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  Yao Yan – Chapter 1
The wheels rolled over a deep pothole, splashing muddy water onto the window. Qing Ye pulled out her earphones with a frown as she stared at the mud spots on the glass. Her gaze drifted to the scene beyond – a dilapidated street where an electric tricycle loaded with garlic and onions rolled by as its driver called out his wares.

Next door, at a street food stall, an old man in a tattered apron worked with blackened hands. Occasionally, filthy stray dogs would dart across the street. The telephone poles stood crooked, the green paint on the mailboxes had mostly peeled away, and across the cement buildings, clotheslines crisscrossed chaotically. Though the heavy rain had just ceased, a gloomy haze still hung over the entire county town.

Qing Ye turned irritably to the driver, Sun Hai: “Uncle Sun, didn’t my father tell you anything before he went in?”

Sun Hai glanced at Qing Ye and sighed softly: “You’re still young. This isn’t something you should worry about.”

Qing Ye clenched her jaw, her lowered eyelids fixed intently on this place that felt so alien to her. Since leaving the highway, her eyes had been filled with wariness. This small town was vastly different from the capital where she had lived for eighteen years. Beyond the buildings and streets, the entire county town gave her an impression of being dirty and dust-covered.

It wasn’t until the car drove into the street that she realized what felt wrong – there were no trees. Not a single towering tree in sight. The few saplings along the road were all crooked, with no real landscaping to speak of. Garbage was strewn randomly along the roadsides, stray cats huddled in groups among the trash heaps, and collapsed walls stood neglected. It was like a county town frozen in time from the last century.

And she was supposed to live in such a place – how utterly depressing.

Five minutes later, Sun Hai slowly pulled over to the side of a small road, puzzling over the navigation: “Strange, why does it keep making me drive in circles on this road?”

Qing Ye scoffed coldly: “What’s strange about it? It’s already a miracle that this place even shows up on the navigation.”

Sun Hai said helplessly: “Never mind, I’ll get out and ask someone.”

Sun Hai opened the car door and ran to a small shop across the street. Qing Ye decided to step out as well. The air felt gritty, and the sky hung heavy with mist. Wearing spotless patent leather shoes, she stepped onto the curb and looked around. Her light blue gradient dress lifted in the wind, revealing smooth calves – perhaps the only splash of color in this dusty street.

The sound of a basketball came from nearby. She walked a few steps behind the car to look – it was a run-down outdoor basketball court with several motorcycles parked alongside, surrounded by a group of young people with dyed hair in various colors.

The group seemed to notice her from afar, and someone waved at her. Qing Ye muttered under her breath: “Idiots.”

She turned away to wait for Sun Hai, but the sound of motorcycles came from the basketball court. The group of young people rode their motorcycles in her direction, their modified exhaust pipes roaring like tractors. They called out to her from a distance: “Hey, beautiful!”

Qing Ye maintained a stern expression, her gaze sharp as she watched them. She noticed one motorcycle decorated with Doraemon stickers somehow carrying three people, with the fat guy at the back practically hanging off.

As the motorcycles approached her, the blonde guy squeezed in the middle and excitedly whistled at her. The motorcycle suddenly accelerated toward her, startling Qing Ye. She instinctively stepped back, her foot landing in mud, coating her polished leather shoes with a layer of slime.

The motorcycle brushed past her without actually touching her. The group of troublemakers burst into laughter, with the blonde guy calling out: “Hey beautiful, your shoes are dirty!”

Qing Ye looked up, meeting the gaze of the man on the Doraemon motorcycle. He wore black and white sportswear and had a crew cut, with a visible line shaved into his sideburns. His features were sharp, his expression playful.

Just as Qing Ye was about to curse at them, the group had already roared away, their laughter still audible from a distance.

“B-Brother Wu, that little girl just now… she’s not from our Zhazha Town, right?” Fat Hu stammered.

The blonde guy eagerly jumped in: “When has our dry and dusty place ever produced such a delicate girl? Didn’t you see the Beijing-plated Mercedes parked nearby? Must be visiting relatives. Right, Brother Wu?”

“How the fuck would I know,” Xing Wu replied carelessly, glancing in the rearview mirror where the light blue figure could still be seen angrily shaking mud from her shoes. He raised his eyebrows and accelerated.

The blonde guy laughed and said: “Let’s go to my place for hotpot. I just got some new videos, Japanese ones. The actress looks pretty similar to that little girl just now.”

Everyone laughed, and the blonde guy patted Xing Wu: “You coming?”

“Whatever.” Xing Wu turned toward the blonde guy’s house.

Sun Hai hurried out of the small shop and told Qing Ye: “I got directions, it’s not far. Let’s get back in the car.”

But Qing Ye stood by the car, staring at her dirty shoes, her eyes vacant. The anger that had been building in her chest for months finally reached its breaking point. These past few months had been like a nightmare, and she was finally losing control. She hated this godforsaken place, hated those delinquents from earlier. She didn’t want to stay in this dump, not for a single second!

Sun Hai noticed her distress and called out: “Xiao Ye?”

Qing Ye clutched her dress tightly and raised her head, staring at Sun Hai aggressively: “My father was such a shrewd person, how could he not have left himself a way out? Uncle Sun, tell me, can my father get out? He must have told you something, right?”

Sun Hai lowered his head and sighed: “Can we not discuss this right now? Xiao Ye, things are complicated, beyond what you can imagine. I want to try my best to negotiate, but there are indeed many obstacles. Some things won’t have results so quickly, do you understand?”

“I don’t understand!” Qing Ye almost roared. She stared at Sun Hai with reddened eyes, as if clutching at the last straw: “You all called him President Qing, but he was just a vice president! A vice president! Above him were the board of directors, and the legal representative. When things go wrong, why aren’t those people being held responsible? Why did they arrest him?”

Sun Hai quickly gestured for her to lower her voice: “Keep your voice down. News travels fast in small towns like this. Don’t be anxious, follow your parents’ arrangements. Your father’s case is still under investigation, it’s not completely hopeless. Your father isn’t a big fish, but he’s crucial. Some people want to extract information from him, so they might target you too. You must leave. Qing Ye, you need to stay calm.”

For several seconds, the wind blew against Qing Ye’s dry eyes. She raised her hand to rub them, and in a daze, said softly: “My parents’ arrangements… do I even have a mother anymore?”

She then got back into the car. Sun Hai looked at her suddenly quiet demeanor and felt a pang in his heart.

He had watched Qing Ye grow up. She was just a newly adult girl who had lost her mother to illness three months ago, and now her father had suddenly been arrested. Sun Hai couldn’t imagine how her world was crumbling, or how difficult her upcoming life would be. The only thing he could do was to send her away from the eye of the storm, personally hand her over to her aunt, and then return to make one last desperate gamble.

The rest of the journey was silent. Qing Ye leaned back in her seat with closed eyes, no longer wanting to look at the streets outside. A heavy atmosphere surrounded her, and Sun Hai felt equally uncomfortable.

The county town wasn’t big, and after asking for directions, they found the Xuandao Hair Salon within minutes. After parking, Sun Hai didn’t immediately get out. Qing Ye slowly opened her eyes to look at the rural-style small salon, with its red, white, and blue rotating pole at the entrance. The storefront wasn’t large, with two people chatting at the door – one with an outdated perm, the other wearing what they probably thought were fashionable wide-leg pants, with a chain decoration hanging from the waistband like a dog leash. Add one more person and they could debut as a band called “Wash, Cut, Blow.”

Qing Ye sat in the passenger seat, silently observing the salon with unusual quietness. After much consideration, Sun Hai finally spoke: “Xiao Ye, looking at it from another angle, your current situation isn’t the worst. At least compared to staying in Beijing, here you won’t be disturbed. No classmates will look at you differently because of your father’s situation. You can focus on preparing for the college entrance exam. How your future path unfolds depends on you, right?”

