunite, on some beautiful, sunny day.

While Xie Qingcheng was fighting the modified “Qin Ciyan,” neither He Yu nor Chen Man was doing so well. Having been imprisoned too long with no chance to recover, Chen Man was no match for this “Zhou Muying.” She had him in a headlock on the ground, raising a dagger high to stab at him.

In a final, critical moment, Chen Man managed to grab the dagger by its base. Blood gushed from his palm, but at least he could keep Zhou Muying from cutting his throat. The two of them stayed locked in a stalemate, grappling for the blade.

The modified “Xie Ping” wasn’t as monstrously strong as his wife, and He Yu was the most guarded and fit of the three. Xie Ping didn’t manage to subdue him with his first attack. The modified human turned his head, his face so similar to Xie Qingcheng’s, to cast a cold look at He Yu.

Even though he knew this wasn’t his real father-in-law, he looked just like him—just like Wei Rong mimicking Lü Zhishu after her surgery. A chill ran from the tips of his toes all the way up his spine.

He Yu took a deep breath and stared “Xie Ping” down. Mandela’s modified humans were the greatest challenge for He Yu; he couldn’t control living creatures whose brains had been entirely destroyed, so he held no special advantage against them. 

As their eyes met, Xie Ping’s expression darkened and his fingers tightened around his dagger, joints cracking. He leaped forward to attack He Yu once more.

“Watch out!”

Xie Qingcheng’s fight with Qin Ciyan was over, but his emotions had yet to settle when he saw He Yu in danger. He immediately lunged toward the two of them, grabbing Xie Ping by the waist just as he began to move.

But this modified human was much stronger than Qin Ciyan; though Xie Qingcheng slowed him down, he escaped his grasp near immediately and threw him across the room. Xie Qingcheng landed badly on his shoulder, and with him out of the way, Xie Ping launched a vicious strike at He Yu.

He Yu dodged this attack by an even narrower margin than the last one. Xie Ping’s fist grazed his cheek and slammed into the wall behind him, striking the main switch for the control room’s lighting system. All the lights in the room dimmed for a few seconds.

The Fengbo System had no material to support them in this sort of emergency situation, no battle guidance to provide. The communications staff at headquarters could hear everything, and they could see the video feed from their Fengbo points, but all they saw were enormous berserker robots. Disabled by fear, they were helpless to provide any aid.

He Yu rolled up from the ground and ducked into a crouch, scanning Xie Qingcheng and Chen Man’s situations nearby. Xie Qingcheng’s shoulder was clearly injured. As He Yu watched, he tried to grit his teeth and get quickly to his feet, but his injuries slowed him down. Chen Man was busy fighting Zhou Muying, unable to divert his attention for even a moment.

They’d have no chance if they tried to fight force with force. Even if Zoya was planning on fighting them on her own, guilty as she was of running illicit experiments and thus unable to report them to Duan Cuizhen, these modified humans were too strong. They needed to come up with something… He needed to come up with something.

Suddenly, He Yu was struck by inspiration. A suspicion that had existed ever since he first learned about the disfigured Number One, but one he’d never been able to verify. Now, he had no other choice. All he could do was gamble.

His throat bobbed. He slid his hands behind his back. As danger bore down, he gritted his teeth, steeled himself with his final wisp of hope, and pressed a button to activate the backup device he kept hidden behind his back.

As he did, Xie Ping attacked him for a third time with a sweeping kick that raised a stiff breeze in its wake. He Yu darted away—only to fall straight into Xie Ping’s trap. His hand shot out from his weapons case, intercepting He Yu’s path of retreat with a wicked dagger.

As the silvery blade plunged toward him, a wide beam of light glanced off the metal to sear straight into He Yu’s eyes. As He Yu reflexively shut his eyes in pain, he heard Xie Qingcheng yelling his name from across the room.

“He Yu—!”

…It looked like the device had failed after all. No reaction in the slightest. A chill rose up to his throat. Xie Ping’s dagger was at his neck.

Bang!

At that instant, a molten torrent of flames burst through the door from a flamethrower, sending a wave of heat across the room. His eyes still closed, He Yu didn’t react immediately. But Xie Qingcheng was already dashing through the flying shards of glass and metal, with no regard for his own safety, to rescue him from Xie Ping’s blade.

A great shaking rumble came from underfoot. Without having fully caught their breath, both of them squinted through the flames in the direction of the door. Standing amid the flying sparks and towering flame was the tall, bulky shape of the modified human Number One. He held a flamethrower in both hands, poised at the entrance of the control room like an iron tower.

The moment He Yu saw him, it felt like his soul pulled from his body from fright was stuffed back inside him. He let out a long, heavy sigh. “I was fucking right…”

Xie Qingcheng quickly checked him over for injuries. Seeing that he was mostly fine, he sighed with relief. “What have you done?”

Staring at that face melting like wax, He Yu wiped some ash off his cheek and showed Xie Qingcheng a button that looked like an explosives detonator. “This.”

“This is…”

“This was my last backup plan. It can completely sever Zoya’s control over these people, but it was a major gamble. There was no way for me to test it, and the modeled chance of success was very low…” He sucked in a breath. “But I did it. The experiments outside are completely free now—just like the two modified versions of your parents were. They’ll act according to whatever mental faculties are programmed onto the chips themselves…”

He looked in the direction of Number One, whose gaze pierced across the entire lab to drill in on Zoya’s rapidly paling face.

“I always wondered whose brain Zoya used to make her first modified person, who exactly these first twelve were. Zoya isn’t like Duan Cuizhen. She puts a lot of sentiment and individuality into her work. The first twelve, and especially the first one—that man she even tried to do plastic surgery on—couldn’t just be some random stranger or acquaintance. At the same time, they couldn’t be anyone she cherished, because the first one was very likely to result in a failure. So I figured, it could only be someone very important to her, whom she hated very much. Looks like I was correct.”

Number One stomped murderously across the room. Zoya had created him using the body of an athletic Western man over two hundred centimeters tall—with his imposing physique, he dragged her down from her tall platform like a fully grown eagle snatching up a little chick.

Behind him, the other eleven criminals were slowly encroaching upon them in turn. They were all drawn in by Zoya’s presence now that they’d escaped her control, like vultures that had scented death, hovering to share in her blood and flesh. Hatred oozed from the bodies of these living corpses that should have had no emotions in the first place—all sourced from the chips inside their brains.

Human thought and human emotion were inseparable things.

“The chip inside that person’s brain belongs to Ava’s biological father,” He Yu said solemnly, “and the rest must belong to the children Zoya killed after her experiments in Chernobyl failed.”

He had barely finished speaking when a burst of flame shot through the room. Zoya’s pitched screams echoed around them. Still emanating abject fury, the man shot a pillar of fire hot enough to melt iron in Zoya’s direction—she ran, howling out furious curses in Russian that even He Yu didn’t fully understand. But from the snatches he could make out, she seemed to be calling that man a beast and a coward, saying he couldn’t take responsibility for his own actions.

Her insults only infuriated him further. He roared and cranked up the flamethrower as Zoya’s face twisted into a bestial mask of rage. She slammed her hand down on a button, and all her half-finished modified soldiers below them—all except for her daughter—awakened. These special experimental works were still under her control. Zoya hysterically yelled out orders in Russian, telling them to attack Number One and the eleven criminals behind him.

This narrow little dome was no longer sufficient to contain the fierce battle. The two sides crashed through the door, some rushing outside to continue the fight.

Furious roars, flames, explosions, gunpowder smoke.

It was like a frenzied dance staged through a shadow puppet show, with a soundtrack of frightful bellows. The modified people threw themselves at each other, their trace remnants of human emotion, shards of love and hate, driving explosions of violence. Every yell and wail seemed to pierce the heart straight through to the soul, as if the dead had returned from the depths of hell.

Number One was still inside the control room. The memory of Zoya killing him must have been embedded in the chip inside his brain—he wanted revenge at any cost. He fought alone against several of the other half-completed modified soldiers, letting out malevolent screams of fury.

“Now!” The Dreambreakers’ communications staff spoke into their ears, voices obviously trembling. Even the people watching the battle from afar through Fengbo knew this would be their only chance. “Quick! Assume your positions! We must destroy the logic core of the frost laser now, or we’ll be out of time!”

They didn’t dare to delay. Xie Qingcheng and the others sprinted through the flying shrapnel and debris, dodging bullets to take their positions. The engineers at headquarters read off destruction codes to them rapid-fire.

“Enter the string ‘28az’ at the end of sequence 36!”

“Enter—”

Blood and frightening shouts flew through the air. They worked at a rapid-fire pace; and they couldn’t make a single mistake. They had to avoid getting caught up in the fight as best they could while completing their final mission. In the process of entering a code, Chen Man’s shin was struck by a stray bullet, sending blood gushing out.

A metal panel in front of where He Yu was standing fell, side-swiping him before crashing to the ground. A close call, as it would have crushed him into paste if it fell on top of him completely.

Meanwhile, the already ill Xie Qingcheng was constantly coughing up stale blood. He was furious to see Qin Ciyan and his parents’ faces on these abominations, rage burning inside his chest…

But the mission was more important. None of them could let down their guard. Time ticked on, second by minute.

Suddenly, Zoya seemed to realize something through the chaos. As she turned her maddened gaze upon the three of them trying to destroy the frost laser, her face twisted into a malevolent mask. This was all their fault! This entire debacle… She had to stop them. Even if she was killed by the monsters she created, she would see their flesh torn from their bones first!

Howling in fury, Zoya charged down the staircase. She couldn’t let them succeed, she had to—

“Mommy! Help me!”

Zoya froze at the sound of that shrill scream.

Halfway down the staircase, her head shot around—what was that she’d just heard? The Ava of her creation was always slow to react, and only knew a handful of phrases. She didn’t have much self-awareness, and she didn’t know the concepts of danger, fear, or “Mommy.”

Zoya was well aware that this Ava was only a living corpse created from someone else’s child. She didn’t have a real brain, only a replica in the form of a computer chip…and the one standing in the open was only a hologram. Zoya wished for her return so desperately that she was happier lying to herself, finding comfort in this child she had invested all her emotions into, while she waited for the Mandelaverse to be put into full operation.

But what this child could give her simply wasn’t enough. Ava had been so little when she passed—unlike the others, she hadn’t left behind any battle records, any diaries, any notes, any research… Zoya didn’t even have a way to replicate her thought patterns. The mind model chip in Ava’s head was the one she wanted to get right the most, but it was also her most hollow creation.

The materials she had from which to glean Ava’s thoughts were limited to a little scrap of her brain. It wasn’t enough… It wasn’t even from a region of the brain responsible for high-level thought or memory. She could barely get anything from it.

But now it was as if she had returned to that war-torn border where mother and daughter had once lived, standing in the haze of gunfire smoke.

As the man’s bullet sped toward her projected figure, little Ava suddenly let out a shriek of fright, just like a real child.

“Mommy… Mommy! Help me!”

“Ava!”

Zoya shuddered.

She forgot everything in that moment.

She forgot she was a scientist, she forgot this wasn’t the real Ava; she forgot that the child in front of her wasn’t her own, that all she was was just a little chip implanted in her brain. She forgot Mandela and its mad and fantastical universe. She forgot her grudge, forgot her ambitions, and forgot herself too.

She even forgot that Ava was in no danger, because the real Ava was already gone. When they had been on the run from the secret laboratory in Chernobyl, that heartless man—the lab’s head researcher—had managed to corner them, regardless of the blood ties between them. Collapsed in the snow and cut by an icy breeze, she sobbed and begged him not to kill them, but all he said was that all who betrayed the lab must die. His lover was no exception…

And his child was no exception either. He venerated research above all else. There was nothing he wouldn’t sacrifice for it.

“You too, Zoya.” From beneath the brim of his heavy fur cap, he had stared at his lover, this woman who was attempting to take her daughter and flee after deciding she’d had enough. He raised his gun.

The muzzle slid through the air, taking aim.

Madness overtaking her, Zoya pushed her daughter away at the final moment. Even though the little girl had just learned how to walk, she still cried out with irrational hope, “Run, Ava! Run!”

But like the Siberian permafrost, the man was too cold. He had devoted himself to that underworld lab. The only wisp of humanity left in him was his selfishness.

“Run! Ava!”

The man scoffed, the gun swiveled, and with a bang—

Jackdaws scattered chittering into the skies, birds and beasts startled from their roosts in the white birch forest. Zoya’s eyes went wide. She became a marble statue, an ice carving, a clay figure… She was frozen to the spot where she had fallen in the snow. The tears rolling down her cheeks froze into pearls of ice, blood turning to frost in her veins.

“Mommy, help…”

Before she could even finish speaking, the little girl toppled over in the snow. She was too small to make much of a dent in the fresh bank of powder; her petite body lay on its surface as her blood began to flow. Red. It was so red…blossoming into a flower of evil across the snow that Zoya would never forget.

“Mommy, help me!”

Zoya forgot all that was around her. In this moment, she was back in that snowy day in Ukraine.

Back in that wasteland of a birch forest, no escape to be found.

She watched Number One raise his gun…

She watched that man raise his gun—

She forgot that her daughter was already dead, and that this was no more than a hologram of her recreated Ava. She forgot that a bullet would do nothing to a hologram, that her child couldn’t die a second time. She remembered nothing anymore…

In a split second, instinct drove her to move just like in every dream she had had since that day. The villainess leaped toward the apparition of her daughter, tears streaming down her face, her hand outstretched toward her child. “Ava! It’s okay! It’s okay! Mommy’s here! Mommy’s right here!”

She launched herself toward her, wrapped her arms around her…

Only to come up empty. The projection shuddered, and Zoya fell right through it. She didn’t grab onto anything at all—virtual reality was only virtual in the end.

In that same instant, there came a great bang.

A sudden pain and a bone-deep chill spread from her heart. She dropped to her knees and slowly looked down. A bullet had struck her through the chest. The last thing she saw was a flower of evil blooming from her skin, just like the one that had silently bloomed on the snowy field so many years ago.

One second.

Two.

Zoya’s body fell heavy to the floor.

In her beautiful eyes, still wide open, the reflection of Ava’s hologram shone. It might have been an illusion, but a moment later, something close to sorrow appeared on the emotionless face of the little virtual Ava. The one to whom Zoya had devoted all her intelligence, efforts, humanity, and hopes.


Chapter 235:
Love Returns People to the Past

 

ZOYA DIED AT THE HANDS of the modified humans she herself created.

No one knew why she had used the minds of her lover and the children she killed to make her chips. Perhaps this was a strange way of memorializing them; perhaps she thought that if the Mandelaverse was one day realized, she could summon their ghosts back from the dead and feel as though she’d washed her hands of their blood. Maybe that was the only way she could retreat to an idyllic rustic life with little Ava free of guilt.

He Yu and the others didn’t have the luxury of wondering about it. They had to put their full attention into breaking the control room’s logic core.

“The process is thirty percent complete—hold out a little longer.”

Once the modified humans slew their creator, they lost their thirst for revenge. Quieting one by one, they wandered through the smoking ruins like so many zombies. No match for their finalized predecessors, the half-finished creations that had been summoned from the underground lab were already lying still on the ground.

40 percent, 50 percent…

Time became a fuzzy concept. The only thing the three of them could see was lines of data racing across the screen.

In this grave atmosphere, the sun slowly sank westward, heat and light dimming in sync.

60 percent, 70 percent…

The forest rustled, lit by the final blood-tinted rays of dusk. The looming night hid thickets of blades, waiting to spring forth upon command.

80 percent…

On the warship approaching Mandela Island, Wei-erge stood at the bridge beside the commander, watching the video feed with a severe expression.

The enormous tactical display played a live feed of the scene, along with a sanguine progress bar that was inching closer and closer to completion. It was slowly nearing 100 percent.

It wasn’t long until their scheduled landing at six o’clock.

“Attention, all troops.” The commander picked up the PA mic and recited his commands for the whole ship to hear—eyes fixed on the three people on screen, beads of sweat rolling down his forehead. “We move out tonight. Follow the original plan of attack; all troops take your stations. I repeat—”

The bright red line of progress crept higher and higher. As the final lingering ray of sunlight buried itself beneath the waves…

Beep—beep—

There was a brief silence. Then, like the moment a thousand-meter sprinter burst through the ribbon at the finish line, the bridge exploded in an uproar of applause. The flash-freeze frost laser’s shutdown command had been successfully entered, the progress bar topping off at 100 percent.

“We did it!”

“Vanguard,” the commander yelled over the raucous celebrations of his comrades, “move out to support our three brothers-in-arms! All other troops—prepare for attack!”

The frost laser was finally destroyed.

Billions of datapoints blew apart like the Big Bang. Sequences collapsed, stars crumbled, and the virtual Ava silently disappeared from her mother’s side, dissipating into a stream of glowing sparks. The control room went as silent as the grave.

“It’s over…?” whispered Chen Man, hardly able to believe it.

“It’s over,” Xie Qingcheng said.

He Yu said nothing. To the others’ surprise, he walked over to Zoya, and he looked down at her wide-eyed body for a long time. Suddenly, he bent over and swept a hand over her face, closing her eyes. Then he rose and walked out of the powered-down control room without a word.

Their final mission was complete. All they had to do now was hold for reinforcements to take them back to the warship, where they would wait to hear the results of the final battle. After all this time they’d spent working themselves to the bone, the page would now turn on all the suffering they’d endured. Moments like these always felt unreal.

Stepping out into a night still hazy with gunsmoke, He Yu let out a long sigh. It was fully dark by now, but far away on the coast, there came the stuttering thunder of artillery and the bright bursts of explosions. He knew they had made landfall; this was the second wave’s battle now. It had nothing to do with them… Taking another deep breath, he blinked once, then turned to look behind him.

Xie Qingcheng slowly followed him, supporting Chen Man by the arm. Struck by a stray bullet and bleeding heavily, Chen Man looked rather frightful. He could barely walk by himself, and Xie Qingcheng couldn’t just leave him there.

But for all that He Yu now knew that Xie Qingcheng and Chen Man weren’t in a relationship, his eyes still went dark at the sight. Three years ago after the naval battle, his foot had also been injured, leaving him unable to walk. Back then, no one had supported him by the arm. He had fallen into the turbulent sea, his wounds flooded with bitter seawater. Even dulled as his senses were, he had still fainted dead away from the pain.

By the time he reawakened, his original foot had already been amputated. He lay there in Duan Wen’s lab, still feeling phantom sensations from his original body. But any time he moved, all he saw was that icy prosthetic limb—and no matter how realistic it looked, how close to indistinguishable it was from the real thing, it was still fake.

He muttered Xie Qingcheng’s name; but he was far away in America. At He Yu’s side, there was only Xie Lishen, with eyes so similar to his. 

Three years passed just like that.

So he still envied Chen Man very much. He still thought of Chen Man as a threat. It was inevitable. He’d received enough beatings that he started howling at the mere sight of the rod, an instinctual resistance. He had no sense of safety.

He averted his eyes, trying to adjust his mentality. In an attempt to divert his own attention, He Yu spoke into his Fengbo cuff, “Dial headquarters. Mission complete.”

No response. He started.

“Why’s there no response?” He tried again. “Dial headquarters. Mission complete.”

Still no response. Immediately he knew that something was off. Opening up a terminal and entering a few lines of code, he found that the signal was gone.

“What’s going on?” asked Xie Qingcheng.

“The signal suddenly cut off.”

“Maybe it’s because there’s too many frontline personnel entering the area and command can’t keep up…” Chen Man offered.

“Command’s capacity was calculated ahead of time,” He Yu said, cutting him off. “It’s not possible.”

He scanned the deactivated frost laser. “Maybe the signal source here was in the control room for the frost laser, and it went down when we destroyed it. But I’m not entirely sure.”

He Yu pulled out his phone to check the signal. 

“My phone has zero bars, too.”

With all connection to headquarters severed, they had no idea where they should go to reconvene. And all three of them were injured, Chen Man especially. He could barely walk—it would be dangerous to do anything rash.

Ultimately, they decided to hide inside the control room. If headquarters couldn’t contact them, it was likely they would send people to search this area, and they weren’t too far from the beach where the Dreambreakers were making landfall. It shouldn’t take too long for someone to arrive. And as expected, after around fifteen minutes, a piercing beam of light shot out from the dark forest.

Rumble—

The light grew closer and closer, brighter and brighter, until they could finally see its source.

It was an armored jeep, carrying two men. The driver was nondescript in appearance, while the man sitting shotgun was around forty, with a fine, prominent brow and an indolent bearing. He wore the Dreambreaker uniform. The moment Xie Qingcheng saw him, his heart thumped in his chest. Some faraway memory niggled at him—he knew he had seen this man somewhere before.

The jeep stopped in front of them. The officer signaled his driver to cut the engine and stepped out of the vehicle, leather boots raising clouds of fine dust. As he leaned against the car door and lazily lit a Marlboro cigarette, that feeling of familiarity in Xie Qingcheng grew even stronger.

“Sorry for the wait. I’m the Dreambreaker tasked with bringing you back to command.” He puffed out a ring of smoke, lifted his eyes, and looked over the three of them in turn. “Which two of you are coming first?”

Chen Man started. “First? What do you mean?”

“The final battle’s underway and the signal here is poor. Your Fengbo points lost connection, right?” said the man. “The frost laser’s been deactivated, but there’s a chance the data might be automatically restored within half an hour. The security measures dictate that only people who have logged in to the system before can access it. That means one of you three will have to stay here to do cleanup work, just in case.” Disregarding their looks of surprise, he added, “Orders from the commander.”

None of them had been expecting this. Chen Man said, “Why didn’t command inform us of this ahead of time?”

“It’s an issue we discovered last-minute.” The man kept it succinct. “We found out while you were entering the commands. We didn’t tell you then so we wouldn’t disrupt your concentration, and it was too late to rework the planned troop deployments… We don’t have much time, so make your decision. Who’s staying?”

The fires of battle raged in the distance, planes shrieking by overhead. Everyone knew that staying behind now meant risking one’s life. No one wanted to be abandoned by their comrades as soon as their mission was complete…

He Yu and Chen Man both shot each other a look. As soon as their gazes collided, both knew exactly what the other was thinking. There was a dark place inside He Yu that brazenly howled for Chen Man’s death. If Chen Man died, Xie Qingcheng would have no one else who liked him. There would be no more threat to his position.

Everyone held some wretched things deep within them. Chen Man felt a similar way.

The scene awakened an old memory for both of them. Back then—they had still been young, back then, and neither of them possessed Xie Qingcheng at all—they’d faced a similar choice as the basement of Zhilong Entertainment was swallowed by a sea of flames. That time, He Yu had stayed to return to Xie Qingcheng’s side, and Xie Qingcheng had kissed He Yu of his own volition for the first time…

He Yu’s heart swooped in his chest. He was beginning to change his mind…

He wasn’t remotely a generous man. If he couldn’t have Xie Qingcheng, then he couldn’t allow anyone to sully his rose. Xie Qingcheng had better remember him until he was dead. But, perhaps thanks to He Yu’s experience of pining for something he couldn’t have for himself, seeing Xie Qingcheng lose his vision and his hair go gray had made the resolve he’d thought he could muster crumble once more.

It was laughable—in the end, more than anything else, he feared disappointing Xie Qingcheng. He feared letting Xie Qingcheng down; he feared making him upset. He feared Xie Qingcheng hating him; he feared Xie Qingcheng staying by his side while unable to forget someone else.

He Yu slowly turned and scanned Xie Qingcheng’s face. In the end… 

Years down the line, on the other side of the world… They might have all changed, but in the same situation, they would make the same choice. Nothing had changed after all.

In an instant, He Yu raised his hand, the sharp night wind blowing the iron scent of blood toward Xie Qingcheng and Chen Man. Pushing his blood toxin to its limits, he gave his command: “Get in the car!”

As if an invisible hand was choking all air from their throats, as if they were bound and immobilized by a massive spider’s web, they couldn’t do a thing. He Yu’s past abilities were incomparable to what he could do now. He hadn’t been lying when he said that if he wanted, he could force any normal person to bow at his feet. Chen Man’s gaze abruptly turned empty, and, senseless, he walked over to the jeep like a puppet on strings.

Xie Qingcheng felt a thousand-pound weight pressing down on his soul. His consciousness was rapidly fading and fading… He Yu’s psychological Ebola ability was too strong. It descended upon the will of those he controlled like the bulk of a mountain, forcing them to submit to his every command. Even Xie Qingcheng was no longer a match for him, finding no purchase to easily break free…

The officer leaned back against the jeep, expressionlessly watching as they made their choice.

The car door opened, and Chen Man shuffled inside like a walking corpse. His injury made him stumble right at the end, but the officer caught him just before he could fall, helping him into his seat, and Chen Man stiffly sat down. Xie Qingcheng was next. 

He tried to resist He Yu’s command, tried to force his failing body to listen to him. But it was like a tender blade of grass trying to withstand a hurricane. Xie Qingcheng’s eyes also lost focus. It was like he was falling into the depths of the ocean; all he could see was a heavy, dark night, all his senses sealed away.

He Yu watched him walk past. And then, in that final moment—

Reluctance suddenly filled him, spreading throughout his body like snake venom. “Xie Qingcheng!” he called out.

The man halted in his tracks.

He Yu’s chest rose and fell. Xie Qingcheng’s stark profile showed no expression, but perhaps thanks to the streak of white through his hair, he held such a sorrowful air.

“You’re not allowed…” He Yu’s voice was trembling. “You’re not allowed…”

His throat bobbed. His heart burned in his chest. The words of his last order stuck in his throat.

No matter what, you’re not allowed to get together with Chen Man. No matter what, you’re not allowed to forget me!

Say it… As long as he said it, his goal would be achieved, and he could die happy. Say it…say it…say it!

Why couldn’t he say it?! Why…

He stared down Xie Qingcheng’s profile. Every expression that Xie Qingcheng had ever shown him suddenly flashed across his mind—from their first meeting to their hostile fracture. With the sole exception of the time they had danced in that little bar, Xie Qingcheng had never been completely relaxed. He Yu had known him for nearly twenty years, but this man…had only ever smiled for real on that single evening, when he’d grinned into the back of his hand in the softly lit cradle of the night.

The order hardened like concrete, never to escape his throat again. He watched him. As he once had as a child, as a youth, as he had every second of every minute after and before he loved him, he stared at Xie Qingcheng’s silhouette…

The repression and isolation of the past three years, the perverse treatments he’d had to endure…they’d already eliminated He Yu’s own strong emotions. He had become calm, detached, imperturbable. But right now, the dam stopping up the river of his heart was overflowing in the flood. Burning hot emotions came rushing over him, bittering his throat and reddening his eyes.

He couldn’t control himself. His command changed. “You’re not allowed to remember me. Xie Qingcheng…go on. If something happens to me, you’re not allowed to remember me!” Voice hoarse, he yelled these final words at Xie Qingcheng’s back, his strongest command with the full power of his blood toxin. “Xie Qingcheng—you’re not allowed to remember me!”

His broken voice echoed through the forest; mournful, yet liberated.

I was a young man when I loved you. I was a young man when I left you. And when I saw you away for the final time, I was still that same young man. I wish you’d remember me, because I love you. I hope you’ll never remember me, because I love you so much.

Xie Qingcheng took one slow step, He Yu’s command echoing in his ear. He Yu’s voice…

He Yu’s voice…

Like a drop of water falling into an ancient well, a ripple rose across the mirror-smooth surface of his eyes.

The blood toxin was so powerful—but in that moment, Xie Qingcheng’s soul seemed to hear He Yu crying out behind him, calling after him again and again. That child in the hydrangea blossoms, that youth howling all alone in a ship’s cabin, that young man who had already wiped all emotion from his face by their reunion. In this moment, they coalesced from countless shards into one single figure.

He saw He Yu sinking, slowly, deep into the ocean, reaching out to him, helplessly calling his name. Doctor Xie… Xie Qingcheng…

Help me…it hurts… Help me…

“He Yu!” A burst of strength was born within him. The strength of the human heart was greater than any medicine in the world. Like flowing fire or surging water, it split the tides of the blood toxin’s control to bring Xie Qingcheng’s will soaring back.

He jolted awake, startling He Yu and the man in the officer’s uniform. If they hadn’t seen it with their own eyes, neither of them would have believed that such a frail, withered life could muster this kind of strength, enough to free himself from the hold of He Yu’s full-powered blood toxin.

With a bang, Xie Qingcheng shut the car door, and he rushed over to He Yu, eyes red. His furious mien brought back a frisson of He Yu’s childhood fear of Doctor Xie.

“I told you…” Xie Qingcheng’s voice trembled, obviously on the edge of a sob. “I fucking told you three years ago!”

He Yu was too afraid to look at him. “Wh-what?”

He hauled him up by the lapels. “Forget my ass! Forget?!”

If it hadn’t been for the other people around them, he could have slapped him across the face like he did all those years ago. “If you use the blood toxin on me again,” Xie Qingcheng ground out through gritted teeth, “I’ll damn well make you live to regret it!”

He Yu was frozen to the spot. He couldn’t speak. He was about to recognize something he didn’t quite dare to name in Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. He…

Xie Qingcheng embraced him.

So heavy. So hard. His words were harsh, but He Yu felt warm tears on the side of his neck.

“Don’t make me go back to three years ago… I don’t want to return to the sea. You know what I wanted to tell you last night…” By the end, Xie Qingcheng’s voice grew so hoarse it was hard to make out. “You fucking know. Just like I know too.”

Did “I love you” have to be spoken out loud? Would they really fail to understand each other’s intentions just because of one broken promise? 

I love you in the silence. I love you in my guilt, I love you amid the world’s ridicule, I love you during my endless vigil. I love you in my regrets, I love you in my apprehension, I love you in what I’m afraid to say, I love you as tears stain my face. I love you in the way I’ll always be where you are, I love you in the way I’ll never leave, I love you in our embrace within the flames of war. I love you in “I’m sorry,” in “I waited for so long,” in “As long as you’re safe.”

In a “He Yu.”

In a “Xie Qingcheng.”

Ever since I’ve loved you, my every action is loving you. I’m unable to hide it; you’ll understand everything sooner or later. There are those in the world who’ve said “I love you” a thousand times, but it was false. And there are those who’ve never said it a single time, but it was real. Even if you broke your promise, did you feel it…He Yu, did you feel it?

As he was held tight in Xie Qingcheng’s arms, He Yu’s eyes went wide. He understood what Xie Qingcheng meant. After a moment of paralysis, he raised a trembling hand. Here was someone who managed to break free of the final evolution of his blood toxin with his bare hands, just to stay by his side.

This man who would face any headwind to be with him.

“Xie-ge…”

Three years ago, he couldn’t extend a hand to him at sea. Three years later, he embraced the one who insisted on braving these dangers alone.

The figures of the youth of the past and the young man of today overlapped each other—He Yu held Xie Qingcheng tight in his arms, hot tears finally rolling down his cheeks. “Hold me…”

“How moving. Are both of you planning to stay?” Their onlooker finally interrupted them. “What am I supposed to tell my superiors? Just talk it over and choose someone to go.” His gaze turned to He Yu. “Actually, it won’t necessarily be that dangerous. Reinforcements will arrive in half an hour. Young man, for this sort of hardware and programming work, perhaps you…”

Xie Qingcheng caught his breath and put a hand on He Yu’s shoulder before he could lose control of his emotions. “It’s all right, I’m here.”

He patted He Yu on the back and let go, having wrapped up his personal affairs to his satisfaction. He turned around, placing himself in front of He Yu, and interrupted the officer before he could continue. 

“I finally remembered who you are—it’s been twenty years since any of us have seen you. We all thought you were martyred alongside Chen Lisheng. Have you been undercover, waiting to rendezvous with us, this whole time?”

He turned his still-reddened eyes to the officer, reciting his name—


Chapter 236:
Xie Ping’s Disciple

 

“LI YUN?”

The officer paused, then smiled. “How did you recognize me?”

Xie Qingcheng’s eyes darted toward his outstretched hand. Even this brief look made the officer catch on.

“Oh…” He looked at his own wrist, pensive.

“I’m right, aren’t I?” said Xie Qingcheng.

Li Yun was quiet for a few seconds, then lowered his arm with a smile. “That’s right, you’ve got it correct. I didn’t think you’d still remember me, Xie Qingcheng.”

Li Yun had been Xie Ping’s other disciple. He and Chen Man’s brother, Chen Lisheng, had graduated from the police academy in the same class, and both had died in the line of duty. Like Chen Lisheng, Li Yun had displayed extraordinary talent during his studies. He was naturally intelligent and skilled; if not for the fact that his undercover skills fell just short of Chen Lisheng’s, he would have been first in his class at the academy.

After his first few cases interning with the police station, even the captain was impressed. He was decisive, followed orders well, and cleanly took care of every mission he was given, no matter how difficult. An old detective at the time remarked that he was a natural policeman.

But his shifu, Xie Ping, always maintained a careful distance with him. Xie Qingcheng was quite familiar with Chen Lisheng, but barely interacted with Li Yun. At first, the young Xie Qingcheng didn’t understand why his father treated his two students so differently. Until one day…

“Officer Xie? He’s on the fourth floor. Head on up.”

That evening, when Xie Qingcheng had finished up his homework at the police station and gone to find his father, the janitor directed him upstairs.

He had never been to the fourth floor before. That was where the interrogation rooms and holding cells were located, and the officers on duty usually told him to stay away. But this day was an exception; it was the year 2000, and Huzhou was holding a fireworks festival to celebrate the turning of the millennium. On that rare occasion, with the fireworks show lighting the night bright as day and the excited voices of the announcers echoing from the television, even the night shift officers couldn’t resist finding themselves at the windows to witness the passage of history.

No one noticed a child ending up in the depths of the fourth floor corridors.

“Dad? Dad…”

Perhaps it was the looming walls of metal bars or the dim lighting, but the young Xie Qingcheng couldn’t resist the urge to call out for his dad. Suddenly, he heard a faint noise from a nearby cell.

Thinking it was his dad, he hurried over—but before he could push open the door, he saw a frightful scene beyond the bars of steel.

There was a tattooed, middle-aged man inside. Xie Qingcheng knew him—he was a drug dealer recently apprehended by the police department. Reportedly in love with his lady boss, the man was tight-lipped; even after days of interrogation, he refused to give up any information about his ring.

But—and perhaps it was thanks to tonight’s millennium festivities—this was no proper, rule-abiding interrogation. Ordinarily the work was conducted in teams of two. Tonight, however, going against protocol, the intern Li Yun was the only one in the room.

Through the icy metal bars, Xie Qingcheng saw a sheet of something stark white covering the convict’s face—a tissue from one of the many boxes scattered through the office. The wet tissue was pressed tightly against the drug dealer’s face until he could no longer see or breathe. And Li Yun?

Li Yun—a mere twenty-something intern—held an enamel mug, pale fingers languidly curled around the handle. Blowing away a trail of steam, he took a leisurely sip of tea, before gazing down at the wet square of paper over the convict’s face.

The man’s feet were spasming against the ground as he twitched like a dying fish.

“Dage,” Li Yun said softly, “the water’s almost dry. Are you gonna talk or not?” He hovered his cup of tea over the man’s face, intentionally tapping the bottom of it against his cheek. “If you don’t talk, I wouldn’t mind treating you to another cup of tea. But I’m not sure if you’ll survive long enough to enjoy it.”

“You’re extorting a confession! This is extortion!” wailed the convict hysterically. “I…I’m going to report you for breaking the law! I want to submit a complaint! You… Where’s your captain? Bring in your captain…ah—!”

Before he could finish, warm tea spilled over his face, wetting the napkin again.

Still unsatisfied, Li Yun layered a few more over his face. The drug dealer’s breathing grew even more labored; his exhales could barely lift up the layers of wet paper, leaving him unable to speak through the obstruction. He struggled fiercely, hand and ankle cuffs jangling, but it was fruitless.
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Drawing closer, Li Yun spoke into his ear. “Breaking the law? A drug dealer wants to use the law against me?” He lifted his hand and rested it against the man’s throat. “I’m not an officer yet—you can’t scare me with threats of reporting me. And let me tell you one more thing: The security camera in here is broken, and it’ll be days before it’s fixed. Who do you think is going to see what I’ve done in here? If you suffocate to death, who do you think is going to seek justice for you? From what I understand, you have no parents, no wife, no children—do you really think anyone’s going to investigate your death?”

His voice grew lower and lower, sinister and strange against the backdrop of fireworks and shouts of joy outside. “Think it through. Why don’t you just give up everything you know? Even if you protect your boss, she’s never going to know. She doesn’t see you at all. Is dying for her really worth it?”

The convict’s struggling grew fiercer and fiercer, his muffled shouts shriller. Cold light spilled over their bodies, stretching and distorting their shadows beyond the metal bars where the young Xie Qingcheng stood. Like a deranged panorama of a shadow puppet horror show dancing on the stage. Xie Qingcheng’s eyes went wide, his mind a blur as he took all this in…

That was right.

He remembered now. He’d gone looking for Xie Ping because he had a fever, and the shock of this scene had been too much for him. The world had spun in front of him, and the last thing he saw was the mark on Li Yun’s wrist as he held the drug dealer by the neck, as if he might end this living person’s existence at any moment.

The hand that held power over life and death didn’t even look like the hand of a police academy student. Rather, it looked like a scholar’s hand, weak and boneless. On his wrist was a quarter-sized crimson birthmark. That red mark had become like a scarlet spider, clinging to Li Yu’s pale wrist and lurking in the depths of Xie Qingcheng’s memories…

Two decades passed in a flash.

In the present, Xie Qingcheng stared at the middle-aged man standing before him. His face had aged, the delicate handsomeness long past, but the red birthmark on the officer’s wrist still summoned his figure from the depths of his memory. Taking a better look at his features, he could indeed see the faint outlines of his former appearance.

Xie Qingcheng remembered how between the fever and the shock, he had fainted dead away as if possessed. When he awoke, he found himself lying in a hospital bed, an IV line in his arm and his parents by his side. He told his father about the scene he saw from outside the cell. The deepest impression of that moment he had was the strange look on his father’s face—furious, but seemingly not too surprised by Li Yun’s actions.

Once he was a bit older, he was told that his father had been suspicious of Li Yun’s character from the start. The young man might have looked laid back and languid, not overly competitive, but there were many incidents where Xie Ping felt he had gone too far. Where his actions were inhumane. That streak of cruelty made Li Yun fit to complete missions more decisively than his classmates, but in Xie Ping’s eyes, that wasn’t a good thing.

Eventually Xie Ping told Xie Qingcheng that no one believed Li Yun would waterboard a convict to extort a confession, but that, out of an abundance of caution, they still ended up transferring him out of that position. The drug dealer was given a life sentence—he refused to give up his beloved’s whereabouts, even until his conviction. When Li Yun heard this, he only remarked, “What a hopeless idiot.”

In Xie Ping’s final review of Li Yun’s internship, he made a pointed remark that Li Yu was only suited for technical work, not a first-line position. He was even less suited for fighting shoulder to shoulder with his comrades.

He went too far in too many of his missions, as if he cared about absolutely nothing at all, and completing the objective was his only priority. No one could trust, never mind control, a person like that. Xie Qingcheng’s family kept a coolly distant relationship with Li Yun. The next time he heard of him, it was years down the line—Li Yun had died.

This was unexpected, because as everyone else saw it, Li Yun had been highly skilled as an individual, but not much of a team player. His self-protective instinct was strong, making him the type least likely to get hurt on a mission. All the same, he fell into a gully during a high-speed chase, perishing in the fires of a vehicular explosion.

While investigating the records, they found that the case he was investigating was that of Chen Lisheng’s sacrifice.

He was distant with everyone, including Chen Lisheng. But, as classmates and dorm roommates, Li Yun did interact with Chen Lisheng more than with anyone else. Chen Lisheng, in contrast, was steady and honorable and treated everyone well. The staff at the police station figured Li Yun must have been amicable toward his teammate and just struggled to express it.

A small minority still held some suspicions.

There was Xie Qingcheng, for example. After witnessing the way Li Yun could kill a man without blinking, he always felt uncomfortable about him. It was difficult for him to imagine what Li Yun was thinking as he sacrificed his life while investigating his teammate’s death. But it wouldn’t do to disrespect the dead, and aside from one old detective, no one ever publicly expressed any suspicions. Until now…

Li Yun had reappeared.

Twenty years after he “died” for Chen Lisheng, he had now reappeared before Xie Qingcheng at the site of their final battle against Mandela, inviting them onto his vehicle and claiming he was doing so at the organization’s behest. Even if Xie Qingcheng couldn’t make heads nor tails of what was going on, he still cautiously stepped forward. He surreptitiously grabbed He Yu’s wrist and tugged him behind his back.

As he fixed Li Yun with his full attention, his gaze traveled from the birthmark on his wrist to the face that still held faint traces of a youthful appearance. “Have you been working for the organization in secret all this time?”

“Twenty years,” replied Li Yun.

“Why?”

“It’s a long story,” he said. “I can’t tell you the whole thing right now. If you want to hear it, get in the car. Back on board the ship, you can ask the commander to tell you all about it—or would you rather disobey orders and stay here?” He took in Xie Qingcheng’s grip on He Yu’s wrist, the paleness of his lips after struggling free of the blood toxin, and waited quietly for those lips to give him an answer.

He Yu was still befuddled. He could tell that Xie Qingcheng knew this man, and as he carefully watched them, he felt Xie Qingcheng’s hand shift, fingertips rubbing against his wrist once and again in some sort of signal. He stopped instantly, gaze swiveling to Xie Qingcheng’s fingertips, watching as he tapped out a pattern on his wrist.

As he did, Xie Qingcheng coughed quietly, then said to Li Yu, “I choose to stay.”

“Why?”

“Would you abandon your comrades, Officer Li?”

Li Yun didn’t immediately respond. “Even if it’s an order from your commander?”

“I was never an ordinary officer,” said Xie Qingcheng. “Orders from headquarters hold no sway over me. You can report back, Li Yun.” He stared into his eyes. “Go on.”

“You insist?”

“Yes.”

Quietly leaned against the car door, Li Yun took in Xie Qingcheng’s movements, especially the subtle tapping of his fingertip against He Yu’s wrist. He smoked his Marlboro down to the butt. Once the cigarette end fell, giving off a last few stray sparks, he tilted his head back and began to laugh. “You’re the same as ever, Xie Qingcheng! Nice Morse code you’re spelling out there for your little boyfriend; how long were you planning to keep up the act?”

His words flew like a dagger drawn from a hidden pocket, an arrow on its string breaking through the air, shattering the tense atmosphere of their standoff. Two things happened at once:

The jeep behind Li Yun roared to life, surging toward the dark forest with Chen Man on board. As Xie Qingcheng dashed forward, trying to stop the car, he yelled at He Yu, “Do it!”

He Yu instantly raised a bloody hand and pointed in Li Yun’s direction, issuing a command laden with the power of his blood toxin. “Kneel!”

It only took a second.

Li Yun staggered forward, eyes going wide. “Stop!” He Yu yelled at the driver who had slammed on the gas pedal, making a break for the tree line. “Stop the car now—!”

Maybe he was too far away, but the driver didn’t seem affected by the blood toxin. He drove away despite Xie Qingcheng and He Yu’s attempts to stop him, still carrying a bespelled Chen Man. Xie Qingcheng paled and made to give chase when he heard a voice speak up behind him.

“It’s about time to bring this game to an end.”

His head shot around to see a cold, narrow smile blooming on Li Yun’s lips. He coolly got to his feet, patting the dust from his clothes. He had never been affected by the blood toxin in the first place!

“My apologies, I was just teasing you—pretending to be controlled. It’s been a long time since I last got to play a game with my juniors… How unfortunate. The blood toxin has no effect on me at all.”

“…You have a heart-cleansing ring?!”

“A heart-cleansing ring?” Li Yun laughed. “No. I don’t need that thing. Let me give you a word of advice—” His eyes followed Xie Qingcheng’s hands as they crept behind his back. “Don’t try any of your tricks on me. A new version of the obedience potion is already flowing through your veins. Your orders are useless against me, but my orders will take effect on you.”

He Yu refused to believe it. “That’s impossible!” he insisted, gray-faced. “When…” The two of them had been careful during all their meals, especially before the final battle. He was certain he never ate anything that could have been drugged.

“Oh? You don’t believe me?” Li Yun smiled. That smile still held a hint of the indolent loveliness of his youth, as if he was still the young and beautiful intern suffocating a drug dealer like a snake in that cell. His smile was dangerous and cruel, like the intoxicating poppies that bloomed across the wild hills of his homeland.

He didn’t explain any further, instead relying on action to prove that he wasn’t lying. “Then, let us give it a try.” He held back his words for a moment, then pivoted in place—

“Sleep.”

The order came down like the strike of a gavel. Xie Qingcheng and He Yu both began to feel intensely, frighteningly dizzy; as if an enormous dose of sedative was spreading through their bodies, as if their consciousness might be snatched away in a second. Before they passed out completely, they heard Li Yun say something they didn’t quite understand—

“Xie Qingcheng, I admire your choice not to abandon him. Unfortunately, we walk different paths, so I’m forced to become your enemy… I’m afraid this will likely be the last time you two see each other.”

The last time they saw each other?

What did that mean…? How had they been dosed with the obedience potion? They’d been so careful, and yet…

“No… You can’t… This can’t be our last time together…” The muttered sentiment made its way to Xie Qingcheng’s ears, spreading across his heart like the ripples from a stone.

His mind was already a blur, but Xie Qingcheng still managed to turn and look at the young man mumbling those words. It was He Yu, similarly struggling to hang on. As he faded alongside him, He Yu’s eyes were dazed and unfocused. Still, that lonely little dragon stubbornly used the last of his strength to try and take Xie Qingcheng’s hand. 

“This can’t be our last meeting. You were only just willing to hug me again…Gege…” But his eyelids grew heavier and heavier—he was like a butterfly in a spider’s web, unable to struggle free. Xie Qingcheng saw him retrieve something from his pocket with his other hand, extending it in his direction. 

“Ge, I’m sorry. I caused trouble for you again. I…” He didn’t finish his sentence—or perhaps Xie Qingcheng simply didn’t hear the whole thing. Like that of a patient under anesthesia, his consciousness blinked out without his knowing when.

The last thing Xie Qingcheng remembered was He Yu’s sorrowful expression. Then he knew nothing at all. His vision went completely dark.


Chapter 237:
Became a Puppet

 

DUAN WEN STOOD on the steps of the Mandela Building.

Darkness had fallen completely. Artillery fire flashed like fireworks in the distance in a series of continuous bursts. He showed no signs of panic in the face of the Dreambreakers’ assault. In fact, he seemed remarkably relaxed—perhaps he had a plan, or perhaps he was simply accustomed to maintaining his composure under pressure. He lit a cigarette as he watched the live surveillance feed on his phone, occasionally glancing into the darkness. 

He appeared to be waiting for something.

The roar of a jeep’s engine tore through the night, orange headlights appearing from the gloom. Duan Wen tapped the ash from his cigarette, turned off his phone, and straightened up. What he was waiting for had finally arrived.

“I’ve brought the two men you wanted.” Stepping out of the vehicle, Li Yun tilted his head toward the unconscious Xie Qingcheng and He Yu. “Xie Qingcheng refused to get into the car with Chen Man, just like you guessed. After he broke free from the blood toxin’s control, he chose to stay behind.”

Duan Wen glanced inside the car before turning back to Li Yun. “Any injuries?”

“None.” Li Yun flashed the activation device in his hand. “Thanks to the drug you administered earlier, they didn’t even have the time to fight me.”

Duan Wen nodded, his eyes lingering on the man in his crisp uniform. “How does it feel to be working with me?”

Li Yun paused but offered no reply. Seeming to ignore the question, he went on, “Speaking of which, I had the other jeep take Chen Yan straight to the front lines. The driver’s been monitoring the situation and just sent me word that the Dreambreakers have already spotted him and taken him back. Should we continue monitoring him?”

“No,” said Duan Wen, his voice bland. “I’m not so concerned about his fate. I only saved him because it was convenient.”

He tilted his head a fraction, addressing the driver of the jeep—although his gaze never left Li Yun. “Take the car into the basement. Someone will meet you at the elevator and bring Executive He to the Pinnacle Laboratory. As for Professor Xie…lock him in the most secure basement cell we have. Go on.” 

The driver moved to carry out his orders, and Li Yun’s eyes followed the retreating figure. “What a strange man.”

“Oh?” Duan Wen took a step closer. “How so?”

“He obeys every command as if he has no mind of his own. The driver that took Chen Man back to the front lines was the same.” Li Yun frowned slightly. “It’s strange.”

Duan Wen smiled and lifted his hand—clad in a black leather glove—to turn Li Yun’s face toward him. “Look at me. Officer Li,” he murmured softly. “Twenty years later, you’re finally willing to work with me. Does it feel strange?”

Li Yun looked. “Haven’t we always been companions?” The black leather contrasted sharply against his face, his skin far paler than the average person’s. Duan Wen traced the line of Li Yun’s jaw with a bent finger, eyes dark. 

“Indeed,” said Duan Wen at last. His voice was gentle, but for some reason, his eyes grew darker still. “We’ve always walked side by side, toward a shared purpose.”

“…Mm.”

“Go get some rest,” Duan Wen said suddenly, dropping his hand to make way for Li Yun. “You’ve worked hard all day. Don’t worry about the Dreambreakers—they won’t be able to get here so quickly. And besides, we still have the blood toxin.”

Nodding, Li Yun turned to walk up the long staircase to the main entrance of the building. The tails of his police uniform and Duan Wen’s black coat billowed in the night wind as the two men passed each other in the darkness. As Li Yun approached the entrance, however, his footsteps came to an abrupt stop. In the fading light, he turned to look at the back of the man in black still standing in the shadows, hands tucked into the pockets of his trench coat. 

“Wait.”

Duan Wen didn’t turn around, his eyes fixed on the flames and gunsmoke rising in the distance. “What is it?”

“What did I do this morning? Before you sent me to find those three young men?” asked Li Yun. “I can’t seem to remember.”

The middle-aged man slowly turned around, his expression calm as he regarded the officer standing on the white steps. “You were exhausted, so you were sleeping.”

“I…feel like I’ve just woken up from a very long dream.”

Duan Wen’s gaze was unfathomable. “Well, you’re awake now—why dwell on dreams?”

Li Yun considered this. Something felt off, but he couldn’t say what it was. His thoughts felt disjointed—the very act of thinking made his head ache as if it might split open.

“Get some rest,” said Duan Wen. “Your mission is over, Officer Li.”

 

Half an hour later, Duan Wen arrived at Zone C of the Pinnacle Laboratory.

Despite its name, the facility was actually built underground—the most secure location on the island. 

He Yu had already been brought in. He still wore his Mandela uniform, but he was strapped to an electric chair by buckled leather restraints, with a black muzzle secured over the lower half of his delicate face. Beneath the harsh surgical lights, his eyes remained tightly shut, and his face appeared cold as ice. 

Anthony and a group of researchers stood beside him, calibrating a device that resembled a pacemaker. They paused upon seeing Duan Wen enter.

“Executive Duan.”

“Hello, Executive Duan.”

Duan Wen nodded in greeting. “If you would all step outside for a moment.” 

The other researchers were all elites in their field, but—as expected of Xie Qingcheng’s cousin—Professor Anthony was an exceptional talent with a well-earned reputation. Duan Cuizhen greatly admired his abilities and his ruthless nature, and had passed the secrets of her research down to him. As a consequence, he was one of the most technically proficient scientists on the island. In situations like these, Duan Wen typically spoke only to him.

“How is it?” Duan Wen asked. “Can it be operational within twenty-four hours?” 

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Anthony replied.

“We must ensure that there are no problems,” Duan Wen said. “Zoya’s frost laser has been destroyed. At the speed the Dreambreakers are advancing, they’ll be here in thirty hours. We need to create a new large-scale bioweapon using the blood toxin.”

Anthony suddenly smiled. “You shouldn’t be rushing me like this, Executive Duan. Zoya’s control room could have been saved, but instead of monitoring it this morning, you came to watch me perform the surgery for Li Yun. Do you really distrust me that much?”

Silence.

“I am Great-Grandmother’s direct disciple. This surgery is one that she herself wishes to undergo. Even if you doubt my loyalty to you, you should at least trust that I wouldn’t let Great-Grandmother down.” Anthony’s voice was velvety-soft. “You see, it is precisely because you were in my laboratory that you failed to immediately notice their unusual behavior. And now, you’re here to rush me. This is…”

“We’re in the same boat now, Xie Lishen,” said Duan Wen, cutting him off coldly. “Stop sowing discord within the organization. I know you’re determined to climb to the top by currying favor with Great-Grandmother—and indeed, she does trust you very much. But if the blood toxin bioweapon isn’t completed, she’ll kill you before the Dreambreakers seize control of this island.”

Anthony went pale. 

Shooting him one last warning glance, Duan Wen moved on from this unpleasant topic and turned to look at the sleeping He Yu. “Is the latest formulation of the obedience potion that potent?”

“…I also gave him a shot of anesthetic,” said Anthony stiffly. His voice was filled with resentment, but he wouldn’t dare be so outspoken again.

Duan Wen looked down at He Yu’s youthful face.

If he was being honest, He Yu’s acting far surpassed the average actors on screen today, most of whom could barely say their lines properly. His performance had been impeccable.

But Mandela never truly trusted him; this young man was the only one whose heart could never be controlled by the loyalty chip. Neither Duan Cuizhen nor Duan Wen would ever truly hand He Yu any unconditional authority. 

They all knew that He Yu was a vicious dragon lurking in the abyss, one that would eventually escape to turn on those who tried to tame him. And so Duan Cuizhen had prepared an ace up her sleeve to subdue him. She had ordered her research team to develop a device—the very pacemaker-like device Anthony was currently calibrating. 

This device consisted of two parts: an earring, implanted directly into the side of the head to control his brain, and the pacemaker-like central unit, which would ultimately be implanted into He Yu’s heart. 

It resolved the loyalty chip’s main issues: Not only was it effective against He Yu’s psychological Ebola mutation, it would also continuously brainwash and control him.

One last terrifying function existed: Once it was fully calibrated, every cell in He Yu’s body would be overcharged, dramatically increasing the blood toxin’s power. Akin to a massive injection of RN-13, it would essentially drain his life force in exchange for unleashing his special ability’s full potential.

He Yu would be able to use the blood toxin to control both the mentally sound and the mentally ill indiscriminately. His range would increase significantly; he would be able to control people over half a mile away.

This earned it the title of a true blood toxin bioweapon. 

“Once this pacemaker is complete, our ferocious dragon will be bridled. With iron chains driven into its spine, it will never break free, in life or in death.”

Reaching over to press a finger against He Yu’s heart, Duan Wen turned to Anthony. “Do your best.”

“…Yes, sir,” said Anthony.

There was a brief pause, before Duan Wen added, “I’ve already run some tests. Li Yun’s surgery was fairly successful, but many of his responses are different from what they would have been in the past.”

“Well, he’s just a replacement, isn’t he?” Anthony replied. “Both his body and mind were modeled after Li Yun, but he’s not really him. I adjusted his values and memories as you requested, too: I made him believe in Mandela’s mission, and that we’re the righteous ‘police’ in this fight. I made him think that he never broke ties with you. What’s the matter? Aren’t you satisfied?”

Duan Wen fell silent for a moment. “It feels a bit unfamiliar,” he replied. “However…forget it. We’ve carried out so many experiments with modified humans, and he’s the first of our toys to reach such a high degree of restoration. It’s already quite exceptional.”

“That’s right,” agreed Anthony. “Even Zoya couldn’t hope for such an accurate substitute. Concentrated effort can truly achieve wonders—perhaps only you, Executive Duan, are worthy of possessing such a toy.”

His words sounded like praise, yet they carried a hint of poorly concealed envy. Duan Wen looked askance at him, unmoved.

Once a traitor, always a traitor; Duan Wen knew this was human nature. If jealousy had rooted itself in someone’s heart, it would never grow to target only a single other person. Xie Lishen had joined Mandela out of his hatred for—his desire to conquer—Xie Qingcheng, so it was only natural that he would act this way. That was why Duan Wen still remained wary of him even after all these years. 

There had only been one incident when he had been given the opportunity to sabotage Duan Wen’s plans for his own selfish purposes—the time at the flooded studio, when Xie Lishen had convinced that old woman that she could still use the blood toxin for special body-swapping experiments after He Yu was dead, and ended up nearly getting both He Yu and Xie Qingcheng killed. 

“Power is a fine thing to have,” said Duan Wen, “but those who are too self-interested can’t hold onto it for long—do you understand?”

Anthony flushed with humiliation. A long moment later, he forced a smile and squeezed out an “Understood.”

Finished with his inspection, Duan Wen turned to leave. But as he was about to step out the door, he noticed a number of items scattered on the table beside the chair.

“These were in He Yu’s pockets,” Anthony said, following Duan Wen’s gaze. There were only a handful of items: a modified Fengbo cuff, an origami rose, and…

“He was clutching that in his hand,” added Anthony.

“Oh?” Duan Wen picked it up. He’d seen this object before over the surveillance camera—He Yu had made it in the lab the day before his operation. It was, in fact, because Duan Wen had seen him making this that he’d assumed He Yu wouldn’t be acting any time soon. This behavior had exceeded Duan Wen’s expectations; he had no idea that He Yu had such an artistic spirit. 

He found it all rather intriguing. 

After a moment of thought, he slipped the object into the pocket of his trench coat before turning his attention to the origami rose. Unfolding the paper, he found it was a torn-out page of a book bearing He Yu’s name—evidently, the last handwritten note Xie Qingcheng had left for him. 

“I really don’t understand what there is to like about that cripple, or why anyone would go so far for him,” Anthony said coldly. 

“Perhaps…” Duan Wen’s expression softened as he slowly folded the paper along its creases back into its original shape. Pondering it briefly, he placed the rose back into the breast pocket of He Yu’s military uniform. “Perhaps he was his only bridge.”

“That thing is—”

“Let him keep it,” said Duan Wen. “Like I said before, there are some things in this world that you simply do not understand.”

He tucked his hands back into his pockets and took his leave.

Once he was gone, a sneer surfaced on Anthony’s face. “You talk as if you know any better, you sanctimonious bastard. One day, I’ll definitely take your place…”

Duan Wen didn’t care how Anthony saw him. 

He had disliked Xie Lishen from the day he met him. In his view, the likes of Xie Lishen were barely worth associating with. There were times when petty vices were far more terrifying than unrepentant evil, because people ensnared by the former could spend their entire lives hiding in the shadows to inflict harm. To Duan Wen, no matter how talented these individuals might be, they made up the rotten roots of human society. Destiny would see them eradicated from the Mandelaverse. 

When it came to recruiting talent in the medical field, Duan Wen found unrepentant evil a far more reassuring prospect… 

He toyed with the object tucked into his pocket as he walked slowly down the corridor to his private elevator, which took him down to the basement where the prisoners were held. 

A guard greeted him as he stepped out. “Executive Duan.”

He nodded placidly. “Lead the way. I want to see Xie Qingcheng.”


Chapter 238:
Inside the Prison Cell

 

ALTHOUGH HE WAS BEING HELD prisoner, Duan Wen had granted special privileges to Xie Qingcheng.

He might be confined to a solitary cell with shackles on his wrists and ankles, but unlike the other prisoners, he wasn’t chained to the wall. His tiny room even contained a bed, a table, and a chair. 

Xie Qingcheng lay on the mattress, his head throbbing.

He had been awake for some time now, all the day’s events spinning through his mind. Li Yun, He Yu, the Dreambreakers’ assault, Chen Man being escorted into the car… As he pieced everything together, an answer began to emerge. An answer that filled him with utmost revulsion, yet one that he could not escape. 

When he first woke up to find himself imprisoned, he had been consumed by despair. He had no idea what had happened to He Yu, nor anything about the others, or the state of the battle. He tried asking the guard, but she was a Lu Yuzhu clone who only followed orders given by members of Mandela. She had no understanding of human emotions—no matter what he said, she remained unmoved. 

Just as Xie Qingcheng was about to abandon himself to despair, he suddenly realized that he still had the Fengbo cuff on his wrist. 

He Yu had meticulously modified the cuff to evade detection by electronic scanners. It looked like nothing more than a simple leather bracelet—completely different from the one He Yu wore—and so it hadn’t been discovered when he was searched. With Fengbo in his possession, he could still contact the others. 

Deciding to give it a try, Xie Qingcheng lay back on the bed and brought his hand up to cover his eyes. To an outsider, this gesture looked to be one of despair; in reality, he was using this seemingly natural position to issue commands to the Fengbo cuff in the softest voice possible. 

He first tried to contact He Yu, but the Fengbo system responded with “User He Yu’s account has been terminated.”

His fingers trembled slightly. Within the AI’s communication network, a user being offline meant either they had been killed in action or that their Fengbo cuff had been destroyed. Xie Qingcheng was instantly transported back to the day of the naval battle in Guangshi—the day he’d failed to save He Yu…

It took him an untold degree of self-control to keep himself from breaking down. Gritting his teeth, he said in a shaky, barely audible voice, “I understand… Contact headquarters.”

The call connected.

The astonished voice of the police commander sounded on the other end of the line. “Xie Qingcheng? What are you…”

“You should be able to see through the Fengbo system’s camera feed,” said Xie Qingcheng. “I’m in the underground detention center.” The exhaustion in his voice was apparent, but he couldn’t afford a moment’s rest. “There isn’t much time. I don’t know if we’ll have another opportunity to talk, so just answer my questions and try not to interrupt me, okay?”

“…All right. Go ahead.”

“Do you have He Yu’s location?”

“We’ve lost contact. We thought he was with you.”

“He’s not.” The last shred of hope buried deep inside him faded away. Xie Qingcheng closed his eyes, forcing himself to stay calm. His throat bobbed as he asked, “Then what about Chen Yan?”

“He’s back with us.”

“Is that so…?” Xie Qingcheng murmured. Having already guessed that would be the case, he was unsurprised. If anything, the commander’s answer merely reinforced his existing suspicions. 

“Yes,” the commander replied. “After you three destroyed the frost laser, your Fengbo points lost connection. I suspected that something had gone wrong and immediately dispatched a team to your location, but our support unit encountered a jeep on the way there. At first, we thought that it was the enemy, but no one inside the vehicle opened fire. After seizing it, we found Chen Yan unconscious in the back seat… The driver—a robotic soldier—escaped…”

A wave of intense sorrow surged through Xie Qingcheng’s heart. He knew that he probably wouldn’t have another chance to contact headquarters, so with no reservations left, he said, “That wasn’t a robotic soldier at all.”

But the commander continued, “This incident is truly bizarre. We suspected that Chen Man was rigged with something, but a thorough inspection revealed nothing of the sort. He was simply sent back—but why was he the only one sent back? What happened to you two afterward?”

In lieu of a response, Xie Qingcheng drew in a deep breath. “Did you hear what I just said? That wasn’t a robotic soldier.”

The commander paused, and for a moment, the only sound was the faint electrical hum of the Fengbo cuff. 

“He Yu has been telling you this for the past three years,” said Xie Qingcheng. “He warned you on multiple occasions that the surrealistic weapons on the island are fake—that they’re merely virtual projections. Patterns on a butterfly’s wings—a deceptive defense mechanism to allow Mandela the time to develop truly powerful weapons. None of you believed him. No matter what he said, no one believed him because he was a lunatic; because we had once wronged him.” 

Xie Qingcheng’s voice was hoarse. “But I’ve seen it. I have seen everything that he described. He has never lied to you. Mandela Island is a semi-illusory place that utilizes, among other things, magnetic fields, electronic noise, and visual stimuli to deceive the senses. The driver who brought Chen Man back was nothing more than a modified human. Had you listened to He Yu sooner, weapons like the frost laser would never have been invented. No other such fearsome weapons exist on the island now that it’s been destroyed—I ask that you order the second and third waves to make landfall immediately and end this battle as quickly as possible. The longer you drag this out, the more variables might come up.”

“…Xie Qingcheng, do you realize what you’re saying?” the commander asked. “If I order the second and third waves to land now and any unforeseen complications arise, our entire force will be wiped out.”

“Landing now would prevent any such complications,” Xie Qingcheng countered. “Can you set aside your assumptions and believe us this once? He Yu is probably in Duan Wen’s hands right now.” He sighed. “You must have known all along that he possesses the power of the blood toxin—to be honest, I’m deeply worried about him. There’s no way that Mandela hasn’t noticed that he’s your double agent, but they’ve kept him around anyway, which is very strange. The only plausible explanation is that he’s such a valuable asset that Mandela is reluctant to let him go.”

Xie Qingcheng stared up at the low, oppressive ceiling of the prison cell. “You’ve seen the power of the blood toxin,” he went on. “I’m worried that they captured him after the frost laser was destroyed because he’s a critical component for a new weapon to replace it… You mentioned before that they’ve been testing a blood toxin amplifier. That’s probably what it is.”

“But they haven’t shown any signs of movement yet—”

“Their inaction only means that they haven’t succeeded yet, for whatever reason, but it won’t be long until they do.” Xie Qingcheng clenched his fist, digging his nails into his palms. “It won’t be long, do you understand? Three years ago you refused to believe He Yu, and that resulted in the creation of the frost laser. Three years later, can you believe me just this once? To prevent another destructive weapon from being unleashed, to prevent He Yu from standing against us and getting hurt again, to prevent more of your men from sacrificing themselves.”

His voice trembled like the flame of a dying candle. “Just this once, all right? Officer.”

On the other end of the line, the police commander was silent for a very long time.

Xie Qingcheng couldn’t see the man’s face. In reality, he couldn’t see anything aside from the pitch-dark ceiling above. His heart pounded in his chest as the iron will that had flowed through his veins for thirty-six years gave him the courage to speak aloud these words; all to a man who shared a profession with his own parents. 

He may as well have been pleading.

“Just this once,” Xie Qingcheng murmured.

Footsteps sounded from the other end of the call. The commander seemed to have retreated to a quieter place where he wasn’t surrounded by any others. Then, he said, “Xie Qingcheng… To be honest, it’s not that I didn’t believe him. I did.” There was the hint of a sigh carried in the commander’s voice. “I’ve handled countless cases over the years, and I understand that the truth is often buried deep beneath the earth—that there are times when what you see on the surface simply cannot be trusted.”

“Then you—”

“But I’m just a man who has been ordered to achieve victory. I answer to my superiors, and they have their own superiors… My every decision is scrutinized by my colleagues and higher-ups. Do you think that my bosses, watching the combat footage from their offices, will believe the words of someone who is mentally ill when he says that this is all fake? Even if they did believe it, do you think that they’d admit that they made flawed decisions because they couldn’t see through the emperor’s new clothes?”

It suddenly felt as if a bucket of ice had been upended in Xie Qingcheng’s stomach. “You…” The chill spread through his bones. “You believed him all along. That’s why He Yu said you were the only one who tried to investigate…”

“Yes. I even tried to convince those around me, including both my superiors and my subordinates,” the commander said. “But what did I accomplish? Do you really think that either of us can change people’s fixed way of thinking? Can I alter a military order given in writing, or impact the morale of a hundred thousand troops? To many people, I am nothing more than a tool to be replaced at any moment. I understand how you feel, Xie Qingcheng. I don’t want anyone to become cannon fodder either—but when the artillery fire falls, the ashes are inevitable. If I were in He Yu’s position, I would make the same decision and choose to become ashes myself.”

Waves of dizziness washed over Xie Qingcheng. “…Is there really no other way? Must we abide by the rules and follow our orders? Must we wait until Mandela has finished their preparations to spill even more blood?! Isn’t human life more important than the correctness of an official’s decision…?”

The commander remained grimly silent.

Xie Qingcheng closed his eyes. “Is there really no other way…?”

“Stop thinking about it. Some things can’t be changed, even when you know the outcome. Any other solution would only be more difficult to achieve—”

As the commander trailed off, Xie Qingcheng suddenly felt a glimmer of hope, realizing the meaning behind those words. “Any other solution? What do you mean? There is another way, isn’t there?!”

The commander sighed, genuinely believing it was hopeless. “It’s just conjecture, so there’s no point in me telling you this. Besides, there’s no way anyone can meet with Huizhen while she’s unguarded.”

“Why is that necessary?” asked Xie Qingcheng, his voice low. “She did create the organization, but the island’s populated almost entirely by ruthless lunatics. I doubt they share any sense of loyalty or unity. What good would capturing their leader do? Don’t tell me—” He stopped abruptly as a chill ran up his spine. “…She’s not just their leader. For some reason, she’s also the linchpin that they absolutely can’t afford to lose, isn’t she?”

The commander made no response, but Xie Qingcheng had already grasped the crucial point within the fog of information. Thinking back, he recalled that He Yu had once mentioned the commander seemed to be investigating something relating to Duan Cuizhen as well. After a long stretch of dead silence, he said, “Have you…been investigating with the information He Yu’s given you? You believe him? You believe that there really is a centralized master switch that controls all of the deranged mechanisms of the island?”

“…Yes,” the commander said at last. “At this point, there’s nothing left for either of us to hide. I have indeed been sending people to gather intelligence in secret. Just a few days ago, I received the most valuable and crucial piece of information that we currently possess—namely, that Huizhen is the ‘heart’ of the entire Mandela Island. As you said, her followers consist of a bunch of lunatics devoid of loyalty, filial piety, or even a basic sense of humanity. But with so many lunatics around, how could she rest easy without worrying that they might usurp her power? How would she ensure that they remain devoted to her service?

“Thus her solution—she likely planted a chip of utmost importance in her own brain. This chip is linked to the island’s core power plant, and its operation hinges entirely on the activity of her brain waves. It’s their only control valve. In other words, as long as her brain remains alive, the island’s water, electricity, ventilation, and heat…the facilities the researchers value above all else, the facilities that contain their life’s work—all of it continues to function normally. The master control switch for everything on Mandela Island isn’t in a power plant, water system, or any other machine—it’s her very life.”

The commander paused briefly. “Huizhen likely planted the chip before she even established the syndicate. Through some intricate and insane design, she fused her brain activity inextricably with this otherworldly island, transforming what would otherwise be a physical master control switch into a biological one. The island is small enough to keep everything within a controllable range, so after several decades of work, she finally achieved her goal. Everything on the island will be preserved so long as she’s alive, but the moment she suffers brain death…”

Xie Qingcheng’s pupils contracted—he already knew the answer. “The moment she suffers brain death, the chip’s activity will cease, the master valve will shut off, and the entire island will ‘die’ with her. All the lights will go off, all the machinery will stop functioning, and every scientific breakthrough achieved by the researchers here will be destroyed in an instant.”

“That’s right,” said the commander. “They were born from her work and regard her as their mother, and so they will die with her. She won’t allow her Mandelaverse to fall into anyone else’s hands. According to the intel I’ve gathered, within ten minutes of her death and the resulting power outage, a backlash will occur. Thermal energy will gather in the power station’s core, and the island will explode, leaving behind nothing but ash.”

His words trailed off as he finished this explanation, leaving behind an extended silence. 

“Is this why it’s always been Duan Wen handling business, while Huizhen rarely leaves the island?” Xie Qingcheng asked quietly. “She’s not the only one here who fears her death—everyone does. They would defend her with all they have.”

“Correct.”

“She became one with the island…”

“She fused herself with the island,” confirmed the commander. The enemy would be extremely cautious, leaving no opening for a direct attack on Duan Cuizhen herself. “That’s why I said this plan won’t work,” the commander sighed. “We have no choice but to force our way in. I’m very sorry, but…”

At that moment, Xie Qingcheng suddenly heard the patter of footsteps outside.

“Someone’s here!”

Startled, he ended the call without another word, pulling off the Fengbo cuff and stashing it in an inconspicuous pocket. The second he did, the cell door swung open to admit a tall man in a black trench coat. He ducked through the doorway, hands tucked into his pockets as he lifted his head to reveal a face with the sharp, angular features of a towering snowcapped mountain. He had deep-set brows and a straight, high-bridged nose; his entire being exuded a leisurely sort of composure. 

Having finished examining He Yu, Duan Wen had arrived at Xie Qingcheng’s prison cell. 

“Just finished speaking to someone, hm?” 

A pair of bodyguards—two of his most trusted aides—followed on Duan Wen’s heels. He signaled for them to bring him a chair, straightened out his clothes, and sat down before Xie Qingcheng. He studied every subtle flicker of emotion that crossed Xie Qingcheng’s face in the dimly lit cell. 

“Professor Xie, may I ask who you were chattering with from here in prison?” he said with a smile. “Li Yun didn’t find a Fengbo point on you, but I don’t think you’re actually clean.” Duan Wen was perfectly polite, but his politeness was filled with pressure. “Hand it over.” He paused, then added, “I admire you greatly. I hope you won’t make me use force.”

Xie Qingcheng didn’t move. Duan Wen arched a brow, watching him as he waited.

Those peach-blossom eyes were as still as an ancient well. Xie Qingcheng’s sight had weakened so much, yet his gaze seemed to pierce through Duan Wen’s thick mask like a gleaming bayonet to cut straight into his heart. Instead of handing over his Fengbo cuff, he suddenly said, “I once admired you, Duan Wen.”

“…What do you mean?” Duan Wen smiled.

Xie Qingcheng closed his eyes briefly. His chest barely rose as he spoke his next words.

“Or should I say…Chen Lisheng?”


Chapter 239:
You Met an Old Friend

 

THERE WAS A LONG STRETCH of silence. After an untold amount of time, Duan Wen suddenly broke into a smile. 

At first his smile was shallow, like the snow-white cocoon of a silkworm splitting open to reveal twitching black claws. Then it expanded, spreading across a face that was no longer youthful and yet was still strikingly handsome—a moth emerging from its cocoon. It struggled to break free, phosphorescent wings shedding a desiccated chrysalis to expose it to the light of day. 

“Ha ha…” Duan Wen tilted back his head, his smile colored by a surprising hint of relief at no longer needing to pretend; the satisfaction felt at reuniting with an old friend. “You truly never disappoint, Xie Qingcheng.” 

Xie Qingcheng slowly lowered his eyes. He felt no joy at this praise, nor any triumph at correctly identifying Duan Wen. His expression was indifferent and numb, exuding a boundless chill. 

“It really is you.”

“It really is me,” replied Duan Wen. “Can you tell me how you guessed?”

Xie Qingcheng’s gaze lifted once more. This man whose tomb he had swept for nearly twenty years was a stranger to him now. His lips parted. “Tell me how He Yu is first.”

“Him? He’s fine. He’s still alive.”

Those peach-blossom eyes turned fierce. “What exactly are you going to do to him?”

“You’ve probably already guessed,” Duan Wen said calmly. “I’ve captured him at this critical juncture because he can be made into a weapon to fend off the Dreambreakers’ assault—relax, he’ll live. But after we’re done with him, he’ll fully embrace our ideology… He’ll still remember you and your shared past, but he’ll consider it a mistake. We refer to this process as…” Duan Wen paused for a moment. “Reconstruction. So there’s no reason to be sad, Xie Qingcheng. He’s merely changed his way of thinking. As long as you’re willing to join us, you’ll be on the same side again. I’m sure he’ll treat you as well as always.” His lips curved in a faint smile. 

“But of course, if you insist on staying the course with your current allegiances, I imagine he’ll consider you beneath contempt. The truth is, people are limited by their own perspectives. You fight for what you believe to be justice, yet what seems right to you may be wrong in the eyes of another.” Under the protection of his bodyguards, Duan Wen spoke unhurriedly to Xie Qingcheng. “There’s no need to rush to a decision; you can take your time to consider. For now—”

He tilted his head slightly to the side, and the two bodyguards immediately stepped forward. One restrained Xie Qingcheng while the other began a thorough search of his person.

“Let’s find your Fengbo cuff first.”

“Executive Duan! We’ve found something suspicious!” Moments later, a bodyguard pulled a leather wristband from Xie Qingcheng’s clothing. Accepting the device, Duan Wen examined it carefully. 

“This is truly exquisitely made…” He spoke slowly. “It looks like a perfectly ordinary accessory… No interface, no detectable signal… However…”

He suddenly wrenched his hands apart, snapping the leather band to reveal the threadlike wires within.

Duan Wen smirked, as if to say, Just as I thought. His eyes flicked up to Xie Qingcheng. “I’m glad you only had time to hide this in your pocket so I didn’t have to strip you naked or cut you open to find it. To be honest, I really don’t want to hurt you.”

Xie Qingcheng’s face was frigid as the burly bodyguards held him in place. “Are you saying that you still possess some semblance of humanity, Chen Lisheng?”

Tossing it over his shoulder, Duan Wen passed the broken cuff to his other bodyguard. “Yes. I spared Chen Man, and I hope to spare you as well.”

“You spared Chen Man?” Xie Qingcheng’s face was smeared with blood. He stared at the pleased expression on Duan Wen’s face. When he spoke again, his voice was hoarse and low. “If I’m not mistaken, you were the one who mailed Chen Man the videotape to eliminate Huang Zhilong’s faction, weren’t you? To make him believe it was real, you even went so far as to make it look as if you were still alive. He risked everything to investigate that case for your sake—he nearly lost his life. You call that sparing him?!”

Duan Wen listened calmly, utterly unfazed, as Xie Qingcheng finished speaking. 

“It’s true that at first I didn’t care whether he lived or died,” he admitted. “He was only a toy to me—a pawn. However…he surprised me, just a little. I didn’t expect him to value our so-called brotherhood so deeply. I never expected just a glimpse of hope like that to make him so fixated on the idea that I might still be alive. When everyone else had already given up, he alone clung to that sliver of hope. I’ll admit I originally planned on toying with him; I was curious just how deeply this brotherly bond ran.”

He paused for a few seconds. “I’d give his performance a respectable ‘A.’ So even if I still don’t hold him in particularly high regard, since I had the opportunity to spare his life, I decided to let him go just this once. You can think of it as a reward from his big brother.”

“So it really was you who sent that tape…” Xie Qingcheng spat through gritted teeth.

“Correct. Think of it as recycling.” Duan Wen spread his hands with a sneer. “Chen Man is nothing but refuse in my eyes.”

“And what parts of me do you intend to repurpose?”

That almost reckless smile on Duan Wen’s face faded. He stared at Xie Qingcheng for a moment before turning his head away. In lieu of answering the question, he pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, lit one, and began to smoke. Only when the cigarette had burned down to the filter did Duan Wen flick the butt away and open his mouth behind the lasting cloud of thick blue haze. 

“I’m not sparing your life because I want to use you. I…made someone a promise.” He lowered his eyelashes, making his already inscrutable gaze all the more opaque. “I promised him I would try not to kill you.”

“…My father?”

Duan Wen didn’t answer.

There was a pause, and then he changed the subject with a faint smile. “Professor Xie, let’s be fair. I’ve said so much already, yet you still haven’t answered my question. Tell me this first: How did you guess that I was Chen Lisheng?”

“…There was no one clue,” Xie Qingcheng replied. “You chose to spare Chen Man. The sudden appearance of Li Yun—the fact that He Yu’s blood toxin had no effect on him. And…”

“Mm?”

“What you said to me when we met that night.”

Dark brows furrowed as Duan Wen interlaced his fingers. “What did I say to you…?”

“You said that ultimately, being an ‘officer of the law’ isn’t about the uniform or the badge on your shoulder, or about reputation and power, but about the heavy shackle of responsibility.”

The expression on Duan Wen’s face shifted abruptly as he realized the significance of the words.

“Those were my father’s exact words,” Xie Qingcheng continued. “He would often tell me and his mentees that exact thing—and the only mentees he ever took on were you and Li Yun.”

“Wh…” Duan Wen’s lips twitched as he laughed in spite of himself. “What a blunder… I never imagined you’d remember your father’s words so well.”

“I never imagined you would remember your mentor’s words so well,” countered Xie Qingcheng.

The only response from Duan Wen was silence.

“And then I mentioned that Zheng Jingfeng and my parents had been teammates during their internship days. Captain Zheng is a tight-lipped man; very few people know about that detail of his history. In fact, I only found out myself just before I came to this island. But you didn’t seem surprised at all. My parents weren’t the type to share much about themselves with others, either; thus, the only ones who would know these details are likely their mentees. To be honest, after speaking with you that evening, my suspicion was more that you were Li Yun… But then Li Yun appeared, so that only left Chen Lisheng. Although I assume that wasn’t the real Li Yun—probably a modified human. There are only two types of people who aren’t affected by He Yu’s blood toxin: those who wear mind-clearing rings, and the living dead controlled by chips implanted in their brains. In the case of Li Yun, I’m more inclined toward the latter. He felt off to me; not quite like a real person.”

Another cigarette lit at Duan Wen’s lips. “I underestimated you, Xie Qingcheng. Since you’ve already put so much together, why not take another guess? Who was it that begged me not to kill you? Something tells me that you’ve almost worked it out.”

Xie Qingcheng slowly lifted his eyes in the ensuing silence. “If it wasn’t my father, then…was it Li Yun?”

Duan Wen slanted a look at him. “You…really do have what it takes to be a police officer, Xie Qingcheng.” Calmly, he added, “That’s right. It’s because of him.”

Instinct told Xie Qingcheng not to speak now. He could tell there were a number of things weighing on Duan Wen’s mind—things that had been buried for far too many years. His expression spoke louder than words: It wasn’t because he didn’t want to lay bare his thoughts, but because there wasn’t anyone on the island he could truly confide in.

They were venomous insects in an alchemical cauldron, the ones who had survived after countless rounds of killing had eliminated those less lethal, less toxic, less ruthless—and it was only that ruthlessness that bound them together. A criminal gang, not a true team. One wrong move, and any one of them could be devoured by another.

Perhaps this moment, finally shedding his mask before Xie Qingcheng, was actually the most unburdened Duan Wen had felt in twenty years. 

Sure enough, after several minutes, he slowly began to speak. No longer in the tone of one discussing important business; rather, his voice was calm and even. As if he was still Chen Lisheng, years ago, visiting Xie Qingcheng’s home for a casual chat.

“Li Yun and I were both your father’s disciples to start,” Duan Wen said mildly, gazing into the distance. “Shifu treated me very well—much better than he treated Li Yun. When he became too busy to take on more than one of us, he chose me, suggesting that Li Yun switch mentors to another veteran detective. He even told Li Yun point-blank that his temperament wasn’t suited for frontline work.”

This wasn’t surprising. Xie Ping was the kind of man who called a spade a spade. He would neither favor his kin nor disfavor his foe; it was perfectly natural for him to say something so offensive to Li Yun. 

“Everyone held the impression that he always had reservations about Li Yun. I’m sure you felt the same.”

“Was that not the case?” Xie Qingcheng asked.

“It was indeed the case at first,” Duan Wen replied. “Shifu did genuinely disapprove of him at first—he found him devious, two-faced, and skilled at deception—but later, his view of him shifted.”

“He never mentioned this to me,” said Xie Qingcheng, guarded. 

“That’s because it happened much later, just before he and your mother were killed,” explained Duan Wen. “To be honest, the misunderstanding between them could have been resolved much earlier, but Li Yun didn’t like talking about his family. In fact, you could even say that he made a point of concealing certain aspects of his past.”

Xie Qingcheng frowned. Police academy admission required a background check. The kind of thing that happened in movies like Infernal Affairs—where the son of prominent triad members schemed his way into becoming a police officer—was virtually impossible.

Duan Wen seemed to read his thoughts. Lighting another cigarette, he took a drag before continuing, “He wasn’t hiding a criminal background, so it was nothing the academy recorded in detail. My shifu wouldn’t have known. Honestly, most people probably wouldn’t hide something like this. If anything, they’d be eager for their colleagues to know.”

“What kind of background did his family have?”

“His father was an informant for the narcotics division for over a decade,” Duan Wen replied. “But on every application form that Li Yun submitted, he always wrote ‘grocer’ for his father’s occupation.”

“…The academy didn’t verify that?”

“He didn’t lie.” Duan Wen tapped the ash from his cigarette as he exhaled a cloud of smoke. “His father was indeed a grocer. He’d been living with his stepfather who sold fruits and vegetables since he was in grade school. His parents divorced, and his mother was awarded custody. His biological father seemed like a deadbeat—the kind of man no one wanted to have around—but in reality, he was an informant.”

Ash floated slowly through the air, like the ghosts of the past drifting in the darkness.

“Li Yun only learned his biological father’s true identity in high school, after the man’s death. The drug dealers caught him meeting with police officers, and a shoot-out ensued. The officer had to choose between saving his partner and his informant, and by the time he turned back to rescue Li Yun’s father…the man was already dead.”

Xie Qingcheng’s hands and feet went cold as he listened. He recalled a scene from his childhood: Back before Li Yun had his police badge, he’d witnessed him using unorthodox interrogation methods to force a confession from a drug trafficker. His ministrations had been ruthless, his eyes cold and forbidding.

So that’s why…

“His father was a complete idealist—he chose to be an informant even if it meant losing his wife and son. He was from the Golden Triangle, and he’d seen too many lives and families destroyed by drugs. He once aspired to become a police officer, but he couldn’t pass the physical examination. But he never gave up. If he couldn’t be a police officer, he would be an informant. Li Yun and his mother only learned the truth when they found his father’s diary among the personal effects turned over to them by the police.”

Duan Wen paused. “You can imagine how conflicted Li Yun must have felt when he read that diary.”

Leaning lazily back into his chair, he took another drag from his cigarette. His voice was dispassionate; he described the violence and bloodshed with the same even tone he’d once used to tell Xie Qingcheng stories. But Xie Qingcheng still couldn’t read the expression in his eyes.

“Li Yun deeply resented his biological father. The man had abandoned him and his mother for the sake of his ideals. Between family and duty, his father had resolutely chosen the latter. Li Yun was furious, resentful, and anguished. However…” Duan Wen took another drag of his cigarette. “That year, Li Yun gave up his original plan of attending art school, and applied to the police academy instead.”

Xie Qingcheng said nothing.

“We were roommates for all four years of college. He was rather aloof; I was probably the one he got along with best. But in all the time we spent together, he never once mentioned his past. Later, when we joined the force, our first mentor—your father—didn’t know anything about his family background either. He thought Li Yun was the type to pursue quick results, willing to resort to any means fair or foul. Your father must have deeply regretted his initial assessment once he learned the truth—he once pulled Li Yun aside for a private conversation, and chances are this was precisely what they talked about.”

“…Why do you think that?”

“Because shortly after, your father was murdered by the Mandela Syndicate…and at the time, there were two people who insisted on investigating his death. One made a huge fuss about it, ensuring that everyone knew about his concern—that person was me. The other had detected the presence of a mole in the police force, which made him cautious. He also believed that his strained relationship with Xie Ping presented the perfect cover… That person was Li Yun.”

“He—!”

“That’s right, Xie Qingcheng,” said Duan Wen. “Li Yun didn’t meet with misfortune because he was investigating my death; he stepped into dangerous territory long before he ever looked into my case. In truth, he was the police officer who sacrificed his life fighting to resolve your parents’ file.”