Qing Ye silently opened the car door. Sun Hai took out her suitcase, and people inside the salon heard the commotion. Some elderly people poked their heads out to look, and just then, a woman rushed out.

Hmm… how to put it? Her first impression of Qing Ye was as surreal as this small county town. Despite being in her forties, she wore blue glitter eyeshadow, had dyed red hair, and walked in five-centimeter platform high heels as she rushed over. She stopped in front of Qing Ye, looked her up and down, and confirmed: “You must be Qing Ye, right?”

Before Qing Ye could speak, Sun Hai beside her quickly responded: “Are you Qing Ye’s aunt, Li Lanfang?”

Before Qing Ye could get a clear look at Li Lanfang’s face, she was suddenly embraced enthusiastically, engulfed by cheap perfume. Li Lanfang excitedly said: “You’ve grown so big! I visited you in Beijing for your first birthday. You don’t remember me, do you?”

“…” Thanks a lot, who remembers people from their first birthday?

When Li Lanfang released Qing Ye, through the salon’s glass, Qing Ye noticed her right cheek had become a bit whiter. She quickly wiped her face as Li Lanfang enthusiastically pulled Qing Ye inside. Upon entering the salon, Qing Ye was stunned – her aunt had set up a mahjong table in the hair salon.

The mahjong players all stood up to observe her intently. Li Lanfang proudly introduced: “This is my niece, from Beijing. Look how beautiful she is.”

The players all chimed in: “Second Sister Li, you never mentioned having relatives in the capital?”

Li Lanfang puffed up her chest: “They run a big business there, very impressive.”

Qing Ye frowned and pulled her arm away. Li Lanfang should know about her father’s situation, yet she was still showing off like this, which made Qing Ye feel somewhat disgusted.

Sun Hai brought in Qing Ye’s suitcase and pulled Li Lanfang aside for a brief conversation. Qing Ye stood in the center of the shop, while the two people who had been at the door earlier now came inside, their eyes fixed on her as if they’d never seen a woman before.

As the Doraemon motorcycle turned the corner, Fat Hu pointed stutteringly: “Eh? Isn’t… isn’t that the Mer-Mercedes from earlier? Why is it parked in front of your house?”

Xing Wu was also surprised. He stopped the motorcycle and told Fat Hu: “I’ll go check it out.”

Qing Ye glanced sideways and saw Sun Hai stuffing a wad of money into Li Lanfang’s hands. Li Lanfang made a show of pushing it away before accepting it, her face full of smiles. Qing Ye didn’t know what Sun Hai had told Li Lanfang, but she kept saying: “Don’t worry, don’t worry.”

Behind her, the mahjong players pointed and discussed her. The air was filled with the pungent smell of hair dye, and her feet stood on piles of freshly cut hair. Qing Ye frowned as sudden anger welled up inside her. In all her life, she’d never heard that her mother had a sister. What kind of relatives were these? Relatives bought with money?

Just then, the salon door was suddenly pushed open. Qing Ye turned her head and met a pair of sharp eyes.

Yao Yan – Chapter 2
Qing Ye immediately recognized the crew-cut man – he was the hooligan who had deliberately tried to run her over on the Doraemon motorcycle earlier. Her brows furrowed as she gave him a cold look.

Xing Wu was also surprised to see her and called out: “Mom, who’s this?”

Li Lanfang hurried over: “You’re back just in time. Your cousin is here, come meet her.”

Qing Ye’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. Cousin? What cousin? Could this get any more surreal?

Li Lanfang enthusiastically introduced them: “This is Qing Ye, the one I mentioned to you a couple of days ago. Qing Ye, this is my son Xing Wu. He’s not good at studying, but he’s quite capable when it comes to fighting and getting things done. If you run into any trouble, just ask your cousin for help.”

Qing Ye maintained her cold expression, her eyes radiating unfriendly vigilance as she stared at Xing Wu. Xing Wu casually glanced at her leather shoes, gave an inexplicable smile, then turned to grab the DVD player and walked away, saying: “Won’t be back for dinner.”

Li Lanfang was furious and chased after him cursing: “You damn dog, running around everywhere again. What are you taking that thing for?”

Xing Wu had reached the door but turned back to glance at the money in her hand. Li Lanfang quickly stuffed it into her pocket. Xing Wu’s expression darkened before he disappeared through the doorway. As Li Lanfang continued cursing with vulgar language, Qing Ye irritably rushed outside.

The stuffy street was devoid of cars. Shirtless men wandered, old men sat in doorways fanning themselves with tattered banana leaves, and women slurped noodles while standing in front of their single-story homes. Dragonflies swarmed densely between the crisscrossing power lines. Every scene made her feel suffocated.

Sun Hai gave some final instructions as he left the salon. He had to go back to deal with the prosecutors and couldn’t waste a single day. He walked up to Qing Ye, suddenly at a loss for words.

For Qing Ye, Sun Hai was her only familiar person in this oppressive place. She stared at him desperately, hoping he would change his mind and take her with him, but she couldn’t say it. Sun Hai was just Qing Shengguang’s subordinate. He had worked for her father for many years but had his own family and life. He had no obligation to take her, especially since this was her parents’ arrangement.

Qing Ye’s gaze gradually lowered, and for the first time on this journey, her eyes reddened. Tears dropped to the ground, spreading into dark spots. She realized that in a few minutes, she would be completely abandoned by her former world. The massive villa, the prestigious international school, and the glamorous lifestyle would all become past tense. And she would be buried in this remote place whose name she couldn’t even pronounce. Her life wasn’t supposed to be like this. It just wasn’t.

She sniffled and raised her head, stubbornly wiping away her tears. She stared at Sun Hai with unusual calmness: “You’ve worked for my father for over ten years, right? From his accounting issues to all those mistresses, you know more than anyone. If there’s no turning point in my father’s case, someone will eventually target you. So, Uncle Sun, please… do your best, for everyone’s sake.”

Sun Hai laughed at her words: “Little girl, are you threatening me?”

Then he became serious: “Are you worried I’ll go back and abandon your father to protect myself? Your Uncle Sun isn’t as spineless as you think. Without Brother Qing, I’d still be just a driver running errands. I’ll risk my life to find a way.”

Qing Ye was moved, her nose tingling with emotion. Sun Hai patted her shoulder heavily and said gravely: “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but listen carefully. Your father’s situation isn’t certain yet. Best case scenario, he might be out in a few months and will come get you immediately.

Of course, that’s the best outcome. Worst case, even if he serves three to five years, he’ll still get out eventually. The living expenses your father left you, if you’re careful with them, will be enough for college. Don’t think too much about it. Focus on the college entrance exam for now. You’re an adult now, responsible for your own life. When the sky falls, you need to learn to hold it up yourself, understand?”

Qing Ye lowered her head as tears welled up again unbidden. It seemed like just yesterday she was sheltered in her parents’ palms, protected from wind and rain, and today she suddenly had to learn to stand on her own.

At the street corner, Xing Wu sat on his Doraemon motorcycle with a cigarette in his mouth, staring into the distance. Fat Hu held the DVD player and asked in confusion: “Who… who is that girl? Why is she crying in front of your store?”

Xing Wu said nothing, tossed his cigarette, and rode away.

Before getting in his car, Sun Hai turned back one last time to look worriedly at Qing Ye. She hadn’t been very responsive during their journey, but now suddenly said: “Uncle Sun, let me hug you.”