He hadn’t thought anything could be more shocking than the revelations He Yu had to share with him, but now Xie Qingcheng knew he was wrong. He forced his breathing to steady. The entire operation had reached its most critical juncture; he couldn’t afford to make a mistake now.

“He acted so convincingly, no one knew he’d long made peace with Xie Ping. In fact, despite how much younger he was, they’d become close friends. He fooled everyone…myself included.”

Another cigarette burned down to the filter. In lieu of lighting a new one, Duan Wen pinched it between his fingers, watching as the embers slowly curled the filter paper and turned it to black ash. 

“Xie Ping was an outstanding officer, but he made two fatal mistakes over the course of his life. The first was misunderstanding Li Yun. Though Li Yun made mistakes, he wasn’t a malicious man. Thankfully, he corrected that misunderstanding before he died. His second mistake…was trusting me.”

Xie Qingcheng’s blood ran cold. He stared numbly at Duan Wen. “From the beginning, then, your entry into the police force was all arranged by Duan Cuizhen?”

“I was interested in joining the force as well, so it wasn’t all just a plot. But I was indeed a member of Mandela from the start. I have been since childhood.” He stared into Xie Qingcheng’s eyes—eyes that held a deep chill, but no trace of surprise. “It seems you knew that as well. As Duan Cuizhen’s descendant, I fully embraced her ideology at a very young age.”

“How young?”

“Since the first time I met her,” Duan Wen replied calmly. “Back then, my mother and I were utterly miserable.”

Xie Qingcheng was somewhat familiar with Duan Wen’s—or rather, Chen Lisheng’s—family matters. Chen Lisheng’s mother was a well-educated woman who gave up her studies and career for the sake of her family and later passed away from illness. After her death, Chen Lisheng’s father remarried, this time to Chen Man’s mother. But Chen Man’s mother treated Chen Lisheng kindly; there had never seemed to be a rift between stepmother and stepson, let alone any suspicion of a mistress ousting the wife. 

“My mother’s unhappy marriage had nothing to do with Chen Man’s mother,” said Duan Wen. “Both my stepmother and birth mother were the type to let themselves be blinded by emotion. My father was handsome, so they both adored him… If nothing else, my birth mother did once love him.”

“And then?”

“Then?” He smiled faintly. “My father was different from my mother. She was deeply in love, but he soon grew tired of her.”

Duan Wen spoke about his birth mother calmly, as if discussing something of no consequence. “She was actually a very intelligent woman—she got that from my great-grandmother, Duan Cuizhen. She was admitted to Huzhou University with outstanding grades, and according to my great-grandmother, she had a promising future in scientific research. Unfortunately, she met my father at university and fell in love.

“My great-grandmother opposed their marriage from the start. She wanted my mother to take a broader perspective, not be confined by petty romantic affairs. There are limits to a human being’s energy. Ordinary people spend their time on so-called love, friendship, and family, thus failing to reach their full potential. As she grew up, that’s how my great-grandmother taught her, and she lived by that creed until love clouded her brilliant mind,” Duan Wen said slowly. 

“She became a prisoner of dopamine. My great-grandmother poured so much effort into nurturing her, only for her to choose becoming a housewife for a man in the end. This infuriated my great-grandmother. She told my mother that if this was the limit to her aspirations, she would come to regret it one day. But my mother was very stubborn—the more my great-grandmother criticized her, the more determined she was to do what she wanted to do. After that conversation, they became completely estranged. My great-grandmother dismissed my mother, and my mother married my father without hesitation.”

He sighed dispassionately. “She could have been a towering tree, but she chose to be a clinging vine instead. But perhaps my father longed for a marriage of equals, or perhaps he was simply restless by nature. Either way, he grew weary of life with my mother shortly after their wedding. He didn’t cheat on her—he adhered to the most basic of social expectations—but his gaze and heart had already strayed. He was constantly attending social engagements and cocktail parties while leaving all the household chores to his wife. She became his unpaid, around-the-clock housekeeper. But given the social mores of the times, even if word got out, no one would have found any fault with my father. He supported the family financially, and didn’t even have any mistresses—that was enough to make him an exemplary husband. And the traditional roles of the husband as the breadwinner and the wife as the homemaker were perfectly acceptable to many women. Love? Communication? Intangible, elusive things that only elicited laughter from housewives who were busy knitting sweaters or washing vegetables. To my mother, our home no longer resembled a home so much as a cold tomb, but there wasn’t a single person who could truly understand her.

“Tropical fish cannot survive in the Arctic. Unable to fit in with the other housewives, my mother became an island unto herself, living her days in emptiness and solitude. She wanted to return to university, but that was no longer possible… In the end, she developed severe depression, and passed away shrouded in melancholy.”

“…You didn’t offer her any encouragement?” Xie Qingcheng asked after a beat.

An unexpected smile broke out on Duan Wen’s face. “Encouragement?” he repeated, utterly indifferent. “She was merely suffering the consequences of her own choices. Humans are creatures of emotion, so they have desire, and where there is desire, there is strife. Human lives are as insignificant as ants. They hold no value whatsoever—that is the lesson my great-grandmother taught me as a child.”

When he saw how surprised Xie Qingcheng looked, Duan Wen added, “That’s right. My great-grandmother disappeared from my mother’s life—not even at my mother’s funeral did they see each other again. But whenever my mother wasn’t home, my great-grandmother could show up at any moment, only to leave once again when she returned. It was as if we were playing a secret game. My mother must have sensed it as well; I once let slip something my great-grandmother often said—that no species is irreplaceable when it comes to the survival of the fittest—and the look she gave me… It was as if she saw a ghost. My great-grandmother was to an ordinary housewife what a heavenly god was to a mere mortal—utterly overwhelming. Even if my mother knew, she was helpless to stop her.

“Outwardly, I grew up just like any other ordinary child, but in reality, I had already made my choice. While the other kids were still immersed in stupid games, my great-grandmother exposed me to real scientific research. I mastered the art of intrigue long before any of them had learned their multiplication tables. As an inexperienced youth, I knew how to harness my own ambition long before I’d experienced much of the world for myself. As I grew older, I helped her improve the organization, research drugs, amass wealth, and seek out new talents.”

His voice strung out like spider silk, weaving together the threads of the past. When he spoke, his eyes were hazier than cigarette smoke. 

“None of it was difficult; as long as need, disease, and the love and hatred of ordinary people existed in this world, we would never lack for collaborators. They could be high-ranking government officials, intellectuals, greedy businessmen, or common people from all walks of life… Emotions are invisible strings that run through everyone alive, and those who cannot sever themselves from their emotions are all ripe to become our puppets.”

“…Like Zoya, for instance,” Xie Qingcheng said.

“Don’t tell me you sympathize with her.”

“I just think you’re far more insane than He Yu,” said Xie Qingcheng. “You’re a well-read man; you must have heard the adage, ‘If you feel pain, you are alive. If you feel other people’s pain, you are a human being.’ Duan Wen…” He could no longer think of this man as Chen Lisheng. “What Duan Cuizhen taught you is complete and utter dehumanization. She wants you to be like her… Even if you build the Mandelaverse, if you become the supreme rulers of the world with minds immortal, so what? Would you be truly alive? Would you even be human?”

Only two cigarettes remained in the pack. Duan Wen tapped them out, keeping one for himself and offering the other to Xie Qingcheng. He didn’t take it, and Duan Wen didn’t insist. Placing it on the table, Duan Wen lit his own cigarette with a click of his lighter and took a drag. 

“Interesting. He said the same thing back then.”

He was obviously talking about Li Yun. 

“Did Li Yun figure out your identity before he died?” Xie Qingcheng asked.

“Yes.” Duan Wen exhaled a smoke ring. “Like I said, he was brilliant, just like you. The reason I had no choice but to fake my death—in a car explosion, at Wei Rong’s hands—was that he forced my hand.” His eyes finally revealed a hint of human emotion; a strange emotion, neither sorrow nor melancholy. It seemed, if anything, like an odd sense of joy, as if he was reminiscing on some thrilling competition. 

“After our shifu died, I pretended to investigate—in reality, I was destroying evidence. The constant disappearance of evidence aroused Li Yun’s suspicion. Of course, he didn’t suspect me, at first. He trusted me a great deal, and I knew that he considered me to be the only friend he had in his lonely life—in fact, he went out of his way to warn me to be careful with this case…” 

He scoffed. “It was laughable. If he hadn’t cared so much about me, if he hadn’t trusted I wasn’t the mole—if he’d never shared the clues he uncovered in his investigation, I never would have realized how deeply he had already dug. Can you picture him showing me the evidence that I’d left behind, unaware that I was the mastermind behind it all? Our shifu was right—he may have been brimming with talent, but he simply wasn’t cut out to be a frontline criminal police officer. He seemed cold and ruthless, but in reality, he was always far too impulsive. It was his impulsiveness that led him to expose himself to me, the head of the criminal organization he was fighting.”

Duan Wen paused, cigarette still beside his lips. “Speaking of that video tape you mentioned—the one that identified the crimes that were taking place in the basement of Zhilong Entertainment. The one who found it first was actually Li Yun.”

Xie Qingcheng’s eyes widened in surprise.

“He didn’t show it to anyone else, only me. I think he sensed that he was in danger, too; when he gave me the tape, he said that if anything happened to him, he hoped I would continue investigating the case and bring justice to our mentor.”

Duan Wen pressed a hand to his brow with a sneer. “Of all the people in the department, why choose me to be his confidant? As soon as I watched that tape, which mentioned an overseas organization in Australia, I knew I couldn’t put it off any longer. If he carried on probing, with his abilities, I would be exposed sooner or later. To prevent him from tracing the case back to me, I had only two options: either directly orchestrate Li Yun’s murder or fake my own death.”

“Why didn’t you choose the first option?” Xie Qingcheng asked. 

There was no answer from Duan Wen.

After a moment, he simply ignored the question and kept speaking. “I had almost finished putting together Duan Wen’s identity by then—and I’d grown tired of playing the righteous, upstanding officer Chen Lisheng, so I used the opportunity to cast off that life. Wei Rong thought she’d killed Chen Lisheng, but she was just paving the way for my escape. After ‘Chen Lisheng’ died in a car accident, I returned to Mandela Island, where my great-grandmother helped me to alter my physical appearance and voice with… Over the years, only a few have been able to guess my identity. In fact, aside from you, there have only been two others. One of them stumbled across it by chance, like a blind cat encountering a dead mouse—and even then, he wasn’t entirely certain.”

“And the other was Li Yun,” said Xie Qingcheng.

“Correct. He refused to give up even after my death. Following the trail of clues, he eventually uncovered my identity as Duan Wen and saw me after I had already altered my appearance.” Duan Wen paused. “As for the blind cat…well, you’ve met him, too.”

Xie Qingcheng said nothing, his mind racing through all of the many people connected to the case, the various moves they’d made. Finally, he looked up. “Huang Zhilong.”

Laughing, Duan Wen clapped his hands. “I was right to keep you here, Xie Qingcheng. I haven’t felt the thrill of crossing swords with a worthy opponent in a very long time—not since Li Yun died, in fact. You’re right, it was Huang Zhilong. How did you guess?”

Xie Qingcheng’s expression was frosty. “He ordered his men to capture Chen Man during the incident in the basement of Zhilong Entertainment’s headquarters. He’d interacted with Commissar Wang before; he must have known that the man would sacrifice even his own kin for the greater good. There was no chance of successfully blackmailing him that way. So it’s possible he believed that Chen Man would make for a worthwhile bargaining chip with another party.”

“…I see.” Duan Wen nodded and smiled. “Indeed, Huang Zhilong once overheard me speaking with my great-grandmother. Although he only heard part of the conversation, he began to suspect that I was Chen Lisheng… Honestly, if he had a brain like yours, he wouldn’t have used Chen Man to threaten me. To me, Chen Yan’s life is no different from that of an ant.”

“But you let him go just now.”

“As I said, when he became aware of the infinitesimal chance that I might still be alive, he became obsessed,” said Duan Wen. “That’s the only reason I decided to spare his life.” There was a beat of silence. “But you’re different, Xie Qingcheng.” 

Duan Wen’s gaze grew distant as he spoke. He gazed at Xie Qingcheng in his uniform as if he were looking at a vibrant silk flower, a replica through which he could glimpse a white queen of the night, bloomed and withered on a summer night sometime in the distant past. 

Slowly, he began to recall certain memories of Li Yun.


Chapter 240:
Death of a Skylark

 

DURING HIS TIME at the police academy, Duan Wen had offended quite a number of people thanks to his overly righteous persona. The only one he was close to among his roommates was the similarly unpopular Li Yun.

Duan Wen was disliked because he was too noble and upright, an excessive purity that evoked reactive disdain; Li Yun was disliked because he seemed unscrupulous and arrogant, his brilliance fueling others’ jealousy. The pair of misfits thus became dining companions at college, often heading off to Laji Street to eat together. 

Laji Street was a chaotic place with extremely lax enforcement of fire safety regulations. On the day before Labor Day during their freshman year, Duan Wen and Li Yun went to a barbecue restaurant for a late-night snack after class. They’d barely sat down at an outside table when disaster struck: The kitchen gas line of the stir-fry restaurant a few storefronts down suddenly exploded.

Li Yun had just gotten up to fetch two bottles of soda from the nearby refrigerator when the blast went off. A powerful shock wave rippled through the surrounding buildings, surging toward them and knocking loose the massive neon sign that was hanging above Duan Wen. Li Yun, who usually appeared so lazy and self-centered, suddenly leaped into action, grabbing Duan Wen to shield him with his own body. The sign crashed down, the metal frame smashing into Li Yun’s back as its sharpest corner pierced his leg. 

Had Li Yun not pushed him out of the way, that metal frame would have struck Duan Wen squarely in the back of the head.

Duan Wen—or rather, Chen Lisheng—froze as he stared at Li Yun sprawled over him, his face pale with pain as blood gushed from his leg. “Why… Why did you…?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous… Isn’t it just instinct?”

Those were Li Yun’s exact words.

Instinct? 

But Duan Wen’s instinct was to save himself at any other person’s expense. He knew that if their positions were reversed, he definitely wouldn’t have protected Li Yun. He would have abandoned him to save himself. His so-called righteousness was just an act; there was no need for him to risk his life protecting someone else. That would be foolishness of the highest order.

“Oww…” Li Yun gasped softly above him. “Chen Lisheng, do you think…I’m going to end up a cripple?” he gritted out, voice full of bitterness—and in the next moment, he passed out. 

Of course, that didn’t happen. But even if nothing vital was damaged, broken bones took months to heal, and Li Yun had to wear a cast for a very long time. During that time, Duan Wen was the one who carried him to and from class every day on his back. And in the privacy of their dorm, he was the one who helped Li Yun change his bandages.

If nothing else, Duan Wen thought, he at least had to pretend to care about his roommate. It came as a surprise to him to learn that Li Yun, typically so fierce and arrogant, was so afraid of pain. When Duan Wen changed his bandages, the slightest pressure would make him lean back against the bed and furrow his brows with a soft, catlike whimper. 

“Chen Lisheng… Be more fucking gentle, it hurts.”

“…Sorry.”

How can his voice sound so soft and lazy when he curses so viciously? Duan Wen wondered, but he never found an answer.

And so the two of them gradually grew closer. They were both placid in nature, and to outsiders, they seemed like nothing more than ordinary acquaintances. But to them, this bond was something extremely rare. They studied together, were rookies together, worked at the same police station, and even had the same mentor.

They were always together. 

Until their mentor, Xie Ping, died. Until Duan Wen could no longer continue living as Chen Lisheng, and left by faking his death.

But even after Chen Lisheng and Xie Ping were both dead, the young officer Li Yun didn’t give up on uncovering the truth. He exhausted every means possible, both within and without the system, to pursue his culprit. The more he investigated, the more horrified he became—but the fire in his heart drove him on. He was determined to see where that dark path led him. In the end, in a private room of a nightclub, he intercepted his mastermind right after his meeting with Huang Zhilong. 

By then, Duan Wen was no longer Chen Lisheng.

He had long since undergone plastic surgery, and there was no trace of Chen Lisheng left in his face. Only certain identifying features, like his fingerprints, remained unaltered. That summer evening, Li Yun successfully captured Duan Wen by trapping him inside the private room, chest heaving as he stared Duan Wen in the face. 

Duan Wen sensed something inexplicable in that moment. Looking at Li Yun’s expression, he saw the officer already harbored a suspicion deep within his heart that he was reluctant to face. Li Yun came equipped with a fingerprint verification device that could match extracted prints against a database that contained every member of the police force. With his eyes fixed on Duan Wen, the first thing he did was force Duan Wen’s thumb against the device’s scanner.
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Duan Wen’s men arrived just as the machine flashed a green light: It was a match. Li Yun put up a fierce struggle, but he was quickly outnumbered and pinned to the ground, blood dripping from his head. Duan Wen smashed the fingerprint verification device before wiping away the blood trickling from his own lip, which had been split during the fight. With eyes as dark as pitch, he gazed down at the police officer sprawled at his feet. 

Li Yun looked utterly numb. 

It was the sort of numbness that would seize any ordinary person confronted by utter betrayal from someone they loved. 

Duan Wen knew that expression all too well. He’d seen it countless times on his mother’s face when he was young. 

The light of the private room split Li Yun’s face in two, half bathed in brightness while the other remained in shadow. He watched the illuminated half of Li Yun’s face as he craned his neck to look at him through the legs of his henchmen. Then he heard Li Yun call out his name:

“Chen Lisheng.”

His voice was soft, like a wounded kitten. It was the last time he heard Li Yun say his name like that.

“I took him away shortly after,” Duan Wen told Xie Qingcheng. “I brought him back to the island and kept him locked up on his own. I didn’t want to kill him, so I asked if he was willing to join me in return for amnesty. After all, he was a highly capable man, and Mandela could open its doors to any kind of talent. He was less morally upright than most of his peers; he often broke the rules and went against social norms. He’d even consort with prostitutes to get results. I thought that if I reasoned with him, appealed to his emotions, he would choose to stand with me. But after I captured him, I tried every method imaginable—offering wealth, power, fame, sex, all the benefits people usually crave—yet he remained unmoved. I tried threatening him, beating and torturing him—I even injected him with obedience potion—but still, the man refused to submit.”

Duan Wen stared impassively at Xie Qingcheng. “He never called me ‘Chen Lisheng’ so softly ever again. I asked him why he was so stubborn. There’s no such thing as absolute justice in this world. No great revolution comes without sacrifice and bloodshed, and anyway, hadn’t he always walked the line between good and evil? Back when we were still in college, he’d often tell me about ideas he had in his head—the kinds of things that would only occur to a criminal. How had he become so obstinate?”

“What did he say to that?”

“He said…” Duan Wen paused, a sneer curling his lips. “He said something that your father told him—that heroes aren’t heroes all the time. Right or wrong, virtue or vice, is often decided by a split-second decision. The most important thing is whether you can hold true to that decision. Li Yun told me that there wasn’t much he wouldn’t sink to, but he would guard the line with his life. That was his final boundary; cross it, and he would no longer be a cop. So he wouldn’t do it.

“I locked him up for over forty days. He refused food and water, and survived only on an IV drip. He wasted away until he was practically unrecognizable… Zoya told me that there was no way to keep him alive, and she suggested that I hand him over to her so that she could turn him into a berserker. With a complete, living specimen, she was certain that she could create a flawless replica. I didn’t agree at first; I wasn’t ready to abandon the idea of recruiting him just yet. But, although I didn’t know it at the time, he’d overheard our conversation outside his door.”
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He trailed off once again. After a stretch of silence, Duan Wen finally said, “He chose death.”

There was nothing that could be said to that. Though he had long anticipated this outcome, Xie Qingcheng nevertheless felt his heart sink.

“That night, I went to see him as usual, and when I pushed open the door… I don’t know how he managed to get his hands on a sharp object, but by the time I found him, he was already beyond saving. I thought he feared pain—he used to yelp just from me changing his bandages in our dorm. I thought he’d be fine if I just took care of him… But that day, he slit open his own carotid artery. The floor was covered in blood…”

Duan Wen provided no further details. He lit the last cigarette, the one he’d originally offered to Xie Qingcheng, its faint glow illuminating the underground prison cell.

“But still, he…was naive,” said Duan Wen. “He thought that dying would spare him from further harm. He had no idea that so long as his brain remained intact, we could still experiment on his corpse. Before he died, he asked only one thing of me: that I not harm our shifu’s son. He said he knew it was useless to ask me for more, but this—he wanted me to just promise him this.

“I looked into his dying eyes, which still burned with such intensity, and thought that perhaps I was mistaken. Perhaps the most powerful thing in this world wasn’t all-encompassing technology. The concept of immortality had swayed all of our collaborators to our cause—yet Li Yun had remained unmoved. There must have been something within him that allowed him to overcome the allure of technology, the thing my great-grandmother once described as the pinnacle of power. I wanted to know what it was, so I asked him why.

“He told me that if I agreed to his request and kept this promise, maybe one day I could understand the source of his strength. So after Qin Ciyan saved you—even if I very much wanted to eliminate all potential future threats—thanks to Li Yun’s dying wish, I never did anything to threaten your life again. Unless it becomes absolutely necessary, I won’t kill you. Despite the immense danger you posed to us, I allowed you to remain in this world. Twenty years have passed, but I still remember my promise.”

After listening to Duan Wen’s account, Xie Qingcheng was silent for a long time. 

“So do you understand the source of his indomitable strength now?” he asked at last.

After a beat, Duan Wen answered, “I suppose it was love.”

“Do you know what love is?”

“I think I do,” said Duan Wen. “At least, I understand it better than many other inhabitants of this island.”

“No, you don’t,” countered Xie Qingcheng. “All of your knowledge is superficial. You’ve never experienced true love. There’s no need to compare yourself to the others on the island; in a class where everyone fails, scoring fifty-nine points doesn’t mean you pass. Duan Wen, the fact that you refused to turn back proves that you still don’t understand his final words.”

A pause. Duan Wen took a deep drag of his cigarette. 

“Perhaps it’s not me who doesn’t understand, but you, Xie Qingcheng,” he said. “Li Yun and I could have been great partners, but in the end he stood against me because he was fixated on petty matters like justice. After years of experimentation, I’ve analyzed his thought patterns to finally create an exact replica of his person. I preserved all of his ideas except for his beliefs, which I replaced with my own, and he’s once again become my closest ally. It turns out he could indeed have been less stubborn, and a different perspective would have spared him from death. There are times when a person can be destroyed by their preconceived notions—you’re no different in this regard.”

“…What do you mean?” Xie Qingcheng asked.

“Do you remember the night when I invited you for a chat?” Duan Wen asked in return. “I kept offering you tea, but you refused. Your mission for Project Dreambreaker was the next day, and you were afraid that the tea might be poisoned…but in reality, the tea contained an antidote,” Duan Wen revealed. 

“The incense burning on my desk contained the most recent formulation of the obedience potion—or obedience incense, if you prefer. Inhaled at close range, it can induce an effect that lasts up to twenty-four hours. During that time, you won’t be able to resist any command given by the person holding the controller. The incense is flawed, of course: It’s highly potent, so the body becomes immune after a single use.” Duan Wen paused briefly. “Actually, if you hadn’t hesitated to drink the tea, Li Yun wouldn’t have been able to control you—but you refused my hospitality. The same thing happened when He Yu was with my great-grandmother—he also refused her. This is the consequence of your preconceived notions. Li Yun was once willing to protect me from an explosion of falling steel, but in the end, his preconceived notions led him to his demise. I don’t want you and He Yu to suffer the same fate. There’s truly no need for you to be as stubborn as Li Yun, Xie Qingcheng. There’s no such thing as absolute justice.”

After a moment of silence, Xie Qingcheng said, “Don’t you realize that he would never have protected you from that falling sign if not for his sense of justice? You wouldn’t be standing here telling me all of this now.”

“I do,” Duan Wen replied. “That was probably his greatest regret. If we could turn back time, and that same explosion were to happen again, he definitely wouldn’t help me a second time.” He lowered his lashes and murmured softly, “In the end, he hated me intensely.”

As he finished speaking, he received an alert through the earpiece he always wore: Duan Cuizhen was in excruciating pain and required his presence. He frowned slightly. Her dire condition had been a matter of great concern to him in recent days. If she truly couldn’t make it, in the event of an emergency, they would have no choice but to perform a third brain transplant on her—into Vivian’s body this time, but Vivian was hardly an ideal choice…

His expression darkened, and he prepared to check on his great-grandmother immediately. His perfect replica of Li Yun had only just been completed… He’d waited for so long; he didn’t want anything to go wrong now. He absolutely could not allow the island’s power supply to be disrupted. He had to protect Duan Cuizhen at all costs.

“Xie Qingcheng, you’re different from Li Yun. You still have a choice, so think carefully. There’s no need for your talents to go unrecognized. Once the Dreambreakers have been defeated, I’ll come and ask you again if you’re willing to join us.”

Having said all that he wanted to say, Duan Wen rose to leave, but not before summoning a Lu Yuzhu clone to the cell. He instructed her to watch over Xie Qingcheng even more closely than before. Then he paused at the door, as if recalling something. 

“Oh, right.” Retrieving an object from the pocket of his trench coat, he placed it gently on the table beside Xie Qingcheng. 

It…

It was an entirely intact Charmander figurine! Xie Qingcheng glanced sharply up at Duan Wen.

“This was the last thing that He Yu wanted to give you,” said Duan Wen. “The day before you executed your plan, he went to the lab and used the special materials we have on the island to restore it. My guess is he was looking for an opportunity to give it to you.”

He gazed down at the little Charmander, which now appeared almost entirely undamaged, as he slipped his hands back into his coat pockets. “Xie Qingcheng, you once told He Yu that if he chose darkness, you would stand against him… I wonder if after these three years you’ve changed your mind—if you’re willing to stand by his side now.”

“Hold on…” Xie Qingcheng’s heart ached at recovering the little Charmander he once lost, but in an instant, he realized something. His face slowly turned pale and his breathing grew labored as he lifted his red-rimmed eyes to Duan Wen—

“How do you know I said that to him?!”

“The same way Anthony knew about your shared past,” Duan Wen replied. “Didn’t you know? He hypnotized He Yu multiple times while he was treating him. He ended up revealing a great deal of your private business.”

“You—!”

“What a pity. You genuinely believed he hated you so deeply that he’d tell Anthony everything of his own accord.”

Silence.

“Of course, He Yu never did any such thing,” said Duan Wen. “Even the hypnosis sessions were a struggle to conduct. Whenever he regained a shred of self-awareness, it would become impossible for Anthony to get a single word out of him. Even when he was most disappointed in you, when you filled him with hatred, he never once considered betraying you. That’s why I respect him and hold him in such high regard.”

Duan Wen’s words pierced his soul like a blade. Xie Qingcheng felt his limbs stiffen as his entire body seemed to ice over. He recalled the day he reunited with He Yu—how utterly cold and indifferent his face had been then.

Beneath that frigid expression, however, lingered the tenderness of yesterday. Even after he died once, that tenderness remained a brand deeply embedded within him. But in that moment, Xie Qingcheng had been unable to see it.

“I hope you can pity him just this once.” Duan Wen gazed down at Xie Qingcheng, so disheveled but still wearing that dignified uniform. For some reason, his eyes grew distant. 

“Get off your high horse and stand by his side,” he murmured at last. “Even if you leave, there are many others on the side of justice who will step in to take your place. But there are some for whom losing you would leave an unfillable void in their hearts.”

His fingers curled, nudging the little Charmander to the edge of the table with his knuckles, closer to Xie Qingcheng. His voice was calm to the point of gentleness. 

“I’ll give you some time to think carefully. I hope you won’t disappoint us in the end, Skylark.”


Chapter 241:
Mishap and Seduction

 

DUAN WEN HAD TOLD HIM many things, each and every one of them heartbreaking. It was a long time before Xie Qingcheng managed to regain his composure.

Li Yun’s past, Chen Lisheng’s past…and, most of all, the truths about He Yu at the end of the conversation… They threatened to crush him completely. Xie Qingcheng couldn’t breathe. He’d been sitting stiffly in place ever since Duan Wen left, feeling as though a thousand-pound stone sat weighing down on his chest.

It hurt.

It truly hurt, like a dull blade slicing into his heart. He had no idea how long it had been. There was no means of keeping track of time in the underground cell, so his sense of time gradually became blurred and indistinct. 

The guards brought him a meal, but he didn’t eat. He sat numbly at the table and stared at the little Charmander figurine.

It turned out that even when He Yu had hated him the most, he truly never had any intent to betray him. Xie Lishen might have used every hypnotic technique he knew to make him spill his secrets, but no matter how weak He Yu became, deep within his heart there remained a tightly sealed door. The most crucial secret of the First Emperor was never revealed.

Even in the moment where he was most disappointed in Xie Qingcheng, that young man had still subconsciously continued to protect him. It had become practically instinct to He Yu, like a moth drawn to a flame, or a silkworm’s drive to spin its silk. But did the moth truly not know that the flame would claim its life? Did the silkworm truly not know that it would die upon spinning its last thread?

Perhaps they both knew, but their hearts remained unchanged. They chose to follow these dark paths to the end.

His body was already in a state of weakness, and he had gone without food or water. In the midst of his extreme despair Xie Qingcheng drifted off into a dazed sleep. Sometimes a stupor was preferable to being awake; at least when he was unconscious, he could see He Yu’s face again.

In his dream, He Yu emerged from the fierce battle unharmed to walk into his underground cell, where he picked up the little Charmander figurine. He woke Xie Qingcheng up with a smile and said, It’s okay, it was just a nightmare.

Everything is okay, Xie Qingcheng. Come on, let’s go home together.

Xie Qingcheng’s heart filled with boundless joy as he reached out to He Yu—only for He Yu to shatter the moment his fingertips brushed against his palm.

Amid the broken shards lay the bloody figure of a young man, collapsed among piles of metal debris. A heavy object pinned down his leg, his foot completely severed by a massive piece of jagged iron fallen from above. The ship was sinking, and the boy, eyes devoid of hope, softly murmured—

Xie Qingcheng, why did you lie to me… Why did you abandon me…

The ship sank into the vast ocean, sending up towering waves.

As the tide receded, He Yu appeared once more as he had been after their reunion. Seated in his car, he lit a Marlboro cigarette, gazing from a distance as Xie Qingcheng emerged from a laboratory with Chen Man in tow. Without anyone smoking it, the cigarette burned steadily until it singed the side of He Yu’s fingers. 

He Yu lowered his eyes and extinguished the cigarette. Then he chuckled softly to himself, the laughter growing increasingly wild as it rose in volume. He covered his eyes with one hand and rasped toward the empty passenger seat—

I never betrayed you, not even in my most painful moment. Xie Qingcheng, why are you treating me this way? Xie Qingcheng…

Xie Qingcheng!

Xie Qingcheng gasped harshly as he jolted awake. 

The prison lamp still glowed weakly, casting an exhausting gloom over the room.

Sweat dripped from his face and onto the floor. He looked up, and started in surprise at the sight of the man calling out his name. 

It was just someone coming to bring him food.

“You’re not eating? Are you trying to starve yourself to death?” the portly man asked in a grumpy voice, rousing Xie Qingcheng from his slumber. “Of all the prisoners locked up here, I’ve never seen anyone so stubborn. Boss Duan’s already treating you exceptionally well—you’ve got a private cell with good food and drink. Don’t be so damn ungrateful.”

A meal of meat and vegetables was shoved roughly in front of him; it was even accompanied by a pot of Cold Fragrance of Snowy Fields tea. But Xie Qingcheng merely turned away and closed his eyes.

“Hey, don’t get carried away just because we’re playing nice. Are you going to eat it or not?!” The man’s temper flared. 

How could it not? Most who voluntarily sought refuge on the island were convicted criminals, while those among them deemed useless were tricked into becoming lab rats. This cook had once been a vicious drug lord, but thanks to his excellent culinary skills, Duan Cuizhen had spared him. 

But when a person lived under someone else’s roof, they had no choice but to bow their head. On Mandela Island, a former kingpin could only be a lowly cook. Given an opportunity to take it out on someone lowlier than him, of course he seized it. He grabbed Xie Qingcheng by the hair and shoved his face toward the food, like he was forcing a hostage to take drugs, a staple of his former trade. He cursed as he coerced his victim, blurring the line between his past and present. 

Xie Qingcheng kept his eyes closed, resisting without a sound. When he was finally sick of the tussling, he snapped his eyes open and rasped out, “Let go.”

Even in such a wretched state, this lifelong elder brother, professor, and doctor was so imperious that his words still came out in a commanding tone. The moment he spoke, he knew he was just asking for trouble.

Xie Qingcheng’s face tensed as he waited for the incoming slap, or perhaps some even worse form of verbal and physical abuse. But after a few breathless seconds, the fierce retaliation he expected did not come. Instead, the grip on his hair vanished. Slowly opening his eyes, Xie Qingcheng fixed the drug lord with a cold stare…only to freeze in shock. 

The drug lord appeared to be possessed. His cheek muscles twitched uncontrollably, and his eyes bulged like those of a goldfish, vacant and unfocused. His symptoms were identical to those of someone under the influence of the blood toxin.

A chill ran up Xie Qingcheng’s spine.

Wait…blood toxin?!

A few seconds passed, and his heart began to race as realization crashed over him like a great wave, leaving him momentarily breathless.

Could it be…?

Face pale, Xie Qingcheng took a quick glance at the tightly shut door of his cell. Before anyone could notice anything amiss, he commanded in an icy, unyielding tone: “Take this away. Don’t mention this to anyone.”

The drug lord stood there blankly for a beat, his eyes vacant, before bending down to pick up the food tray. Then he turned around and left.

Xie Qingcheng’s heart shuddered in his chest. The man had actually left… Xie Qingcheng’s thoughts raced at this sudden turn of events as he immediately pieced together several previously baffling things.

Blood toxin…

That was right… After their first sexual encounter on Mandela Island, when he was trapped in He Yu’s room, he had experienced fever, vomiting, and a number of other obvious physical reactions. These symptoms didn’t resemble the side effects of Case No. 2’s blood serum, nor were they typical of a normal inflammatory response. 

He hadn’t understood what was wrong with him back then, but now that he was thinking about it, the blood serum formulated by Meiyu Private Hospital contained enzymes to facilitate his absorption of other psychological Ebola abilities. 

In this state, he’d gone and had intense, unprotected sex with psychological Ebola Case No. 4, He Yu…

And thus his body had been forced to accept Case No. 4’s bodily fluids.

Of course, the enzymes in the blood serum wouldn’t and couldn’t distinguish between Cases No. 2 and No. 4. Any special abilities would have been assimilated and adapted. Furthermore, He Yu’s blood toxin was the most aggressive and powerful of all the known comorbid abilities of psychological Ebola. When it entered Xie Qingcheng’s body, it had triggered an intense discomfort from the First Emperor as the enzymes worked to break it down. Like a violent male beast attempting to subdue the most powerful female beast, forcing a twisted union through an aggressive and destructive process.

The fever and vomiting had likely been symptoms of He Yu’s blood toxin interacting with the First Emperor’s constitution. But in a surprising turn, this blood toxin’s overbearing effects did not fade as easily as the gentle ones of Case No. 2. 

He Yu’s cells had penetrated the First Emperor’s cells and buried themselves deeply within, knotting and proliferating; forcing the First Emperor’s cells to hold them, to remember them, to accept them. 

Now engraved, they refused to fade.

Sitting in his cell in total shock, Xie Qingcheng suddenly understood what he was now capable of.

 

In the fortress’s underground laboratory, Duan Cuizhen lay on a specially modified hospital bed with Duan Wen and Anthony standing by her side. Anthony was adjusting the magnetic plates attached to her temples as he stared intently at a series of complex patterns on a large screen. 

“Ah… It hurts! It hurts!” A shrill scream erupted from the boy’s throat as Duan Cuizhen clutched at the sides of the bed. “A sedative! Hurry up and give me a sedative!”

Complying immediately, Anthony injected a unique, pale-gold solution into the boy’s bulging veins. A few minutes passed, and Duan Cuizhen’s breathing finally began to calm.

She lifted her bloodshot eyes and turned her childish face to Anthony. “This brat’s body is too weak!” she hissed. “There’s no way I’ll be able to hold on much longer than a few more days…”

“Great-Grandmother, please don’t say that. Just stay with us a little longer. We’ve gathered some intelligence that there might be some distant relatives of yours in Long County who are highly genetically compatible with you. As soon as we’ve repelled the Dreambreakers’ assault, I’ll go look for them myself.” Anthony’s voice was earnest. He looked much more like Duan Cuizhen’s filial great-grandson than the indifferent Duan Wen did. 

“No! This body won’t last that long!” Duan Cuizhen’s expression contorted as she stared down at the veins bulging like worms beneath her skin. “You must make every possible preparation to ensure that I live! If I die, you’ll lose everything…!”

The two men were silent.

“Where’s Vivian?” Duan Cuizhen’s face twisted in a hideous grimace. “How is the thawing proceeding?”

“It’s nearly complete,” Anthony replied hurriedly. “Please don’t worry. She can be transferred here tonight. The moment you need emergency surgery, we can awaken her for a living-donor transplant.”

“…Good.” She exhaled at last, a cruel smile spreading across her face. “Ha ha ha… I doubt He Yu would ever expect that his mother wasn’t dead at all. That ‘corpse’ has merely been in cryosleep for the past two decades… Ha! I worked so hard to obtain her body to save myself; how could I possibly kill her?”

Anthony chimed in at once. “That’s right, and our technology has been constantly improving as well. For the first two transplants, it was necessary to remove the donor’s brain before proceeding, but now that we’ve completed the brain wave converter…”

He turned his gaze to the massive screen. “With this device, the transplant can be completed while the donor is still alive. As the technology matures further, we might not even need the First Emperor’s data to reduce your abnormal transplant rejection reaction.”

“Indeed…” murmured Duan Cuizhen. “The last time we tested the brain wave converter, my brain waves entered your body… How long did it last? I can’t recall right now.”

Although he maintained a cautious, ingratiating smile as he spoke to Duan Cuizhen, Anthony couldn’t help an involuntary shudder when she asked this question. “Not too long, Great-Grandmother,” he said with forced cheerfulness. “Just two minutes and twelve seconds.”

“Oh…” Duan Cuizhen stared at him thoughtfully with a look that made his hair stand on end.

He would never forget Duan Cuizhen using him as a test subject when the device was first completed a few months ago. Before that, she had already achieved a terrifying feat with the thing: She’d successfully transferred a rabbit’s consciousness into the brain of a human prisoner. The prisoner was completely overtaken by the rabbit’s brain waves, and the rabbit lived for several minutes in human form. Although the connection broke soon after, it was already a shocking leap forward to prove that the brain wave converter could work on humans. 

Later, when her energy began to wane so drastically that she could no longer conduct research herself, she had no choice but to entrust her schematics to Anthony so he might refine the device. But she was deeply suspicious of everyone; since Anthony was the one primarily responsible for the brain wave converter’s further development, she demanded that he join her in becoming a test subject. That way, if he tampered with it in any way, he would die with her.

The test was a success.

Through the device, she had taken over Anthony’s body for over two minutes. The sensation had been peculiar—less like a true brain transplant and more like a dream—and the pain had been greatly reduced. Thus, she concluded that this research direction was correct. As long as they continued refining the brain wave converter, she might one day be able to bypass brain transplants altogether and permanently occupy another person’s body without having to undergo surgery…

“Two minutes and twelve seconds,” Duan Cuizhen repeated as she shifted her gaze from Anthony’s trembling legs to Duan Wen. “And you?” she asked with a smile. “How long was it for us?”

She wanted to determine whether consanguinity could increase the duration of the device’s effectiveness, so Duan Wen had participated in the experiment as well. He was far more composed than Anthony as he answered, “A minute and thirty seconds.”

“…A minute and thirty seconds.” Duan Cuizhen pressed a hand to her forehead as a sinister smile spread across her face. “My own blood relative, bested by a stranger.”

“This device’s effectiveness is dependent on the individual’s willpower,” Duan Wen pointed out calmly. “Since the donor’s brain isn’t removed, but rather temporarily disrupted and overridden by your brain waves, those with sufficient willpower can easily break free. If you wish to live on long-term, finding the First Emperor is still our only option.”

Her expression darkened. “As if I don’t know that! But the First Emperor’s data… I suspect that old fool Qin Ciyan was being deliberately cryptic. Why else would we not have found a single clue after so many years of searching? Even after allowing his student to meticulously organize his belongings and notes?!”

Her anger flared so violently that she began to cough again. 

“Great-Grandmother, you should take your medicine…” Anthony handed her the cup sitting beside him.

Accepting the cup, Duan Cuizhen took a few sips, frowning, and then pushed it away with a sigh. “What about the blood toxin?”

“I fitted He Yu with the amplifier before coming here,” Anthony said. “He still needs time to adjust and undergo the complete brainwashing process, but I estimate he’ll wake up in a few hours.”

“Excellent.” She raised her hand. “Those arrogant Dreambreakers are raising a ruckus with their artillery fire out there, attacking with all their might… Once the boy with the blood toxin wakes up, we’ll make those cocksure pigs suffer.”

Duan Wen nodded, but he added, “Before then, I’ll arrange for the island’s most critical equipment, samples, and mother liquor to be transferred to the basement as quickly as possible. The Dreambreakers’ assault is much fiercer than before. If anything happens to the blood toxin, our losses could be devastating. It’s imperative that we remain cautious.”

“Well, you’d better get a move on, then.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Duan Wen bowed slightly.

After taking some time to catch her breath, Duan Cuizhen drained the last of her medicine. Slightly more comfortable at last, she turned to Duan Wen and Anthony. “All right, if there’s nothing else, you may leave for now. But be ready to come when I summon you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Duan Wen.

“Understood,” said Anthony.

Together, they withdrew and walked out the security gate.

As they exited the underground laboratory, Anthony noticed that the people waiting at the gate for Duan Wen were no longer the bodyguards from before. Rather…

Standing there in a police uniform was Li Yun. The modified human’s posture was ramrod straight as he spotted Duan Wen and nodded. Completely disregarding Anthony, Duan Wen walked directly up to Li Yun and asked, “Did you have a good rest?”

“Mm.”

There was a brief pause. “Come upstairs with me for a game of chess,” Duan Wen said, his face remaining indifferent. “It’s been a long time since we last played together.”

Li Yun arched an eyebrow. “Why the fuck are you in the mood for something like that?”

Duan Wen examined Li Yun’s face, no longer that of a young man, with his hands in his pockets. “Just in case. I don’t want either of us to die with a Charmander toy still undelivered in our pocket.”

“…What’s that supposed to mean?” Li Yun’s frown deepened.

His hands still tucked casually in his pockets, Duan Wen leaned forward, tilting his head to the side and pausing for a few seconds—his face was mere inches away from Li Yun’s neck. Then, in a low, calm voice audible only to Li Yun, he said, “There were certain things that we never did together while we were still in school. I was never interested back then, but after, I often wondered what might have happened if we’d taken that step.” After a beat, he met Li Yun’s eyes and continued as if offering an explanation: “There’s something I would like to test.”

A look of confusion remained on Li Yun’s face. “What didn’t we do in school?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” said Duan Wen, his voice deep and calm. With that, he brushed past Li Yun, their shoulders touching lightly. “Come on, let’s go to my room.”

As the two conversed, Anthony, who stood simply observing them, suddenly spoke up. “Executive Duan, if you’re too busy for the task Great-Grandmother gave you, perhaps I can do it for you,” he offered, feigning understanding.