Sun Hai turned back sympathetically and patted her back. Qing Ye buried her face in his clothes, crying silently. Sun Hai was like a real uncle to her, and after this parting, who knew when they would meet again, or what would happen to him and her father. Overwhelming fear consumed Qing Ye’s reason, terrifying her.

Sun Hai gave her some final advice: “I know you don’t like it here, but focus on preparing for your exams. It’ll be a year at most. You were at an international school, and your father was planning to send you abroad anyway. Even though you’ve transferred schools, your goal shouldn’t change. A year will pass quickly, and with your grades, it won’t be hard to apply to schools in Canada then. Once you’re there, you can stay away from all this.

But Qing Ye, remember, don’t let others influence you, especially boys. Uncle Sun knows it’s easy to be impulsive at your age, but you need to keep a clear head. You won’t stay here forever, understand my meaning?”

Qing Ye nodded and released Sun Hai: “Let me know immediately if there’s any progress with the father’s case.”

Sun Hai agreed: “I’ll call you.”

Qing Ye watched him leave. Even after driving far away, Sun Hai kept checking her figure in the rearview mirror until it grew smaller and finally disappeared.

When she walked back into the salon, there was no trace of tears on Qing Ye’s face. No one could tell she had just struggled in the depths of despair. She disliked showing weakness in front of strangers, especially these people who seemed so surreal to her.

Li Lanfang had returned to the mahjong table. Qing Ye stood in the shop staring at her: “Where will I stay?”

Li Lanfang didn’t even look up: “Wait a bit, I’ll show you to your room after this round.”

Qing Ye walked to a pink sofa nearby but saw that the artificial leather was torn with foam showing through, and it was filthy. She couldn’t bring herself to sit on it, so she stood by the cash register to wait.

The wait stretched to nearly an hour, during which two middle school students came in for perms. Li Lanfang even called her to collect the money. Qing Ye never imagined that in just one day, she would go from living in a villa with servants to collecting money at a hair salon in this backwater county town.

The area was dusty with harsh sunlight, and the local girls all had rough, generally dark skin. They rarely saw someone as fair and clean as Qing Ye. While paying, they kept staring at her and shyly said: “Sister, you’re really pretty.”

Qing Ye looked at the simple honesty in the young girls’ eyes and wanted to smile at them, but she couldn’t manage it at the moment. She just took the money and said: “Take care.”

Take… care. Look at that, already falling into the role, even helping her so-called aunt with customers? How utterly depressing! Qing Ye’s mood hit rock bottom.

After finishing her mahjong round, Li Lanfang finally seemed to remember her niece who had traveled so far and hadn’t even had a drink of water. She quickly got up and said: “Qing Ye, let me show you to your room. The bedding was washed clean a couple of days ago, come on.”

She picked up Qing Ye’s suitcase and walked toward the hair-washing stations. Only then did Qing Ye notice there was a staircase beside them. She was going to stay here? Above the hair salon? Qing Ye stood at the base of the stairs, looking at the dark stairwell, then at a man getting his hair washed nearby, feeling increasingly surreal.

Even more surreal was Li Lanfang dragging her suitcase up the stairs step by step, complaining: “This suitcase of yours is no good, so heavy, god, I’m dying here.”

“…” Qing Ye looked at her Rimowa suitcase which cost tens of thousands of yuan and took a deep breath.

Li Lanfang went upstairs and turned on the light. The harsh white light hurt Qing Ye’s eyes, and she had to rub them hard before she could see clearly. The upstairs had been converted into living quarters, with cheap flooring, a green ceiling fan covered in thick dust, a fabric sofa at the top of the stairs, and a 32-inch LCD TV opposite. The ceiling was very low, making it feel oppressive. Across the living room were two rooms, the right one belonging to Li Lanfang and the left to Xing Wu, with a sink in the corner of the living room.

Li Lanfang walked straight to the left room and told her: “You’ll stay here temporarily. This is Xing Wu’s room, make do for now.”

Qing Ye followed Li Lanfang somewhat dumbfounded. What did she mean by staying in Xing Wu’s room?

Before she could process it, she saw that Li Lanfang had divided the room with a floral curtain, with a single bed on one side. What incredible ingenuity!

Qing Ye pointed at the floral curtain in disbelief: “I’m sleeping here?”

Li Lanfang explained: “It’s fine, that brat rarely comes home, always running around. After a while, I’ll have your uncle put up a wooden board to divide it properly.”

Qing Ye had no idea how they could divide this ten-square-meter room. Were they going to stick people to the wall?

She looked at Li Lanfang with displeasure, wanting to ask if she was crazy – she had absolutely zero blood relation with her son, so what was this arrangement about?

But Li Lanfang seemed completely oblivious, seeing nothing wrong with the situation. She put down the suitcase and told Qing Ye: “The bathroom is in the backyard downstairs. If you’re tired, get some rest. I’ll call you for dinner.”

The mahjong players were calling from downstairs: “Second Sister Li, hurry up!”

“Coming!” Li Lanfang hurried back down.

Qing Ye plopped down on the wooden bed, already drenched in sweat. She spotted a standing fan in the corner of the room, a Midea brand, probably the newest appliance in the house. She turned it on, finally getting some cool air. Qing Ye looked around the room and pulled at the hideously floral curtain. There was a small window with welded stainless steel bars, making it look like a prison cell.

Qing Ye stared at the hazy sky through that window, her eyes vacant and lost.

Yao Yan – Chapter 3
Huang Mao had a peculiar habit – he preferred watching DVDs because he felt computer screens were too small and cramped when people gathered around. Watching on TV was more enjoyable, but DVDs were becoming obsolete, and only Xing Wu could get them.

Seeing Fat Hu and Xing Wu return, he hastily inserted the DVD, muttering, “My player might be broken. Last night when my dad suddenly came home, I panicked and unplugged it wrong. Brother Wu, can you help fix it later? I rely on it to stay alive.”

Quan Ya laughed beside him, “Would you die if you don’t watch for one day?”

They joked around as they played the disc. Meanwhile, Xing Wu was already sitting at the hot pot, which had been seasoned and started cooking lamb slices. The TV soon displayed explicit scenes, and the group of young men around twenty years old watched excitedly, urging Huang Mao to fast-forward.

Huang Mao gestured animatedly with the remote, saying, “Look, doesn’t she look like the girl we met on the street earlier?”

Everyone’s faces were practically pressed against the TV screen, their excitement obvious. Xing Wu glanced once and turned away with a cold expression.

Huang Mao excitedly turned to ask Xing Wu, “How about it, Brother Wu? She’s hot, right? That girl on the street probably looks just as wild underneath.”

As soon as he spoke, the atmosphere in the room became strange. Unlike usual, Xing Wu didn’t curse at him for being rude. Instead, he remained silent with furrowed brows, a sudden chill emanating from him as he said neither loudly nor softly, “Turn it off.”

Huang Mao thought he’d misheard, responding with a confused “Huh?”

Fat Hu stood to the side, frantically winking at Huang Mao, who didn’t catch on and continued excitedly, “Brother Wu, isn’t she hot?”

Fat Hu anxiously walked over, snatched the remote, turned off the TV, and bumped Huang Mao, saying, “Shut, shut up. The girl we saw on the street is, is Brother Wu’s cousin.”

Instantly, the room fell silent, everyone exchanging awkward glances and staring oddly at Xing Wu.

Seeing Xing Wu’s cold expression, Huang Mao said sheepishly, “Sorry, Brother Wu, I didn’t know that girl was… Hey, since when did you have a cousin? From Beijing too?”

Xing Wu remembered how Qing Ye had stood on the street earlier, head down and crying, her thin figure looking as if it might be blown away by the wind, utterly helpless and desperate.

He drained his glass in one gulp, stood up, and said as he left, “You guys eat, I’m leaving first.”