Duan Wen turned to fix cold eyes on Anthony’s insincere face. “I don’t recall telling you that I’m too busy for anything, Professor Anthony.” 

No response.

“Mind your own business,” said Duan Wen. “You don’t have much time left. Go back to the lab and keep an eye on He Yu. Finish the brainwashing. Don’t get ahead of yourself trying to take credit and start overstepping your bounds.”

Anthony’s expression darkened as he glared at Duan Wen, privately gnashing his teeth. After a long stretch of silence, he finally squeezed out, “Understood.”

With that, he turned and left, his face ashen.

Li Yun lazily lit a cigarette and took a drag. “That guy seems pretty angry.”

“Don’t mind him,” Duan Wen said. “Let’s go.”

“Where are you going?” mumbled Li Yun around his cigarette. “The elevator’s over here.”

With a pause, Duan Wen turned to look at him. “I’d like to take the stairs with you.”

“Seriously, Chen Lisheng? Your room’s so high up…” He exhaled his complaints along with a smoke ring, his voice soft and tinged with the husky rasp of a grown man.

This string of velvety words left Duan Wen quiet for a long while. Finally, he said, “Want me to carry you?”

“…No.” Li Yun awkwardly plucked the cigarette from his mouth and tapped the ash from the end. “I’m forty years old—don’t treat me like I’m twenty.”

Duan Wen’s eyes were deep and fathomless. After a moment, he smiled faintly. “That’s right, you’re already forty.”

The two walked toward the entrance of the stairwell, chatting as they went.

Meanwhile, Anthony arrived at the door to Pinnacle Laboratory with an overcast expression on his face and his heart full of resentment. 

He had always sensed Duan Wen’s indifference toward him. It made him feel deeply wronged, and his grudge only grew year by year—

Why?

He was the one who was the most loyal to Duan Cuizhen. Why was he always second to Duan Wen? Just because Duan Wen and Duan Cuizhen were blood relations?! Anthony entered his access code, the verification light dancing over his brown peach-blossom eyes as the laboratory’s metal door eased open. He would ensure that He Yu woke up fully brainwashed. He would stake all that he had on the blood toxin…! 

If the ultimate blood toxin weapon he awakened had the power to repel the Dreambreakers’ assault and turn the tide, he would render a great service to Mandela by essentially saving Duan Cuizhen’s life. When the time came, he might very well earn Duan Cuizhen’s absolute approval, becoming equal to—or even surpassing—Duan Wen in standing.

He would possess supreme power. So what if he had humble origins? He could still become Boss Anthony, revered by all… He’d never have to consider Duan Wen’s wishes. He could do whatever he pleased—he could kill Xie Qingcheng at his leisure. He would never again have to bow and scrape with a lowered head.

With this thought in mind, he took a deep breath and stepped into the deserted laboratory. Due to the exceptional nature of the experiment, Anthony was the only researcher permitted entry, so the place was utterly empty.

A light beam fell from high above, illuminating He Yu where he was strapped to an electric chair. The young man was presently undergoing brainwashing, his face deathly pale and his consciousness hazy and unclear. The equipment connected to his body flashed with crimson light as he lay there alone in his agony, trapped in a nightmare, suffering a fate worse than death. 

“You belong to me now…” Anthony stared at He Yu like a snake eyeing the prey it was about to swallow whole. 

He swanned toward him. With no one else there to keep him in check, He Yu was like putty in his hands.

Pent-up desire and unreleased resentment twisted Anthony’s face into something grotesque. He leaned into He Yu, his eyes alight with a sinister gleam as he hissed, “You belong to me…”

He gently caressed He Yu’s chest, heart swirling with greed, resentment, anger, and obsession. There was an origami rose tucked inside He Yu’s breast pocket. He’d seen it before, and he knew that the folded paper bore Xie Qingcheng’s handwriting. Anthony didn’t dare throw it out now that Duan Wen had placed it back into He Yu’s pocket himself.

But what was so special about Xie Qingcheng? Why did Duan Wen admire him? Why did He Yu love him?! Why…?

He stared at He Yu’s youthful, handsome face, his eyes gleaming with a sick red light. He had always wanted He Yu, though his desire stemmed not from love but rather his thieving nature. The act of stealing had thrilled him since childhood; in particular, stealing from Xie Qingcheng gave him a tingling rush, like a kind of orgasmic ASMR.

If stealing objects already felt so good, how much more pleasurable would it be to steal He Yu—a full person who belonged to Xie Qingcheng?

The thought sent a shiver of excitement down his spine. Anthony stood, possessed, alone in the Pinnacle Laboratory where no one would bother him. After being ignored and wronged for so long, he faced this man who belonged to his cousin and was suddenly seized by a crazy idea.

Beep, beep, beep…

The medical instruments emitted a rhythmic sound as Anthony swallowed hard and slowly reached out to press his warm, smooth fingers against He Yu’s collar. He stared at him intently, spine and belly tingling with excitement. 

“Shall I help you complete the brainwashing process in a faster and more enjoyable way?”

His voice trembled softly as his eyes sparked with a deranged, scorching light. “Let me help you,” he murmured to the unconscious young man, using hypnosis to seduce and bewitch him. “Soon, my sweet darling, you’ll belong to me…”


Chapter 242:
Brainwashed

 

THE ROOM WAS EMPTY, and Anthony was eager to sample the pleasures only Xie Qingcheng had tasted.

But with the brainwashing process in progress and numerous tubes still attached to He Yu, he didn’t dare to truly act on his urges. Instead, under the pretense of soothing He Yu with hypnosis, he drew closer and closer, like a man possessed. He finally settled down on the unconscious young man’s thighs. 

As he wrapped his arms around He Yu’s neck, that kleptomaniac thrill surged within him once more. He pressed down on He Yu’s shoulders, deliberately mimicking the posture he had seen Xie Qingcheng take in He Yu’s video of them, fantasies running through his mind as he slowly rocked his hips with rapturous abandon.

This clumsy imitation made him feel like he had become his cousin, and he immediately flushed with excitement.

Nothing actually happened, but he nonetheless tilted his head back in a delirious fantasy. As if infatuated, as if in a dream, he let out a long and self-indulgent sigh; the pleasure of taking Xie Qingcheng’s place was utterly intoxicating. 

He was taking his place… He had taken his place!

Today, he would take Xie Qingcheng’s place, and Duan Wen’s tomorrow! Once he’d had nothing, but soon everything he desired would be in his grasp. Xie Qingcheng…had once ridden this man just like this… He lived his cousin’s perspective, delved into his cousin’s heart, to nourish his parched and twisted soul with this false sense of satisfaction. 

“Little Devil… That’s what my cousin called you, right?” Anthony cupped He Yu’s cheek, lifting his face with a perverse tenderness as he hypnotically soothed him. “See? I can call you that too. I can give you everything that you crave… Little by little, you’ll accept all of our beliefs… Stand by my side, and the pain will stop. Stop resisting, and the pain will stop…”

Anthony glanced at the monitor beside him as he spoke. The readings indicated a satisfactory change. His hypnosis was working, and he couldn’t help but feel another surge of excitement. It looked like persuading He Yu through this gentle hypnosis was a viable avenue. This was perfect; he wouldn’t have to resort to excessive violence. If he was brainwashed like this, when He Yu woke up, it would surely leave him highly dependent on Anthony.

“I’ve staked everything I have on you, so please don’t disappoint me…He Yu.” Anthony drew closer, murmuring menacingly against the unconscious young man’s cheek. “You will help me seize everything I desire…and then kill my most hated person with your own hands. Understand?”

He traced his fingertips over He Yu’s deathly pale cheek, then slid his hand downward to slowly stroke across the young man’s chest. Anthony’s eyes glittered feverishly with a twisted sort of intimacy. 

“You’ll help me kill him, seize all that I want, and then lie with me… You’ll give me everything he ever had. Only then will my efforts to save your life and comfort you be worthwhile. I was the one who gave you your life, so remember to be grateful, my precious darling.”

Like a venomous snake trying desperately to coil around its prey, he sought to drain everything he desired from He Yu. The readings on the medical monitor changed constantly, its red light illuminating his profile like a messy spill of blood.

He grinned like a madman. “Hurry up and finish your transformation… Wake up faster… Faster…”

Setting his hand against the blood toxin command module on He Yu’s chest, he pressed gently downward, sinking it into He Yu’s flesh. He Yu reacted to the stimulus, letting out a hoarse groan even as he lay unconscious. The numbers on the monitor indicated the patient’s level of consciousness steadily declining.

The edges of Anthony’s grin widened even further. “Yes… Just like that… Succumb to all the brainwashing… All of it…”

As he pressed down harder, He Yu shuddered and convulsed in agony, and his mouth, restrained by a black gag, instinctively opened to bare gleaming white teeth. His lips parted and closed with each gasp, as if he was trying to say something. 

“What is it, my sweet baby?” Anthony’s eyes flashed with excitement as he pressed closer to hear.

“…Xie…”

The pleasure on Anthony’s face vanished. His expression suddenly darkened, turning vicious. Despite the intense brainwashing he’d put him through, He Yu still muttered the name that made Anthony grind his teeth with hatred.

“Xie Qingcheng…”

He was still murmuring Xie Qingcheng’s name! Xie Qingcheng… Xie Qingcheng!

So He Yu was only subconsciously cooperating because he mistook Anthony for Xie Qingcheng under his hypnosis… Even as the readings for his level of consciousness plummeted to the single digits, He Yu was still calling out for that man! Why? Was Xie Qingcheng his last bridge, the final thread connecting him to this world?! Had all of Anthony’s thoughts just now been nothing but wishful thinking?!

Anthony jerked upright, rising to his feet and gazing down at the young man strapped tightly to the chair. Too humiliating… This was too humiliating! A torrent of blazing fury erupted within him. Face shrouded entirely in darkness, he suddenly slapped He Yu hard across the face, nearly knocking the gag loose. 

“Bitch—! If you refuse to drink what you’re offered, I’ll have to pour it down your throat! Listen carefully… From this day on, there is no Xie Qingcheng anymore, only me—Xie Lishen!” He grabbed He Yu by the collar, eyes blazing with hatred born from jealousy. “Only me! Do you understand? Do you understand, bitch?!”

He gasped for breath. Things like gentle brainwashing and appeasement…that was all just a waste of time! Utterly disgusted, he gave up on that method entirely. He should have used force from the start!

“You brought this on yourself,” he ground out, consumed by jealousy and rage. “He Yu… You brought this on yourself! So don’t you blame me!” With that, he slammed his hand down on the brainwashing lever of the electric chair, cranking the power all the way to its maximum setting in one go. 

This would cause unbearable agony for the chair’s occupant; a brutally violent form of brainwashing powerful enough to destroy the consciousness of more than a hundred people at once. He Yu jerked bodily upward only to be yanked back by the restraints that bound him. This violent reaction repeated over and over as electric currents tore at every cell in his body and sliced through every inch of his flesh. 

“You brought this on yourself!” Anthony snarled at him.

Jolts of electricity made He Yu’s eyes fly open. He convulsed uncontrollably, enduring an excruciating agony that no ordinary human could bear. His insides burned and his organs felt like they were being crushed. A sensation like steel rods seemed to drive into his brain to suppress, to bury, the pitifully short stretch of time that made up the most wonderful years of his life.

Those years, from childhood to adulthood, were all in some way related to Xie Qingcheng. As he flipped through the pages of his life, there was only one person who, whether cold or gentle, had always treated him as an equal. 

Only one person who ever saw him as an ordinary human being. 

“Xie…ge…” He Yu murmured the broken syllables from between parched lips. 

Only one person who knew how dangerous he was, but was still willing to hold him during his flare-ups. 

“Xie…Qingcheng…”

The world regarded him as a rare medical case, a caged beast. But even when they were filled with anger, in those deep yet piercing peach-blossom eyes, He Yu always saw the true reflection of his own face. He was the only one…

In all his life, he was the only one…

“Doctor…Xie…!”

As the power meter reached its limit, countless metaphysical steel rods stabbed into his mind. Unleashing a raging torrent, leaving him to wail and cry as he struggled against the waves… He tried to stop the towering monolith of control that rose in his mind like the pillar of heaven from crushing the only warmth he had.

In his twenty-three years on earth, this was the only person who had ever truly been kind to him. 

No… Don’t tear me apart… Don’t bury my feelings… No!

Anthony’s face contorted as the monitor began to screech wildly. He was about to kill He Yu with the excruciating pain he was forcing him to endure.

Within his own consciousness, He Yu felt like a drop in the ocean, but he fought against the pillar of heaven still. He guarded his one and only treasure like an ant shaking a tree…but he couldn’t hold on any longer. This was a strength capable of obliterating the minds of hundreds…

How could a body made of flesh and blood possibly resist? He trembled and roared, blood pouring from his eyes, ears, nose, and throat in a waterfall of bright red…

In the end, the electric chair reached maximum power output before abruptly shutting down.

He Yu slumped forward, his head hanging limply as he sat motionless in the torture chair. The monitor beside him displayed his level of consciousness finally returning to a crimson zero, just as Anthony wished. 

Smoke drifted through the air. His soul had been torn apart.

The steel pillar in his mind buried itself to the hilt. He unconsciously clung to his Doctor Xie, refusing to let go. As a consequence, the true He Yu had been driven alongside Xie Qingcheng into the deepest recesses of his mind by Mandela’s ideological monolith; just as it had been when he once sank into the sea, plunging into the abyss beneath the waves of the Pacific. 

He was very greedy; he wanted to be with his beloved forever.

He didn’t dare to be greedy; all he wanted was to be with his beloved forever. During the naval battle, no one had been able to grant him that wish. At least this time, in the brainwashing, within his own consciousness, he could grant it to himself.

Xie Qingcheng, I’ll only disappear when you disappear… If they try to take you away, I’ll protect you till the end, he thought, as he clutched all of his love for Xie Qingcheng close in the depths of his own mind. Holding onto that love, he sank into the darkness and closed his eyes…

Beep…beep…beep… 

The monitor’s beeping filled the room as the young man collapsed into the chair; a pitiful sight. His love and obsession, his tenderness and innocence, were all sealed away in the depths of the ocean through a mechanical brainwashing process that could have tortured any ordinary person to death. His sense of self, all of his emotions, were cruelly stripped away.

His final words were Xie Qingcheng’s name, uttered with the final remnants of his tenderness and clarity. Bloody tears streamed down the young man’s pale cheeks.

He loved him to the end.

In the depths of the ocean. At the place where whales fell.

Until the instant when He Yu’s consciousness dwindled to zero, he still refused to forget this deep affection.

In the end, He Yu’s final worldly desire was for the three syllables “Xie Qingcheng.”

 

After Duan Wen and Anthony had left, Duan Cuizhen lay alone in the highest-security lab. Her eyes open, she tinkered with the new and improved brain wave device.

Youth, health, life… These were the most wonderful things in the world. Many young people didn’t understand that fact; they were living in the prime of their lives, taking these things for granted. And because they took these things for granted, they never cherished them.

Duan Cuizhen, on the other hand, yearned for them.

Perhaps it was inevitable for a person to be reminded of the past when they faced a great crisis. Even Duan Cuizhen wasn’t immune—even though she rarely looked back, she found herself reminiscing about her youth…

She recalled that before she’d gone to Huzhou, she lived a hard life in Duan Family Village tending sheep and cattle. Above, the sky was veiled in dust; below, the land was a crisscrossing tapestry of gullies. Everywhere she looked was shrouded in a haze of grayish yellow.

It was a single acceptance letter from Huzhou that had placed her aboard a green long-distance train, granting her that first glimpse of a bustling city’s neon lights, clad in a gorgeous red dress. 

There, she had gradually embraced new ideas. On one birthday, she’d visited a photo studio to get her portrait done, pleading with the shopkeeper to apply the most brilliant colors to her photo—

“Make the dress a beautiful shade of bright red, just like the dress I’m wearing,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “After all, you only turn twenty once. If you could please print me two extra copies, I want to give them away.”

The shopkeeper smiled in understanding. “Are you sending these home?”

“Home?” She gave a close-lipped smile. “No, no, I’m from the city!”

She refused to acknowledge the impoverished Qingli County or the parents who had far too many children to care for. She’d fought so hard to escape that place; now, Huzhou was her home.

Still, she couldn’t bear to keep her intentions bottled up inside. “It’s for the object of my affection, so it has to be beautiful. Please help me, Uncle.”

There weren’t very many men who could resist the coquettish pout of a dainty young woman.

The portrait turned out beautifully. The shopkeeper took care to color the dress a vibrant rose red. Her long hair was rendered a dark cloud, and her lips were tinted with a touch of crimson, capturing her as she was at twenty for all time. She thanked him profusely, overjoyed, as she cradled the photo in her hands. After paying, she headed off to campus. 

She intended to give this photograph, along with the most tender years of her youth, to the medical school’s Professor Zhou. Who wouldn’t fall for that outstanding young talent who’d just returned from studying abroad in the United States? Everyone looked at him with admiration, but he only had eyes for her. 

Her red dress had been a gift from Zhou-xiansheng. He took her on dates to dance halls and told her stories about life in America. When he saw her red lips part in surprise, he would smile and say, “Zhenzhen, when I set up my lab in America, will you come with me?”

He always asked with confidence, certain that she would agree.

Back then, the New Youth yearned for a harmonious marriage born from the freedom to choose one’s own spouse, and the two of them fit this mold to a tee. Of course she knew that he had a wife. But that wasn’t true love; it was an arranged marriage from the days of old society, dictated by his parents and arranged by matchmakers. Just as Zhou-xiansheng looked down on the vestiges of old society, Duan Cuizhen had no regard for his first wife, whose feet were still bound in the three-inch golden lotus style.

Deep down, she knew that they would definitely divorce.

The young woman went to the small man-made island in the middle of the lake on campus, photograph in hand. Here, among overgrown weeds and vast swaths of reeds, was where she and Zhou-xiansheng often met. She gave him the photograph that very night. Zhou-xiansheng’s elderly mother had fallen ill, so he had to travel back to his hometown in the north. Reluctant to part, they poured their hearts out to each other beneath the moon amid the flowers.

But in the end, he had to go.

She very thoughtfully left him the most beautiful photograph. The young woman in the picture was stunningly gorgeous; she was his soulmate, and her visage would constantly beckon him back. She was certain that he would swiftly return.

Duan Cuizhen had miscalculated.

Less than half a month after Zhou-xiansheng’s departure, civil war erupted once more. The front lines shifted as the National Revolutionary Army marched north. Though long ravaged by war, the land had yet to finish shedding the last of its blood and tears. After foreign invaders were repelled, there was now internal conflict to be quelled, with internecine strife tearing open century-old wounds. The people were as worthless as grass, their lives as fragile as duckweed. From north to south, there was no peace to be found. 

This land was being torn apart. How could its people avoid the fallout?

Zhou-xiansheng wrote, saying that he could not return for the time being.

Duan Cuizhen wrote back, Then I shall wait.

She waited for three years.

Zhou-xiansheng’s letters dwindled from several per month to one every few months, and then ceased altogether for a very long time. She grew so anxious that she could neither eat nor drink. With no mind for research, she abandoned her books.

Finally, a short message arrived. The writing was as elegant as ever—but the words seemed to be penned by a stranger, not the hand of the man she once knew.

My mother has passed away. Due to the nature of my brother and sister-in-law’s status, my family fears for their safety. Thus, after much deliberation with my family and advice from friends, we have decided to move the entire family to Honolulu. My wife already has a son, and I dare not wrong you, Zhenzhen. Words cannot express my sorrow. My only wish is that you do not long for me.

My wife already has a son?

His wife already had a son?

When had this happened? And why had he never mentioned it?

At first, she couldn’t bring herself to accept it. She wrote letter after letter, begging for an explanation. For the sake of that ardent love, she even abandoned her dignity and wrote that she was willing to be taken in as a concubine. Longing drove her to madness. If only he hadn’t been married when they first met; perhaps then, he wouldn’t have ended things in such a heartless way! Day after day, she returned to their meeting place, waiting endlessly as she hoped for the heavens to take pity on her and send down a miracle. But in the end, that beloved face had vanished without a trace, leaving only sprays of peach blossoms to bloom cheerily in the spring breeze.

She sent letters, but received no reply—for a very long time. When the postman finally came, he handed her a stack of dead letters. The address was deserted, as the family had relocated across the ocean to Honolulu. At least Zhou-xiansheng had never lied about that.

Duan Cuizhen had squandered her youth waiting. And all she received in return was a mocking pile of returned mail.
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The civil war ended. There were no sighs over the fact that though the empire might have fallen, its mountains and rivers remained. The streets filled with cheering students dressed in green military uniforms, while she walked in a daze through the crowd, wearing a red dress that stood out like a sore thumb. As she walked, her sobs turned into laughter.

After crying and laughing her fill, she fell so gravely ill it felt like she was already dead. Huzhou University told her that she had neglected her studies and advised her to drop out.

Recovered from her illness, she donned the military uniform that was so popular with students at the time. For just a moment, dressed in the same army greens, everyone seemed practically indistinguishable from one another. As she pleaded her case, there was no light in her eyes, and her gaze was absolutely calm.

“Comrade, would it be possible to grant me two more months of academic probation? I didn’t know better before, but I’ve now realized what I did wrong. My education is all I have left. Could you give me one last chance? I…will not let you down.”

Her department chair pushed his thick tortoiseshell glasses up his nose, studying her. “You’d be much better suited for studying abroad. Why not find an opportunity to go overseas? This university isn’t the right fit for you.”

“I don’t want to go abroad.” Her expression iced over, as if the word “abroad” meant one place and one place alone—Honolulu. “I want to stay here. I’ll change. You can change me. I’m willing to be changed.” Her fathomless eyes gleamed with a terrifying shine. “I won’t waste a single second of my time here. Believe me, one day, I’ll surpass those overseas laboratories.”

As the department chair stared at her, he found himself breaking out into goosebumps…

Duan Cuizhen lay in her laboratory, reminiscing on what felt like events from a past life. 

Indeed, she reflected coldly, from that day on, her life really did return to the right track.

Men, women… Anyone could be exploited. She became utterly devoted to her research, fixated on preserving her life and youth. She was willing to sacrifice anything to improve her circumstances. She wanted to climb higher, and so began looking for stepping stones to do just that. She married a wealthy merchant and gave birth to a daughter her husband didn’t love. To avoid offending him, she sent the girl to her hometown in Qingli County. 

In a happy turn, her husband died, granting Duan Cuizhen complete freedom and substantial wealth, which she used to venture even further down her inhuman path. 

Today, she felt she had finally completed her evolution. The messy, cumbersome thing called humanity was to her like the shed skin of a white snake—something she had once possessed, but now found utterly absurd and useless. What she wanted was to stand at the forefront of the Third Industrial Revolution, to be the controller of the Metaverse, the Creator holding power over the lives of millions. 

For this, she required a longer lifespan and a younger body.

She had already walked this path for seventy years, and she would never stop moving onward. Those who refused to follow her would pay the price. Her foolish daughter, Jiang Liping…even Duan Wen.

Emotional attachment was the most difficult thing for a human to sever. To prevent Duan Wen from following in his mother’s footsteps, she’d had his old classmate brutally murdered before the situation could escalate. How else could Li Yun have come into possession of a sharp object? How could it possibly have been a mere coincidence?

She knew that Duan Wen suspected she’d had something to do with Li Yun’s death, but it was too late now. To revive Li Yun, he had to protect Mandela. The island’s advanced technology, unconfined by ethics and morality, was the only thing that could help him fulfill his wish… Where there was need, there was weakness. They all had their hopes pinned to this island. No matter if they revered or despised her, they had no choice but to protect her.

“Great-Grandmother!” The earpiece suddenly crackled to life with Anthony’s voice.

Snapping out of her reverie, Duan Cuizhen opened her eyes. “What is it?”

“He’s awake… He Yu’s awake!” His words were brimming over with excitement. “The blood toxin amplifier worked! It happened just a moment ago—please turn on the video feed. I just brought him to the training room. I’m sending over his test records right now!”

Immediately turning on the display screen beside her, she switched to the channel monitoring the training room. Sure enough, a crystal-clear video feed streamed in:

He Yu had indeed regained consciousness. His face was ghostly pale as he stood motionless in the center of the screen, a silver cuff clipped to his left ear.

Attached to his chest was a faintly glowing rhombus-shaped instrument, amplifying the blood toxin’s power. He glanced at the camera with unfocused eyes—his brainwashed state was obvious.

“Speak,” he said. “What do you want me to do?”

Anthony’s trembling voice came from out of view. “Try issuing a command. To…to those people over there.”

The camera panned up to the dozen or so captives being held at the far end of the training room by bodyguards. They were quite a distance away from He Yu—well beyond the effective range of a scopeless sniper rifle.

As he glanced at Anthony, He Yu’s eyes were dispassionate. “What sort of command? Should I kill them?”

As much as Anthony wanted a shocking display, he knew that the prisoners had been hard-won. So he said, “No. Make them kneel. Hurry up and try it!”

He Yu turned to look at the prisoners. His movements were languid, as if this all was far too simple. The tension in the air was so thick it was almost hard to breathe. But He Yu merely tilted his head a few degrees to the side and parted his lips, as if issuing a command to his silver earpiece. In an instant—

The dozen soldiers in the distance fell to their knees, their foreheads striking cold brick like a great invisible hand had suddenly shoved them to the ground. Their movements were as synchronized as if they had rehearsed the motion a thousand times. He Yu controlled all of them simultaneously, without so much as a second of difference. None could resist.

The video ended.

An excited Anthony spoke up again through the earpiece. “Great-Grandmother, did you see that? It’s only a small training room and there aren’t enough people, but the test results show that with the amplification, his blood toxin can control at least three hundred people at once, with a reaction time of only a tenth of a second!”

Duan Cuizhen stared at the frozen image on the screen. “Contact Duan Wen,” she said. “Send the blood toxin to the front lines.” There was no cruelty in her eyes, no coldness; they were utterly devoid of humanity. “Let the Dreambreakers slaughter themselves.”

“Understood! I’ll arrange it right away!”

Anthony hung up, his eyes flashing with frenzied elation. Meanwhile, across from him in the training room, He Yu’s almond eyes remained cold and dispassionate. The command module that Mandela had attached to his chest continued its relentless brainwashing.

His gaze was now strikingly similar to Duan Cuizhen’s. These were the eyes of someone who remembered everything clearly, yet regarded it all with utter indifference. Nothing—aside from the beliefs imparted by Mandela—mattered to him anymore. 

“Great-Grandmother wants us to head to the front lines,” Anthony said, as he swiftly activated He Yu’s bespoke protective equipment. This new invention was a lightweight, bulletproof screen equipped with built-in artillery. To an ordinary person under the effects of the virtual reality projection, it would appear as something akin to a heavy mecha, serving to both frighten and deter.

“Let’s go,” said Anthony.

Instead of moving, He Yu continued to stare out the window.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just remembered I have an appointment that I have to keep.”

Anthony tensed up, watching him warily.

He Yu stood there quietly for a moment. His thoughts stirred within him, only to be silently suppressed by the brainwashing effects of the command module attached to his chest.

Finally, he straightened up. “It’s all right,” he said, adjusting his cufflinks as he walked toward Anthony. “Now that I think about it…it doesn’t matter anymore.”

Anthony gave a slow sigh of relief. “…That’s right.”

The door swung in He Yu’s wake as he stepped out of the laboratory, light and shadow flickering across his face, illuminating his uncaring eyes. “Let’s go.”

 

At that very moment, in an underground cell, a Lu Yuzhu clone stared wide-eyed. Even though her emotions had been deliberately dulled, she was stunned by Xie Qingcheng’s words.

“Are…are you sure?”

“Have Duan Wen verify it himself if you don’t believe me. If he believes in the existence of the First Emperor, I’m sure he would rather be wrong than miss this chance, don’t you agree?”

Silence.

Xie Qingcheng lifted his pale, practically bloodless face. “Tell Duan Wen to come see me. I’ll give him what he wants.”


Chapter 243:
Sacrifice

 

DUAN WEN STRAIGHTENED his suit as he stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows. Blooming red flowers swayed on the windowsill, and the nearby chess game was at a stalemate. 

The game he and Li Yun had played. 

After he’d assigned the task of transferring equipment to a subordinate, Duan Wen played a game with Li Yun. It’d been a long time since he’d had this much fun playing chess; Li Yun was skilled, granting him the pleasure of meeting a worthy opponent. He loved that feeling. He wanted to prolong it indefinitely. This game of chess, twenty years in the making, was only halfway done; he could wait a little longer to play the other half tonight. 

For now, though, Li Yun was already asleep. Though his consciousness had been fully implanted into the cyborg’s brain, it still grew tired easily. 

Smoothing the wrinkles from his clothes as he emerged from the bedroom, Duan Wen walked alone out into the living room as he took in the Lu Yuzhu clone’s urgent report. 

“That’s what happened,” said the clone. “Boss Duan, he said he’s the First Emperor. He wants to see you.” 

He slowly finished his cigarette. 

Cautiously, the clone continued, “Shall I…” 

“Bring him over,” Duan Wen said calmly. “I’ll meet him here.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

The clone left. Duan Wen, cigarette still between his fingers, looked out the window. 

A lot had happened in the past couple of hours. On top of his personal affairs, and this report of Xie Qingcheng suddenly identifying himself as the First Emperor, Anthony had finished He Yu’s brainwashing and sent him off to the front lines…

From here, he could see the fierce battle between Mandela and the Dreambreakers. The blood toxin was already engaged in combat; the terrifying silhouette of his virtual mecha was like a flaming mountain. With He Yu’s power greatly enhanced, it was easy to imagine how horrified the Dreambreakers facing him had to be feeling. 

Duan Wen could see from the surveillance footage Anthony had sent that He Yu’s strength was amazing. The moment the blood toxin’s power was unleashed, there was widespread grief and bloodshed. Comrades lifted their guns and killed each other with a cruelty tinged by morbid, tragic beauty. A completely different beauty from that of swift, cold weapons; this was a picturesque slaughter that called to mind Eastern witchcraft. 

Duan Wen observed the battle as if it were a luxurious oil painting. 

In some ways, he was even more heartless than Duan Cuizhen—Duan Cuizhen had once been a normal person, while Duan Wen had grown up mired in this. Duan Cuizhen had nurtured him meticulously to become an abnormal individual from the very start, making him completely unlike anyone else on the island. Others sought fame, wealth, and power, but Duan Wen only desired the results of scientific research. 

The blood toxin was a huge success. 

Unfortunately, the American researcher who’d been tasked with developing a special RN-13 for Vivian had died some time ago. Duan Wen recalled that the day before his death, he’d lost a vintage photo frame necklace, which Duan Cuizhen had found. She called the researcher over, who said the photo was of his grandmother and the necklace had been his grandfather’s. 

Duan Cuizhen stared at the old black-and-white photo for a while, her expression unmoved. “Were they deeply in love?” 

The American-raised researcher was unapologetic. “My grandfather’s lab was named after my grandmother,” he said with a smile. 

“Oh.” She reached out to drop the trinket into the researcher’s palm, her grip stalling for a few seconds before she let go. “How lame.” 

“What?” Her sarcastic reply was so soft that the researcher hadn’t heard her clearly. 

“Nothing.”

The next day, that researcher died under mysterious circumstances. There was a malfunction during an experiment, and the necklace around his neck was caught in a machine. The torque was so strong that by the time he was discovered, his neck was almost completely severed. 

Duan Wen recognized his great-grandmother’s handiwork immediately, but he had no interest in the specific cause of death. He simply regretted that such a talent was gone. He had spent years searching for a more capable replacement; for a time he had wanted to recruit Qin Ciyan quite badly, and he’d made some effort behind the scenes to do so. But Qin Ciyan was so stubborn he’d died tragically before he could. 

Now, Xie Qingcheng had become his preferred candidate. 

And after their little conversation, Duan Wen was quite confident. With his years of observation and research on human nature, he knew that Xie Qingcheng felt both guilt and affection for He Yu, and he would find it quite difficult to abandon him. Joining Mandela was inevitable. But Duan Wen hadn’t expected him to have a hidden trump card. 

The First Emperor. 

Just minutes ago the Lu Yuzhu clone had reported, pale and panicked, that Xie Qingcheng wanted to trade his own life for He Yu’s freedom. To sweeten the deal, Xie Qingcheng had offered Mandela something they couldn’t refuse, something they didn’t even dare to touch: He declared himself the First Emperor. 

Duan Wen couldn’t help but wonder why he and his great-grandmother hadn’t thought of this before—the First Emperor wasn’t data, but a human being. 

Why didn’t we think of it? 

He had actually wondered, in the beginning, why Xie Qingcheng had returned to Huzhou unharmed after his car accident. But Qin Ciyan had been convincing. Before his death, the old man fabricated false data to mislead their investigation. His daughter, Qin Rongbei, was even tortured to the point of madness, yet she still insisted that she didn’t know anything. She never so much as hinted that the First Emperor was a person. The director of Meiyu Private Hospital was even more cunning; over twenty years he’d maintained the illusion that he was actively looking for the First Emperor data Qin Ciyan had left behind. 

These steadfast, unbreakable individuals had formed an impenetrable wall, shielding a truth that Duan Wen should have discovered much sooner. What could possibly empower creatures as fragile as human beings to form such a wall? What had made these unrelated people, with such different personalities, keep the same secret for over two decades? 

Was it love again? 

He had believed before that he’d thoroughly researched the phenomenon of love. He’d read numerous academic and literary works, observed the emotions of those around him, experimented with family relationships and friendship, and personally experienced intercourse. The kind of intercourse described as an “original sin,” but revered as bliss. 

With many people. A great many control subjects. But during those experiments, he never felt that so-called satisfaction, and he slowly grew disappointed and lost interest. He thought that human reproduction was more boring than a meeting, and couldn’t understand what it had to do with love. 

Perhaps he had to admit that this was a subject he just never fully grasped, until just now with Li Yun…

Knock knock knock. 

A rapping on the door interrupted his thoughts and brought him back to his senses. “Please enter.” 

The first one to enter was the clone. “Sir, he’s here.” 

“Let him in.” 

Shackles rustled as Xie Qingcheng was pushed into the room. The door closed behind him, the clone standing guard outside, and the lock clicked shut, leaving Duan Wen and Xie Qingcheng alone in the living room. 

Duan Wen turned around. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” he said, his eyes dark as he examined the other man from head to toe. “And under such circumstances.” 

Rather than answer him immediately, Xie Qingcheng glanced out the window. He knew He Yu had been awakened from the noises he’d heard on his way here. But he hadn’t seen the battle outside—only now, from Duan Wen’s quarters, could he could see the exchange of fire between Mandela and the Dreambreakers. 

“You can’t see the blood toxin mecha with your own eyes, can you?” Duan Wen didn’t move to block Xie Qingcheng’s view. He walked over to the desk in the living room and put a pot on the stove for tea. “The First Emperor should be able to perceive reality. Tell me, what do you see?” 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t look away. He knew He Yu was there. “A drone.” 

“Mm.” Duan Wen raised his eyebrow with a faint smile. “But that doesn’t mean your words are true. He Yu was with you for so long—he must’ve had plenty of opportunities to tell you.” 

“You’ve never trusted him.” 

“I don’t put absolute trust in anyone,” said Duan Wen, pouring a cup of tea for Xie Qingcheng. “Here. It’s Cold Fragrance of Snowy Fields again. This time, will you drink it or not?” 

His smile persisted as he observed his guest, but that expression would have sent a chill down any spine. Xie Qingcheng sat down in front of him. 

“Did you notice we were acting in He Yu’s room?” 

“Yes, very quickly,” Duan Wen said. “I found it interesting. I knew no matter how hard he struggled, he couldn’t escape from our control, but I wanted to see how far he could go.” 

“Everything might not be fully under your control.”

“What do you mean?” 

“If everything was within calculations, you would have arrived sooner, instead of after we destroyed the frost laser.” 

Duan Wen paused, his eyes flicking to the chessboard next to him as he fiddled with his unbuttoned cufflinks. Then he raised his eyes and that faint smile returned. 

“I had some personal matters to attend to,” he said. “I was only delayed a moment. That happens sometimes—things happen at the same time, and I have to make a choice. As the saying goes, man proposes, but God disposes.” 

The tea was fragrant. Duan Wen took a sip, and put his cup down. “Let’s get to business,” he said. “Xie Qingcheng, you told the guards that the First Emperor isn’t data, but a human being—and that you’re the one we’ve been looking for.” 

“Yes.” 

“Can you prove it?” 

“You have to make He Yu stop killing first.” 

“…Are you making me choose?” Duan Wen’s smile widened. “Your Majesty the First Emperor?” 

“Yes, you heard me right,” said Xie Qingcheng, sitting there coldly with a furrowed brow. “I’m making you choose. You said it yourself earlier—sometimes things happen at the same time, and you can’t have both. After all, man proposes but God disposes.” 

The smile disappeared. Duan Wen spoke calmly. “What kind of leverage do you have? I’m in no hurry this time, regardless.” 

Though he didn’t talk back, Xie Qingcheng raised his still-sharp eyes. “A little boy’s body doesn’t work very well, does it?” 

Silence. 

“The rejection reaction is painful, so it’s difficult for her to appear in public, isn’t it? I think she’s reached her limit with that child’s body, and it’s probably made her ill. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have remained silent for so long after the battle started.” 

Duan Wen sat upright, eyes cold as he stared at Xie Qingcheng. Duan Cuizhen might not have been mentioned by name, but they both knew whom he meant by “she.” “He Yu really did tell you everything,” he said slowly. “But now, you’re in our hands. I can use any means to make you submit. What leverage do you have to negotiate with Mandela?” 

“I’m talking to you face-to-face. Do you really think I’m helpless and at your mercy?”

Duan Wen tensed slightly, his eyes sweeping across Xie Qingcheng.

“I have no weapons. The people who brought me searched me over ten times. But if I don’t want to cooperate, you won’t be able to get the First Emperor’s secrets so easily. I can control it, even halt its power. You know that if I destroy myself, you won’t gain anything.” 

No response came. 

“Duan Cuizhen probably can’t hold on for much longer. Do you want the First Emperor or the blood toxin?” asked Xie Qingcheng. “It’s your choice.” 

Those simple words quieted Duan Wen. 

Several minutes later, he suddenly looked up and laughed. “Xie Qingcheng, you really are Xie Ping’s son. Calm in any situation, hah…!” 

“You’re too kind,” Xie Qingcheng replied. “My ability to remain calm in any situation is a gift from Mandela. For twenty years, I’ve constantly suppressed my emotions in my battle against psychological Ebola; that’s what’s led to my current state. It’s all thanks to you.” 

Outside, the smoke and battle continued. 

“Let He Yu go,” repeated Xie Qingcheng. “Otherwise, even if you have me here, you won’t be able to utilize the First Emperor’s power.”

Duan Wen fell silent again. 

The First Emperor and the blood toxin were different. Much of their understanding of the First Emperor was shaky; the twenty years of information they had was a mess, making it hard to discern truth from lie. Right now, it was impossible to know whether Xie Qingcheng truly had a way to suppress the power within him, and Duan Wen wasn’t prone to acting rashly. 

After much thought, Duan Wen spoke. “Xie Qingcheng, why don’t we both take a step back?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Giving up the blood toxin right now simply isn’t an option. If he regains consciousness and returns to take you again, we’ll be in a vulnerable position. And, of course, you might not keep your word and cooperate with us once he leaves. But I can stop his attack, to minimize the Dreambreakers’ casualties and any harm he might receive. Before you become Duan Cuizhen’s donor, I’ll let you see him safely returned to the Dreambreakers’ ship.” 

“What if you don’t?” 

“Then you can destroy your own abilities at the last moment, right?” 

In truth Xie Qingcheng had no ability to remove the characteristics of the First Emperor. Once Duan Cuizhen possessed his body, she would fully control the First Emperor’s abilities. But he couldn’t let Duan Wen know that—this was a secret he needed to keep contained for as long as possible. He sensed that Duan Wen was meticulously observing his expression, as if trying to discern his inner thoughts. 

So he sealed his heart. And though he looked for a long time, Duan Wen couldn’t see anything. 

“It seems this is the best solution for now,” Xie Qingcheng said calmly. “We have no other choice.” 

“I’m glad you understood so quickly,” said Duan Wen. “You’re much more sensible than He Yu was in your position. We didn’t need to lock you up for as long as he was before he decided to cooperate with us.” 

“…How long was he in that basement for?” 

“Basement? He was too badly injured to stay there. We gave him a very clean room.” Duan Wen paused, thinking for a moment. “But it’s hardly appropriate to confine His Majesty the First Emperor to the basement now. Until it’s time for the surgery, you’ll stay in the room he was in.” 

“Very well.” 

“If you have no other objections, I’ll order He Yu to stop fighting now, and we’ll arrange the transplant surgery as soon as possible.” 

Xie Qingcheng reacted calmly, as if it wasn’t him who was about to be sacrificed. “When will the surgery be?” 

“Not long after the tests are done,” said Duan Wen, looking at him. “Don’t you have any fears or regrets?” 

Perhaps because he knew that everything would soon be over, Xie Qingcheng carried with him a sense of wearied steadiness, like someone reaching the end of a long journey. He turned his weakened eyes on Duan Wen and said, “I know that even if you gain the First Emperor’s powers, this darkness will ultimately end at the hands of our allies.” 

After a beat, Duan Wen asked, “Why do you think that?” 

“Everyone must have an unshakable faith. I am like that, and perhaps you are too,” said Xie Qingcheng. “You’re different from Duan Cuizhen; you aren’t the completely heartless person you think you are. That’s why I told the guards I wanted to see you, not her.” 

Duan Wen stared at him in surprise—in that moment, he felt like he was no longer standing before a dying prisoner, or on the perilous Mandela Island. He felt like he was having a casual conversation with a stranger, on a perfectly normal evening in a perfectly normal place. 

Before he ordered Xie Qingcheng to be taken to the cell that was He Yu’s prior residence, Duan Wen called out to him one last time. 

“Xie Qingcheng,” he said. “I’m sorry you’re the First Emperor, and that she has to rely on your body to survive. I wanted to wait until you were willing to serve us, rather than use you as a donor. I promised him I wouldn’t kill you. But now I have no other choice.” 

Xie Qingcheng turned slightly. “I’m sorry, too. Why do you insist on following her, Chen Lisheng?” 

Duan Wen was quiet. No answer came. 

But he knew that he wasn’t following Duan Cuizhen; he had grown up with this treacherous island since he was a young boy. It held so many answers he longed for, achievements he’d witnessed, and things he didn’t want to lose. 

As grand as the Mandelaverse of the future. As small as the unfinished chess game at his fingertips. 

“The oath you made to Li Yun twenty years ago,” Xie Qingcheng said, turning to look at his overcast face, “is ultimately going to be broken. The First Emperor for the blood toxin; a life for a life. I’ll be waiting for you to take me to see Duan Cuizhen.” 

Then, he left. 


Chapter 244:
Eyes Lost

 

XIE QINGCHENG WAS TAKEN to a room on the top floor. The room where He Yu had once been imprisoned. 

When the organization had first brought an emotionally unstable He Yu back to the island, he resisted fiercely. He had several violent outbursts after his surgery and was generally uncooperative. Mandela had no choice but to lock him in this prisonlike room until, through their persuasion and coercion, he slowly calmed down, ultimately expressing his willingness to pledge them his allegiance. 

And now Xie Qingcheng was imprisoned here too, where he would spend the final dozen or so hours of his life. After he struck the deal, the sounds of fighting ceased. Mandela and the Dreambreakers had called off the battle for now. 

Xie Qingcheng sat in his cell, eyes closed, letting the time slip by. 

Duan Wen had sent men to examine him several times. They always looked nervous when they drew his blood for tests. He had been searched dozens of times over to make sure there was no way he was carrying any weapons. But he knew that even if Duan Wen and the others were wary of him, no matter whether or not they believed him, Mandela had to take the risk and accept his word. 

The First Emperor’s highly adaptable body was truly what Duan Cuizhen had always dreamed of. 

He leaned against the cold wall of his room, his head tilted to the side as he gazed out the window at the distant waters and mountains. He could see the entire eastern coast of Mandela Island. Right now, it was dusk; the sun was setting, and the sea was a crisp, shimmering gold, like a vast army of golden-armored horses was clashing on the waves. As the sun faded, its amber glow spread across the land, that golden hue tinged with expanses of mournful crimson, heroic as a battlefield’s bloodshed. 

The view from the room was beautiful. But staring at it day after day, with nowhere else to go, would turn even the most beautiful scenery into a nightmare. 

He sat quietly by the window. He Yu must have sat here once, too. There was scattered graffiti on the wall, carved with small stones, that he’d discovered not long after entering. 

He Yu was clearly the one who’d left them. Xie Qingcheng saw the words Here lies one whose name was writ in water. He saw a stuffed bear holding a balloon. He saw lotus flower candles, hydrangeas, and a grinning Charmander… 

Lifting a hand, Xie Qingcheng rubbed his fingertips over the already-fading marks. The sound of the carousel seemed to echo in his ears, and he almost saw the swaying light of the Ferris wheel. He saw He Yu, curled up alone in this room, his eyes empty as he drew the things he thought he had lost forever on the wall with little stones. 

He saw He Yu walk down from the Ferris wheel and up to him to say, “Ge, can you hug me?” 

Even as he slowly closed his eyes, the images wouldn’t leave—they replayed in his mind on a loop. Others might never understand what was on this wall, but he did. 

He placed his palm on the flames of the little Charmander’s tail, as if He Yu’s hand had just carved it.
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He Yu had hated him so much back then, but he never betrayed him. Now Xie Qingcheng just wanted to use his broken body as a bridge for He Yu, so he could return to normal society. His plan was dangerous, and the chance of success was slim. But if it worked, it could minimize losses and thoroughly destroy Mandela. 

Xie Qingcheng waited. 

They took another vial of blood, and Mandela’s men hurried about, preparing to confirm his identity as the First Emperor. But it was hard to immediately determine Xie Qingcheng’s constitution from just a blood sample, since the First Emperor’s constitution was so unique. His highly adaptable nature ensured his cells were quick to camouflage themselves under the microscope. 

He could tell how anxious the researchers were from the frenzied pace of the proceedings. The sun was already fully set, though, and with no moon, he lost all means of measuring time. 

This sort of confinement could drive someone insane—not knowing what would happen next, how much time had passed, or how much longer they would have to wait. A normal person could easily find themselves mentally fatigued, even broken, in such a situation. 

But Xie Qingcheng was different. He was much more patient than the average person. 

And when he closed his eyes, he could feel He Yu from three years ago at his side. The ultimate goal of his plan was to get He Yu out of here—within his heart, a torch burned that could never be quenched. The light and warmth of that torch held his mind together even in an atmosphere like this. 

After some time passed, the door opened again. Xie Qingcheng lifted his gaze to glance over, only to glance away. No surprises—it was Anthony. He’d been expecting him to come looking for him by now. 

The man, with whom he shared his blood, walked in alone. His face was clouded and dreary, and he was dressed in a white lab coat. He swept his gaze over Xie Qingcheng’s shackled wrists and ankles before walking toward him. Professor Anthony, fresh from the lab and still wearing latex gloves, smelled faintly of disinfectant. He forced Xie Qingcheng’s face toward him. 

“Why are you looking away? Disappointed it was me?” 

Xie Qingcheng rolled his eyes as Anthony’s figure came into view. “What do you want me to say? Good evening? Welcome in?” 

This abject calm took Anthony by surprise. He scowled. “You’re about to die and you’re still talking back,” he said viciously. “You really are tough.” 

“Of course. How could I be your ge if I wasn’t?” 

“You’re not my ge!” Anthony roared, as if Xie Qingcheng had poked at a sore spot. “You’re just a thief who stole what was mine! Thief…! You deserve what’s happened to you! It’s karma!” 

Silence. 

“You’re about to die, Xie Qingcheng.” He pinched Xie Qingcheng’s cheek tightly, staring at the man he’d dreamed of strangling so many times. “I’ve wanted to kill you for years, but Duan Wen wouldn’t let me. Now he’s finally relented, and you’re the First Emperor…! I wondered why you were so slow to die, but now—it’s all over! I can finally see your corpse… I can finally watch you disappear from this world!” 

“Congratulations in advance, Xie Lishen,” said Xie Qingcheng, remaining strangely calm in his grasp. “Your long-standing wish is finally coming true.” 

Anthony’s face darkened at his lack of reaction. “Why are you pretending to be calm?” 

“If you think I’m faking it, that’s fine,” Xie Qingcheng said, then paused. “But I know your character, and I’m not surprised at anything you’ve done. I just feel like as long as you’re here, I’m wasting the last bit of time I have.” 

Anthony suddenly released him, flinging him against the window. “Nonsense! You think you know who I am? I’m a senior researcher at Mandela, and I’m the one who’ll be performing the transplant! I’ve come up here for work! What were you expecting, cousin Xie? Your time is worth nothing—who do you think it’s worth wasting with? He Yu? Don’t make me laugh. You can’t be so naive that you think He Yu’s still gonna come see you, right?” 

No response. 

“Now that the module’s implanted, his brain is completely controlled by Mandela—he’s our battle machine. He has no right to see you—he won’t even think to see you! I’m telling you, I did all this!” Anthony’s face contorted. “I did this! I was the one who brainwashed him into the ultimate blood toxin! This was supposed to be my greatest achievement. So why did you have to tell Duan Wen you’re the First Emperor, Xie Qingcheng? Did you know you’ve ruined my moment again?!

“Just as I finish brainwashing the blood toxin, you turn yourself in! Why are you always stealing my spotlight, my achievements?! But now…you have to die! By the time He Yu regains control of himself, your body will belong to Grandma, and you won’t even get to see him one last time! This is all karma! Karma—! You’ll never see him again! You won’t feel any satisfaction!” 

As he coughed lightly, Xie Qingcheng caught a glimpse of He Yu’s old graffiti on the wall out of his peripheral vision. He took a breath, and calmly said to Anthony, “We’ve already said our goodbyes.” 

This briefly twisted Anthony’s countenance, but once he realized that Xie Qingcheng had no chance of meeting He Yu once more, he said coldly, “Are you crazy? Suffering from delusions? You’ll never see him clearheaded again. How many times do I have to tell you that by the time he recovers, you’ll be dead—!” 

Xie Qingcheng stared at Anthony’s ferocious expression. “I don’t expect you to understand what I’m talking about, Xie Lishen. I just find you pitiful.” 

“You find me pitiful?!” This almost seemed to offend him. “You’re a dying man, and you find me pitiful?” 

“My death is my own choice,” Xie Qingcheng said steadily. “I’ve spent my whole life pursuing what I wanted. I have ideals, family, friends, a sense of self, people I want to protect, and goals I want to achieve. I’ve lived with dignity, and even in death, I’ve achieved what I wanted. Duan Wen has more integrity than you do. I know he’ll send He Yu back to the Dreambreakers after I die. And you, as a simple employee, cannot stop him.” 

Anthony was all but driven insane with rage, his handsome face unrecognizable. “I have a doctorate! After I left your house, it was my own abilities I relied on to go abroad! I studied the same major you did! I worked the same job! Even so poor, I was so talented in America that Mandela offered me an olive branch! Could you do that? Huh? To succeed, I sold out everything I had to the powerful at my lowest point! Could you be as reckless as I was? You can’t!” He glared with bloodshot eyes. “I’ve always been just as good as you!” 

How hard had those years been? How hard was it to start over and still reach the peak of society? 

At eighteen years old, he was only able to go abroad thanks to his fifty-eight-year-old godfather. But because Xie Qingcheng called the police on him, he had a record of theft! He had to smile and flatter that fat pig with a fat-filled brain and a belly larger than a woman who was eight months pregnant. He hated Xie Qingcheng so much back then that he would have sacrificed his body and soul to rise in the world, to become even more ruthless than his cousin was. 

“I earned my doctorate in America. My alma mater is better than yours! But you said I’m…I’m…” 

Xie Qingcheng didn’t want to hear it anymore. “Xie Lishen, you’re insane,” he said, interrupting Anthony’s rambling. “Have you ever given the situation any thought?” 

“…Wh-what situation?!” 

“What your motivation to live will be after I’m dead.” 

Anthony’s shoulders stiffened. 

Xie Qingcheng gazed at him. In the dimly lit room, his half-blind eyes looked as cold and clear as they were when he could still see. 

“I pity you after hearing all this. You’ve always been living in a state of loss. When your father lost his inheritance, he transferred that loss to you, like a spreading cancer. You’re always thinking about what you’ve lost, clamoring over it—but you can never see what’s still worth pursuing on the path ahead.”

Xie Qingcheng gave a small cough by the window. “Xie Lishen, all you’ve ever thought about is how to bring me down and how to take what’s mine—have you ever thought about yourself? Have you ever cared about your dignity, the meaning to your life, what you truly like?” 

A strange feeling came over Anthony. It was like they were back at the little house in Moyu Alley, with his slightly older brother sternly talking reason into him. And no matter how unhappy he was, he couldn’t leave that place. 

“You don’t like much of what I have,” said Xie Qingcheng. “You don’t like medicine, but you became Doctor Anthony. You don’t like the color white, yet you have to wear a lab coat—and you don’t like He Yu, either. You don’t like him. You’re just using him to make me feel bad. I admit you’ve succeeded in the past, but now I know everything you said was a lie. You only knew things that were between him and me because your hypnosis got you a glimpse of his memories.” 

His sickly face held the trace of a sigh. “Why are you doing all this, Xie Lishen? Can’t you take your gaze off me and look at your own future instead? Does your life have to be built on hatred for another person? Can’t you respect your own life a little more, and treat it as an independent entity? After this battle, think about what you really want.” 

Patches of blue spread across Anthony’s face. Xie Qingcheng’s words left him indignant, but he was also deeply embarrassed. “What are you acting so fake for?” he said, gritting his teeth. “Don’t act like you’re trying to put yourself in my shoes!” 

“In actuality,” Xie Qingcheng said coldly, “I am putting myself in your shoes.” 

Anthony threw his head back in a laugh. “Ridiculous!” he spat. “You, thinking about me? Do you think I’m a fool, or does His Majesty the First Emperor see himself as a savior? Why would you help me? Don’t you hate me? Don’t you find me disgusting? Xie Qingcheng, don’t be so hypocritical!” 

Xie Qingcheng’s steady gaze didn’t so much as falter. “I’ve never said I don’t hate you. But this might be our last conversation, Xie Lishen. This might be the last bit of time I have, and I don’t want to waste it. You’ve at least called me gege in the past, whether it was sincere or not. I still recall my parents telling me to be kinder to you, since you’ve suffered a lot. And most importantly…” 

He paused, his eyes still able to peer into the deepest recess of a human heart. “I remember you once protected someone.” 

The expression on Anthony’s face suddenly froze. 

“I couldn’t piece the whole story together until I learned you were working for Mandela,” said Xie Qingcheng. “Then I understood: Xie Lishen, you saved Xie Xue. At her wedding, Wei Rong wanted to drug me and Wei Dongheng, but I was the only one affected. Wei Dongheng escaped death by drinking tea laced with sleeping pills. At first, I thought someone was protecting Wei Dongheng behind the scenes—compared to Xie Xue, he seems like someone certain forces would value. But it was the opposite.” 

He regarded Anthony intently. 

“The person who gave him sleeping pills was you, a member of Mandela just like Wei Rong.” Xie Qingcheng interlaced his slender fingers. “You only absolutely resented me. You never involved Xie Xue—she was young, had a good personality, and always treated you more kindly than I did. As far as I remember, she was the only one you never had a conflict with. After she accidentally made her way to Chengkang Psychiatric Hospital and was almost murdered by Jiang Lanpei, you even called to check in on her. She might be the only person in our family you don’t hate.” 

Anthony’s face was morose, and he didn’t acknowledge or deny it. But he knew Xie Qingcheng was right. Xie Xue had been so young that she called Xie Qingcheng and Xie Lishen both “gege.” 

This hardly made him happy, at first. They were both gege, so what was the difference? He constantly bullied her in secret, putting caterpillars in her milk, stuffing spiders into her little shoes, and spitting in her face when nobody was home. He often made her cry, but she would still reach out to him for a hug, already forgetting what he did. 

Xie Lishen had once had a sinister plan—during a family outing, he planned to push her into the park’s pond. The pond was covered in duckweed that just looked like grass; if she fell in, no one would suspect him. They would only assume that the tragedy had been caused by the child herself mistaking the duckweed for a lawn. The plan was so captivating that he couldn’t resist it; Xie Lishen approached her from behind, reaching out his hand…

If Xie Xue did accidentally fall into the water and drown, he thought, what a wonderful face all of Xie Ping’s family would make. The more he thought about it, the more his emotions surged. He was about to give Xie Xue’s back a shove, when—

“Gege!” 

Xie Xue suddenly turned around. The tiny girl, barely able to stand, threw herself into his arms, calling out, “Gege!” 

This was unbelievably annoying—he assumed she just wanted him to hug her again. His impatience almost made him want to throw her backward into the water. 

But right as he was about to pick her up, she blocked him by reaching her tiny, lotus-pink arms out in a protective gesture. Puffing out her cheeks, she yelled, “Gege, be careful!” Xie Lishen paused for a moment, glancing behind her. And he saw—

Across the pond, a young boy was playing with a toy sniper rifle. The plastic gun was incredibly lifelike, but Xie Xue was too young to tell the difference. She only knew it looked like the dangerous things she’d seen on TV. Without a second thought, she turned to protect her family…

He hated Xie Ping’s family. 

But after this incident, Xie Xue was an exception. Xie Lishen could never forget her eyes, gleaming and beautiful, so resolute and pure… Those peach-blossom eyes, like a gem that never faded, became the only bright light in his bleak life. 

“You’ve saved her before, and I don’t want to owe anyone anything,” said Xie Qingcheng. “So I hope you can find some meaning to your life… And this is the last time I will speak to you as your older cousin.” 

After a long silence, Anthony finally spoke. 

“…Ahem, yes, I do care for Xie Xue. Her safety and well-being over the years wasn’t only thanks to your protection, but due to my continued observation from the shadows. I suppose this is our only common ground; my only mistake was that incident at Chengkang. I didn’t think Jiang Lanpei would take her hostage and almost kill her.” Anthony chuckled, with a smile that was almost terrifying. “But so what? I’m always in the dark, and you’re in the light—she’s most grateful to you, the one she relies on the most. As long as you’re alive, she’ll always choose you as her brother. Like I said, you’ve always been taking my things.” 

Xie Qingcheng coughed, his breath rapid from the intense wheezing. He slowed the rise and fall of his fragile chest. 

“But it doesn’t matter,” Xie Lishen sneered. “After you die, I’ll have plenty of ways to bring her to my side.” 

For the first time, Anthony’s words managed to change Xie Qingcheng’s expression. He suddenly lifted his head, his peach-blossom eyes still tinged with red and damp from coughing. 

“What are you planning to do to her? Xie Lishen, I’ll tell you right now, don’t even think of turning her into a berserker!” From his experience with Li Yun, Xie Qingcheng could almost immediately pinpoint the desire on Anthony’s face. “Do you think she’ll be the same Xie Xue if you turn her into a berserker?!” 

Anthony narrowed his eyes. “Of course not. I can preserve part of her thinking, eliminate the parts I don’t want, and make her obey me—” 

“She’s a living person!” Xie Qingcheng’s anger finally showed. “Xie Lishen, she’s a living person! What kind of thinking do you want to eliminate? What nonsense are you trying to make her obey?!” 

His emotions had been fully under control since Anthony came in, but now, rage welled within Xie Qingcheng. His pale face finally came to life. Anthony studied his features, startled. 

“Wake up, Xie Lishen!” he snarled. “You’ve done so many awful things, killed so many people—isn’t that enough to make you feel guilty? And you’re still thinking about a berserker… Haven’t you seen Duan Wen’s Li Yun, Zoya’s Ava? Those things are fake! It’s all just an illusion—you have a living sister, and you’re still having these thoughts? Are you insane? You’re falling deeper and deeper into this fucking organization!” 

A slight shudder rippled across Anthony’s body. He stared into Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. Red, misty, peach-blossom eyes. Xie Xue’s face suddenly flashed before him. 

Her face, the last time the usually cheerful Xie Xue cried in front of him. It was after her parents’ accident—he returned to the Xie family home twice while Xie Qingcheng was away. 

The second time was to steal money and various other things. The first time…

He didn’t know why, but he just wanted to go back and take a look. 

He checked the time to make sure no one was home that day. He sat in the empty house for some time, looking at the spot on the wall where there had once been a family portrait with him in it. The photo had been taken down, leaving only some marks on the wall that wouldn’t fade. 

He lifted his hand and touched them, with a twisted smile that was indescribable, not quite mocking. Then, he left. As he reached the corner of the alley, though, he suddenly heard a young voice calling to him— 

“Gege.” 

Startled, he turned his head and saw Xie Xue, riding a tricycle. She was alone. 

At the time, she didn’t understand much. Seeing Xie Lishen, who had been away for a long time, she thought he was coming back. She pedaled hard to try and reach his side, looking up and calling out, “Gege, are you home now?” 

He stood there in a daze. For some reason, he felt terrified. 

He felt like she wasn’t the only one asking him the question. It was as if he could see his deceased uncle and aunt standing behind the little girl, asking him, “Lishen, are you coming home?” 

He couldn’t breathe. He turned around and bolted. 

Xie Xue was shocked. These circumstances were too complex for a child to understand; she only knew that Xie Lishen ran away like he’d seen a ghost. It broke her heart. She hadn’t seen him in such a long time… She couldn’t go very fast on her tricycle, but her short legs pedaled furiously as she chased him, crying all the way. “Gege, come home! Come home…” 

Gege… Gege—! 

Xie Lishen suddenly jolted back to the present. As he returned to his senses, his face pale, he stared into Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. It was those eyes… Those eyes that looked so much like Xie Xue’s. Even now, they left him distracted, uneasy. They made him hear a mournful cry that seemed to echo from the abyss of hell. 

Come home… Xie Lishen, come home…

The voice of that man and woman…the dead man and woman, the hypocritical man and woman… That…that kind man…and woman… He was so jealous. That man and woman—why weren’t they his parents?! 

This was his genuine truth! This had always been his truth! He cursed Xie Ping and Zhou Muying, saying they robbed him of his life, but the only person he truly hated was Xie Qingcheng! Why? Why weren’t his parents like this? Why couldn’t he have them? All he had was a gambling addict father and a whore mother!

Why…

Why?! 

“Xie Lishen, come home,” said the man. 

“Lishen, this is your home from now on,” said the woman, reaching out her hand. 

He didn’t dare touch it. Fake… His heart was always so steadfast in knowing—fake! Fake! 

They weren’t his biological parents. His real parents didn’t want him; they were cruel to him. This man and woman were just his uncle and aunt. How could they be so kind to him? How could they ever give him a home? One day, they would take it away… One day, they would reveal their true colors and take Xie Qingcheng away, leaving him alone…

Yes, it was all fake…hypocritical…fake—! 

The image cracked and shattered, the figures of Xie Ping and Zhou Muying scattering in pieces. Reflected in the debris was all the humiliation he suffered as a child. His father’s slaps, the endless curses when he was drunk, the neighbors’ whispering, the rice in his bowl so dry and hard it felt like glass—

Those were real. He had no home. Xie Qingcheng’s parents wouldn’t have truly treated him well. But… But even after they died, Xie Lishen had no evidence that they treated him poorly. 

He was sad. 

Twenty years of suppression… It was all the fault of fate. If Xie Ping and Zhou Muying had been his parents from the start, none of this would have happened. If only…if only Xie Qingcheng never existed…

As if defying gravity, the fragments on the ground pieced back together again to form a complete picture. Xie Lishen raised his head, staring at the magnificent masterpiece of his heart. 

In this brilliant image, he saw himself standing between Xie Ping and Zhou Muying. He had replaced Xie Qingcheng, becoming their son. He held their hands, and beside him was Xie Xue, smiling to reveal her baby teeth. 

Heart trembling, he almost knelt before the image, and…

The AI in his headset chimed. 

Anthony jolted back to his senses—there was no image. Before him was Xie Qingcheng, observing him with those peach-blossom eyes he longed for so intensely yet deeply despised. Meeting those eyes, Anthony shuddered, hatred etched into his bones. This was reality…the only reality! 

This was his nightmare, his weak spot, the thing he couldn’t easily confront. Anthony and Xie Qingcheng—just like Anthony and those peach-blossom eyes—were so similar yet so different! What he felt…was true hate! 

Thirty years of pent-up resentment burned within him, dancing fiercely in his chest like ghost fire. He suddenly felt like that child at the pond, ready to push Xie Xue into the water. Filled with vicious, reckless malice. 

“Xie Qingcheng,” he began, his voice soft yet more terrifying than ever. 

His fingers trembled slightly with the impulse, and he swallowed hard. Anthony approached Xie Qincheng, staring intently. Xie Qingcheng, not sure what he was about to do, stared back with an unblinking gaze. 

He looked so calm, with that inner strength and composure that Xie Lishen envied in the certainty that only those with a perfect childhood could have it. That calmness increasingly wounded and prickled at Xie Lishen. His face edged closer and closer to his cousin’s. Once at the window, he leaned over to stare into Xie Qingcheng’s peach-blossom eyes, the thing that nearly drove him crazy. 

Yes…there can’t be anything like this again. There must never be a pair of eyes like this in the world again. Eyes so similar to mine, yet prettier…must be eradicated! 

A ferocious expression dawned on his beautiful face as the thought crossed his mind. He grasped Xie Qingcheng’s chin, pinning the sickly, frail man. His other hand trembled violently, lifting slowly, fingers inching closer and closer to Xie Qingcheng’s eyes…

Xie Qingcheng finally realized what he was going to do. 

His body tensed, and his face paled. This reaction brought some joy to Xie Lishen. “Are you scared? You’re finally afraid… Cousin, are there still times when you’re terrified?” 

But when they met each other’s gazes, Xie Lishen’s smile vanished almost immediately—because he didn’t see any fear in Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. The pallor on his face wasn’t in fear of the damage that would soon be inflicted upon his body. His pale lips moved under his disheveled hair. “Xie Lishen, don’t shatter your life even further.” 

Wasn’t he afraid? Now that death was so close? 

“…You shattered my life,” Xie Lishen murmured with hatred, with malice. His voice trembled, sweat dripping down his face. His eyes gleamed fiercely. He was shaking so much that it looked like he was the one about to be tortured. “You shattered my life…!” 

He repeated it quietly, over and over. Beads of sweat fell over his abnormal, perverted gaze. 

“Xie Qingcheng, I’m telling you…I’m not doing this because I’m jealous of you! There’s not enough blood…and we have limited time… You understand, right?” It was as if he was searching for justification for what he was about to do. His Adam’s apple rolled as he swallowed hard, his eyes bulging until he looked almost cross-eyed. Xie Qingcheng could feel Xie Lishen’s breath on his slightly cold skin. “We need more of your flesh and blood for analysis…do you understand? We have to do this. It’s not because I’m afraid of you, or because I’m jealous of you… It’s not!” 

With that, he pulled Xie Qingcheng close and raised his hand high, lowering it toward…that pair of eyes.

“I…need to do this…!” 

He plunged down. His fingertips brushed against Xie Qingcheng’s eyelashes, trembling violently, but he didn’t withdraw his hand. Those eyes were like a mirror, reflecting a figure Xie Lishen almost didn’t recognize. Xie Qingcheng still remained calm. 

It was the only thing he could do. In this moment, he had already given up his life. He could bear any sort of torture, and he knew Xie Lishen wouldn’t stop. Those shivering hands pressed toward Xie Qingcheng’s eyes. At the last second, Xie Qingcheng suddenly turned his gaze away—

If this was his last glimpse of the world, what did he want to see? His beautiful, glass-like eyes found an answer for him. He stared at the wall, the mottled graffiti… He stared at the English writing, at the hydrangeas. 

He stared at the little Charmander, and at the young man who carved it into the wall with a stone, an image only he could see. 

Xie Lishen shouted something irritated and ashamed into his ear, but Xie Qingcheng wasn’t listening, or paying attention. He simply gazed at those simple lines, suddenly feeling them come alive. The image etched by white stone filled with the most brilliant, vibrant colors he’d ever seen. 

He closed his eyes. 

“I have to do it…I have to do it!” Xie Lishen was howling like a demon’s curse. Like he was insane. And then, finally—

Sput!

The chilling, sticky sound of flesh parting, and an excruciating pain from his eye sockets, became the final pause in the conversation. 

Fascia broke as a foreign object entered his eye, shattering the vibrant colors that lingered on his retina. The simple force of a finger severed the last link between his vision and the world. The pain pierced his skull, his bones, his heart—it buried deep into his body, before in an instant it was yanked free.

The organ that brought him light was torn from him. The sight that saw all good and bad in the world had left him. Flesh and blood were both gone. The eyes that had looked upon his parents, his mentor, his sister, his friends, and even He Yu, had left him…

His eyes had brought him so much pain. They saw so many things he didn’t want to see, but he was still thankful for it, because they had allowed him to see those important to him. He had seen love and kindness. He would never forget… 

Blood flowed down his face. There was the sound of panting. Xie Lishen’s heavy breathing echoed across the room. 

Xie Qingcheng bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood, but stayed silent. Xie Lishen whimpered like a trapped animal. He stared at the bloody mess in his palm… He looked at Xie Qingcheng’s face, tears streaming with crimson…

After a pause, fueled by loathing or something unknown, he asked in a strange, weak, distorted voice, “…Xie Qingcheng…Xie Qingcheng, doesn’t it hurt…? Huh?! Doesn’t it hurt?! Doesn’t it—say something! Cry out! Beg for mercy! Fucking kneel! Why…why aren’t you afraid of death?! I hate you! Bastard! Say it hurts!” 

All Xie Qingcheng did was bite his bloody lip. He couldn’t give Xie Lishen the satisfaction. Even though his own cousin had gouged out his eyes, an excruciating pain had pierced his heart, and he couldn’t see anything…

He could still endure it. Though they’d said farewell to him, his eyes had still treated him kindly. 

Because the moment his blood was spilled, he saw the hydrangeas on the wall. 

In his last moment of sight, the hydrangeas He Yu drew on the wall three years ago blossomed into a vibrant display of dazzling colors, visible only to him…

The blue was a proper blue, like his parents’ police uniforms in the sunlight. The white was bright, like the crisp white of his mentor’s coat. The pink was delicate, like the glimmering pink in his sister’s smile. And all the colors that belonged to He Yu, a rainbow hue…as he stared at him and said, “Xie Qingcheng, I like you,” those almond-shaped eyes shone with this varicolored light. 

They all bade him a warm farewell from within the boundless splendor of the hydrangeas. They had always been frozen in his eyes, from when he was Xiao-Xie until now, when his temples were graying. Because they were always with him, no darkness remained even after his flesh and blood were torn from him. 

There was only their reflection in the clear waters of the Pool of Peach Blossoms, their faces smiling at him in the light. It was the last glimpse he saw of the world—he saw everyone he loved. 

He Yu’s way of soothing his pain. 

“Qingcheng, you’re a brave boy…” Slowly, the blue faded. 

“Gege, it doesn’t hurt anymore…” The pink sank below the water.

“Xiao-Xie, I know you won’t give up.” The white returned to the chasm of his heart. 

“Ge.” 

They disappeared, but their faces lingered in his heart. He heard He Yu’s gentle voice last, so soft. And at that moment, blood streamed down his worn face. Xie Qingcheng could almost see He Yu turn from the window and say, “Look, the hydrangeas are blooming.” 

You’re the only one who can see them. 

Blooming. 


Chapter 245:
Preparing for Transplant

 

DARKNESS. 

Endless darkness. 

Xie Qingcheng’s eyes were empty. After he’d gouged them out, Anthony had gasped and fled the room. He didn’t even dare tend to his wounds; it was more than ten minutes later when a Lu Yuzhu clone finally came in, cleaned his wounds, and slowly applied a snow-white bandage, encircling his head. 

White intertwined with the black hair on his forehead, soaked with bright red. Pain was natural. Xie Qingcheng had endured countless hardships in his life, and the pain of having his eyes violently removed wasn’t anything to him. Mandela’s people were letting their guard down. What could a blind, clawless azure dragon do? He was nothing more than a fish on the chopping board. 

The Lu Yuzhu clone came and went, and the cell fell even quieter. The passage of time was even harder to grasp now that he couldn’t see the sky. For a moment, Xie Qingcheng felt like a machine that kept losing parts, still working only from a need to finish its goals before it broke down completely. After all, it would be eternal night when he was done—the stars would be extinguished, and he would sink into the deep sleep of life. 

There was no time to grieve for himself. Xie Qingcheng touched his eyelids. He was now completely blind, but it didn’t matter. Mandela still hadn’t found the weapon he was carrying, and now that he was blind they would surely stop suspecting one.

He was as calm as a madman. 

And in reality, he was just a madman. For the past twenty years, he learned to remain calm through joy and sorrow, surprise and anger. Everything he did was carefully tailored to keep himself from losing control, turning him into an emotionless man. 

But wasn’t this level of calm just another form of chronic illness? He’d lost his parents, his mentor, his comrade, his wife, his dreams, his health… Though none of these things had broken him, he still became one with the pain. He never seemed to feel happiness, was never truly relaxed, after his parents and Lao-Qin passed. 

The few moments of life that followed, those fleeting ripples, were all because of He Yu. His last glimpse of light and color, his final goodbye to everyone, was through those blooming hydrangeas. 

He Yu was the one who’d made him realize how much gentleness was still within him, how many people he held dear had never left him… He Yu had kept on throwing stones at his frozen heart, stubbornly trying to crack open a hole and bury himself in it. He Yu had reignited the fire within him. 

He had lost his eyes—but he could see the people within him, those radiant lights, more clearly than ever. Thanks to their light and warmth, he could see the path ahead. He knew how the winning move of this game would be played. 

He was never alone. Not ever. 

 

“Where’s the medicine? Medicine! Give me more medicine!” 

In the heavily guarded basement of the island’s main building, a little boy in red high heels slumped over in a chair, screaming. 

Anthony rushed over. His face was pale; gouging out Xie Qingcheng’s eyes had left him shaken. Part of his heart was filled with a certain cruel thrill, but another part of him had collapsed forever. 

He steadied his emotions and quickly responded to Duan Cuizhen’s call. Along with a couple of other researchers, he inserted a series of tubes into the boy’s skin to inject medicine. “His” pale face slowly returned to normal. Duan Cuizhen gulped and took a few deep breaths, closing her eyes as her chest heaved. 

“Great-Grandmother, are you feeling better?” asked Anthony. 

Duan Cuizhen waved her hand, but didn’t say anything. He stepped back and stood behind her, looking out across the basement. 

It was more crowded down here than it had been twelve hours ago. This was the deepest, most secure laboratory in the Mandela fortress—the place where they guarded their core strength. To prevent any losses, Duan Wen had ordered his men to move all their most important items into this basement. 

To look around this crypt as large as two football fields was to see all the crimes the Mandela organization had committed over the past few decades on full display. 

There were over a dozen of what looked like industrial water towers, each as tall as three men. They were filled with RN-13, their obedience potions, and the organization’s other banned substances. This was the root of all their illegal drugs, loaded with countermeasures, and was the island’s largest store of pharmaceuticals. Even now, these decades-old sources of evil were still boiling, continuing their catalytic cycles. 

Aside from the drugs, a large number of complicated machines were brought into the basement: the machines Duan Cuizhen used to conduct her metaverse experiments. She was increasingly obsessed with separating consciousness from the body, and these machines could transfer the mind of a living being into the brain of another. There were also several bodies brought down. Though most of them were already-completed biological experiments that were currently under observation, some of them held great importance to Duan Cuizhen.

Among them, one was particularly special. It had already been thawed, and it was now carefully preserved in a biological chamber at a constant temperature and humidity, a faint hint of color beginning to creep back into the cheeks: He Yu’s biological mother, Vivian. 

This was the most precious, rare treasure on the island, and Duan Cuizhen wouldn’t dare part with her. Now that the island was under attack, she had to take Vivian wherever she went. 

“Give me some water,” Duan Cuizhen gasped. “This damn body…it won’t last for much longer.”

“Great-Grandmother, the boy’s body was already damaged when you were transplanted,” Anthony said, handing her the water immediately. “It won’t last much longer.” 

She didn’t speak, still trying to catch her breath. Her blue-tinged hand gripped the glass as she finally slammed it down on the table. 

“…Of course I knew that,” said Duan Cuizhen, gritting her teeth and lifting her childish eyes. The dichotomy of those young eyes with her particular gaze made it all the more terrifying. “Haven’t I been waiting for you to find data on the First Emperor? And you came back empty-handed when that data was your brother the whole time! Useless!” 

The pain made her irritable, and she slammed the table again with a resounding bang. Anthony lowered his head, his face slightly pale. Duan Cuizhen knew her accusations against Anthony were pointless; the ones protecting Xie Qingcheng had been too steadfast. If even she hadn’t been able to get to the bottom of the matter, there was certainly no way for Anthony to manage it. 

But she couldn’t help but rage. It hurt so much… This damn body… She couldn’t even stand anymore. She just wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible. 

“Have you not confirmed he’s the First Emperor?” 

“Not yet, but all the tests are being rushed, and the results will be out soon,” Anthony told her. “It’s…just that the First Emperor’s health is very poor. Even if he really is what he says he is, you won’t be very comfortable immediately after the transplant.” 

“How could it be more uncomfortable than this one?” Duan Cuizhen’s cheek muscles bulged from the sheer effort of enduring the pain. “Besides, the First Emperor is highly adaptable. I’ll go in first, then perform the organ transplants. With that body…there won’t be any rejections! I can take the youngest, healthiest people and transplant their healthy organs into the First Emperor! If it gets worse, I’ll just transplant another. It’s just killing a few people… His body can adapt to anything! Everything will be perfect…” 

But her face wrinkled again. “No, not quite perfect. The only flaw is that he’s a man… I hate men. They’re all stupid, products of an incomplete evolution. Disgusting! Even children are no exception…” 

Anthony, a grown man, was standing right next to her. But she didn’t care one bit; she was the mother of Mandela, the source of the island’s power. She knew no one dared touch her. 

“I imagine the First Emperor’s body will be only a temporary one,” Anthony said with a bow. “Once you’ve fully established the Mandelaverse and completed the separation and uploading of your consciousness, most problems will be resolved. Then you can live in Vivian’s body—she’s a very beautiful woman, just like your younger self in your photos.” 

“…You’re right.” Duan Cuizhen looked over at Vivian in the tank, her eyes like a spider watching a butterfly that landed in its web. “You’re right…” 

Duan Cuizhen coveted that body. 

Perfect. Beautiful. In a red dress, she was as elegant as Duan Cuizhen had been in her youth. She could almost catch sight of the days of her younger years through this body, a glimpse of a time so perfect. Youth never lasted long enough; she loathed death and aging. 

“I’ll arrange the transplant for you as soon as possible,” said Anthony. “I’ve already taken Xie Qingcheng’s eyes for analysis, and the results will be coming back soon. As for his eyes… Once you’ve successfully transplanted into him, we can find another solution. His vision was almost blind already—they would have been removed and replaced after the transplant regardless. It makes sense to use them for experiments now.” 

He carefully observed her expression as he spoke. Though his reasoning was correct, removing Xie Qingcheng’s eyes had been an act of losing control. Resentment filled him. He’d thought he could use the blood toxin to claim credit for their victory, but Xie Qingcheng went and sacrificed the First Emperor instead, turning the blood toxin he’d created into a bargaining chip in their deal with Xie Qingcheng. 

But luckily, Great-Grandmother didn’t care about the eyes. If they were going to be replaced, they didn’t matter. She only cared about when the surgery was going to be. 

“How much longer do you need?” 

Breathing a small sigh of relief, Anthony glanced at his watch. “Only a few more hours left. Once you’ve taken over his body, you won’t have to worry about anything. You’ll be able to easily face those Dreambreakers, and everything will be resolved.” 

“All right. Then go and keep an eye on it. The sooner the better,” she added sharply. “Delays can lead to the unexpected.”

Another bow. “Yes, ma’am.” 

As he straightened up, preparing to excuse himself and return to his samples in the lab, three security doors suddenly opened with a series of clicks. Anthony froze—it was He Yu. And though he knew that He Yu wouldn’t care about what happened to Xie Qingcheng anymore, coming face-to-face with him when he’d just taken Xie Qingcheng’s eyes still filled him with guilt. 

He Yu strode in. 

His eyes were dull, his hands stained with blood and his cheeks flecked with red. The module on his chest flickered. He was now no different from any other modified human on the island, no different from Lu Yuzhu’s clones—he had lost his own thoughts. He was controlled by Mandela ideology alone, and he was a perfect obedient subject. 

“What’s wrong?” Duan Cuizhen couldn’t see the expression on his face, but she could sense a murderous aura about him. This, alongside the bloodstains, welled a sense of unease in her heart. “What happened?” 

He knelt and lowered his gaze. “Great-Grandmother,” he said, in a smooth, composed voice, “General Duan ordered me to inform you that the transplant must be carried out as soon as possible.” 

“Why?” Duan Cuizhen widened her eyes. 

“The frost laser has been stopped, and the frozen soldiers have returned to normal. Though Dreambreaker headquarters have paused their assault, something unexpected happened. The two thousand soldiers in the dungeon found a way out of their cells, and have started an assault from within, with the goal of killing you.” He Yu looked up at her with calm eyes. “We don’t know when they’ll find this place. We don’t have any time to waste.” 

This was the last thing any of them had expected—the captives had formed a formidable force. Once they broke into the advanced laboratory, everything would be over; even if Duan Cuizhen tried to escape, she could hardly take all this heavy experimental equipment and medicine with her. Given her physical condition, she might not survive more than a week after leaving Mandela Island unless the third transplant was carried out immediately. 

This came as a surprise to Anthony. “Can’t you use the blood toxin to hold them off for a bit…?” 

“These vanguard soldiers are mostly elite, far more skilled than the rear guard,” He Yu explained. “They’ve been trained to have strong willpower, so I can only control them for a short amount of time before they break free. And a few can’t be controlled at all. I’ve tried it, but I can’t delay them for long.” 

Duan Cuizhen lowered her voice. “How long will it take them to find this place?” 

“The basement is massive and a thorough search is difficult,” He Yu said, “but with their current offense…at most three hours.” 

She glanced at Anthony. “Is that enough?” 

The veins on Anthony’s forehead throbbed; you could almost see him forming a plan just from looking at his temples. “…There’ll be a slight risk. After an hour of basic testing, we’ll begin the surgery. If any problems come up, we’ll figure it out. But I can’t do it alone, and the other researchers down here aren’t good enough. I need Boss Duan’s help—he must come.” 

Weighing the situation, Duan Cuizhen made a swift decision. She couldn’t afford to wait any longer. She had to get rid of this boy’s body, which was ready to collapse at any moment, and she needed a backup to move to. 

After summoning Duan Wen through her headset, she turned to face He Yu. “Bring Xie Qingcheng immediately.” 

He Yu accepted the task. 

Duan Cuizhen turned to Anthony. “Prepare for the transplant.” 


Chapter 246:
The First Emperor’s Order

 

XIE QINGCHENG SAT QUIETLY in his cell. A white bandage covered his eyes, blood still seeping through it. 

The chef who was in charge of his food brought him another meal, and he finally had something to eat. He was halfway through his bowl of porridge when the door opened to admit a few of Mandela’s lab technicians. This time, they didn’t bring any tubes or test strips. 

“It’s time,” they told him.

“…Oh.” Xie Qingcheng was still calm. “Finally finished?”

They were silent. 

“There’s still some porridge left,” he said. “I’ll leave when I finish.” 

It was strange—they didn’t need to listen to him. But, faced with a man who hadn’t shown a hint of weakness even after his eyes were pulled out, the technicians couldn’t refuse him. They stood there, waiting. 

After a while, He Yu finally arrived. 

“Boss He.” 

“Hello, Boss He.” 

Being lower than He Yu in rank, the technicians immediately bowed their heads and lowered their gazes when they saw him. Xie Qingcheng’s hand, holding the spoon, paused slightly. 
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He Yu ignored the technicians and walked into the room, his gaze fixed on Xie Qingcheng.

He saw this man who would soon become a living donor sitting at the table, his back still straight. Without his sight, Xie Qingcheng moved slowly as he sipped his porridge, tilting his face slightly to the side. His features appeared as pale and crisp as jade in the cool light, even as he was now completely blind. 

As he stared at him, for some reason, He Yu suddenly felt a deep, deep pang in his heart. It felt like he was being stabbed with a needle—but he didn’t know why. The man was just sitting there quietly. 

The deaf were often foolish, while the blind were wise. Unable to hear, the deaf tended to shout and act recklessly; while the blind, unable to see, moved with focus, cautiously and quietly. This was an old saying, and He Yu had once heard a similar phrase in the film Shunkinshou. 

He still remembered the story—and how he’d imitated the hero in it, massaging Xie Qingcheng’s feet and tucking them into his arms for warmth. He remembered Xie Qingcheng as well, and everything that had happened. But with his thoughts controlled, changed by force, he felt no emotion about any of it. 

The tenderness was gone. A voice in his head kept telling him what to do. He felt a slight resistance, but the voice was like a enormous beast guarding his heart, completely suffocating him. He stared at the blind man. 

Numb. 

Suffocating. 

He didn’t know why he wanted to cry, but his heart felt frozen. No tears came out. There was only dead silence. 

After finishing the rest of his porridge, Xie Qingcheng slowly put down his spoon and lifted his head to face He Yu’s approximate direction. It was him who broke the silence. “So you’re here to send me off,” he said, his voice just as deep and gentle as always. 

“Mhm.” A few seconds later, He Yu asked, “Is there anything else you want to say?” 

Xie Qingcheng was silent for a while, as if there was. But in the end, he only smiled faintly—so subtle and tender, like a peach-blossom jellyfish drifting almost invisibly across his pale face. 

“It’s fine,” he said. “There’s nothing else.” With that, he got up, guessed the right direction, and took two steps forward. 

He Yu frowned, as if something was tugging at his mind. He wondered how this man, in his current state, could still possess that aura of superiority. A man who was so used to being independent that he would walk on his own even if he was blind. 

Just as he was thinking this, Xie Qingcheng bumped into the corner of the table and lurched forward a bit. 

“Be careful.” 

By the time He Yu realized what was happening, he had already grasped the man’s hand, as if by habit. The next moment, he felt a sharp, splitting pain in his skull, like a punishment activating inside his brain. He let go, took a deep breath, and turned to a technician by the door. 

“Take him downstairs. I’ll be behind you.” 

“Yes, sir!” 

Surround by the other technicians, Xie Qingcheng brushed past He Yu. As he did, he paused to say, “Little Devil…thank you.” 