Huang Mao panicked, following to ask, “Leaving before eating?”

Xing Wu opened the door and left without looking back. Soon after, his motorcycle rushed past the window. Huang Mao scratched his head, “Did I say something wrong?”

Fat Hu patted him, saying, “Pro-probably Brother Wu has family issues. We should leave him alone for now. With his family situation, and suddenly having a cousin show up, who wouldn’t be in a bad mood?”

…

Qing Ye lay on the bed, staring vacantly at the mottled ceiling. She had been looking at it for half an hour, genuinely afraid that the peeling paint might suddenly fall. Beneath her was a skin-crawling red peony-patterned bedsheet. She hadn’t slept all night, thinking she would fall asleep once she lay down, but every time she closed her eyes, all she could see was that dirty, gray street and a sky without a single bird. The world outside the window seemed covered by a veil, separating her from her previous life. Everything felt like a dream, so unreal. Several times when she opened her eyes, she hoped she would still be lying in her soft bed at home.

However, the mahjong sounds from downstairs, the accented chatter, and the sound of people spitting outside the window all reminded her that this wasn’t a dream.

This continued until dark when Li Lanfang called her down for dinner. Qing Ye sat up suddenly, her head aching.

Looking at her dirty shoes, that nameless anger flared up again. The stairs were steep and narrow, and her eyes hurt more. She rubbed them and carefully descended the stairs while holding onto the wall.

The hair salon was already empty, the two hairdressers apparently off work. Small towns weren’t like big cities – shops closed early when streets emptied at night. Li Lanfang called out to Qing Ye from the backyard. She walked through the salon to the back, finding the backyard quite spacious. The kitchen was on the right side of the yard, with the toilet right next to it – who knows what kind of person would design it this way?

Under the shed outside the kitchen was a wooden table, with a broken light bulb hanging above it, moths relentlessly flying into it.

At the table sat an elderly woman with completely white hair, her head tilted abnormally. Li Lanfang came out carrying braised pork with vegetables, saying to Qing Ye, “Come eat. Oh, this is Xing Wu’s grandmother. She has cerebral palsy and doesn’t recognize people.”

Qing Ye sat down uncomfortably, glancing at Xing Wu’s grandmother. Her drool had flowed down to her chest and was bubbling – it was almost unbearable to watch.

Li Lanfang served rice to Qing Ye, telling her to eat first, then called out to Xing Wu’s grandmother, “Oh my, look at you, are you hungry?”

Li Lanfang roughly wiped the old woman’s collar and started feeding her.

Qing Ye completely lost her appetite, poking at the hard rice with her chopsticks. Just then, lights came on inside, and someone seemed to have returned.

Li Lanfang stretched her neck to look, put down her bowl, and said to Qing Ye, “I’ll go check. You eat first.”

As soon as Li Lanfang reached the shop, she saw Xing Wu who had just entered, and asked with surprise, “Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“Didn’t you say you weren’t coming home to eat?”

“Mind your own business.”

Xing Wu tried to walk past her to the backyard, but Li Lanfang grabbed him and said in a low voice, “Watch your temper. Let me tell you, your cousin’s mother just died, and her father’s in jail. She’s pitiful, and she’s counting on us now.”

Xing Wu shook off Li Lanfang impatiently, saying, “You got paid to take care of her, it’s none of my business. Stop with this cousin stuff. They didn’t even acknowledge you back then, and here you are eagerly taking care of their daughter. Playing the good Samaritan? Why don’t you open a shelter?”

He pushed open the backyard door with an angry expression. Li Lanfang cursed, “Is that any way to talk? Why did you come back? Just to anger me, you brat.”

After Li Lanfang left, Qing Ye faced a brain-damaged old woman who was drooling and staring at her – the atmosphere was extremely awkward. She had just taken a bite of rice when the old woman’s drool started dripping again, nearly making her throw up.

She looked around, took out a pack of tissues, folded several layers, and reluctantly wiped the old woman’s mouth with a disgusted expression, then threw the tissue aside. The old woman swayed back and forth, staring at the bowl in front of her.

Qing Ye looked into the salon, but Li Lanfang hadn’t come out yet. With no choice, she picked up the bowl and fed Xing Wu’s grandmother a spoonful.

Xing Wu happened to push the door open at that moment and froze at the sight of Qing Ye’s action. His previous anger seemed suddenly doused with ice water.

He walked over expressionlessly and snatched the bowl, then hooked a wooden stool with his foot and sat down.

Qing Ye’s inexplicable irritation resurfaced with Xing Wu’s appearance. She didn’t even look at him, turning away to eat.

With Xing Wu feeding his grandmother, Li Lanfang started eating herself.

Li Lanfang cooked with lard, which Qing Ye wasn’t used to. She already had little appetite, and Li Lanfang’s cooking skills were truly beyond words – even the vegetables were impossibly tough to chew, so Qing Ye could only eat plain rice.

Thinking Xing Wu wouldn’t come home for dinner, Li Lanfang had only made four meatballs. She ate two herself, the old woman had one, and after Xing Wu finished feeding his grandmother, only one meatball remained in the bowl.

After eating, Li Lanfang wheeled the old woman back to her room, which was in the yard directly opposite the toilet in a small house they had built. Xing Wu served himself a bowl of rice and sat across from Qing Ye, neither speaking to the other.

After a while, Xing Wu noticed the person opposite hadn’t touched any dishes. He looked at the two hastily prepared, unappetizing dishes on the table and suddenly burst out angrily, “All you know is gambling every day, might as well sew everyone’s mouths shut!”

Qing Ye jumped in shock, suddenly looking up at Xing Wu, with only four words in her mind: “What a mental case.”

Li Lanfang yelled from the old woman’s room, “Why don’t you go scold your father? Never comes home all year, just takes out your anger on me. Did I owe you something in my past life? If you’re complaining, cook yourself, you’re old enough!”

Qing Ye felt her ears buzzing, like a swarm of flies constantly bombarding her eardrums. Since arriving at this awful place in the afternoon, there hadn’t been a single normal person – everyone communicated by shouting, making her already irritated mood even more unbearable.

Xing Wu was about to speak when he saw Qing Ye lowering her head, unusually quiet, her chopsticks motionless. He finally held back from arguing with Li Lanfang, falling into a rare silence.

Xing Wu’s eyes caught the last remaining meatball in the bowl, and he pushed the plate toward Qing Ye. At the same moment, Qing Ye slammed down her chopsticks and stood up, walking inside.

Xing Wu looked at her bowl of barely touched rice and became angry too, turning his head to coldly say to her retreating figure, “Eat when there’s food to eat. Only fools fight with their stomach. Nobody here will coddle you.”

Qing Ye’s footsteps paused briefly before she pushed aside the curtain and went in. Eat your sister’s food – if she stayed any longer, she’d be eaten alive by mosquitoes.

Since the afternoon, she’d been wondering if Li Lanfang was missing a screw. Her husband never came home, and Qing Ye was a girl – instead of arranging for her to stay in Li Lanfang’s room, she had her sleep in her son’s room.

But when Qing Ye went upstairs and glanced into Li Lanfang’s room, those thoughts completely disappeared.

Li Lanfang’s room looked like a warehouse, piled with broken cardboard boxes everywhere. Hair dye bottles, shampoo bottles, and conditioning treatment boxes were strewn about, with just enough space in the middle for a bed, which was covered in clothes thrown everywhere, including bras – it looked like a pigsty. She immediately dismissed her earlier thoughts; at least Xing Wu’s room, though small, was neat and clean.

Qing Ye returned to the room, frantically scratching her legs which were both painful and itchy. Soon they were covered in red marks. Were even the mosquitoes here so demonic? Truly vicious insects from poor mountains and evil waters.