What was he being thanked for? Why was he thanking him even after losing his sight… Why was he thanking him even when he was sending him off to surgery? Why, even after he’d been turned into this, was he calling him Little Devil… Why…

Just thinking these thoughts shot a ripping pain through He Yu. It felt like his soul was being torn apart. It was as if his spirit wanted to break free from his body, to turn and hug the man who was moving farther and farther away—to embrace him and tell him not to leave. 

Don’t leave. 

His body trembled, his teeth chattering as he endured this strange, heart-wrenching pain. He closed his eyes…

Click. 

The door finally closed behind him. 

As the footsteps faded, He Yu leaned against the door, his gaze fixed on the spot where Xie Qingcheng had been sitting. His eyes lowered. A beam of light illuminated that point, but the gaunt figure had already left. When He Yu lifted his head, his cold and trembling fingers touched his heart—

Mandela’s dogma was absolute. Any sacrifice was worth it. Nobody was irreplaceable. Those words bound his soul like a spell, sealing and imprisoning the mighty dragon that howled within him. 

With a thud, the dragon sank into the abyss.

The pain in his heart was followed by an even greater numbness. His last wisp of warmth had left his heart on his twentieth birthday, when Xie Qingcheng sat across from him and said in a calm voice, through the steam of the hot pot, “Happy birthday.” 

He leaned back, panting. The blood toxin command module on his chest glowed a faint red. This long-held, gentle wish finally, slowly, spread like ripples…

And met a dead silence. 

 

Xie Qingcheng was led through a secret passage to the basement laboratory. 

The deepest part of Mandela Island was heavily guarded. They pushed him down a hallway in a wheelchair, eventually passing through three thick, metal alloy blast-proof doors before arriving at the immense basement. The final door closed behind him; Xie Qingcheng was brought to the center of the laboratory. 

There stood two blast-proof transfer chambers made of special glass, in the shape of giant capsules. Though they looked simple, the equipment was extremely sturdy—there were few weapons that could destroy them, or damage the contents inside. This was where the brain transplant would take place. 

Duan Cuizhen was already lying in one of the capsules, arms outstretched. The other empty capsule was for Xie Qingcheng. Behind them was a dense mass of modified humans and hyenas to guard the entire process. For now they were on standby, the control rings on their foreheads flashing like red eyes, like dim red stars flickering in the darkness. 

Several senior researchers, Anthony included, were working at the large, complex machines. Anthony was performing the final analysis on Xie Qingcheng’s DNA. Duan Wen, on the other hand, sat in the commanding chair where Duan Cuizhen used to sit. Behind him was Li Yun, a modified human with an expressionless face in a trancelike state. 

He watched as a researcher wheeled Xie Qingcheng closer, stopping just a few meters before him. “You’re here.” 

“I’m here.” 

“Any final words?” 

“No,” Xie Qingcheng said. “It’s time to fulfill your promise.” 

Duan Wen said nothing. 

He didn’t quite believe that Xie Qingcheng would surrender so easily, so he remained wary even now. A full-body scan through one of their machines would reveal a piece of shrapnel less than half a millimeter in size, but he was still on guard. 

He slowly stood up, walking over to Xie Qingcheng to look down at him. He took in his sickly face, the snow-white gauze, the blood staining it, and the sunken eye sockets beneath it. 

How strange…

The man was crippled. Why did he still feel so uneasy? Xie Qingcheng wore no metal but shackles, so why did he feel so threatened? Duan Wen refused to put his guard down.

“I will fulfill my promise and release He Yu, including our control over his mind. Please enter the chamber first.” 

“Let him go first,” Xie Qingcheng insisted. “When he returns, contact the Dreambreaker commander in front of me and explain the situation. Once I’ve confirmed his arrival, I will voluntarily enter the chamber and cooperate with the surgery.” 

Silence. 

“This was the process we agreed on, Duan Wen.” 

When Duan Wen didn’t respond, Duan Cuizhen’s words rang out. Already in the capsule, she spoke through the attached speaker, making her crisp, childlike voice sound particularly eerie. 

“First Emperor, the situation has changed,” she said. “The surgery must be performed first. He Yu has to stay until it’s finished, unless you can stop the Dreambreakers who’ve escaped their imprisonment.” 

He heard Duan Cuizhen, but Xie Qingcheng didn’t look in her direction. His head remained turned toward where Duan Wen stood. “Are you going to break your promise?” 

“Don’t worry,” Duan Wen assured him. “I’ll let him go when the surgery is over.” 

Xie Qingcheng was silent for a moment. “You’ll probably never understand the power Li Yun spoke of, Chen Lisheng.” 

“Chen Lisheng? His surname is Duan!” Duan Cuizhen snapped. “Enough of that. Duan Wen, bring him over. Let’s begin!” 

Duan Wen took a step forward. But when Xie Qingcheng next spoke, his tone was as frigid as the ice of the coldest days of winter. 

“Duan Wen, do you remember what I said? If I’m unwilling, the First Emperor’s power will cease even if you obtain my body.” 

The footsteps stopped. 

Now, even Duan Cuizhen didn’t dare to rush him. Inside the capsule, her eyes widened, her expression twisting into something nervous. 

“Stay right there. Don’t take another step forward, or I’ll destroy my power.” 

Perhaps it was because he remained so calm and composed even in a wheelchair, escorted by researchers, that Xie Qingcheng’s unwavering aura rivaled Duan Wen’s—he gave the impression of a powerful opponent who could easily match them. And he refused to take a step back in their negotiations. 

“Uphold our original agreement,” Xie Qingcheng said, an undeniable pressure behind his voice. “I came here for him. There is no room for negotiation.” 

Staring at Xie Qingcheng’s face, Duan Wen worked to parse his every word and absorb all the details of his expression. But Xie Qingcheng’s words were perfectly logical, and he wasn’t making any over-the-top demands. His expression was as steady as an ancient well. There was nothing to suspect. He turned to the old woman, enveloped by the capsule. 

Her face seemed to tighten. She already saw the choice she had to make, and there was no turning back now. Xie Qingcheng held the First Emperor’s power in his hands. Though Mandela appeared to have the initiative, they couldn’t actually do anything until he voluntarily entered the capsule and was put under anesthesia. Duan Cuizhen finally, coldly, shifted her gaze from Duan Wen’s face. 

It was a silent approval. 

“All right,” said Duan Wen. 

“Then, when He Yu arrives, please immediately order him to leave Mandela and return to the Dreambreakers.” 

Ten minutes later, He Yu returned from the cell. 

The door to the underground laboratory opened and closed heavily as he entered. He Yu walked straight to the lab bench, and he didn’t look at Xie Qingcheng. Seeing this man made him feel pain—as Mandela’s protector, he didn’t want that. But when he walked in, he noticed everyone was waiting for him. 

He paused. “What’s wrong?” 

Duan Wen raised a hand. With no explanation, he gave him an order. “The mission is over. You may return to Dreambreaker headquarters.” 

When he finished speaking, He Yu’s command module glowed even brighter. Even if he was surprised, the mechanical power was so strong it could brainwash hundreds of people. Nobody could withstand it. Before he had any time to think, his gaze became unfocused. 

“Satisfied?” Duan Wen asked.

“You need to be more detailed with the order,” Xie Qingcheng said. No loopholes would get past him. 

Duan Wen paused for a moment before saying, “When you return to the Dreambreaker headquarters, no attacks are to be made against them. Allow them to remove the blood toxin command module from your heart and destroy it. There is no need to resist.” 

After mulling it over, Xie Qingcheng gave a small nod. 

Lowering his hand, Duan Wen finally said to He Yu, “Go on.” 

He Yu, firmly under his control, accepted the order expressionlessly, stood up, and headed to the door. He glanced back at them one last time. Then he pressed a button, the alloy door opened, and he stepped outside. A few seconds later, the door closed behind him. 

“Are you satisfied now?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then—” 

Duan Wen hadn’t finished speaking when he was interrupted by a panicked voice from the lab bench. 

“Wait a minute!” 

It was Anthony. Busy processing the final results of Xie Qingcheng’s DNA analysis, he hadn’t said anything earlier. But just as He Yu turned and walked out the door, a calculation appeared on his monitor! 

Beep! Beep! Beep!

Alarm lights spun. A bright red number that represented a certain truth shone into Anthony’s peach-blossom eyes. Blood rushed to his heart, and his brain felt like it was going to explode. He was so terrified that his hair stood on end. 

“Don’t let He Yu go!” he screamed, overcome with fear. “Make him come back! Xie Qingcheng is lying to us—he can’t destroy his First Emperor power! We can just do the transplant—we don’t need his consent! And I found something else in his blood—” 

It was too late. 

The thin man in the wheelchair, seemingly useless, his eyes destroyed, had already spoken. He’d been holding back to hide his own blood toxin, waiting for the moment he could get close to Duan Cuizhen. Normally, there would be no way to get to her, until…

He shouted a command in his resolute voice, enunciating every word slowly and clearly: 

“Everyone, put down your weapons, kneel, and obey my orders. Do not resist!” 


Chapter 247:
Lovers Killing One Another

 

A DEEP, COLD, resonant voice, like an invisible palm, instantly brought all the researchers present—Anthony and Duan Wen included—to their knees. 

Duan Wen was stunned. He finally understood the weapon Xie Qingcheng was carrying, but how was that possible? He didn’t have time to think; his consciousness left him in a moment. Darkness clouded his vision as if his pupils were dilated, just the same as when he used He Yu to control others. 

But now he was being controlled by Xie Qingcheng.

The only ones who escaped were Li Yun and Duan Cuizhen, still inside her specially designed capsule. Since Li Yun was a modified human and Duan Cuizhen’s body was that of a dead boy, they were unaffected by the blood toxin. 

Li Yun snapped back to his senses as the situation changed; he raised an eyebrow and immediately tried to make a move. But with a wave of his hand, Xie Qingcheng commanded Duan Wen to rise and stop him. 

Duan Cuizhen’s expression changed. She stared at Xie Qingcheng in horror—he’d already ordered the researchers to remove his shackles, and now he was slowly standing up. She finally wore a little boy’s expression, fit to match her body. 

“What’s going on?!” she screamed from inside the capsule, painted with shock and fear. “How do you have the blood toxin?! How can you use it?!” 

Xie Qingcheng ascended the stairs, step by step. He lifted his head, and even without his sight, he turned accurately to face Duan Cuizhen. 

After he absorbed He Yu’s blood toxin power, he’d kept it hidden. Offering Mandela the bait of “becoming a donor,” something they couldn’t refuse, he entered the danger zone himself. He had seeped into the opponent’s organs like a poison.

He finally spoke again. “The First Emperor can absorb and acquire the powers of fellow psychological Ebola patients. Duan Cuizhen, it’s a shame you’ve discovered this…too late!” He turned to issue another command: “Open the capsule!” 

“No! No! Why?! Even if you have the blood toxin, it shouldn’t affect them! They’re all wearing the heart-cleansing ring close to their flesh! This is impossible…impossible—!” 

“I am a monster you created,” Xie Qingcheng ground out, enunciating every word. He slammed his hand down onto the glass, head turned toward her. Behind him, a researcher obeyed his command and staggered to his feet, entering the password and pushing a series of buttons on the machine. 

Pff…

The sound of something deflating. 

Duan Cuizhen’s scream pierced all their eardrums, as sharp as a sword. She knew the chamber protecting her was about to open, and she screamed. But since the controllers for the modified humans were made of metal, she hadn’t been able to bring them in with her—she had given them to Duan Wen. There was no way for her to command the modified humans and hyenas to rescue her. 

Was it all going to end, just like that? Her eyes flashed with fear as she watched the researcher about to press the final button, thus opening her capsule. 

“Duan Cuizhen,” Xie Qingcheng said gravely through the hardened glass, “I’m the only one who’s endured the full extent of your torture and still lived, because I am the First Emperor! The ones you killed before, the victims of psychological Ebola—their powers can be adapted and assimilated into my body. Your heart-cleansing ring can block He Yu’s blood toxin, but it can’t block the blood toxin of the First Emperor!” 

He turned and shouted at the researcher, “Open it!” 

Clang! 

The red button pressed down.

“Aahh—!” Duan Cuizhen wailed hysterically. 

Was it over? Was it truly over?! In her most vulnerable state, as she was finally shedding her skin, on the verge of a new life—was it over? Was it now over?! She couldn’t accept it. She watched the chamber open slowly—the special glass was too heavy to move any faster. But if Xie Qingcheng could get a single arm in, it was over for her… She would be done for! 

At this critical moment, Duan Cuizhen suddenly realized something. She wasn’t sure if it would work over such a large distance…but she lifted her head and, gathering all her strength, screamed shrilly into the microphone: “He Yu! Come back! Stop him! Stop him—!” 

Her earth-shattering shriek and childish voice, amplified countless times by the speakers, seemed to almost collapse the basement. A second later Xie Qingcheng heard the door behind him open, followed by a bullet whistling through the air. He had to withdraw his hand to dodge it. 

His hair fell over his forehead as he looked up, panting, and turned toward the doors. Even if he couldn’t see, he could still sense what was happening. 

After discovering he had the blood toxin, he had taken control of the drug-trafficking chef who delivered his meals. This was the only person he could risk controlling while imprisoned. He knew that after he’d used the blood toxin on someone once, he couldn’t stop halfway through or they would inform Duan Cuizhen. His orders had to be long-term, and the person couldn’t be discovered while under his control. 

So none of the higher-ups could be touched; if they were controlled, it would no doubt be suspicious. The only option was the inconspicuous chef. 

The plan had been successful. Xie Qingcheng first had the chef wait for an opportunity to deliver intel and a prison key to Zheng Jingfeng, allowing the imprisoned soldiers to wait for a chance to escape. This way he could also keep Zheng Jingfeng abreast of the situation and communicate it to the commander, ensuring He Yu wouldn’t be harmed by the Dreambreakers on his return.

After he’d obtained some other important information from the chef, he sent him to conduct a series of secretive experiments. These experiments confirmed to Xie Qingcheng that his blood toxin could overcome the heart-cleansing ring. He also gained access to some of Mandela’s equipment—and what shocked him most was that Mandela had used data from the psychological Ebola patient samples they’d analyzed to create unique corresponding drugs. These drugs were more convenient than the blood serum he’d been taking, because they came in oral form. 

Xie Qingcheng immediately had the delivery chef steal them and add them to his meal; that was why he’d insisted on finishing his porridge before leaving. 

They weren’t fully finished, and were still extremely harmful to the human body. A normal person would never think to take them, but if the battle failed, Xie Qingcheng knew he would have no chance of survival. So right now, Xie Qingcheng’s body was churning with the blood of cases No. 1, No. 2, No. 3, and other experimental subjects…including the blood toxin he’d absorbed from He Yu. 

He was filled with all the sins committed by Duan Cuizhen, a torrent of wronged souls. The power of those souls coursed through his veins. Their legacy, the powers that had once brought them unbearable pain even as they made them powerful, surged through Xie Qingcheng. 

He might not have been able to see, but his hearing, smell, perception, his explosive power…they were all enhanced. Right now, he was the sum of every monster Mandela had ever created. On the brink of death, with a breaking body, he felt the weight of countless unjustly lost lives behind him. He faced the most terrifying mutation of the blood toxin, modified by Mandela. 

He faced his lover, his redemption, his past, his humanity…

His little devil. 

Xie Qingcheng panted, sensing He Yu’s approach. The door slammed shut. He Yu lifted his gun—

In that moment, Xie Qingcheng shouted, “Duan Wen, activate all the modified humans! Form a protective barrier, but don’t kill him! Right now—!” 

The First Emperor was powerful, and Duan Wen was under his thrall. He swatted Li Yun’s hand away and quickly pressed the release button for the modified humans and hyenas. All the controllers, previously glowing a standby red, turned green. 

The modified humans roared, and the hyenas growled. The green lights swarmed into countless fireflies, surging toward He Yu. 

They rose like a torrent, a surging sea, immediately blocking Xie Qingcheng’s figure. 

“No—no!” Duan Cuizhen’s expression was grim as she continued to howl. “Duan Wen, what are you doing?! Break free of the blood toxin! Wake up! Stop it—stop!” But it was no use; it was hardly so easy to break free of the First Emperor’s blood toxin. He Yu was caught in the surge, unable to escape. “Activate your cover, He Yu!” Duan Cuizhen howled. “Release your cover!” 

Following orders, He Yu lifted a hand to activate a device on his chest. A few seconds later, the defensive weapon Mandela equipped him with broke through the door. Spreading out like the wings of a demon, the bulletproof shield spread out to cover him. The restrictive space of the underground laboratory meant he couldn’t fully release the weapon, but even its smallest size was enough to break through the basement’s dome, making it rain bricks and stones. 

The modified humans and hyenas swarmed forward with an even greater frenzy, explosions echoing through the dungeon. Xie Qingcheng knew he couldn’t drag this out for any longer—he had to act quickly to end Duan Cuizhen’s life. 

If she died, the island’s energy supply would cease. The controller on He Yu’s heart would switch off, freeing him from the brainwashing, returning him to normal… Listening intently through the chaos, Xie Qingcheng waited for the capsule to open wide enough for him to reach in and kill Duan Cuizhen. But right as it did—

Bang! 

A pack of modified hyenas He Yu had swept away collided with a high-temperature experiment, triggering a violent explosion! The blast was deafening—the medication Xie Qingcheng took made his hearing very sensitive, and the sound nearly shattered his heart. For a moment he couldn’t bear it, coughing and choking out a mouthful of blood. 

And if the capsule was open just enough for an arm to reach in, a child could escape it easily! Duan Cuizhen seized the opportunity, ducking and slipping out from Xie Qingcheng’s grasp, as slippery as a fish. She gasped, her pupils constricting as she ran forward with all her might. Reaching a piece of complex lab equipment, she turned back, panting, to look at Xie Qingcheng. 

There was no escape behind her, only a control panel hissing with electricity. Behind that panel rested the bodies of the important individuals transferred down here. Men, women…they all lay in the capsules, as if witnesses to everything. 

“Don’t…don’t kill me…” Duan Cuizhen stepped back, a childlike expression of panic and helplessness spreading across her face. It was as if the woman had vanished, and in the body was once again a nine-year-old boy. The boy pursed his lips, terrified and nearly crying. “Don’t kill me… Don’t kill me, uncle…!” 

Xie Qingcheng was stunned—he paused for only a fraction of a second, but Duan Cuizhen seized the opportunity. She leaped onto the control panel, lifting her hand to press a maroon button. 

She was using people’s kindness to get away! Xie Qingcheng came back to his senses at almost at the same time as she pressed on the button. He slammed her down onto the bench, picked up a scalpel from the operating table, and stabbed fiercely into the bloody demon’s heart. 

“Aahhh—! Ahh…” 

Blood splattered. Duan Cuizhen twitched and twisted like a ghost, her eyes dead fixed on Xie Qingcheng’s face, her cold little hands clasped tightly around his. 

“Xie Qingcheng…Xie Qingcheng…! You…” A choking mouthful of blood came up, cutting her off. Xie Qingcheng panted heavily. The metallic scent of decaying blood filled his nose, and with his heightened sense of smell, he nearly vomited. 

But he held on. He couldn’t give up on everyone’s lives, on the best way to survive. This was the moment. All those years of crime… They would finally come to an end. He pressed down on her hard, his hands trembling. Blood sprayed onto him as he pressed…and pressed…

Until the body beneath his hands stopped moving. 

The little boy’s wrists fell limp; his breathing and heartbeat fell silent. Xie Qingcheng took a deep breath and stepped back. He pulled out the scalpel, the bloody blade falling clanging to the ground, lending a pause to the bloodshed. 

Was it over…?

Blood dripped from his palms. His fingers trembled uncontrollably. 

It should…be over now…

He stared at Duan Cuizhen’s body for a long time, complicated emotions surging through his heart. Then, he slowly and wearily turned around. Once the island’s energy was disabled, all the modified humans and modified hyenas would stop—He Yu would stop—and everything would—

Wait—! 

His acute perception sent cold sweat rising across his back. He whipped his head around, and the largest capsule behind him, containing the freshest body, suddenly opened. Inside was a beautiful woman who had been fast asleep for twenty-three years. She snapped open her captivating, almond-shaped eyes.

That pair of almond-shaped eyes…belonged to Vivian.
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Clad in red, she slowly climbed out of the chamber. As she stood at the control panel, the deceased little boy lay at the foot of her dress, his body crumpled like a snakeskin. 

She stepped forward, her gaze lowered. A surprising malice gleamed in her eyes, and if Xie Qingcheng were able to see, he would have realized her eyes were identical to those of the boy who had just died. 

The sound of her voice was heavenly. “How fortunate it is that I completed this device. I was able to temporarily transfer my consciousness to Vivian at the last moment.” 

…But her words were terrifying. It was Duan Cuizhen! 

“My consciousness can’t stay for too long in this body. This battle must end quickly, so Anthony and the others can complete the actual transplant… Xie Qingcheng, you die today!” As she spoke, she leaped off the platform, red dress billowing like a swath of blood. She laughed manically, reveling in the feeling; it was as if she’d returned to her youthful prime.

Vivian, healthy and lithe, easily made her way to the main control panel amid the chaos. Before Xie Qingcheng could issue a command to Anthony—the closest person to him—her fingers were already tapping frantically at the screen, entering a string of code.

Beep, beep, beep…!

The underground laboratory buzzed with vibration after vibration. It was even louder than the explosion earlier, making Xie Qingcheng cough up fresh blood. It came from every modified human and hyena, hundreds and thousands of controllers chiming in unison. 

All of them suddenly stopped attacking He Yu—they all turned around, gazes fixed solely on Xie Qingcheng. Duan Cuizhen, the island’s master and its leading mad scientist, had undone the controller program. Freeing the modified humans and robot dogs from Duan Wen’s control, she instead directed them to target Xie Qingcheng. 

“See that?! This is the real ending! Ha ha ha ha!” She flashed a hideous, gleeful, twisted grin. Her red lips parted as she issued an order: “Capture him! Lock him in the brain transplant capsule!” 

In an instant, her laughter stopped. As if sensing something unseen, she turned her gaze to the door, face twitching. A moment later—

BOOM! 

A series of shocking events. 

In his most desperate moment, Xie Qingcheng heard another explosion behind him. The sounds kept getting louder and louder; his soul was almost knocked from his body as each one shook him to his core. But he didn’t mind. He didn’t mind at all.

Because he recognized this sound. He’d been waiting for this—they had arrived in time! 

Duan Cuizhen looked up in shock. Amid the billowing smoke and flames, she first saw a massive, blurry shadow surge past the doors and through the thick smoke.

It was the vanguard force who had been captured by Mandela. The two thousand soldiers and detectives Xie Qingcheng and his comrades had fought to save, the two thousand men who had never given up…the Dreambreakers! 

Zheng Jingfeng’s hair was graying, but without his coat, his muscular build was on full display. Carrying a heavy rifle, his eyes gleamed with brilliance as he lead the attack.

“I’ve been holding back for twenty damn years… I’ve been waiting for this day! Duan Cuizhen, I swear on my police uniform that you won’t be stepping out of that door today!” 


Chapter 248:
You Can Be a Replacement

 

AT LAO-ZHENG’S SHOUT, the vanguard force rushed in. Modified humans fought against elite military and police officers; a massive close-quarters battle between humanity and dark technology erupted inside Mandela’s underground laboratory. 

The sound of shouts, gunfire, and clashing metal intertwined. Everything was thrown into chaos. 

“He Yu, come back!” screamed Duan Cuizhen. “Your mission is to protect me right now!” 

He Yu didn’t hesitate. He broke through the battle all around him and ran toward Duan Cuizhen. 

But someone stepped out in front of him. Xie Qingcheng, amid the smoke and blood, stood in his way.

He Yu narrowed his eyes—but for some reason, he didn’t attack. “Get out of the way.” 

“That Vivian over there isn’t your mother,” said Xie Qingcheng. “He Yu, wake up.” 

“Of course I know that,” He Yu snapped. “But as long as Duan Cuizhen is alive, sooner or later, my mother will be resurrected in the Mandelaverse! Get out of my way!” 

Xie Qingcheng’s voice grew louder. “You’re being controlled! Even if the Mandelaverse is built, it won’t be your mother resurrected. It would just be a simulated, illusory reflection, and you know that. Think about your past. Your life is filled with joy and sorrow, with real people. It can’t be replaced by a dataset—you are unique, and so is your mother!” 

He Yu’s gaze fluttered; Xie Qingcheng’s words seemed to have pushed a little against the ideas forcibly implanted in his mind by Mandela. 

Fragments of memory swirled through He Yu’s thoughts…

He Jiwei taking him fishing as a child—one of the few times they spent together as father and son. Though it was just one afternoon, he still remembered it. Xie Xue taking out a candy and giving it to him. The candy still held the warmth of the little girl’s palm, and she smiled at him. 

Xie Qingcheng standing beside the chair, wearing a mask. His peach-blossom eyes met He Yu’s, and he asked him to put his hand out. He wrapped soft, white gauze around He Yu’s wrist. 

“If everyone you meet just becomes extracted data that can be recreated, if everyone’s life becomes data that can be uploaded, downloaded, edited, and extended… The boundary between the real and the virtual will become indistinguishable. You’ll be numbed by the world you want to see. You’ll believe that this new world contains everything you’ve lost—but the truth is, what’s lost is lost, and it can never come back! The Mandelaverse only exploits human emotions, tricking you into forgetting those who really lived, leaving you to slumber in a bright dream.” 

Silence was He Yu’s only response. 

“Reality cannot be replaced,” Xie Qingcheng insisted. He hadn’t made a move against He Yu yet, so he was sure he would listen at least a little. He Yu’s mind may have been hammered by Mandela’s steel pillar of control, imprisoned and unable to move, but his heart was still there. He knew He Yu was still awake in the abyss. 

Battle coursed all around them, each combatant against their own opponent. Xie Qingcheng faced He Yu, and He Yu watched him with a slight daze in his eyes. 

“Wake up,” Xie Qingcheng repeated in a trembling voice, sensing his hesitation. “He Yu, I know this reality is filled with regrets, and it brings immense pain. You lost your mother, your family… You’ve lost so much, but those losses are how people grow, learn to cherish others, and understand the meaning of life. The world Duan Cuizhen will paint for you, where everyone and everything is replaceable, will only intoxicate and numb you, making you forget the truest parts of them. Do you understand me?” 

“Don’t listen to him!” Duan Cuizhen shouted from where she was hiding at the far end of the room. She didn’t dare to get too close, but she could see that the situation was dire. “Don’t listen to what he says! What’s irreplaceable? ‘Love’ in this world is nothing more than humans perceiving self-validation. You seek family, friendship, and love to make yourself happy—humans live for themselves! The Mandelaverse can grant you everything you desire, and restore all you’ve lost. You are the master of your own fate. What’s wrong with that?!” 

He Yu lifted his hand and touched his forehead. There was a sharp pain through his skull, as if it was being split apart. 

“He Yu! Have you forgotten why you fell in love with Xie Qingcheng? You were just looking for someone to fill the void in your heart, weren’t you?!” Seeing his thoughts forming, in her desperation, Duan Cuizhen screamed, “Anyone is fine, as long as they treat you well! Have you forgotten? You didn’t even like Xie Qingcheng at the start. He was the one you turned your attention to after you couldn’t get Xie Xue!” 

Xie Xue?! Even under these circumstances, Xie Qingcheng was stunned. He Yu used to like…Xie Xue? Like the sudden breaking of a dam, a flood of the past surged out—

On Huzhou University’s dream island, He Yu had thought the person in the mascot suit was Xie Xue when he said all that. 

In the Hangzhou hotel, He Yu had said his heart was broken, saw his eyes, and kissed him by mistake. The girl from his school whom He Yu had once liked, whom Xie Qingcheng had never asked about…

Xie Qingcheng froze in place as the realization washed over him—this was the root of everything that had happened.

Taking advantage of his hesitation, Duan Cuizhen yelled, “He Yu, come here!” 

He Yu furrowed his brows. 

“Come here! He lied to you! He abandoned you! You don’t need him, either!” she wailed, her sharp voice piercing He Yu’s heart. “No one cares about you! You’ll just be tricked again and again! Wake up! Think about how he used to treat you! Have you forgotten?! You only treated him as a replacement for Xie Xue, and you suffered so much because of him! Think about it!” 

His gaze grew more and more confused. He covered his head, and as Duan Cuizhen screamed, images of Xie Qingcheng’s coldness flashed before his eyes—

“What does your illness have to do with me?” 

“When you die, tell me in a dream. If I’m in a good mood, I might even burn some incense at your grave. You beast.” 

“Get out!” 

Get out…

Get out—! 

Turned away from He Yu, Xie Qingcheng took his suitcase away without a glance back… Each scene pierced He Yu like a razor shard. He trembled, as if afflicted by countless invisible wounds, a thousand arrows piercing his heart…

“Yes,” he mumbled, “there’s a hole in my heart… There’s a hole in my heart… You’re all lying to me. Nobody wants me… It’s all fake, the candles were fake, the friend was fake, the family was fake… Nothing is real! So, so…so I’ve been searching for something to replace that warmth…” 

He looked up abruptly, his bloodshot gaze trembling. “Nothing is irreplaceable… And you, too… You’re just a replacement! You’ll always be a replacement! I poured so much into a replacement, and ended up like this! I’m stupid—!” He turned to Duan Cuizhen, eyes almost entirely empty. 

“You’re right, you’re right… Nothing is irreplaceable… In the end, the emotions of this world are for humans to satisfy themselves! Nothing is irreplaceable!” he howled, the red in his eyes spreading. With his ammunition spent, he drew a bayonet and charged straight at Xie Qingcheng.

“Watch out!” 

The nearest armed police officer finished off a modified human before turning to rush over to provide support, meeting He Yu in a fierce battle. As he did, Zheng Jingfeng finally triumphed over a pack of hyenas. His eyes alert, he advanced toward Duan Cuizhen with a roar—this was his chance! 

She was wide open! 

“Aaahhh!” Duan Cuizhen shrieked hysterically as Zheng Jingfeng closed in on her. Dodging his first attack, she broke into a run, heading for the main control panel. He caught up to her easily, and she was no match for him. But just as he was about to land his second blow—

Duan Cuizhen collapsed beside the main control panel’s pillar. 

Zheng Jingfeng paused. Before he could slam his bayonet into her brain, she fell to the ground like a beautiful snake shedding its skin. Her red dress spread out behind her; her eyes, wide and unfocused, stared blankly at the ceiling. 

For a moment, Zheng Jingfeng thought she was playing dead, or that maybe she’d been struck by a stray bullet. 

But as he was trying to work out what had happened, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. A sixth sense, cultivated through years of experience, made him drop down to the ground—the moment he did, there was a loud crash. A shot pierced the three-meter-tall glass container in front of him, sending reagent spilling out from behind the shattered glass along with the body contained within. 

Suddenly overcome with nausea, Zheng Jingfeng scrambled to his feet. But he didn’t have time to process this. He turned to look—and his pupils constricted when he saw who’d shot him. It was—

Duan Wen?! W-wasn’t he being controlled by Xie Qingcheng? 

“Lao-Zheng!” Xie Qingcheng cried; he’d rushed over when he sensed the explosion. “That’s not Duan Wen… I can feel it! It’s not him! It’s Duan Cuizhen! She can use that machine to take over Duan Wen’s brain!” 

The battle still raged around them. Shocked, Zheng Jingfeng instinctively turned to look at Vivian’s fallen body. When did she…

There it was: a device with a maroon button in her hand.

Duan Cuizhen had been careful when her brain waves moved from the little boy to Vivian. She knew this was a temporary move, one that couldn’t be sustained for long; so to give herself a way out, she’d grabbed the backup remote control off the lab bench during the chaos. 

Before the surgery began, Duan Wen had conducted another brain-transferring experiment with her as a safety measure, so he still had the corresponding wave path on his neck. As long as they were both near enough to the lab bench to be affected by its radiation, she could achieve her goal with this simple remote. 

She had taken a chance, and it worked. Duan Cuizhen had extraordinary willpower. And now, like a cornered beast, her mind was fully unleashed, domineering and vicious. Her ability to take over someone else’s brain would last longer and work more smoothly than it ever had before. 

“Lao-Zheng! Hurry!” Xie Qingcheng tried to subdue Duan Cuizhen with his blood toxin, but he was swiftly losing control of the madwoman.

Things had become even more chaotic. Zheng Jingfeng, unable to take a shot when friendly fire was much too likely, had no choice but to rush forward with his police dagger, aiming for Duan Wen’s head. 

Clang! 

Duan Cuizhen freed herself from the blood toxin at the last moment, grabbing a broken section of pipe and swinging it to block Zheng Jingfeng’s attack. The steel pipe and the dagger clashed, spraying metallic sparks. The sharp gleam of the blade reflected in both men’s eyes. Behind the pipe, Duan Wen stared at Zheng Jingfeng, flashing Duan Cuizhen’s sneer. The two of them then flew into a fierce, close-quarters duel.

Back in his day, Zheng Jingfeng was the top of the police academy when it came to close combat. He may have been older and a little weaker now, but he still had the advantage of experience. He expected that Duan Cuizhen and Duan Wen combined wouldn’t be a match for him. 

But after just a dozen moves, an alarm went off in Zheng Jingfeng’s head—he realized that no matter what he did, Duan Wen seemed to anticipate it. 

“Who the hell are you…?” Zheng Jingfeng demanded. “Who the hell are you?!” 

Duan Cuizhen smiled. She didn’t answer. 

Xie Qingcheng’s heart thudded as he realized there was one important piece of information that he’d never had his messenger cook tell Zheng Jingfeng. “Lao-Zheng, don’t use any old fighting techniques that you taught to your students!” he yelled. “He’s Chen Lisheng!” 

Zheng Jingfeng was shocked. 

“Duan Wen is Chen Lisheng—!” Xie Qingcheng shouted through the chaos. “Duan Cuizhen has taken over his mind, and she shares his memories!” 

As if struck by lightning, Zheng Jingfeng suddenly understood everything. Duan Wen was Chen Lisheng…

Xie Ping’s student. 

His former classmate, Xie Ping, had unreservedly passed his experience on to this young man, teaching him with earnest responsibility. Xie Ping’s own fighting skills weren’t the best, and so he’d once slipped Zheng Jingfeng a pack of soft Chunghwa cigarettes and asked Zheng Jingfeng to take care of him, all so Chen Lisheng could surpass his shifu. 

He still remembered the banter he and Xie Ping had exchanged that afternoon. 

“You want me to take care of your own student?” 

“You’re the best fighter around. Take the cigarettes and teach him well.” 

“Why should I? He doesn’t even call me shifu.” 

“Lao-Zheng…why are you still here arguing with me? Take the cigarettes, or I’ll give them to the chief!” 

“Stop! Hand them over! Goodness, why do you treat your apprentice like your own son…” 

Now, in the underground lab, Zheng Jingfeng’s eyes filled with tears. He let out a bellow that the entire basement could hear: “Chen Lisheng! How could you?! Huh?! How could you!” 

He had taught Chen Lisheng everything he knew at his old friend’s behest. No wonder Duan Wen could instantly react to most of his close-combat techniques—they were what he taught to all his students! 

Zheng Jingfeng’s heart ached. He sent a flurry of fists at the man in front of him, his form nearly crazed. Even though he knew that Duan Wen’s consciousness was being suppressed by Duan Cuizhen right now, that he might not even be able to hear him, he still roared as he fought this beast. 

“Chen Lisheng, I’m your master’s friend. He asked me to take care of you. From now on, you have to learn well from me. I don’t give special treatment to just anyone, you understand?” That bright and sunny day, Zheng Jingfeng patted Chen Lisheng on the shoulder and gave him a slightly mischievous, roguish grin. 

“Thank you, Captain Zheng,” Chen Lisheng said. “I understand.” 

By the flowerbeds, Xie Ping watched with a smile, a cup of hot tea in his hands. 

The sounds of the past seemed to echo in his ears, mocking him, like the remnants of a nightmare. Zheng Jingfeng’s eyes were bloodshot as he lashed out with his fists and feet. He wouldn’t let anyone take this opponent from him—he’d kill him himself. 

A left hook, a right kick…

He saw Duan Wen react—he had already raised a defensive arm to block the spinning kick. Zheng Jingfeng’s brown eyes darkened as Xie Ping and Zhou Muying’s faces flashed before them. He saw the starry sky of the Golden Triangle, and heard the three young cadets’ roaring laughter beneath it…

The spinning kick never came out. Instead, he slammed his body forward, colliding with Duan Wen’s arm, which was poised to strike. It hurt terribly; it felt like his sternum was broken. But he saw a flash of fear in Duan Cuizhen’s eyes. He’d done something unexpected.

Zheng Jingfeng didn’t give his opponent a chance to strike back. His dagger glared with a cold light, poised to pierce Duan Wen’s heart. There was a thud—

It was Li Yun.

At the critical moment, the modified human Li Yun had fought his way through the crowd, rushing over to grab Zheng Jingfeng’s dagger. Almost immediately, his grip on the dagger loosened, and in their push and pull, it stabbed right into Li Yun’s chest.

There was no time to take it back. The dagger plunged into Li Yun’s flesh. This was…

This was the same reaction Xie Qingcheng’s “parents” had had. Since these advanced modified humans retained some consciousness of the living, they had the potential to act as they would if they were alive. Li Yun had instinctively protected his classmate, his friend. 

He thought the man being attacked was Chen Lisheng. 

In a second, the collision of the blow threw Li Yun into one of the tall reactors behind him, nearly knocking it over. The reactor flashed an explosion warning, and with part of the frame now broken, it swayed, threatening to crash onto the ground. 

Xie Qingcheng had powerful abilities coursing through his veins. He might have been blind, but he was more perceptive than those who could see. He responded immediately, shouting to the stunned Zheng Jingfeng, “Lao-Zheng! Get out of the way, it’s going to explode!” 

Sweat poured down Zheng Jingfeng’s face. He glanced up, snapped back to his senses, and rolled to his feet, running in the opposite direction. 

Of course, it was Duan Cuizhen’s consciousness in control of the “Duan Wen” Li Yun was protecting, and as she realized what was happening, she began screaming, trying to free herself from the weight of his body. But in this final moment, Li Yun’s desire to protect his classmate was too strong. She couldn’t break free. Watching the reactor tilt, about to fall, Duan Cuizhen yelled, “Let me go! Let me go! Let—” 

Her voice was suddenly cut off. The next instant, Duan Wen’s pupils shuddered, and his own light returned to them. 

CRASH! 

“Watch out!” Li Yun cried, just as he had over twenty years ago. He stood in front of Duan Wen, facing Chen Lisheng, his back to the falling object. A deafening bang. The reactor fell, striking the iron pillar beside it. Glass shattered, and flames erupted.

There really was an explosion.


Chapter 249:
At the Very End

 

THE EARTH SHOOK and black smoke spiraled toward the ceiling. Shrapnel and broken glass littered the ground. 

But the blast radius itself was quite small. Whether because the fluid in the reactor wasn’t something that produced large-scale chain reactions, or because someone in the heavens was looking after them, it failed to hurt a single police officer or soldier. The only ones affected were Li Yun and the man he was holding, so tightly and securely in his arms—Duan Wen, accidentally dragged down into the abyss with him.

Memories from twenty years ago seemed to activate within Li Yun; his protective behavior two decades past was replicated almost exactly. 

But he didn’t realize that this time, it wasn’t a signboard, it was an explosive device. 

The smoke finally dispersed, revealing a patch of barren earth. Panting for breath, Zheng Jingfeng straightened up and surveyed his surroundings. He saw Duan Wen lying bloodied beneath the modified Li Yun, crimson pouring onto the ground from deep wounds. His whole body was scorched, but his chest was still heaving—though swiftly beginning to weaken. 

Zheng Jingfeng watched him. All his treachery and deception was so piteous, so shocking; for some reason, a complicated mix of emotions drowned out the joy of averted catastrophe. Drawing in deep lungfuls of air, his military boots stepping across the scrap-strewn scorched ground, he made his way to Duan Wen and Li Yun’s bodies. 

He looked down at the two men whose faces he couldn’t even recognize anymore. “Why,” he asked. 

His face tightened—the tears fell, spilling over Duan Wen’s face like rain. 

“Why, Chen Lisheng? Huh? Don’t…don’t you have a heart?! Your shifu had no duty to be as good to you as he was! However tired he might’ve been, he still mentored you, taught you, and took care of you every day—he said you were a good officer! That you would be a good officer! Chen Lisheng—why? He took a knife for you! When you said you didn’t want to go home, he took you to his own! He treated you like family… Why did you… What on earth made you…” 

His voice turned to sobs. “When you were orchestrating their deaths…when you were murdering…the mentors who cooked you dinner and took you to the doctor…what were you thinking?! Chen Lisheng…tell me what you were thinking!” 

Duan Wen lay on the ground, still in the circle of Li Yun’s arms. It was how you’d protect your comrade. His shifu had once done the same for him. 

He had regained his lucidity, but he could hardly hear anything anymore. Zheng Jingfeng’s enraged howling seemed very distant. Duan Wen just lay there, breathing faintly. He shouldn’t have died so easily. At the last moment, his mind had broken free of Duan Cuizhen’s brain waves and he regained consciousness. He could have dodged the falling bomb. 

He could’ve pushed Li Yun aside and evaded the explosion himself. But Li Yun was holding him, naively hoping to protect him. He’d hesitated. He didn’t shove Li Yun away and run; in that moment between life and death, he stared into Li Yun’s eyes. 

In those eyes, he saw his own reflection. 

Just like all those years ago, when Li Yun leaped to shield him from the falling sign outside the bar, one young man stared at another. Two pairs of solemn eyes met—one feigning carelessness, the other hiding genuine ruthlessness. 

In that moment, Duan Wen missed his last chance to escape. Blood poured from his wounds. He accepted all of it with utmost calm; he’d never been afraid to face death or defeat. Life was like a game of chess, and sometimes a single move would cost you the whole game. He did not fear that, but… Why did he hesitate? 

He didn’t seem to know the answer. He was a machine crafted by Duan Cuizhen. Ever since his youth, he had been a creature of perfect rationality, emotionless; one that pursued only the truths of eternal life and scientific advancement. Lao-Zheng was asking him how he felt when he killed his mentors… 

How he felt…? 

When Mandela devised a plot to kill Xie Ping and Zhou Muying, he hadn’t felt much of anything. As he watched the glow of the burning truck, he didn’t feel anything in particular. But for some reason, as time passed and he forgot many other things, he never forgot the flames. Just as he could never forget how Li Yun’s eyes had filled with disappointment when he learned he was a double agent. 

He blinked. He couldn’t move most of his body anymore, but he still managed to turn his fading sight toward Li Yun. Li Yun’s last act had been to protect him. With the last of his strength, Duan Wen stared at him and asked, “Why?”

That bloodied replacement, the modified human, likewise gathered the last of its own strength and rasped an answer. “It was…just instinct…”

Duan Wen’s pupils shrank. At that moment, he could somehow see the face of that careless young police officer. Twenty years ago, when the signboard fell, Li Yun had answered him in much the same way. But…what exactly was instinct? What was human emotion?

He’d studied it for close to forty years, from books to laboratories, from cell structures to entire individuals. He analyzed it all from behind a gentle and refined mask. 

Sometimes, he thought he understood it; his grasp of human nature was so deep as to make for total mastery, enough to create any kind of person he wanted. That was why he had held the leashes of so many people who nevertheless loved him with all that they were—Lu Yuzhu, for example. 

And all those transient passersby whose faces he’d forgotten. He toyed with them, trying to touch human emotions through them. But in the end, he couldn’t even recall their names. Was this really how human nature worked? Then why was Li Yun different? Why would Li Yun reach out to a nobody classmate and put his own body at risk to protect him? 

Slowly, a memory from many years ago rose to the forefront of Duan Wen’s mind. It was when he was still in officers’ school—after a run, he and Li Yun sat down side by side on a magnolia-covered field. Having only just started school, the two of them didn’t know each other very well. 

Li Yun glanced at him lazily. “Chen Lisheng,” he said. “I think you’re a bit of a weirdo.”

Wary as he was, he’d been well-versed in human reactions by then: He smiled. “How so?” 

“You’re too righteous. Feels fake.”

Silence fell. The cicadas screeched from the trees; there was a sleepy sweetness in the September air as summer faded and autumn came. The flowers swayed brilliantly in their basins, moving silently beside them. 

In the awkward silence, Li Yun burst out laughing. He handed him a bottle of chilled soda, his face still idle. “I’m joking. We’re classmates, after all—if we end up on the same squad in the same department, I’ll count on you to have my back.”

“…Why?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why would you count on me?”

As he grinned, Li Yun’s expression was too coolly beautiful to befit a policeman. “Because I look like the type to turn traitor. And if none of the other students want anything to do with me, I’ve got no other choice. You’re the only goody-goody. Don’t worry, Chen Lisheng. I’m actually more reliable than you’d think. If you’re ever in real danger, I’ll come to your rescue too. I’m not joking; trust me, okay? Nobody’s actually heartless. Cheers.”

Li Yun knocked his glass of soda against the one he was holding.

Brring—

School bells rang out around the officers’ campus. Li Yun gulped down his soda and mopped at his forehead with his uniform. When he turned to look at him, his eyes were very bright. 

“After school, let’s walk home together.”

Duan Wen closed his eyes. 

School’s over, Chen Lisheng. Let’s walk home together… 

In the last moments of his life, Duan Wen felt like he’d returned to the aftermath of the explosion at the bar. In the hallway, a young Li Yun with crutches smiled lazily at him. 

“My leg’s hurt, Chen Lisheng. Look at the cast. Give me a piggyback ride home, won’t you?”

“…The dorm’s on the seventh floor.”

“What, you don’t wanna do it?”

“…It’s fine.” He crouched, revealing a broad, uniform-clad back. “Come on up. I’ll carry you.” 

He’d never carried anyone up seven flights of stairs before, not even his little brother Chen Man. Li Yun clung tight to his back, his cheek pressed to his spine. He could feel the warmth of him even through his clothes. 

The dormitory hallways were dim back then—unfinished floors and green-painted walls. On one floor, the lights weren’t even working. He didn’t walk too quickly. Even if Li Yun was a pretty tall guy, he somehow wasn’t that heavy. Probably because he was too thin. Duan Wen remembered that he didn’t look like he came from a particularly well-off family; a village kid who lived off his scholarship money. 

He paused for a beat. “Do you want me to treat you to hot pot, or those rice noodles near your place?”

“Huh?” From his back, Li Yun chuckled. “Then you’d have to carry me downstairs and back up again.”

“…It’s okay. It’s like training.”

“Then I choose rice noodles.”

“Okay.” 

“With an extra serving of meat.” He was very smug about this; he seemed to think it was an outrageous request. “You’d better not leave me there to foot the bill.”

Chen Lisheng smiled. 

But they were in a dark hallway, and he was facing away. Li Yun never saw. 

Nobody ever saw him smile. His expressions were always crafted to achieve certain results, and yet such a softly refined smile still appeared on his face without anyone to see. It was a shame he never considered the reason why. 

“Sure,” he said. The only thing he said. “I’ll carry you there and back.”

Li Yun guffawed. “You really are a saint…” 

That naive young man said he was a saint. The other young man, whose hands were still unstained by blood, said I’ll carry you there and back. 

I’ll carry you back…

He was losing his blood, his lucidity, and his life. Duan Wen never could’ve imagined that he would die like this—the victim not of an assassination plot, but of Li Yun’s reflexive protection. 

It seemed to be the strongest force in the universe, causing death as much as salvation. Over twenty years, it had silently guided Duan Wen to this ending. He had spent twenty years seeking the essence of it, the same way he sought the results of every experiment. But in the last few seconds of his life, the warm conversation and laughter of his youth were long gone, and Chen Lisheng and Li Yun were both mangled past recognition. 

All he heard were Li Yun’s words for Duan Wen, disappointed, bloody and bitter. When his skylark said:

“Perhaps you’ll understand at the very end…” 

Duan Wen didn’t know if he did. The last thing he registered was the line of warmth streaming down from his eyes. He didn’t know what it was. 

He’d never felt it before. 


Chapter 250:
I’m Here

 

AROUND THEM was silence. Zheng Jingfeng stared at Duan Wen’s body, his throat raw as wind-blasted desert stone. “…It’s over.” 

He tilted his head to the sky, desperately trying to put a smile on his weathered, grimy face. But warm tears came first, flowing down the lines of his cheeks. 

It was over, wasn’t it? At long last. Duan Wen was dead and Duan Cuizhen’s mind was gone; when her brain waves ceased, the main switch that regulated the entire island would turn off. All was sunk into the abyss. Everything was ending… Taking a breath, Zheng Jingfeng closed his eyes in exhaustion. He—

“Lao-Zheng, watch out!” 

His eyes shot open. Before he could even react, Xie Qingcheng had grabbed him and thrown him backward, shielding him with his body. It was He Yu—he took his chance the moment Zheng Jingfeng let his guard down, hurling himself dagger-first at Captain Zheng.

He was still being controlled…! 

With his senses magnified, Xie Qingcheng had detected the movement faster than Lao-Zheng could. In a flickering instant, he was already standing in front of Zheng Jingfeng. He faced the mindless He Yu and raised a stolen gun just moments before the dagger met its mark. 

They were so close. Even with his eyes gouged out, the abilities of the other psychological Ebola patients meant Xie Qingcheng could still aim right for He Yu’s heart. The glinting blade flashed ever closer to the pitch-black muzzle of the gun. 

“Stop, He Yu!” 

But the blood toxin was no use. Xie Qingcheng’s ability came from He Yu; it had no power over him. 

Time moved slowly. White bandage over his eyes, Xie Qingcheng stood in place while He Yu charged. Bright medical lights from a nearby lab shone down between the two of them. 

If He Yu didn’t wake up, one of them would die. All hope for salvation would be lost. The tension thickened until it could be cut with a knife. Death’s scythe drew ever closer—who would kill the other? 

There was no way out. 

He Yu’s blade sought out Xie Qingcheng. 

Xie Qingcheng’s finger lay on the trigger. The abnormal hearing of Case No. 2 let him pinpoint the location of He Yu’s heart. 

He took aim for his chest, fingers shaking, when suddenly— 

Gege.

Xie-ge.

Doctor Xie!

Xie Qingcheng…

Hundreds of snatches of conversation echoed through his ears, splashing out from old memories, untouched by bloodshed. He Yu’s shadow suddenly appeared before Xie Qingcheng’s sightless eyes once more.

He Yu as a child, as a youth, at the sea battle, after their reunion… In a chorus of cries, all these images overlapped one another. They finally settled on the form of He Yu as he confessed to him—that face so earnest that Xie Qingcheng could hardly bear to look at it. He thought of all the heartrending words He Yu had given him— 

Xie Qingcheng, I may be so low, but I still dare love the snow in the sky… 

Xie Qingcheng, won’t you hold me…

Xie Qingcheng… 

How could he have the heart to pull the trigger? 

Even if he was flawed in some respects, even if…he’d just learned that He Yu actually liked Xie Xue in the beginning… They’d gone through too much together. He knew that He Yu’s words turned out to be sincere. He believed him; he knew this was the only person who, having fallen in love with him, would forever run to him, embrace him, and protect him. 

He’d run after him through countless trials, stumbling and falling—and now the young man of the past had ended up like this. The last time He Yu had been conscious, his final words to Xie Qingcheng had been, I’m sorry, I caused trouble for you again. 

But the First Emperor was much more valuable than the blood toxin. He Yu had never brought him trouble. Even hypnotized, at his most vulnerable, he had kept his silence on the secret of the First Emperor. Even if Xie Qingcheng now knew about Xie Xue, and He Yu had just told him to his face that he was only a replacement meant to fill the emptiness in his heart, he knew that wasn’t the truth of what He Yu felt. He never questioned the sincerity of He Yu’s later feelings. 

Nor could he possibly pull the trigger. He could never. 

As He Yu’s dagger plunged toward Xie Qingcheng…he made his choice. He lowered his gun. He’d been calculating the risk to his own life ever since the battle started, but until now he’d never given up on surviving. 

Because he knew He Yu needed him badly, and needed him and him alone. That was the reason he desperately wanted to survive. Even in this moment, he chose to put his faith in the light in He Yu’s eyes, in the tears that He Yu shed. He trusted He Yu’s heartfelt confession—trusted the blood he’d lost, the life he’d risked, all that he’d ever done. 

He believed in all of it. 

He didn’t blame him. No one was born in love with someone else; there were always reasons. He knew and understood. He Yu simply hadn’t told him who else he loved first, that was all. And perhaps that was enough for Xie Qingcheng to make the choice he did at the very last moment. 

He still believed in He Yu’s love for him, and he wanted to protect him—but in that moment, Xie Qingcheng let go of something. In the depths of his heart, he thought that maybe his survival was no longer so important. How important could a torn, patchwork teddy bear really be…? 

No matter how self-assured it might be, being thrown away time and time again only to be finally tossed into a cold puddle was enough to make it notice its tattered seams and shabby scars. Even it would feel too weary to even want to be picked up ever again. That was why… 

Maybe he didn’t make his choice solely out of a desire to protect He Yu. In that all-important instant, what awoke within him was some kind of instinct, not a rational thought. The same way Li Yun ran to defend Duan Wen out of reflex. All of it was the truest projections of the heart, undistinguishable no matter the circumstances. 

Xie Qingcheng thought he wouldn’t care about whatever He Yu said to him while brainwashed. After all, in the grand scheme of things, he didn’t even have enough time to process it, or let it rattle him. He thought he could ignore it, but he hadn’t managed even that. 

He didn’t blame He Yu. 

But…his heart did ache. Just like a normal person, for the first time…he hurt like there was a knife between his ribs. He endured the pain, the knife, all the echoes of “Xie-ge, I can’t be away from you,” “You’re all I have,” “I only want you,” and “Xie Qingcheng, I need you” in his ears. 

I need you. 

I love you. 

I love you and only you. You’re…irreplaceable… 

The words circled in his heart, trying to mend the holes but only serving to hurt him deeper. Something warm seeped from his sightless eye sockets, but he wasn’t even capable of producing tears anymore. He still loved him, but it no longer seemed possible for him to really care for himself. 

His fingers slowly loosened. The gun in his palm fell to the floor. The man’s lips parted. In the stark light, they softly formed the words, “Little Devil…” 

He Yu froze. 

A terrible pain speared through his head, but it didn’t feel like it came from his skull. Instead, something had burst from his heart, arcing up into his mind. He was terrified. A dragon howled against the bars of his mind, shrieking up a storm. 

No…no! Don’t hurt him! You’ll regret it! Don’t kill him! 

There were mere inches between them; He Yu’s blade was a millimeter from piercing Xie Qingcheng’s chest. 

He was too fast for Xie Qingcheng to dodge. The blade glinted with a chilling light as it struck— 

Don’t do it! 

He’s the only bridge you have to the world, the only one who sees you as a regular human being. He’s the man you loved, the man you said you’d never relinquish even if it cost you your life. He’s your Doctor Xie, have you forgotten? Who could possibly take his place… 

The dragon wept tears of blood in his chest, its talons tearing at his heart and piercing his soul. The bars Mandela had built in his mind wavered. 

Have you forgotten how it feels?! 

The blade slowly froze, coming to an abrupt stop less than a hairsbreadth from Xie Qingcheng’s chest. Beads of sweat streamed down He Yu’s face. He was caught once again in agonizing torment, torn in half by total anguish. Trembling all over, he barely managed to keep the knife from plunging home. 

“I…won’t kill you…” His eyes glassy, he managed to shape a few hoarse noises from his throat. “Go…!” 

It hurt too much. It was like his insides had been put in a meat grinder; he was being ripped to bloody shreds. “Go!” He wasn’t fully in control of his own mind yet. Within that all-encompassing battle, he shrieked at Xie Qingcheng furiously. 

Perhaps detecting the blood toxin’s rebellion, the implant module on his chest designed to help He Yu fight suddenly slid open a black compartment, a glint of metal flashing within. Xie Qingcheng couldn’t see anything, but he heard the noise and felt a chill. 

It was a dagger—the implant was trying to stab Xie Qingcheng on its own! 

Looking over Xie Qingcheng’s shoulder, Zheng Jingfeng felt all the blood in his body drain away as if pulled by a high-suction sump. His soul and senses left him. “No—!” 

It was like a slow-motion replay from a movie. 

The dagger flew out of the machine and shot for Xie Qingcheng’s abdomen. In an instant, He Yu whirled and, brandishing his own knife, parried the dagger’s attack.

Clang! 

He protected him… In that critical moment, even if he was brainwashed, He Yu had protected him out of instinct… But this triggered the blood toxin command module’s punishment parameters. As soon as he parried the knife, the mechanisms at He Yu’s ear and his chest flared with crimson light. He wailed. The strongest level of brainwashing power surged through his mortal body, with no regard for whether or not he could take it. 

By the module’s operating principle, the blood toxin was better off dead than in rebellion. 

He Yu convulsed, eyes losing focus. The module was no longer trying to erase his sense of self. It was trying to wipe his mind entirely, to reduce him to an unthinking machine! His fault for violating parameters! His fault for still having love in his heart! 

His eyes were crimson; he couldn’t catch his breath. The machine was subjugating him, dominating him, eroding his life, his dignity, his memories and his self—invading all he had. He shuddered… Trembled… Blood poured from his nose and ears as his eyes rolled up until only the whites were visible, marked by bloody tears. 

And then all was silent. He had held out for so long, only to still end up consumed. 

In a beat, his bloodied hand—wounded from shielding Xie Qingcheng—lifted the dagger back up off the floor. 

He had no heart, no thought, no consciousness, no sense of self. All of it happened too quickly, before anyone could react. In Zheng Jingfeng’s pinprick pupils, Xie Qingcheng’s silhouette shone as He Yu brought that glinting blade down; the very blade he had blocked for him. 

Wielding the knife with no mind at all, He Yu brought it down into Xie Qingcheng’s stomach. This time, there was no miracle… 

Only a sickening squelch. 

He struck with such immense force that the closest catalytic tank shattered. Pale red liquid flew through the air like a shower of petals, and Xie Qingcheng stood there in the floral rain. Just stood. 

He Yu’s knife had plunged through his stomach and out his back; scarlet poured like beads off a broken string, dripping down along the blade. 

Blood splattered across Lao-Zheng’s face and eyes. 

“No…no…Xie Qingcheng, no! No!” Coming back to his senses, Lao-Zheng stood up off the ground and ran—only to hear Xie Qingcheng’s voice. 

Xie Qingcheng hadn’t dodged He Yu’s last strike. Maybe if he’d really tried, he might’ve moved out of the way—but he could sense that the compulsion imposed by the blood toxin command module had left He Yu bleeding from his eyes and ears, that it compelled the very beat of his heart. It had already unlocked its final self-destruct system. Xie Qingcheng could hear the minute mechanical movements and smell that subtle note in the air: A poisoned needle had extended from its sheath. 

If He Yu tried to protect him again—on even the barest whim—the machine would take his life. So he could not dodge the blow, nor did he want to. He couldn’t keep the battle going; he couldn’t give He Yu’s instincts another chance to struggle free for his sake… 

He stood facing He Yu, his throat filling with blood. His voice was hardly audible but very firm as he spoke to Zheng Jingfeng behind him. “Beware…! Duan Cuizhen…is right behind you… Go kill her… Lao-Zheng, go…kill her!” 

Zheng Jingfeng whirled in shock, fury, and grief, his ears ringing. How could he have forgotten about Vivian? 

When he had struck at Vivian and missed, Duan Cuizhen had left her brain of her own volition. But now that Duan Wen was dead, there was still another body in the underground chamber that she could connect to, one she could control very easily: Vivian! 

The woman in red was laughing as she got up from the ground. 

Behind her lay mounds of Mandela testing equipment, RN-13, obedience potion, and dead testing victims… Those massive solution tanks filled with Mandela’s terrifying pharmaceutical creations glowed softly behind her, tracing out the supple lines of her body in that veiled light. She was like a monster that arose from those fluids, a demon that slithered from the ancient seas, the most twisted desires of the human mind… 

She lifted her head, grinning. “It’s not over yet, He Yu—open your blood toxin shielding module and bring my body out. Then blow this place up! Bury them all alive! I don’t want any of it anymore! As long as I’m alive, we’ll be able to start again! Come here!” 

There was no expression on He Yu’s face, only a bloodless pallor. After a few moments, he tried pulling his knife out and doing what he was told. But he realized he couldn’t move anymore. It was Xie Qingcheng—he had the master controls on He Yu’s chest in his hands. 

He had taken his only chance to touch He Yu’s sternum. He Yu blinked up at him as they faced each other. He couldn’t see his eyes—only the darkening blood beneath the bandages. After a few moments, scarlet streaks slid down those pale cheeks. 

“I’ll get you out of here…” whispered Xie Qingcheng. “It’s over… I…I’ll untie you…” 

Tears of blood streamed down to the ground. Blood, crimson blood, blooming into hydrangea flowers. When Xie Qingcheng reached out to touch the core of He Yu’s module, they blossomed into roses on his chest. 

“Little Devil…it’s over… It’s done… I’ll untie you, but…in the future…in the future…don’t think you’re alone anymore…or unwanted…okay…? Don’t think of any of the cutting things I said to you… Forget that I ever said I wanted you dead… Especially…especially when I lied to you…at the sea battle…okay?” 

Xie Qingcheng choked up. “I didn’t mean to… He Yu, I really didn’t mean to…” Those bloody tears flowed unceasing. “I’m sorry, I…” 

Tendons stood out on the back of his hand. He was shaking too hard to move—the arm he was using was the one he’d injured protecting He Yu. Using the absolute last of his strength, he attempted to remove the device; finally, Xie Qingcheng managed to make it move. 

First, he found the tiny self-destruct mechanism. Still shaking, he tapped at it, finding the key lever by ear. But even if he’d stopped it from self-destructing, from killing He Yu, his hand didn’t lower. He wanted to remove the module…the brainwashing module… 

He was so close. Xie Qingcheng’s hand curled and uncurled. He was using the energy he should’ve been using to breathe for He Yu’s salvation. 

“…I’m here… Don’t be afraid… Stay still…” 

The tip of his nail caught the device’s screw and turned it. 

He spat out a mouthful of blood, but he refused to stop. Xie Qingcheng was so close. So close… 

It’ll be fine, Little Devil. Everything will be okay. I…I’ve untied you so many times in the past… This time…it’ll be just like before… 

His violent shaking suddenly came to a stop. One second passed, and then another. 

“He Yu…don’t be afraid… I’m here… I’ll help undo it for you… I’ll…undo it…” 

That last word turned into a barely audible sob. This was the only thing he wanted to do, just as he was once the only person who didn’t think the young He Yu was a monster. He wanted to untie him from his bonds and bring him out of the room in his arms. 

But this time, he was too wounded, exhausted, and spent to succeed. All he could do was stubbornly mumble the words again and again, as if trying to remind himself to finish his task. Because he needed to. But he couldn’t hold out any longer… He’d ruined the self-destruct system, but failed to remove the device. 

Xie Qingcheng’s hand slid from He Yu’s bloodied chest. 

“…I’m sorry…” 

He sobbed, one last bloody tear falling to the ground. “I…I really…wanted…to protect you… I know I’m not the best… In the future…if that hole in your heart…can be…filled by…something else…I’ll…” 

I’ll what? 

He never finished that sentence. 

Even though he knew whom He Yu had first fallen in love with, Xie Qingcheng had no regrets. He knew He Yu was the type to fall hard and deep—when he really loved someone, he would love them alone. He Yu had truly fallen in love with him that time in the storm. When the young man grabbed his wrist and sobbed out those words, none of that was feigned. 

Xie Qingcheng knew that. But…in this moment, he still felt heartsick. 

The word “replacement” managed to hurt him in the end. 

But Xie Qingcheng could no longer speak, sapped to the very last. Those slender fingers ceased in endless regret, sliding past He Yu’s lapels and down his front. Before He Yu and Zheng Jingfeng’s eyes… It all looked like it was happening in slow motion. Slowly, heavily, his hand fell. 

I love you. I hope you can continue on. Once I’ve rotted away in the underworld, once you’ve slowly walked out of your grief, I hope you’ll be able to start again and truly fall in love. 

The same way you bravely overcame your disappointment to love me sincerely.


Chapter 251:
Go Home

 

HE YU STARED AT THE MAN before him. Duan Cuizhen had told him that Xie Qingcheng had merely filled a hole in his heart, that anyone else could’ve done the same. As a child it had belonged to his parents, and then to Xie Xue. But for one reason or another, none of them managed to stay for very long. 

Eventually, Xie Qingcheng took their place and made his heart whole. But it was mere coincidence that it ended up being Xie Qingcheng. If not Xie Qingcheng, it could’ve been anyone—there was no need to fixate too hard. 

But in that moment, as he saw Xie Qingcheng collapse in front of him, and heard his final words, he felt as if a sword drew itself through his mind. It sliced through the chains that bound him, reawakening the memories in his brain. 

Could this man…really be replaced? 

He thought of Xie Qingcheng shielding him from falling debris in the midst of a fire, and comforting him in the face of death. Dying didn’t even seem so scary, as long as he was there. Was there really another person who would put his life before their own? He thought of Xie Qingcheng dancing with him in the bar, of the moment he gave his hand to Xie Qingcheng and Xie Qingcheng finally looked down and smiled, exasperated but carefree. 

Was there really anyone else who could make such ripples in his heart? Someone whose downturned smile could fill him with unutterable joy? He thought of Xie Qingcheng’s careful sincerity, his almost mechanical seriousness, his ridiculously old-fashioned chauvinism. 

Xie Qingcheng was such a mess, and yet so perfect. He thought of Xie Qingcheng’s rare smiles and even less frequent tears; he thought of his calmness, his determination, his stubbornness, and his perseverance… 

All these shattered pieces formed a flood that roared through the bonds in He Yu’s head. 

It charged forth into dazzling sunshine and fragrant grasses. He ran, pushing open those closed guest room doors. He ran after him, ran up to Xie Qingcheng’s silhouette as he stood with his suitcase, ready to leave in that sunlit hallway. 

“Xie Qingcheng! Doctor Xie!” 

Like all those cries he dreamed of. In his heart, he never wanted Xie Qingcheng to leave. 

He’d been sick for so many years, and Xie Qingcheng was the only person to ever treat him like a normal boy. Xie Qingcheng was the only person who would tell him it wasn’t so scary after all, that human hearts were forever more powerful than sickness. Xie Qingcheng was the only person who held him, carried him; the only person who, during his fits, would pull him into his arms instead of shoving him into an icy treatment bed. 

Was there really someone else who would hug him despite the danger, and take him from those black fastenings into a warm embrace? Was there really anyone else who would find him before the hydrangeas and say, Little Devil, doesn’t it hurt?

No one would. 

No one ever would. He waited for so many years. Other than his hallucinatory Xie Xue, all he’d ever found was Xie Qingcheng. There was no world, no universe where it could be anyone else.

“Doctor Xie! Doctor Xie! Please…don’t go… Don’t leave me behind… Please…”

The sobs he was too proud to voice back then seemed to shudder in He Yu’s heart. This was what he’d wanted to do back then—he never wanted to stand stiffly where he was and watch Xie Qingcheng leave with his suitcase in tow. He had never wanted him to leave… 

He never wanted him to leave! 

Xie Qingcheng’s blood dribbled out, forming a spreading pool at He Yu’s chest. The crimson soaked into his clothes, into the pocket that lay against his skin with a paper rose tucked in it. The white rose he’d made not too long ago using a sheet of paper that Xie Qingcheng wrote his name on. The rose had the words He Yu on it; he’d tucked it close against his heart. 

He Yu…

He Yu.

He Yu! 

The blood blurred the writing on the rose. Crimson stained those snow-white petals. In warm, fresh blood, that paper rose seemed to bloom in truth. 

A glorious, dazzling, fiery rose of blood blossomed at He Yu’s chest. That emotion that burned hotter than fire finally broke through his bonds, tearing apart the imprint on his thoughts and forming a howling red dragon that snapped the last few nails keeping He Yu under control. The sparks flickered back into He Yu’s once-empty eyes. 

Silence.

He Yu’s almond eyes suddenly brightened and focused. He let go of the knife, coming back to his senses. A shout that was fully his own echoed through the underground chamber.

“Ge! Ge! Ge—!” 

All of his mind came back online; all the bonds were broken. Tears poured down his dirty face as He Yu started weeping, grabbing Xie Qingcheng’s shoulders amid all that destruction. What had he done?! What had he done?! 

“Ge…”

He shuddered, clutching the bloody man. The man…whom he had stabbed with his own hands. He threw back his head, whimpering like a dying beast—a noise that turned to a heartrending scream of grief. 

“Ge, don’t… Don’t!

“What…what do you mean someone else… Fall in love with someone else? No one… There’s no one else! I’m sorry, I misspoke! I hurt you…! Those weren’t my thoughts. I stopped thinking that a long time ago… I’m sorry, Ge… I’m sorry… Wake up! Don’t go… Please… Don’t go…

“I never loved Xie Xue. All of that was a delusion… No one was ever so good to me, except for you…except for you! I never actually loved her… I only loved you… I only want you… Please… Please, Ge, please look at me… Say something, won’t you? Ge, please… Don’t go! Nobody could take your place… I don’t have anything without you… Don’t go… Don’t go! Please… Please stay… Please stay with me…”

Duan Cuizhen’s blood toxin command module was still on his chest, still operational. It was still there, but it no longer had the power to control him. Xie Qingcheng had never been wrong: The power of the human heart was invisible, and maybe few people believed in anything so intangible, but it did exist.

It could take the form of parents, spouses, children, brothers, friends, comrades, lovers… It would turn into ideals, perseverance, gratitude, yearning… 

It would become tears. It would transform into poetry. It was love that kept memory alive and the dead eternal. It was the strongest armor protecting every last person. Duan Cuizhen may have attained the most advanced technology, but she had never understood, never believed in that kind of power. 

In his weeping, in his grief and in his despair, He Yu seemed to feel someone patting him on the shoulder. He turned to somehow see that young doctor in a white lab coat, standing before the hydrangeas.

Xie Qingcheng, age twenty-one. Back then, he was tall and poised, his hair untouched by white, his eyes perfect and whole. When he looked at him, those bright brown peach-blossom eyes were calm and peaceful. 

Twenty-one-year-old Xie Qingcheng stood in that splendid sunshine and said, “Don’t cry, Little Devil. It doesn’t matter if I’m the only one in your heart. To me, you’re irreplaceable. Don’t you know…? All my life, I’ve lost and let go of so many things, but…I don’t want to relinquish you. Nor have I ever given up on you…because you said you thought I was the only person in the world who would care about you. Nobody else has ever said anything like that to me. I hope…in the end, I finally didn’t let you down.”

He reached out to He Yu, his face glowing softly as he turned to the demon dragon kneeling in the ruins. “Look, Little Devil,” he murmured. “The island has a bridge now.” 

Silence.

“Come on out.”

Come out into the sunshine. Walk into the crowd. Come out into your future. I will be that bridge for you. Little Devil…no one will be able to tie you up anymore. I’ve finally managed to free you of the fetters inside you… That’s the last thing I will do. I told you, as long as I was here, you could trust me. This time, I kept my promise. Even at the end, I never abandoned you. 

You have a bridge now. He Yu, finish what I couldn’t. I trust you just the same as I would trust myself. And then…go with them.

Go home. 

The illusion disappeared. The young Xie Qingcheng was no more. All that was left was a man, impossibly frail—blinded, unconscious, and totally bereft…

“Xie Qingcheng…” He Yu clutched at him, his face soaked with tears and his voice barely audible. “Xie Qingcheng…!” He pressed his cheek to Xie Qingcheng’s bandage-wrapped, bony face, those eyes no longer visible… 

In the beginning…he had loved Xie Qingcheng’s eyes so deeply. But now, he felt like it didn’t even matter what his eyes looked like, if they were peach-blossom shaped, if they were even there at all. As long as Xie Qingcheng could hear him and believe that there was no one else, that there would never be anyone else.

He wanted to tell him he would never become Li Ruoqiu, that he’d never loved the real Xie Xue. He would give his all, give his life, if it meant Xie Qingcheng wouldn’t leave in sadness. If only Xie Qingcheng was still here… 

He had nowhere to go anymore. If Xie Qingcheng was gone, where could he even return to? He was the only home He Yu had. 

There would never be a second… 

“He Yu, behind you!” 

A tearful shout from Zheng Jingfeng shattered He Yu’s reverie. Turning, he narrowly dodged a bullet from Vivian with the unconscious Xie Qingcheng still in his arms. He panted for breath, face covered in bloody filth. He was still deep in the agony of loss, but Vivian’s form reflected in his hollow eyes. 

His mother. Xie Qingcheng’s parents and teacher. Zoya’s daughter; the body of the modified Li Yun… Using the yearning the living had for the past, Duan Cuizhen had taken fragments of thought from the dead to create a weapon that tormented the heart. This wasn’t scientific research—it was a crime. Every part of it, a crime against society, nature, and the sacred mysteries of death.

He Yu stared at the grinning woman, his eyes red and brimming with tears. Clutching the man he loved, he stared at his mother. But such an expression should never have appeared on her face… Duan Cuizhen never should have used her body to do such a thing!

His mother would never, the same way he never would’ve brought a knife down on Xie Qingcheng. It was wrong…all wrong! A maelstrom of grief and rage rose in his heart. 

“Duan Cuizhen!” 

With that furious howl, the blood toxin command module glowed red once more, commanding the built-in shield to extend to its fullest extent—but this time He Yu was in control. Hugging Xie Qingcheng, he made it into a bunker to cover them.

Like this, they were safe. No one could take Xie Qingcheng from him. No one could part them ever again. He Yu commanded the bunker to expand; like a fresh sprout, its metal bones slowly raised the domed roof of the subterranean laboratory, sending rock and gravel flying. 

Duan Cuizhen went pale. She knew He Yu was trying to break open the underground chamber and expose them to the rescue aircraft outside—he wanted to protect them all, and then kill her. 

“Kill her!” he commanded, eyes red as blood. “Kill her!” 

All the researchers around her, having just been released from the First Emperor’s blood toxin control, immediately fell under He Yu’s thrall! And his blood toxin had become extraordinarily brutal. He let loose to the fullest extent, bypassing even the protection of the heart-cleansing ring. The researchers started doing everything they could to kill her with no care for their own lives, as the modified humans desperately tried to stop them. 

He Yu stared at her as she screamed and laughed and scrambled like a mad dog he’d backed into a corner. “Idiots!” she yowled. “A bunch of idiots! You’re all going to rot in hell! Every last one of you!” 

She moved so quickly that the researchers under the blood toxin’s control couldn’t actually strike her—but He Yu’s eyes stayed fixed. Now! Even though his bullets were spent, in that flickering moment, a furious He Yu found his opportunity. Taking aim, he grabbed a sharp dagger and threw it viciously at her.

It was a precise, brutal blow. Despite the chaos, it found its mark, and a fountain of blood burst forth from her chest. 

“Ah!” Duan Cuizhen let out a terrible scream of agony, spitting out a huge mouthful of blood as she stared at He Yu with disbelief. “How…how dare you…strike at this vessel?! How dare you strike this vessel?! That’s your mother’s body! How dare you…” 

There was no light at all in He Yu’s eyes. Only darkness. What he dared to do didn’t matter—this was something he had to do. He had to kill this evil hag.

Clutching her chest, Duan Cuizhen stared blankly as blood poured from the wound. It got her in the chest, but it hadn’t reached her heart. She was still on her feet… 

Her red lips quivered. After a few moments, she spat more blood, and hysterically screamed in spite of it. “Great…great job! You beast! Even if…even if I’m doomed to die today, I’ll drag you all to the grave with me! Just…just you wait!” 

Somehow, she found the energy to run toward the main control panel. Zheng Jingfeng and his fellow officers tried to stop her, but the modified humans sensed danger and threw themselves in the way. They fought the Dreambreakers with an unprecedented ferocity. Taking skirmishes in groups, they formed a temporary, yet impenetrable, wall of flesh; all to protect Duan Cuizhen, the mother of Mandela. 

“Hurry…hurry…” Duan Cuizhen was coated in scarlet, blood still weeping from her chest. She stood at the control panel like a corpse, typing commands in a crazed fashion as she muttered and scowled. On occasion she would glance up at the fight happening in front of her. “Hurry…”

“She’s trying to blow this place up!” roared Zheng Jingfeng. “She’s trying to take us with her! Stop her! Faster!” 

Both sides were fighting for time, but no assault could move faster than fingers across a keyboard. Crimson lines of code flickered up in the reflection of Duan Cuizhen’s eyes, as if setting her pupils on fire. She felt victory in her grasp, the smile on her face twisting. 

She would never let these people leave, and they were out of time to stop her. She would take them all with her even if she died! Leaning on the control panel, among the screens of flowing data, she couldn’t help but burst out in mad laughter. “Hah…ha ha ha…aha ha! Ha—” 

And then there was a squelch. 

The grin froze on her face as her gaze emptied. She didn’t even know what was going on at first. All she felt was a coldness at her chest; then, shaking, she looked down to see a sharp injector sticking out of it. The trembling in her body amplified… 

Her eyes widened to a terrifying extent, threatening to bulge out of their sockets. Since the attack came from close by, it was much more effective than He Yu’s dagger. It pierced through her ribs in a matter of moments, impaling her right through.

Duan Cuizhen’s teeth started to chatter, either from terror or rage. She turned her head…and witnessed the culprit. “…You? It’s you?” Her voice was so torn it was hardly understandable. 

A figure in a white lab coat appeared in her hollowed eyes: Anthony! 

The First Emperor’s blood toxin had left him standing stiffly at the control panel of this particular machine. He’d stayed in that position ever since, as if he was getting ready to begin an experiment, his brain still connected to the main brain wave control pathway. 

During the battle, nobody had paid him any attention. Because he was still connected to the brain wave controller, movement was extremely difficult—every twitch was an effort. As Duan Cuizhen managed to hold everyone else off, she never expected Anthony, standing right behind her, to suddenly act.

“No, how could this be… How could it be you…? How…how could you… You have no reason to… Ah—!” 

Anthony’s expression was freezing cold. He didn’t let her finish; he immediately commanded nearly all of the drug injectors he could control to move. They shot out like the arrows of judgment, stabbing at Duan Cuizhen from every conceivable direction. 

She went pale with shock, but there was no time to dodge. She managed only a few steps away before the mass of sharp-tipped tubes had her surrounded. All the tens of thousands of lives she’d destroyed took on the form of these coolly glinting injectors, surrounding her without any chance of escape.

“Ah!” 

Thousands of IV needles of different sizes stabbed into her—there was a spray of crimson as the woman in red was pierced from all directions. Every inch of her body was covered in them; blood gushed from the wounds, staining her dress an even deeper red. 

“Ahhhh!” Duan Cuizhen screamed herself hoarse as she fell to her knees on the icy ground, her face upturned, her hair a mess. “Aaah…!” 

The tubes were each connected to one of the drug solution tanks that Duan Cuizhen had refined over the last decade. And the thickest of them all, the one that pierced her heart, that retracted slightly at Anthony’s command, was connected to the tank of RN-13. 

“Since you woke me up, I won’t let you hurt them,” said Anthony softly. 

Staring at her, he raised his hand. As Duan Cuizhen shrieked, he unblinkingly pressed the button to open the flow control valve for RN-13. In an instant the liquid within the RN-13 tank, as tall as three people and with a circumference of the armspan of five, flowed out into Duan Cuizhen’s slim body. 

As all of the drug pumped into her body she screamed, struggling and convulsing… How could she possibly endure the pain of an RN-13 injection? Let alone at this dose? 

“Who are you?! Who are you?! Who did I wake up?! Who are you—!” She screeched at a pitch that was hardly still audible. 

And Anthony only watched her in silence, never answering. As he did, Duan Cuizhen’s body went taut like an overfull balloon. Even as it reached its limit, the solution continued, until—

Splutch. 

A fountain of blood… 

Like something out of a horror movie, the tube burst out of the splitting flesh and danced through the air, spraying out the liquid that was the source of all evil. And with the pressure imbalance that came from expelling fluid faster than their normal operating parameters, the tank installations around the control panel started to burst, one after another. 

The tanks for obedience potion and thrallmaker, for drugs the Dreambreakers couldn’t even recognize… Their tanks all exploded. All of the liquids splashed out in a rainbow of different colors, like showers of sparks through a long night.

The torrential flow and glittering starry fragments of glass were like the grand finale to a fireworks show at the end of a formal banquet. 

Those sinful fluids glittered splendidly, stark against Duan Cuizhen’s open mouth and falling body.

After a few seconds, there was a thump. Like a leaking water balloon, like any other person of flesh and blood, Duan Cuizhen collapsed with her body still covered in injectors. She died with her eyes still open.

And in that moment, the largest and brightest tank behind her—the one for RN-13—also reached its limit. With a earthshaking crack, shards of glass flew through the air. A second after, a rush of solution and falling glass poured down, destroying most of the control panel Duan Cuizhen had been at.

The command inputted to detonate the underground chamber stopped in its tracks. 

Everyone present watched all this unfold in shock. The same thought ran through all their hearts—who was this Anthony? Who was he? “Anthony” stood peacefully at the mostly destroyed control panel. He never moved the entire time. He couldn’t. 

Before Xie Qingcheng took control of him, Anthony had applied a magnetic brain wave converter disc to the side of his skull. Prior to carrying out the transfer surgery for Duan Cuizhen, he’d added a pathway that allowed for connection to any of the brain chips. That disk and pathway would sync his thoughts and emotions directly to the central control panel, as well as the main brain wave machine. This was to prevent him from doing anything disloyal during the surgery. 

After the First Emperor’s blood toxin took effect, Anthony’s brain waves flattened out. But everyone quickly discovered that the splattered screen now flickered with waves reminiscent of the sea. 

Who was he? 

“Duan Cuizhen is dead. Soon power to this entire island will go out, and its self-destruct system will activate in ten minutes. The entire island will explode and sink into the ocean,” said Anthony calmly. “Go. It’s time for you to leave.” 

As if to prove the truth of his statement, all the modified humans and hyenas around them crumpled like a bunch of puppets with their strings cut. The control rings in their brows blinked out one after another, a sky full of stars all destroyed in tandem.

Only darkness remained. 

Arms of flesh and blood lowered. Weapons powered down. The ferocious modified humans were soulless bodies once more. They stood there unmoving, still horrific to the eye but stripped of all ability to fight.

The lights of the cave slowly went out as well. First to stop humming was the generator that kept the tanks running, then each of the catalytic machines went silent. Soon, the ceiling lights by the main control platform darkened. 

Clutching Xie Qingcheng, He Yu stared at the pristine silhouette standing among the wreckage and the dead. In that moment, a strange feeling surged through his head—as if a string linking memories from the womb to his soul had just been plucked. 

Anthony looked up at the brain wave transfer machine on the main control panel. It extended out through the lab like a spiderweb; it flashed with his brain waves still, but he knew the equipment would soon power off. There was only one in the world, and it had taken Duan Cuizhen all her life to get it to this stage. And soon it would explode and turn to ashes, sinking into the sea as rusting metal scraps. 

So would she. 

In that very last moment, Anthony suddenly turned around. Through the crowd, through the emotionless faces of the modified humans, through the destroyed testing equipment and across twenty-three years, through his birth and her death, she met his eyes. 

He Yu’s heart started pounding. Some inexplicable ripple passed through his heart. “You?” he blurted out, unthinking. “Is it you?”

What appeared to come in response was a slight smile on Anthony’s face. Somehow, despite Anthony’s features, it seemed to hold the gentle serenity of Vivian’s expression… 

And then the main control platform lost power. Gone with it was all the light in the underground crypt, and her smile vanished. He Yu clutched Xie Qingcheng tighter, facing the direction where his mother had disappeared. Disparate light flickered in his eyes as his chest heaved… 

His face was already soaked with tears without his realizing. 

The roof of the underground chamber had been destroyed. Moonlight spilled silently down into this den of utter iniquity like frost or snow, casting a pristine burial veil over human constructs that would soon be rendered seafloor debris. Sirens wailed in the air. The shrill noise of helicopters wove through the atmosphere, like funeral bells tolling for those decades of crazed scientific research that had gone on unchecked. 

Seventy years ago, Duan Cuizhen graduated from Huzhou University with flying colors. She seemed persistent, independent, and idealistic… 

Seventy years later, she was a grotesque corpse, and her enemies had rallied together to kill her in her lair. Nobody ever knew what exactly had happened to her. No one knew what made this woman, who contributed so greatly to human advancement, take this dark path of no return. Perhaps it was her ambition, or her experiences. Perhaps some disaster had stripped all hope from her. Maybe she felt an unanswerable yearning for one thing in particular. 

Perhaps, one afternoon, she’d been captivated by some seemingly absurd whim. Enthralled, the youthful Duan Cuizhen thought nothing was impossible with the laws of science in one’s grasp—even past regrets could be made whole. So she slowly and carefully wrote down the words “Mandela Project” in her Huzhou University notebook. 

Wind gusted through the pages. Nobody could’ve known that afternoon breeze danced across a future insanity, seven decades of relentless, twisted distortion. That the breeze would set off seventy years of blood-scented wind upon a certain island… 

“To all men on the ground…at the three-volley salute, we will begin emergency evacuation efforts! At the salute!” 

Across the night sky, people shouted down to the ground from a flock of Dreambreaker helicopters. They’d connected to the Fengbo System and were speeding toward the soon-to-sink island as swiftly as they could. The communications systems on the ground replayed their orders over and over. 

“At the three-volley salute!” 

“Here! Over here!” 

The shots went off like fireworks, sparks of light illuminating the night as brilliantly as a meteor shower. 

Deafening shouts all around him, Zheng Jingfeng gritted his teeth and mopped the blood from his face. With tears streaming down his cheeks, he made his way over to where He Yu was still standing, stock-still. 

He Yu had never stopped holding Xie Qingcheng.

He’d never stopped staring in the direction where Anthony had fallen. 

“We’ll head back…” Zheng Jingfeng’s voice was barely audible. “We’ll bring him back… Xiao-He, we’ll bring him back. Maybe…maybe there’s still some hope…right? They’ve got the best medical team in the country on the ship. We’ll take him back… We’ll take him home…” He reached one shaking hand out as if he might help He Yu bear his burden, trying to take Xie Qingcheng from his arms. 

But He Yu wouldn’t let go. He looked like a boy clutching his tattered teddy bear. The Ferris wheel lights had gone out, the amusement park was closed, and the teddy bear was trying to bid the boy farewell—but he refused to let go no matter what. 

Tears poured down his chin and onto Xie Qingcheng’s shoulder. 

“Xie Qingcheng…” he mumbled. “Xie Qingcheng…be good… You have to stay safe… You have to stay alive… You’re a miracle, don’t you know? You’re a miracle in my life… Tonight… I’ve already witnessed one miracle tonight. You have to…you have to show me another one… Please… Xie Qingcheng…” 

A joyous shout went up as the helicopters descended. “Let the injured go first!” those manning the helicopters yelled.