Heavy footsteps appeared on the stairs, and Xing Wu stopped at the doorway, glancing at her legs. He didn’t enter immediately, and Qing Ye pulled the ugly floral curtain shut with an unfriendly expression, drawing a clear boundary.

Footsteps sounded beside her, followed by the sound of opening cabinets and rummaging. Suddenly, a green bottle flew through the floral curtain and landed on the bed. Qing Ye picked it up – it was a bottle of essential balm oil.

She hated the smell of essential balm oil and threw it back. The floral curtain was yanked open, and Xing Wu coldly held up the small bottle, looking at her: “The mosquitoes here are toxic. If you don’t want scars, don’t be so damn prissy.”

Qing Ye bit her lip without speaking. Xing Wu threw the essential balm oil to her again, and soon the room was filled with its scent. Qing Ye applied it while sweating profusely, hot and sticky, with sweat dripping down her cheeks.

Shortly after, a cool breeze blew in, and the areas where she’d applied the oil felt refreshingly cool. She looked up at Xing Wu, who had his legs propped up on the desk, sitting by the window smoking.

Qing Ye found the smoke irritating and frowned, looking at him seriously: “Put out the cigarette.”

Xing Wu curled his lips playfully and took a leisurely drag, exhaling: “Get the situation straight – this is my house, my room.”

Qing Ye screwed the cap back on the essential balm oil, pulled open her suitcase, quickly grabbed some clothes, and ran downstairs with heavy footsteps.

Xing Wu shifted his gaze from the doorway to the window, slightly furrowing his brows.

Downstairs, Qing Ye ran into Li Lanfang, who was preparing to go next door to play mahjong. She couldn’t believe that Li Lanfang played in the shop during the day and still went out to play at night – how addicted was she?

Looking at Li Lanfang about to leave, she asked, “Where do I take a bath?”

Li Lanfang pointed to the backyard: “Next to the toilet. If you need anything, call Xing Wu. I’ll be back later.”

Then she hurried off.

Qing Ye turned and walked into the backyard, glancing at Xing Wu’s grandmother’s room, which was dark with lights out. The yard was empty, with the other half connecting to several neighboring houses. Qing Ye looked away and walked toward the so-called bathroom.

Upon entering the bathroom, Qing Ye froze – cement floor, cement walls, a completely rusted shower head, and a yellowish light bulb covered in tiny moths, utterly disgusting.

There was a wooden stool at the bathroom entrance, apparently for placing clothes. Qing Ye put down tissue paper as a barrier before placing her clean clothes on it. As she pulled down the zipper of her dress, suddenly a shirtless man burst in.
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As soon as Xing Wu reached the backyard, he saw Qing Ye trembling and hugging herself, and Wu Lao’er standing shirtless at the bathroom door.

Walking over, he asked in an unfriendly tone, “What’s going on?”

Qing Ye was so frightened her eyes turned red, and she instinctively moved closer to Xing Wu: “This person snuck into your family’s bathroom.”

Wu Lao’er looked completely confused and turned to Xing Wu: “Wu-zi, what do you mean ‘your family’s’? The bathroom has always been shared. Who’s this woman?”

Qing Ye’s worldview was shocked once again – a bathroom shared among neighbors? What era were they living in?

Xing Wu glanced at the utterly shocked Qing Ye and said coldly to Wu Lao’er, “She’s my relative. She’ll bathe first, you wait.”

Wu Lao’er wasn’t particularly upset, but his eyes kept staring at Qing Ye. Xing Wu shot him a fierce glare and pushed Qing Ye inside, only then noticing her dress zipper was halfway down, revealing her smooth, delicate white shoulder blades. The scenes from Huang Mao’s house that afternoon suddenly flooded his mind.

He furrowed his brows and said harshly, “Why the fuck don’t you lock the door?”

Qing Ye replied in confusion, “What lock?”

Xing Wu walked into the bathroom, closed the door, and there was a broken rope tied to an iron plate on the door frame – wrapping it around a few times counted as locking. Qing Ye’s vision went dark – what kind of incomprehensible operation was this?

Xing Wu untied the rope and asked her, “Got it now?”

Qing Ye stared at the “lock” for a moment. Just as Xing Wu was about to pull the door open to leave, she suddenly called out, “Wait, why is there a hole in the door?”

Xing Wu glanced at it and replied, “Old lock hole. Fell off.”

Fell off, leaving just a hole, and he answered so matter-of-factly. Qing Ye became agitated and raised her voice, “How am I supposed to bathe? What if someone stands outside and peeks through the hole? They’ll see me bathing!”

Xing Wu said incredulously, “Who the hell would stand in the yard in this heat to watch you bathe?”

But he saw Qing Ye’s eyes looking behind him, full of wariness. Xing Wu followed her gaze and turned his head – Wu Lao’er was still standing shirtless in front of his house, smoking and staring in the direction of the bathroom.

Xing Wu fell silent, then said impatiently, “I’ll smoke a cigarette by the kitchen door. Be quick.”

Qing Ye watched Xing Wu walk to the shed a few steps away, take out a cigarette and light it, before returning to the bathroom and tying the “lock” like he had shown her.

Just after securing it, Qing Ye looked back and suddenly called out, “Xing Wu, are you there?”

“Um…”

Footsteps quickly approached, and Xing Wu’s voice came from outside: “Speak.”

Qing Ye quickly undid the “lock,” opened the door, and squinted at him in the moonlight: “Why isn’t there even shampoo in the bathroom?”

“Troublesome.” Xing Wu tossed these two words and turned to go inside, returning shortly with a bottle of Head & Shoulders and a bar of soap for her.

Qing Ye looked at the items in her hands, her frown deepening: “Just these?”

“What? You want Pantene?” Xing Wu’s lips curled with impatience.

“Do you have conditioner?”

Xing Wu reacted as if he’d heard something ridiculous, touching his crew cut: “Do I look like I need conditioner?”

“…” Qing Ye slammed the door shut.

Her hair was long, and with the dry climate here, without conditioner, her hair would be dry and difficult to comb. But forget conditioner – they didn’t even have facial cleanser. This distant aunt’s family even had just a thin sliver of soap left. Having lived a privileged life, Qing Ye never imagined she’d one day be bathing in a place without even a proper lock. It all felt absurdly surreal.

Usually taking over half an hour to bathe, Qing Ye finished in less than ten minutes due to her heightened state of tension.

Qing Ye put on clean clothes and was about to open the door when suddenly something dark moved in the corner.

Xing Wu had finished his cigarette and was getting hot waiting when he suddenly heard another scream from the bathroom, mixed with terrified sounds. He reflexively stood up from the wooden stool and hurriedly walked over, raising his voice to ask: “What the fuck is it now?”

Just as he reached the bathroom door, someone suddenly rushed out and crashed straight into his chest. Xing Wu felt a soft, fragrant warmth hit him, and looking down, the girl before him lifted her pale face and pointed behind her: “In there.”

Xing Wu consciously stepped back and raised an eyebrow: “A ghost?”

But unexpectedly, Qing Ye’s eyes went wide as she cried out: “There’s a spider!”

“…”

Xing Wu wordlessly opened the door, looked in, and said casually: “So it’s just a spider.”

As he was about to turn away, Qing Ye suddenly became anxious. It was truly her first time seeing such a large live spider, and her whole body was covered in goosebumps. She demanded: “Aren’t you going to kill it?”

Xing Wu’s expression became serious: “I don’t kill living things.”

He then watched as Qing Ye’s expression changed from shock to anger, and added playfully: “Spiders eat mosquitoes, why kill them?”

Qing Ye’s constantly changing expressions amused Xing Wu, and he said carelessly: “Besides, how do you know it’s not my pet?”

At this moment, Qing Ye truly wanted to throw the Head & Shoulders bottle at him.

Xing Wu went inside, with Qing Ye following behind, but then she stopped short – this was a hair salon, after all. How could even the most run-down salon not have conditioner? Xing Wu turned on the lights, and Qing Ye, her hair still dripping wet, went straight to the washing station, bent down to look around for a while, then picked up a bottle of cheap conditioner and questioned Xing Wu: “If this isn’t conditioner, what is it?”

Xing Wu completely ignored her, hands in his jeans pockets, merely grunting “Oh” before heading upstairs.

Qing Ye had never met such an annoying person – would it kill him to speak properly?

After entering the room, she immediately pulled the floral curtain between them tightly shut and said: “Your mom said you don’t come back to sleep at night.”

“If my mom said I turn into Spider-Man every night to save the world, would you believe that too?”

Qing Ye threw the essential balm oil from the bed to the adjacent bed and pulled over the blanket, but didn’t cover herself. Having just bathed, she felt like she was sweating again, unbearably hot.

She sat up again and couldn’t help but ask: “Why don’t you install a lock on your bathroom door?”

Game sounds came from the other side as Xing Wu asked flatly: “Which family would install it?”

Qing Ye understood – with a shared bathroom, no family wanted to take the loss. Just for a cheap lock. Qing Ye gave a cold laugh.

She simply got up to stand in front of the electric fan to cool off. The standing fan was placed in front of the curtain, which Xing Wu had moved earlier to face her side, meaning his side got no breeze at all.

Qing Ye curiously glanced at him from the corner of her eye. He was wearing a black T-shirt, leaning against the headboard, truly without a drop of sweat.

She couldn’t help but ask: “Aren’t you hot?”

“A calm mind stays cool.” Xing Wu focused on his game.

“Why don’t you install air conditioning in your room? Is this how you spend every summer?”

Xing Wu suddenly raised his eyebrows, coldly stared at her for a few seconds, and without warning threw his phone onto the bed: “If you have money, I don’t mind you installing locks and air conditioning for my family. If you can’t stand living here, then get out.”

The air suddenly grew still. Qing Ye stood motionless at the foot of the bed, staring at him. Neither spoke. In the next second, Qing Ye’s eyes suddenly turned red, and Xing Wu’s sharp gaze flickered slightly.

Qing Ye turned around, grabbed her phone, and headed straight out. Soon, footsteps could be heard going down the stairs. Xing Wu stayed frozen on the bed for a few seconds, then cursed under his breath: “Damn it!”

…

This day had been terrible for Qing Ye. She had suddenly fallen from a bright, glamorous world into a slum, surrounded by strange people, an unfamiliar environment, dilapidated streets, barely edible food, and relatives with no blood ties. All of this, coupled with Xing Wu’s “get out,” had pushed her last nerve to the breaking point.

She felt her head buzzing, her chest tight, her whole body burning hot as if about to combust. She didn’t know where she would go after opening this door, but she didn’t want to stay here anymore, not even for a minute.

Just as she pulled the door open, suddenly a dark figure appeared before her. Xing Wu’s tall figure loomed over her, exuding a fierce wildness in the darkness, his eyes staring at her like a wolf’s, his voice deep: “Want to go out? Fine. Let me tell you about our area first. After nine at night, the only people you’ll see on the streets are gamblers, drunks, and perverts. With your looks, you’d be considered provocative around here – guaranteed to attract attention the moment you step out. By the way, people in our small town can barely make ends meet, nobody likes to get involved in trouble. No matter how loud you scream, no one will risk getting involved. Call 110, and you’ll be lucky if the old police officer arrives within an hour. As for what might happen during that hour, you can try going out if you’re brave enough.”

With that, Xing Wu opened the door, watching her. A stuffy wind blew against Qing Ye, and as she looked at the empty street outside, she suddenly shivered.

Her mind was clearer now. Whether what Xing Wu said was true or false, there was no need to risk her safety just to spite him.

So she decisively turned around and went back upstairs to the room. Fortunately, Xing Wu didn’t come up again – Qing Ye wasn’t sure if he had gone out.

Qing Ye lay there in a daze for two or three hours, unsure if she had actually fallen asleep, just feeling her stomach constantly growling until she was finally awakened by hunger. She rummaged through her luggage – when leaving, she had indeed planned to bring a pack of snacks, but thinking she could buy snacks or order takeout anywhere, she thought it would be troublesome to carry them and didn’t bring any.

Who could have imagined there really were places where you couldn’t order takeout or buy things at night?

Qing Ye tossed and turned in bed, then really needed to use the bathroom, so she finally sat up and put on her slippers. Outside was pitch black. She didn’t know if Li Lanfang had returned from playing mahjong, and it wasn’t appropriate to call her at this hour.

She could only walk toward the stairs using her phone’s light. She felt her eyes hurt more after waking up and blinked hard several times. Passing by the sofa, she suddenly kicked a leg that startled her. She quickly shone her phone light on the sofa – someone was lying there. He raised his hand to block the harsh light, his voice somewhat hoarse: “What is it?”

Qing Ye then realized it was Xing Wu lying there. He hadn’t gone out that night but had fallen asleep on the sofa.

She quickly moved the light away and said: “I’m going to the bathroom.”

After speaking, she fumbled her way to the stairs. Halfway down, looking at the pitch-black salon below with its eerily reflecting mirrors, she suddenly stopped and quietly called up: “Hey… are you asleep?”

“Mm.”

Qing Ye stood on the stairs holding it in for a while until Xing Wu impatiently said: “Speak.”

“Can you… accompany me to the bathroom?”

“…”

There was no movement from upstairs, and just as Qing Ye thought Xing Wu wasn’t going to respond, she heard the shuffling sound of slippers, and Xing Wu’s tall figure appeared at the top of the stairs.

The backyard was extraordinarily quiet at night. There were no trees here, not even cicada sounds. Her hearing seemed magnified countless times, making Qing Ye somewhat nervous.

Xing Wu stopped at the back door, wearing a loose number 14 basketball T-shirt and gray sweatpants, leaning against the door frame with his tall frame. Qing Ye walked a few steps, and hearing no sound behind her, turned back to look at him: “Why did you stop?”

Xing Wu lowered his head to light a cigarette, took a drag, and said with a crooked smile: “Stop where? Stand by the toilet waiting for you?”

“Weirdo.” Qing Ye took small quick steps and rushed into the toilet, closing the door.

Yao Yan – Chapter 5
When Qingye came out of the bathroom, she instinctively looked up at the moon and paused. The moon seemed bigger and brighter from this spot. It was the same moon she had gazed at from her bedroom window just yesterday, yet today she found herself thousands of miles away in a mountain valley. Such a dramatic change in her life within a single day still felt unreal to her.

Xing Wu also raised his head to look at the bright moon. He didn’t hurry her along. They stood there, one in the courtyard and one leaning against the doorframe, both staring in the same direction, lost in their thoughts.

After finishing his cigarette and stamping it out on the ground, Xing Wu asked, “Hungry?”

Qingye lowered her head and touched her stomach, wondering if Xing Wu had heard it growling earlier. How did he know?

She watched as Xing Wu stepped out and walked toward the kitchen, saying, “I’m hungry. If you want to eat, wait inside. There are too many mosquitoes out here.”

Qingye glanced back at him, but he had already entered the kitchen and was busy with something.

Not daring to walk into the empty barbershop, Qingye sat on the washing chair and scrolled through her phone. Her social media feed was mostly filled with posts from her former international school classmates. As she casually browsed, she noticed He Leling, who rarely posted, had shared a picture of a folded paper heart with the caption: “Hope to have a future with you.”