“Injured first!” Zheng Jingfeng said, voice shaking. “The injured go first!” He turned, shouting to the rescue team with all the strength he had left. “Over here! We need emergency help over here!” 

He Yu only clutched that bloody man, only mumbled to him, helplessly, madly, despairingly, incessantly. “Xie Qingcheng, you have to hold me again, okay… Please…” Blood and tears fell in tandem. “Ge, hold me… I saw my mom tonight. She smiled at us. Did you see, Ge? Won’t you take a look… Don’t leave me behind, please… Xie Qingcheng… I don’t have a home anymore… Don’t leave me… Please, won’t you look at me… Please…give me a home… Xie Qingcheng…” 

He clutched the patchwork teddy bear, sobbing incoherently in his ear. “Wake up… Give me a home…won’t you?” 


Chapter 252:
Don’t Go

 

XIE QINGCHENG WAS SENT IN for emergency surgery the second they got hold of him. They brought out every piece of equipment they had that might keep him alive. 

So many people had died in this fight, but, as absurd as it was, some who deserved to die were still alive. Anthony, freed from mind control, was taken prisoner alongside a handful of other surviving Mandela researchers. After being detained, they were all shipped off on one plane to await trial somewhere secret. 

The Dreambreakers’ massive carrier was no longer usable; the impact of the explosions across Mandela Island on the surrounding marine areas had been catastrophic. Thankfully, the carrier housed enough planes to take everyone back home. 

After Zheng Jingfeng had seen Xie Qingcheng onto a plane, he wiped the blood and tears off his face and sought out Wei-erge, the captain who’d come to their rescue. 

“As we moved in, we found a machine in a Section E lab, in the eastern quarter. It’s about two meters tall; you’d need at least four people to move it with. But there were markers on the machine, all names. Duan Wen, Jiang Liping, Huang Zhilong…and plenty I didn’t recognize. I even saw yours and mine.” 

Wei-erge, busy with overseeing their retreat, blinked. “What is that?” 

“I don’t know. It’s best to have them bring it back—I really want to know what it was used for.” 

With that, Zheng Jingfeng patted Wei-erge on the shoulder. Holding his grief at bay, he went to do what he could do in the chaos. 

 

A few minutes later, aboard the largest fighter plane, the Dreambreaker medic team was fighting to save Xie Qingcheng’s life. 

Over the past few months, Xie Qingcheng had been frequently dosing himself with concentrated RN-13: Despite the severity of his injuries, he was still just barely clinging to life. The medic team was on frantic duty in the room where he was resting, desperately trying to save him with no thought to the consequences. 

He Yu couldn’t go in. He didn’t understand surgery, so his being there would only add to the chaos. They sent him to sit outside the sealed room. As the airplane soared through the cloud layer, He Yu turned his bloodstained face. Bending his neck, he looked back one last time at Mandela Island, the source of all those schemes and sins. 

With all their people gathered in one underground chamber, the full evacuation was carried out quite briskly. All the rescue helicopters rose into the sky as Mandela Island sank entirely into darkness like a dead fruit sprouting from the surface of the sea, leaving not even an ember behind. 

But just as He Yu turned to look, there was a deafening boom. A blinding red-gold light burst from the core of Mandela, so bright that nobody could keep their eyes open—and then it blasted apart with a sound that rumbled through their bones. In an instant, everything around it was enveloped in a furious sea of flame. 

Looking down from above, they saw Mandela Island bursting from a black seed into a crimson poppy. Something so hideous managed to bloom into such splendid liveliness. 

Smoke rolled outward, water splashing up at least a thousand meters. The sea around Mandela surged forth as furious flames and roaring waves crashed and tore into each other, angry waves swallowing up the coast while furious lava devoured the land. Flame and water cleaved down as two world-splitting axes, pounding deep into the land with unbelievable power. 

As Mandela sank, a massive whirlpool appeared on the surface of the sea, like an ocean monster that had lain dormant for millennia rising out from the depths. The torrential noise of that maelstrom could have drowned out the sound of the world’s greatest waterfalls. In that moment, it seemed as if the entire world would be drawn into this endless implosion—a flaming black hole that threatened to bury all of civilization with it. 

He Yu turned away. He closed his eyes, interlocking his hands and resting them against his brow. This was the best outcome that the soldiers leaving the island could’ve asked for. Everyone evacuating should have been celebrating their victory. 

But their plane was dead silent. 

He was afraid. Afraid that all that he loved and hated, everything he could not relinquish and that would not relinquish him, was ending with the island’s fall. He had failed to rescue his mother, and hurt Xie Qingcheng in the process. 

There’d been no hope for his mother. That moment of awakening had likely been nothing more than a dying flash from twenty-three years ago, unsealed at last. But that was still enough to rack him with guilt. And as for Xie Qingcheng… Xie Qingcheng was enough to break him entirely. 

Before Xie Qingcheng had lost consciousness, he’d been hurt by the idea that he was a “replacement.” And still he told He Yu that he hoped he could continue on. 

He Yu understood that Xie Qingcheng wanted him to rejoin the normal world—but Xie Qingcheng didn’t know that He Yu had already found his very own world. Xie Qingcheng was his world, one that no person or illusion could ever replace. 

He had never actually loved the real Xie Xue, so of course he could get over her. But he had given all the love he could to Xie Qingcheng. If Xie Qingcheng was dead, he did not know how to live. He didn’t know how to keep living, let alone love anyone else. 

At that moment, He Yu understood that he didn’t care about anything anymore. He didn’t care if Xie Qingcheng truly thought of him in his heart or not, or whether he discarded him for the sake of the greater good. At one time, he had obsessed over these thoughts. But now that Xie Qingcheng lay behind those sealed surgery doors, he found it all meaningless. None of it mattered to him anymore. 

He had stopped caring the moment Xie Qingcheng, though covered in blood and on the brink of death, had choked out the words “I’ll untie you.” When Xie Qingcheng had refused to harm him. 

Xie Qingcheng hadn’t just undone his ties, or the control of the blood toxin command module; he had undone the hatred in his heart. All his endless suffering, all the tangled knots. 

If only Xie Qingcheng survived, he thought…anything would be fine. Please. If only Xie Qingcheng can live. 

He Yu’s hands shook. He took out that paper rose soaked in Xie Qingcheng’s blood, kissing it the way he’d once kissed Xie Qingcheng’s lips, his eyes… 

Please. If only he can live. 

The doors only opened once the plane landed, but the news that came out wasn’t in any way good. The doctors said that Xie Qingcheng needed to be transferred to the main hospital to undergo a second round of surgery: He was presently being kept alive entirely by the machines, and his condition wasn’t at all sustainable. 

It was as if God hadn’t heard a single one of He Yu’s pleas. When Xie Qingcheng was wheeled into the ambulance, He Yu caught sight of his pallid, corpse-like face. In that moment, he could hardly even stay standing. 

“Is there hope?” he heard someone asking the doctors, nearly begging. “Is there any hope at all?!” The voice was torn and twisted. Only when Zheng Jingfeng grabbed him to pull him away did he realize that the one desperately questioning the doctors, clutching at the lapels of their coats, was him. 

He Yu seemed to have lost all sensation. He felt his soul drifting through the air, following the ambulance carrying Xie Qingcheng and heading into the distance alongside its shrilling sirens. 

It was as if his soul had once again returned to that fourteen-year-old boy chasing after Xie Qingcheng, suitcase in hand and about to leave. “Xie Qingcheng!” he cried. “Don’t go… Won’t you stay? Won’t you stay with me… Doctor Xie… Please, stay with me… Won’t you…” 

“Xiao-He…Xiao-He?” Someone else’s voice finally made it to his ears, though he couldn’t tell how long he’d been standing there. 

Trembling, eyes scarlet and filled with scalding tears, He Yu turned his dirty face to Zheng Jingfeng. His lips quivered. 

Xie Qingcheng’s condition was too poor for the ambulance to allow anyone but the first responders aboard. Zheng Jingfeng had tugged the senseless He Yu into a police vehicle, and they were following the ambulance to the hospital. 

“Listen to me, Xiao-He.” Zheng Jingfeng wasn’t much better off, but he was still more stable than He Yu. He swallowed, clutching He Yu’s hands as if to grant him warmth and strength. “Listen to me. You have to calm down and keep a hold of yourself. Things are already bad enough as it is. You can’t go crazy, okay? Xie Qingcheng wouldn’t want to see you like this. We’ll go with him to the hospital, but calm yourself down first…” Managing to lift one hand up, he patted He Yu on the back. “Calm down, child.” 

He Yu buried his face in his hands, tugging miserably at his hair. He tried to hold it in for a very long time, but in the end he let out a heartrending wail, a terrible sound like a beast struck by a fatal wound. 

“Ah… Ahhhh! I killed him! Uncle, I was the one who killed him!” he howled. “I killed him with my own hands! I…I stuck the knife in him! It was me! I was the one who called him a replacement… It was me who broke his heart… I was the one who killed him…! In the end… At the very end, he thought I only saw him as a replacement! It must have hurt so much…! That’s why he put down the gun. It was my fault… It was my fault entirely! I killed him with my own hands!” 

The rims of Zheng Jingfeng’s eyes turned red, and he grabbed He Yu. “You weren’t even conscious! Understand?! He just wanted to save you! He wanted to save you and me—he wanted to save us both!” 

He Yu looked up, snot and tears streaming down his face as he stared numbly at Zheng Jingfeng. Just as Zheng Jingfeng thought he might’ve persuaded him, the jut of He Yu’s throat bobbed. 

“Then what about him…?” he rasped, voice so quiet and hoarse it was barely audible. “Who would save him…? Who’s saving him?! Why does he never think of himself?! Why does he only think of others and never himself?! Who would come to save him… Who’s saving him?!” 

Zheng Jingfeng couldn’t hold back anymore either. He pulled He Yu, who had wailed himself hoarse, into a tight embrace—the way a father would hold his child, the way one survivor comforted another. 

“He’s been like this ever since he was a child,” he told him, his voice cracking. “You didn’t know, when he was younger…he always wanted to be a cop. He said it was because he thought the uniform looked good, but I know it was because he wanted to be a good person, someone who could help others… He’s kind by nature. No matter how many times you gave him the choice, he would make the same decision every time. Xiao-He, you’re so important to him. There was no way he could ever abandon you… You have to stay safe, understand? You have to wait for him to walk out…” 

He Yu was crying too hard to catch his breath. As he stared sobbing out of the window at the rolling clouds, he suddenly thought of what Xie Qingcheng had said to him during their last embrace. He said— 

“I’ve lost and abandoned so many things, but…I’m never going to give you up…nor did I ever…”

He thought of the bloody tears streaming down Xie Qingcheng’s face. “Don’t think of any of the cutting things I once said to you… Forget that I ever said I wanted you dead… Especially…especially when I lied to you…at the sea battle…okay? I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry…I really didn’t mean to…” 

Realization struck He Yu. He grabbed Zheng Jingfeng’s hands, almost panicking, sensing his own doom. “Uncle Zheng…” 

“What is it?” Zheng Jingfeng straightened up, wiping at his tears. 

“C-could you tell me about the naval battle in Guangshi three years ago? What happened at Huzhou Command… They wouldn’t tell me anything because it was classified. Please, tell me, what exactly happened that day? Why did Xie-ge say he didn’t do it on purpose? Why did he say he didn’t lie to me on purpose? Please, can you tell me?” 

He stared at Zheng Jingfeng, eyes wide with despair and just a hint of hope. And Zheng Jingfeng did know the full story of what happened. He’d always been a proper, by-the-book cop—you could even call him hidebound. And this was an A-tier classified file, but… 

But this time, as he stared into this young man’s eyes, when he thought of the horrific things that had happened on Mandela Island, he found he didn’t care about the rules anymore. Sometimes, it was worth making an exception. Human lives, human dignity, and the truth were more important than anything else. 

Even if he was disciplined for this, even if he was punished or fired, at his age, he didn’t care anymore. 

“Okay.” Zheng Jingfeng pursed his dry lips and brokenly began to speak. “Calm down. Let me tell you everything we recorded in the files that day, piece by piece.” 

It didn’t take long. In fact, it was a very simple series of events: 

Commander Hu made the decision to use Xie Qingcheng’s phone to message He Yu. Xie Qingcheng had gone to the detachment to help them; he had never chosen Chen Man over He Yu at all. It was precisely because he trusted He Yu, and because he wanted to protect him, that he had gone to the police precinct in the hope of keeping He Yu from doing something terrible. 

As Zheng Jingfeng finished his retelling, silence reigned inside the car. He Yu wasn’t crying anymore. He pressed his face to the icy window, cheeks pale as he stared numbly out at the skies of Huzhou. After a long time…his lips quivered as he tried to speak, but no sound came out. 

It was so dark out, without a single star visible in the lightless sky. 

He closed his eyes, one last tear slipping silently from his cheek. 

Xie Qingcheng. It’s all my fault… I shouldn’t have blamed you. If I didn’t blame you…if I trusted you for once, if I’d told you the truth earlier… 

Would you have told me all of this? Xie Qingcheng… Ge. I put our little Charmander back together. Did you see? I never really hated you… I could never learn to hate you for real. 

Did you see it? Did you see my heart? 

I’d never be able to hate you. 


Chapter 253:
Obituary

 

THEY FAILED to save Xie Qingcheng. 

His injuries were too severe. One rainy night, after nearly two weeks of his condition going back and forth, his breathing finally stopped.

He Yu spent nearly two weeks in the hospital as well. Even if he’d had an idea that this would happen, he still lost all control when it did. His guardians, appointed by the Dreambreakers, brought him to a new treatment room. He was bound once more; in his bindings, he wept despairingly for someone to let him out, but no one dared to.

Nurses injected him with sedatives and anesthetics. Just before he fell unconscious, he could see Xie Qingcheng walking closer to him. He looked at him gently and reached out, against everyone else’s wishes, to undo the straps. He wanted to say Xie Qingcheng’s name, but the world went dark as the cold sedative took effect. 

He’d left the people who saw him as a robot just to join a group that thought of him as a monster. Nobody would embrace him and undo his shackles anymore. The only one who saw him as a person was gone. 

Nothing mattered. 

The state of He Yu’s health was far too serious, too dangerous. The better part of another month passed, and he still wasn’t officially released. He wanted to attend Xie Qingcheng’s funeral, but nobody would take responsibility for the risk of a potential flare-up. 

Zheng Jingfeng went to request it from his higher-ups—he even put his own accolades on the line. But he failed to sway a number of the decision-makers in their cushy sinecures. They said that they understood He Yu’s feelings, but the lives of those in attendance were more important. They didn’t believe he’d be able to stay in control at the funeral, and He Yu wasn’t a member of Xie Qingcheng’s family, his partner, or his spouse.

Even after many of the Dreambreakers who lived through the battle on Mandela Island were willing to testify on his behalf—the highest commander even signed the joint letter with his name—the final decision-maker in charge of the whole thing still chose to err on the side of caution, in case his own higher-ups pursued the matter. 

What humanity could anyone expect from a beast? What love could exist between homosexuals? It was all too absurd, to say nothing of their age gap. He was never actually convinced of the truth of the matter.

He rejected the joint letter and clocked out, heading back home to his family. 

It was his wedding anniversary. This was his second marriage: His wife was nearly forty years his junior and she loved to pout. He adored her and, worried that being late might make her sad, he finished with work and called his driver.

The weather was perfect. He ambled out, ready to go home. 

 

“Let me out… You can tie me up or keep me in shackles, but let me out… I want to see him… I want to find him! You must have made some mistake! He wouldn’t die… How could they fail to save him…!” 

The intensive care room was reinforced with metal bars to prevent the patient from breaking out. It was situated in the deepest part of the hospital, guarded by police.

The room had just a single, tiny window. Anyone who even came close had to register themselves in advance.

That day, He Yu’s hysterical wailing echoed through the halls all through the night. The sound was hair-raising. The officers on guard couldn’t keep the sorrow off their faces.

After that, He Yu stopped speaking. He refused hospital food; he wouldn’t even drink water. He would see no one. He finally understood how Xie Qingcheng had felt when he couldn’t be at Qin Ciyan’s funeral. Societal norms required an identity, and you weren’t acceptable if you didn’t have that identity. 

Familial or romantic. Regardless of which you had, societal norms demanded a structured identity that uninvolved bystanders could easily understand. Only then was that connection truly valid. Only then were you given the right to stand in the front row when the one you loved most left the world. Only then could you see him one last time. 

Otherwise, you would be denied even the chance to say goodbye. They would think, How strange. Who were you to him, even? 

As Xie Qingcheng was being laid to rest, He Yu howled in his new cage all night. Out there, they were burying this evil dragon’s rose. Burying his treasure, burying his bridge, his whole entire world, and he wasn’t even allowed to be present. 

He wasn’t allowed to go anywhere. All he could do was cremate his soul and bury it alongside Xie Qingcheng. He lost all desire to live. Perhaps this was exactly what some people wanted: For the blood toxin, for the First Emperor, for all the monsters created by psychological Ebola and RN-13 to have a comfortably final ending. Only then would Mandela Island die out for real. From then on, the world would be so tidy. 

Unfortunately, all people had bonds with others. The modified humans weren’t monsters, and even they had ties to the world. 

On the sixth day of He Yu’s fast, as he was being nourished only via IV, Zheng Jingfeng finally obtained the requisite authorization with Commissar Wang’s help. He went to visit He Yu’s room. He had never thought trying to pay a patient a visit would be harder than sitting down with a serious criminal.

Zheng Jingfeng’s eyes turned red the moment he saw He Yu tied up in bed. He Yu wouldn’t look at him. His eyes were hollow, lightless and vacant. Zheng Jingfeng tried speaking to him, but there was no reply. It was as if Xie Qingcheng wasn’t the only person buried that rainy day; He Yu had gone into the ground just the same.

He Yu said nothing. He didn’t move. He couldn’t truly see anyone anymore, nor did he care about anything at all. Until—

“I brought a letter with me. A letter that was registered to be sent on a certain date.” Zheng Jingfeng had ultimately realized that he shouldn’t bother He Yu anymore. He stood, leaving a tattered letter at the foot of the bed. And since He Yu was tied up, immobile, Zheng Jingfeng opened it in front of him. “Your Xie-ge wrote it for you before he left for Mandela Island.”

The transformation, from something dead to a living person, happened in an instant. Zheng Jingfeng saw He Yu change. Light appeared in his eyes. It was a sorrowful, quivering light, but one tinged with hope. He Yu opened his mouth, but he couldn’t speak—he’d been silent for too long. 

But Zheng Jingfeng saw. He wanted him to bring the letter closer; he wanted to read it. He desperately, urgently, miserably, madly wanted to read it… 

He saw. 

By Xie Qingcheng’s standards, it was a very long letter. He had written:

To He Yu, 

By the time you read this letter, the storm of Mandela Island should have settled. 

I don’t know if I will still be alive. Regardless, I think now is the time to tell you the whole truth. I know you hate me for my ruthlessness and coldness, hate that I lied to you over text at the battle in Guangshi. 

You told me you were over your obsessions, that you were getting ready to seek out a new life. I was happy for you, and didn’t want to disturb your peace—because I knew I wasn’t a partner worth giving anything up for. I was treated with RN-13 from the age of thirteen when my parents passed. Despite having overcome all sorts of difficulties to survive like a normal person, and despite the advice of my teacher, despite becoming a doctor and returning to society, I eventually realized the effects left by psychological Ebola remained with me. Like no normal sickness. 

For twenty-three years, I lived in invisible shackles. I grew used to having no emotions, to treating every problem clinically—grew used to dealing with everyone and everything objectively. I had no choice, with no other family. If anything happened to me, Xie Xue would lose her own last safe harbor. I could not let such a thing happen.

Lots of people around me have said I don’t seem human, that I have no emotions. There’s nothing I can say in my defense, and I have never had any other choice. Only by persisting soullessly can I survive in peace.

As time went on in that fashion, I seemed to forget what strong emotions felt like. I got used to refusing to let anything escape my control, so I always did my best to make arrangements for you in your lives. I tried to help you in your day-to-day—while refusing anyone’s attempts to enter into my life as an unpredictable variable. 

I did indeed survive. 

But I survived as a machine, a stone, a blade of grass. In retrospect, I failed in many things. Like the dull knife I was, I hurt many people. Auntie Li, Xie Xue, Li Ruoqiu, Chen Yan, and you. 

I’ve been sick for twenty-three years, and I don’t know what it is to be a normal person anymore. I don’t know how to interact with people, to feel the simplest and most relaxed emotions between companions. At first, I didn’t even believe unconditional love even existed in the world. That’s why I mocked you, refused you, and patronized you. That’s why I said you understood nothing. 

Actually, I was the one who didn’t understand, He Yu. It must’ve hurt as you were hoping I would come around, when you were watching over me. 

No matter what you said or did, I never believed what you felt for me was real. I pushed you away time and time again, leaving you bloody and bruised. I hoped you would keep your distance from me; I couldn’t see the light in your eyes, and I didn’t believe there was anything there.

He Yu, I’m so sorry.

Later, you returned, and many things changed. You didn’t love me anymore. I knew this was in some way a kind of release: You wouldn’t have to face a partner who didn’t even understand how to accept someone else’s sincerity anymore. You possess the most fervent, brave, and persistent heart in the world, and mine is far too sick. I’m glad I won’t drag you down any longer.

But that doesn’t mean I don’t feel anything for you, He Yu.

I never told you how much I adore you. This is an emotion I never used to have, one that I will never feel for anyone ever again. I’d gladly protect you, take care of you, and keep you company. I’d gladly let you act willful and allow your tantrums. I would give you the full breadth of my emotions, as well as my life.

But all of this comes too late. What you once hoped to obtain most fervently no longer means anything to you. There’s nothing else I can give you. I only want to truthfully tell you, at the very end, that you have always been loved.

You will be loved. You are already loved.

I know you hate me. It has to be said, enduring your hatred will make me suffer, turn me numb, but I know that’s what I owe you. I understand all your willfulness, volatility, and apathy. It hurt, but I had to bear it, because I owe you. I owe you my whole entire heart.

I didn’t evade it. I was willing to keep that furious version of you company, the same way you stayed with the callous version of me in turn. I wouldn’t dodge even if you shoved a knife between my ribs, because I want to know how much you used to hurt. 

I did this in the hope that by the time I left, you would manage to vent enough that you could forgive me, even a little bit. 

Hatred doesn’t become you, He Yu. 

You’re a kind boy. Even though (forgive me for this, but I must honestly say it, in the hope that you can change) you have many bad habits, like splurging needlessly, going back on your word, being a picky eater, and having a bad temper…and you don’t have very many moral scruples. But you hold reverence for emotion and human life. Your future can be bright. I’ve always thought this. 

My choice to help the police wasn’t because I believed you would join Mandela. I only hoped you could reach out to me instead of stubbornly bearing all of it alone. When I went to the precinct, my most prominent thought was actually… You’re only twenty, He Yu. 

You were only twenty. 

I didn’t want, and could not let, anything happen to you. So I hoped you would take my hand the same way you did when you were younger, by the hydrangea bushes, and believe me once more. But perhaps all my rejection and avoidance made you lose faith in me. That’s why I had no chance to regain your trust. At the very core of things, it’s my fault for hurting you so deeply.

He Yu, I’ve failed at many things. I don’t know if you’ll be willing to believe it, but I accepted your confession a long time ago, even before your twentieth birthday. 

But my health was already failing, then. All of my organs were failing. It was an aftereffect of using RN-13. I’ve always been going to Meiyu for treatment, but it wasn’t having much effect. I didn’t know where to put your feelings for me. The doctors said I only had five or six years left to live. I thought that rather than causing you pain, taking the brightest years of your life for you to accompany me on my way to death, it would be better to let it all stop before things got worse. 

Until today, as I write this letter. Director Yu told me that he is afflicted with late-stage lung cancer. He told everyone but me. Only then did I realize being kept in the dark hurt more than losing companionship could. 

The pain of losing companionship can be healed with the passage of time, but being kept in the dark becomes an eternal scar on the heart. Forgive me for taking so long to tell you, but I hope you will hate me a little less. But it’s all right if you still despise me. I still remember how good you were to me.

I will always remember how good you were.

Little Devil, you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met. You’re the most persistent person I’ve ever met. You’re the only one I’ve ever loved. Once I finish this letter, I’ll be going to Mandela Island. I don’t know if I’ll see you there, nor do I know where I’ll be in the future. 

But I’ll always love you. No matter where I am, no matter if I live or die.

He Yu, forgive your Xie-ge’s lack of experience with expressing his emotions. In twenty-three years, I’ve never spoken what I feel to anyone like this. I don’t really know what I should say or do, and even my letters come off as stiff. If I made you upset in any way, let me apologize right here. Your Xie-ge is a STEM bro. Please don’t be angry. I’m sorry.

Xie Qingcheng

March 7, 2025, at dusk. 

He Yu finished reading. Maybe his sickness was terminal, or maybe he’d gone too crazy for any hope of salvation, but for some reason, he wanted to laugh. 

The mirth rose from his heart and into his eyes like a tide. He didn’t know why, but in his mind’s eye, he could see Xie Qingcheng spinning the pen and taking forever to think of all the right words. He started to laugh, and Zheng Jingfeng and the nurses panicked. They stared at him in fear. 

But he didn’t do anything at all. All he did was laugh, the sound growing louder and more out of control until tears started flowing from his eyes, splattering the paper and smudging the writing. The person who wrote this letter…the one who endlessly indulged him, the one who believed in love because of him…the man who had loved him alone…

That man had died from a knife thrust into him by that very same man he loved. Had died thinking he was nothing but a replacement. What must he have felt as he left…?

He turned his face up to the sky. Recently, he kept remembering the words he’d used to confess to Xie Qingcheng. He hated himself for saying Xie Qingcheng was the snow in the sky… 

Snow in the…sky… 

The ridicule hurt him to his bones, the pain tearing at his soul. How much must it have hurt? How much must it have hurt when Xie Qingcheng died? How much grief must he have felt, to choose to let He Yu go forward, to seek a new life and a new love? Xie Qingcheng believed in irreplaceable love because of him, but his faith was still shattered in the end. Despite all his arrogance, he wept bloody tears and miserably claimed he was far from the best… 

How much brokenhearted despair would it take to make a man like him so self-deprecating? He Yu would rather that Xie Qingcheng had never loved him at all. Then he wouldn’t have been so wounded. But Xie Qingcheng wrote that he had only ever loved one person, no matter where I am, no matter if I live or die. 

He cackled madly, clutching the sheet of paper and the endless love he’d failed to grasp. As he laughed, he started panting for breath. Looking up through tearful eyes, he stared at Zheng Jingfeng in silence.

“…Uncle…please…” he rasped at last. “Will you do me one last favor?”

“What?” Zheng Jingfeng asked hastily. 

He Yu stared at him, eyes crimson, his expression dull. “I…don’t want to die yet. I want to heal… I’ll cooperate with treatment… I’ll voluntarily cooperate with treatment. I want…I want out… I want to see…the places he treated patients from, ask about the things…he didn’t have the time to tell me about. Please, beg Commissar Wang and the Wei family on my behalf, even if you need to ask Chen Man… I know they won’t let me out otherwise. Please…let me go to his gravestone… Let me see him one last time… Please…

“Please…let me see the man I love one last time…” 

 

He was his other half, but that had to be acknowledged for He Yu to even have the right to look at him. After Zheng Jingfeng left, He Yu sat on the bed in a daze. The nurse wanted to put the letter away, but he refused. He read it again and again, over and over. His cheeks were freezing cold, clammy in the wake of his tears. 

Suddenly, he realized something. There was one last tenderness hidden in the letter. 

Xie Qingcheng had told him almost the entire truth, except for one thing—that the message tricking He Yu three years ago hadn’t been from Xie Qingcheng, but rather from Commander Hu. Xie Qingcheng had wanted to take that singular misunderstanding to the grave. 

He didn’t want He Yu to think back on the rage he expressed when they reunited and feel pain or guilt, because Xie Qingcheng knew the ache of regret. He’d rather stiffly beg for He Yu’s forgiveness than tell He Yu he was innocent. This was the only secret he never spoke of, even on his way to death. Because he didn’t want He Yu to be in pain. 

His little devil was so young, but he’d already suffered so much. On Mandela Island, he protected him by offering up his body, to take the target off of He Yu’s back. Now, he was protecting him a second time with his sincerity, so that he wouldn’t be haunted by grief in the future. 

For twenty-three years, Xie Qingcheng had been sick. He lost the ability to express love in a normal fashion. But in that moment, He Yu felt, without a shred of doubt—he felt a warm hand on the top of his head. He looked up to see Xie Qingcheng standing there, with an awkward expression on his face. He wouldn’t have looked particularly emotional to anyone else. But He Yu knew he was smiling. 

All the gentleness and protection he’d managed to eke out from within the cocoon of illness that held him for twenty-three years—all his love and permissive indulgence, Xie Qingcheng had given silently to him. 

 

Three months later, in the summer, an emaciated He Yu was finally released from the hospital. He’d gone through all sorts of interrogation and examination, and signed a thick stack of guarantees to earn the privilege. And even if he could sense eyes on him from the shadows, watching him for signs of going berserk, he didn’t mind anymore. 

He went to Meiyu Private Hospital. It was the old director’s last day at his post, and the old man wasn’t in good health anymore: After keeping a secret for his friend and comrade for almost half his life, now it was finally time for him to head home into retirement. He didn’t seem surprised to have such a beautiful, if numb, guest on his last day at his position. If anything, he seemed to have been expecting him.

The old man smiled, gesturing for He Yu to sit. Like an old friend, he poured him a cup of hot ginger tea and began sharing with him the secrets he no longer needed to hold so close to his chest. 

“By the way,” he said at the end, as if he could see right through He Yu’s slowly dying heart. He turned suddenly, taking out a notebook with one shaking hand. “Didn’t I just tell you Professor Xie had been organizing Lao-Qin’s notes? Those notes… By analogy, they’d be useful for…” he trailed off, coughing. “The victims experiencing secondary psychological Ebola from inferior drugs…” He coughed again. “They would be very, very useful in the study of how to treat them.” 

He took a moment to sip some tea. “Oh, Xiao-He. These notes…and the research on these drugs… Could I ask you to help me and your Xie-ge take care of them? All of us want those innocent victims to have their wrongs made right…” 

With that, he handed He Yu some of the notes that Xie Qingcheng had had him store. As the old pages appeared before He Yu’s hollow eyes he flinched, wanting to dodge but unable to. The director wouldn’t let him. He forced the papers into He Yu’s hands, and when He Yu’s fingertips brushed the leather binding, they began to shake. Slowly, color and emotion appeared in his eyes—even if that emotion was crushing grief. 

Even when the director had taken him to see where Xie Qingcheng received his treatment, reminding him time and time again why he had to go on, he only stood there numbly as if he was already dead. He only lived to take a look at the world one last time on behalf of Xie Qingcheng. 

But now this task that Xie Qingcheng hadn’t managed to complete was so seriously handed into He Yu’s keeping. It was only when the notes that Xie Qingcheng had poured so much time into touched He Yu’s hands that the old director sensed the faintest, weakest light within his person. 

When humans had a goal, they had the desire to live on. The old director had been a doctor for too long not to understand that fact. 

“Take a look.” 

Slowly, hesitantly, He Yu started to read. The notebook was Qin Ciyan’s—the first page was covered in Lao-Qin’s handwriting. 

He must’ve written it in his later years. In his dotage, the old man was a bit old-fashioned. He wrote, If there is another life after this one, I’d still do what little I can to save the lives tormented by sickness and disease. If I had the chance to do it all over again, I would make the same decision without regret. 

Beneath that, He Yu saw another row of text in a familiar, slightly slanted hand. 

Xie Qingcheng had written, So will I. 

 

At dusk, He Yu finally made it to the cemetery. 

Xie Qingcheng’s gravestone stood by Qin Ciyan’s statue. He’d been Qin Ciyan’s dearest student in life, but he wasn’t even given the right to pay his respects properly at his grave. Now, he was finally allowed to be at his teacher’s side, the two looking out upon each other. 

But his gravestone was left blank. They had obeyed his wishes to only carve a line from Keats’s epitaph. 

Here lies one whose name was writ in water. 

Between all the classified secrets involved and the risk of people using the matter of banned drugs to slander Qin Ciyan’s memory, Xie Qingcheng had kept his last will and testament to the letter he’d prepared for Xie Xue. He didn’t need anyone to testify as to the real reason he’d resigned from his hospital posting. 

He had done what he wanted to do, and protected those he wished to keep safe. He’d acted honorably all his life, and had few regrets to speak of. As for how people would talk about him or judge him—all of that was air. He didn’t spare it a single thought. 

He Yu walked through the cemetery grass, first leaving a bouquet of lilies at Qin Ciyan’s gravestone before bringing the hydrangeas in his arms to Xie Qingcheng’s side. 

The pale blue and purple flowers were wrapped in tissue of the same shades, veiled in the lightest gauze. 

He made his way over and came to a stop, staring at the text on the stone. 

“Xie-ge…” he said softly. 

A breeze rose. It was like time rewound to that early summer over a decade ago, when the gauze over the hydrangeas had gone flying into the air, soaring so high before fluttering back down to earth. It just so happened to land on Xie Qingcheng’s tombstone. 

His mouth opened. It felt like something tightened around his heart, bringing him so much pain he could hardly speak. He bent, lowering his head as he knelt before the stone. 

“You dropped something…” he murmured, clutching that soft gauze like the child from so many years ago. He wept. “Ge, you dropped something.” 

You left behind on this earth a heart that never strayed from loving you. Did you know that…? 

He knelt there for a very long time, but there was no one who would take his hand into a warm palm, lowering that coolly handsome face reminiscent of falling snow. No one who would take the gauze from him and say, “Thank you.” 

When night fell, He Yu finally stood up. Legs numb, he stumbled away. The cemetery supervisor was new, and he was waiting for this last visitor to leave before locking the gates. 

Red-eyed, He Yu kept his gaze downcast and his voice low. “Sorry for the delay.” 

“It’s fine, it’s not that late.” The supervisor was a kindly old man, but he was still curious. After a moment’s hesitation, he asked, “That nameless tombstone…it’s very mysterious. The higher-ups marked that grave for entry into the heroes’ mausoleum, but they never said who he was.” He cast a questioning look at He Yu. “Do you know?” 

He Yu didn’t answer. If Xie Qingcheng didn’t want anyone to know his name, he wouldn’t go against his wishes. 

The old man didn’t press. “…I’m sorry, young man. I shouldn’t have asked. I’ve only ever seen two tombstones like that, even though I’ve been doing this most of my life. That’s why—” 

“Two?” He Yu froze, a string plucked in his heart. 

“Yes, the cemetery in the west where I used to work. A man had it set up three years ago…” 

Something pounded in He Yu’s ears. “Qingliangshan Cemetery?” That was where Xie Qingcheng’s parents were buried. 

“You know about it?” asked the old man, eyes widening. 

He Yu felt dizzy. He could hardly speak. 

Half an hour later, he was driven to the cemetery. It was already closed, but his utter grief and the bribe he offered were enough for them to make an exception. 

He Yu found that nameless tomb very quickly. 

There was no need for him to ask after the person who ordered it made. He knew the only possible answer as soon as he caught sight of the elegant yet powerful English words on the stone. The answer gouged into his heart like a knife. 

He stumbled over, falling to his knees in front of the gravestone. He put his forehead against it, entirely alone. Just like the man who’d loved him three years ago. 

Nothing of him that doth fade 

But doth suffer a sea-change 

Into something rich and strange. 

Shelley and Keats. 

Xie Qingcheng hadn’t refused his accolades just to match the line written on Keats’s headstone. He wanted to silently keep He Yu company. 

No matter how deeply they loved each other, they had no status nor acknowledgment: They would never be buried together. But there were only two such nameless gravestones in the city, engraved with a secret only the two of them knew. Engraved with the brightest years of their youth. 

He Yu’s tears fell like beads off a broken string. He traced the familiar words on the stone, as if tracing Xie Qingcheng’s bloodied hand. 

“Ge…” 

He wept piteously in front of it. Nobody knew what he’d lost, just as no one knew who was buried here. 

All his life, Xie Qingcheng was the only one who kept him company, the only one who knew their secret. Xie Qingcheng was the only person who would want to stay with him, even if it came at the cost of abandoning his own name and reputation. There would be no second Doctor Xie. 

The two of them were already laid to rest, beneath a nameless gravestone and pale green grass. Together. 

 

The storm of Mandela finally passed entirely. 

Qin Ciyan’s old notes played a major role in developing treatments for the victims involved, and none of them had suffered any relapses. All the researchers, including Anthony, were given sentences ranging from twenty years to life in prison, thrown behind bars with no hope of parole. 

Xie Xue and Wei Dongheng kept the one photo they had of the two of them and Xie Qingcheng together in their house. The Xie Qingcheng in the photograph was frozen forever at age thirty-six, never aging a day past that. Every morning before Xie Xue left for work, she would look at the photo. Day after day, year after year… 

“Good morning, Ge. I’m heading out.” 

“Gege, I’m back.”

She greeted the man in the photograph every day, the same way she did when she was younger and Xie Qingcheng had been her only guardian. It was a habit from her childhood. But back then, Xie Qingcheng had always replied. “Stay safe,” he would say, or “How did you do in school today?”
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wThat was all gone now. 

But Xie Xue felt like she could still hear his voice, because he lived on in her heart. Just like that, with the doors opening and closing every day as she looked at the photograph…decades passed. 

Eventually, Xie Xue didn’t even need to go to work anymore. She was eighty years of age. She’d go out shopping with her back stooped, and come home with fresh eggs, green onions, ham, and shrimp. When she made Yangzhou fried rice, she would never add peas. 

It was the one dish she made the most. 

Yaya went to study in the States. She went to med school and became a professor at the very university Qin Ciyan had studied at in his youth. Once it was only Xie Xue and Wei Dongheng in the house, they didn’t eat very much. That fried rice was healthy, fragrant, and colorful; with a little less oil and a bowl of vegetable soup, it was the best choice for sure. 

Her gege had taken care of her like that until she grew up. Every time she made the dish, she would feel his presence, and she always ate smiling. There were wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Her life had been a happy one, but she knew it was because someone had used his own life to cherish and protect her despite the loss of his own parents. 

She bent her head as she ate her rice. It was piping hot, not mushy at all. Her skill in the kitchen had come to match his a long time ago. After dinner, she and Wei Dongheng turned on the television: There was a drama playing that they’d personally contributed to. 

He Yu was the producer. He for one had never married. He never left the world, perhaps because there were some things he hadn’t yet finished, and he was the only one who could tell the full story. Many years after those events, all of the files had been declassified. He Yu, who did end up becoming a director in the end, chose this drama as the medium with which to tell the whole unvarnished truth to the world. 

Xie Xue disagreed with his casting choices. No actor could satisfy her for the role of Xie Qingcheng. She found this one too short, that one not manly enough. One was too broad, and the other too unintelligent. 

“How could there not be someone even thirty percent like my brother? With technology the way it is, makeup, filming techniques… Despite all that, how is it that not one of them bring him properly to mind?” 

“It’s because no one can possibly replace him,” said He Yu. 

The drama was filmed. The casting might’ve been imperfect, but the story was true, and all the survivors they found gave their all to the work. Even Chen Man, who hardly ever spoke to He Yu after the incident, flew in from Australia when he heard about the project to help him recreate some of those bygone affairs. 

Still, Xie Xue disliked the final product. She thought the actors for young Xie Qingcheng and Wei Dongheng were all wrong: They looked nothing like them, not right at all. 

But she did love the credits song. 

He Yu had composed it himself. The melody was reminiscent of old Hong Kong Cantonese films, and the song reverberated through the living room with its fluttering curtains.

 

Gauze falls in a drifting breeze’s wake, 

The start of a shadow-dappled dream. 

I’ve spent half my life asleep, don’t you know? 

The door opens and the book unfolds, 

Ink on the pages faded with age. 

I’ve read it perhaps a thousand times, don’t you know? 

In my loneliness I seek escape, 

Thinking of how you once held my hand. 

I held on for so much longer, don’t you know? 

To embrace you is to hold snow; to kiss you is to taste frost. 

To love you was like drinking poison, writhing in ceaseless agony. 

But when will you offer me another cup? 

It’s been so long since I’ve seen your face. 

Even bygone suffering feels like a caress, don’t you know? 

Will you come in my dreams tonight? Will I feel your embrace tonight? 

If I were to open the door, will you be looking at the flowers through the window tonight? 

Morning comes and fades away, 

Thinking of those nights you endured. 

I’ve held on for so much longer, don’t you know? 

The years pass, one after another, 

Memories all beginning to fade. 

But mine stay so clear, don’t you know? 

The breeze goes still, the gauze falls down. 

No one will pick up that dappled dream again. 

It’s stopped before you. There you lie, but do you know? 

Here you lie, though my hair’s gone white. Don’t you know? 

 

The song ended, and the screen faded to black. Two lines of text slowly appeared. 

 

To the one who was my salvation. 

To the one who was always salvation. 

The words faded, before slowly beginning to glow like the morning rays of dawn. Yes, after that man’s passing, He Yu woke up early every day, waiting for dawn, waiting for the first beam of sun to light up the darkness— 

 

The End. 
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CHARACTERS

 

Main Characters

HE YU 贺予: A pharmaceutical company heir in his early twenties with a rare mental illness. 

XIE QINGCHENG 谢清呈: He Yu’s former doctor, who left teaching at medical school due to his failing health.

 

Supporting Characters

XIE XUE 谢雪: Xie Qingcheng’s younger sister, and a lecturer at He Yu’s university.

WEI DONGHENG 卫冬恒: Xie Xue’s husband, a Huzhou University student from a wealthy family.

CHEN YAN 陈衍: A police officer and family friend of Xie Qingcheng. Nicknamed “Chen Man.”

QIN CIYAN 秦慈岩: Xie Qingcheng’s former colleague, who was killed by the angry son of a patient.

LI RUOQIU 李若秋: Xie Qingcheng’s ex-wife.

LÜ ZHISHU 吕芝书: He Yu’s mother, a wealthy businesswoman.

HE JIWEI 贺继威: He Yu’s father, a wealthy businessman who was often away from home. Deceased.

HUANG ZHILONG 黄志龙: A powerful entertainment executive.

ZHENG JINGFENG 郑敬风: A veteran criminal investigator and former colleague of Xie Qingcheng’s parents.

DUAN WEN 段闻: A major figure in the sinister Mandela Syndicate.

ANTHONY: A doctor who works with the Mandela Syndicate. Xie Qingcheng’s cousin.

ZOYA: A Russian scientist working for the Mandela Syndicate.

DUAN CUIZHEN 段璀珍: The real head of the Mandela Syndicate, an elderly woman who has had her brain transplanted into the body of a young boy.

 

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.
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GLOSSARY

 

BAIDU: A Chinese tech company that provides a variety of online services. Its search engine, Baidu Search, and its online encyclopedia, Baidu Baike, are comparable in popularity to Google and Wikipedia in other countries.

 

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 (面子), 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. Many vendors in China prefer its mobile payment capabilities to cash.

 

WEIBO: A popular Chinese microblogging social media platform similar to Twitter.

 

XUEBA: (学霸) Literally “academic tyrant,” this is a slang term for high-achieving students. Usually complimentary.
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Thank you for reading!

Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:

Sign up for our newsletter!


Or visit us online:

gomanga.com/newsletter
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