He Leling had been one of Qingye’s closest friends in class. They both ranked near the top academically, though He Leling had never surpassed Qingye since middle school, but she always maintained good grades. Since Qingye’s mother passed away several months ago and her family faced successive troubles, she hadn’t gone shopping, studied, or gossiped with He Leling in a long time. To think that in just these few short months, He Leling had found love? Qingye didn’t even know who the person was.

After liking the post, Qingye put down her phone. Xing Wu brought in two bowls of noodles and set them on the mahjong table, telling her, “Come over.”

Qingye had already caught the fragrant smell of sesame oil. She swallowed and walked over, sitting down to find an appetizing bowl of noodles topped with vibrant green vegetables, ham, and a fried egg.

Qingye didn’t pick up her chopsticks right away. Her nose suddenly stung with emotion – before her mother’s condition had worsened, she used to make her these same sesame oil noodles with vegetables. It felt like such a distant memory now.

Xing Wu sat with one foot propped on his chair and glanced at her. “Eat. It’s not poisoned.”

Qingye picked up her chopsticks and took a bite of noodles, then picked up some vegetables. Her appetite suddenly opened up. Just considering these noodles, they were infinitely better than Li Lanfang’s cooking. The vegetables were perfectly cooked, and the noodles were just the right texture.

Qingye was truly starving and ate big mouthfuls. If her mother were alive to see her eating like this, she would surely scold her for her poor table manners. Qingye would never eat so ungracefully in front of strangers, but perhaps because of her earlier argument with Xing Wu, she couldn’t be bothered to maintain appearances in front of him.

Xing Wu raised his eyelids slightly to observe her. Qingye felt his gaze and said, “Do you talk to everyone like you’ve eaten gunpowder?”

Xing Wu smirked: “With that contemptuous look in your eyes, you expect me to grovel and smile at you?”

“I don’t look at everything with contempt!”

Xing Wu finished eating and pushed his bowl away, suddenly leaning in closer to stare at her with a hint of roguishness: “Your eyes are full of disdain.”

He leaned back in his chair and kicked the nearby chair. “Tell me, who do you look down on? This poor place? Or my home? If I’m not mistaken, when you met us on the road this afternoon, you probably cursed us as ‘country bumpkins’ in your mind, right?”

Qingye looked up in surprise: “No.”

Then she added: “I called you an idiot.”

In all his years of hanging around Xuandian, Xing Wu had never been called an idiot to his face, let alone by a girl. He couldn’t help but laugh in anger.

He narrowed his eyes at Qingye, and with just one look, she sensed danger. To be honest, the reason she had noticed Xing Wu among the group that afternoon was precisely because of this sharp, piercing quality about him that was hard to ignore.

But Xing Wu didn’t argue with Qingye. He took out his phone and said flatly: “No matter how privileged your life was before since you’ve come to stay with us, put away your pride. Here, no one will coddle you.”

Qingye remained silent. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the principle of adapting to local customs, but that mental barrier was difficult to overcome, along with eighteen years of ingrained habits that couldn’t be changed overnight. She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring when the sun rose, so she decided to just take it one day at a time.

Xing Wu had finished eating long ago and was sitting with his leg propped up against the chair back, playing with his phone. Qingye wasn’t sure if he was waiting for her, but when she finished, he stood up too.

They went upstairs one after the other. Xing Wu didn’t go to his room but flopped onto the sofa as usual, while Qingye went to her room to sleep.

The next morning when she woke up, Qingye blinked, feeling her vision was blurry. She had just raised her hand to rub her eyes when they suddenly began to hurt terribly.

She quietly left her room. Li Lanfang’s door was still closed, and Xing Wu was still lying on the sofa with one leg hanging off. She took out her electric toothbrush and disposable face towel and made her way to the sink. After washing her face, her eyes hurt even more from the water contact. She didn’t know what was wrong with them, and everything looked fuzzy.

She put down her things and felt her way to the staircase, intending to go downstairs to check her eyes in the mirror.

The quiet morning was suddenly broken by a loud “thud” that jolted Xing Wu upright on the sofa.

He immediately ran to the staircase to find Qingye had tumbled down the stairs and landed heavily on the ground. Xing Wu took the stairs three at a time, frowning: “What happened?”

Just as he was about to help her up, Qingye’s face contorted as she cried out: “It hurts!”

Xing Wu noticed her right leg was scraped and her eyes were frighteningly red, like she was possessed by a ghost. The sight jolted him fully awake this early morning, and he cursed: “Fuck.”

He picked her up on his back and rushed toward the clinic at the street corner. Just as they left the barbershop, Li Lanfang called from the second floor: “Wuzi, what was that noise?”

Without looking up, Xing Wu replied: “Your niece almost died.”

Though Qingye was in terrible pain, she still managed to pinch his neck in anger: “I’m not dead, don’t talk nonsense. Tell me what’s wrong with my eyes? I can’t see clearly. I’m not going blind, am I?”

Xing Wu snapped back in exasperation: “Shut up! My home isn’t so toxic that you’d go blind after just one day.”

The clinic doctor had just started work early in the morning, with the rolling door only halfway up. Xing Wu put Qingye down and banged on the door with his fist: “Doctor Zhuang, emergency!”

The commotion was significant, and there was quick movement inside. An old man came to pull up the rolling door: “What emergency? Who’s dying?”

“…”

After the door was fully raised, Xing Wu pointed to Qingye beside him: “Her.”

The old man seemed very familiar with him and gave Xing Wu a sideways glance: “Always exaggerating. Bring her in.”

Qingye’s right leg hurt too much to move. Xing Wu pulled her up, and she grabbed his arms, using them like crutches as she hopped into the clinic on one leg. Xing Wu looked down at her soft, fair hands and turned away, concealing his expression.

After helping Qingye to a chair, Xing Wu told Doctor Zhuang: “She fell down the stairs.”

Doctor Zhuang had Qingye move various parts to confirm there were no fractures, then treated her leg wound and prescribed medicine. Noticing something wrong with her eyes, he examined those as well, diagnosing acute conjunctivitis. He prescribed medication, telling her not to rub her eyes, to get adequate rest and sleep to boost her immunity, and gave her some eye drops.

On the way back, since Xing Wu knew there were no fractures, he didn’t carry her anymore. Qingye held onto his arm as she hopped toward the barbershop, sweating in the heat and growing skeptical: “The doctors here treat everything without specializing? Is that reliable?”

Xing Wu had his hands in his jeans pockets and smirked: “What’s not reliable about it? They even treat heart disease.”

“Really?”

Just as she asked, Xing Wu’s phone rang. After answering, he said: “Got it, coming right over.”

He dropped Qingye off at the entrance of Xuandian and was about to leave after handing her the medicine when she said: “Add me on WeChat.”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and glanced at her. Qingye took out her phone and sneered: “Playing hard to get now?”

Xing Wu said nothing but slid open his QR code for her to scan. Just as he mounted his scooter, his phone buzzed. He checked to find Qingye had sent him a red envelope marked: “Medicine money.”

Xing Wu scoffed and put his phone back in his pocket.

Li Lanfang fussed over Qingye’s fall all morning, but by afternoon she was back to playing cards as if nothing had happened. Only one of the two wash-cut-blow stylists came in today, the other saying they were taking a break. The one who came wore a dog chain on his belt and introduced himself to Qingye as “Liu Nian.” Qingye almost heard it as “durian” and was about to comment on the strange-smelling name when Liu Nian showed her his name tag and Qingye’s unclear eyes could roughly make out “Liu Nian.”

She wasn’t sure if it was his real name – it had a strong “funeral love family forty-five-degree sky-gazing” vibe to it.

Li Lanfang had Qingye sit at the cashier counter to help collect money while she went to play mahjong. The barbershop had a decent business that afternoon, and Brother Liu Nian washed and cut hair without a single complaint, even bringing water for Qingye during his free time. Qingye casually asked him: “How much do you make per month?”

Liu Nian flipped his flowing hair and replied: “1,200 yuan, plus bonuses when Boss Li wins at mahjong.”

Qingye nearly spat out her water. Looking at the simple fellow before her, she was momentarily speechless. What kind of faith made him work so diligently for 1,200 yuan? This was truly a magical place.

After three o’clock, Yellow Hair and Fatty came to the barbershop. They’d heard yesterday that Xing Wu had a beautiful cousin and came specially to tease – no, to visit her.

As soon as Yellow Hair entered, he familiarly patted Li Lanfang: “Auntie, pure hand straight dragon, huh?”

Li Lanfang irritably swatted his hand away: “Get lost, you’re scaring away my luck. Where’s Wuzi?”

Yellow Hair’s eyes shifted to Qingye, and he answered distractedly: “He’s busy.”

“Busy my ass.” Li Lanfang cursed, completely unaware she was cursing herself.

Qingye immediately recognized these two – the fat one and the skinny one – as the thugs from Xing Wu’s motorcycle yesterday and naturally felt no goodwill toward them. She kept her head down, scrolling through her phone.

Yellow Hair pulled up a chair next to Qingye and was about to strike up a conversation when she looked up, nearly scaring him off his chair. Her blood-red eyes were full of blood vessels and wide open. Yellow Hair stammered: “Holy shit, zombie transformation?”

Just then, Xing Wu walked in carrying a plastic bag. He walked straight to Yellow Hair and kicked his chair, making him stand up: “What are you doing here?”

Yellow Hair smiled and winked: “Just came to see cousin, didn’t we? But what’s wrong with your cousin? Looks scary.”

Xing Wu took the plastic bag inside and replied: “Fell down the stairs, got acute conjunctivitis. You came to visit a patient empty-handed?”

Yellow Hair sheepishly said: “We’ll make up for it, make up for it! Tomorrow I’ll bring some big apples. Cousin, what else would you like? Just tell Big Brother.”

Xing Wu watched Yellow Hair’s eager manner without comment, but Qingye replied without hesitation: “Cherries and avocados.”

“Cher…” Yellow Hair looked back at Xing Wu, his eyes saying ‘Your big cousin isn’t easy to please.’

Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly, while Fatty, who had been quiet for a while, finally processed things and asked: “Wh-why would falling downstairs cause conjunctivitis?”

All three people looked up at him and unanimously cursed: “Idiot.”

Then Yellow Hair paused before laughing loudly: “Now this shows she’s family! Look at that synchronization!”

Qingye pulled at the corner of her mouth, and a hint of amusement flickered in Xing Wu’s eyes as he glanced at her, but it vanished the next second. He snatched Qingye’s phone away, his tone unpleasant: “Want to go blind? Go upstairs and sleep.”

Having sat for several hours, Qingye didn’t mind going upstairs. She limped past Xing Wu, supporting herself against the wall. As she passed him, she suddenly stopped and said: “Take your medicine money.”

Without looking up, Xing Wu said: “I might be broke, but I’m not so poor I need your medicine money.”

Qingye found it completely baffling. What was wrong with her normally paying him for the medicine? Which nerve had she struck this time? He was sick in the head.

She ignored him and turned to go upstairs.

Yellow Hair clicked his tongue and said to Xing Wu: “Bro, aren’t you being too harsh with your cousin?”

“Your cousin or my cousin?”

“Your cousin, though I wouldn’t mind being your cousin-in-law.” Yellow Hair finished with a leering grin and a grotesque wink. Just then, an old man came in for a haircut, and Xing Wu barked at Yellow Hair: “Get lost and help out.”

“Yes, yes.”
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Qingye did indeed take a nap, sleeping until dark. Due to the conjunctivitis, she couldn’t look at her phone or computer. This wretched place didn’t have a single normal person to talk to. She had never experienced such a miserable summer vacation in her life, and oddly enough, she found herself wanting school to start soon so she wouldn’t have to face these bizarre people all day.

Qingye lay in bed a while longer, only getting up when Li Lanfang called her down for dinner.

As soon as she reached the backyard, she heard Li Lanfang complaining to Xing Wu: “Has your brain stopped working? Locks aren’t free, you know! The Wu family is one thing, but Old Zhang’s family definitely won’t pay for it. Why should we install door locks for them?”

Qingye paused, suddenly remembering the plastic bag Xing Wu had brought back that afternoon. She hadn’t paid attention earlier, but now she recalled it might have been a new door lock. She turned to look at Xing Wu.

He was feeding his grandmother dinner and cast a sidelong glance at Qingye. Under the yellowish light bulb, his profile was illuminated, revealing sharp, handsome features.

Qingye remembered the scene from last night’s shower, how she had been anxious for ages because of the hole in the door, feeling completely unsafe and imagining a pair of eyes suddenly appearing through the hole. She had rushed through her shower and run out sweating from both anxiety and heat.

Xing Wu had complained about her being troublesome then, showing all kinds of impatience, but today he had installed a door lock. For some unknown reason, Qingye felt something strange stirring in her heart. Looking at Xing Wu now, he didn’t seem quite so detestable anymore, and even his cold face appeared somewhat more handsome.

Xing Wu seemed unwilling to let Li Lanfang continue this topic and said: “Enough, I’m not asking you to pay for it. It’s installed now, so why bother asking Uncle Zhang’s family for money?”

Qingye sat down to eat without joining their argument, but Li Lanfang was provoked by Xing Wu’s words. She put down her chopsticks and scolded: “I don’t understand what you’re saying. What do you mean you’re not asking me to pay? How did you grow up? If I hadn’t raised you, would you be this tall? Isn’t your money my money? Isn’t it the Xing family’s money? Everyone uses the bathroom, and when the lock breaks they all play dead, hoping someone else will install it. And here you are, playing the fool. Today it’s a door lock, what’s next? Planning to build houses for others tomorrow?”

Honestly, Qingye thought Li Lanfang was being too petty. The neighbors saw each other every day; there was no need to be so calculative. Although she generally found Xing Wu unpleasant, objectively speaking, she sided with him on this matter, and she felt Li Lanfang’s words were too harsh.

She looked up at Xing Wu and, sure enough, he was clenching his jaw, clearly suppressing his anger and looking ready to flip the table.

However, he still held back and patiently continued feeding his grandmother. Seeing him not respond, Li Lanfang became even more agitated, going on and on about money.

Qingye had never worried about money since childhood, and her parents had never fought over it, so she couldn’t understand why people here talked about nothing but money, and how neighbors could treat each other like thieves over a few dozen yuan. It seemed completely absurd to her.

Finally, she couldn’t bear it anymore and looked up to ask: “How much?”

Li Lanfang’s voice cut off abruptly as she looked at her, and even Xing Wu frowned and turned his head.

Qingye repeated: “How much was the door lock? I’ll pay for it. Is five hundred enough?”

She pulled out five crisp bills from her shoulder bag and slapped them on the table: “Can we stop arguing now?”

Li Lanfang fell silent, staring intently at the money. However, what Qingye didn’t expect was Xing Wu suddenly slamming down the nearly empty bowl he’d been using to feed his grandmother, standing up to say viciously: “If you’ve got money, why don’t you donate it all to help build the county? You think you’re the only one with money, huh?”

With that, Xing Wu suddenly kicked the wooden stool and left without finishing his dinner. Qingye was bewildered by his outburst. The wooden stool he kicked went rolling across the floor and fell apart. Qingye sat frozen at the table, her heart racing wildly, a mixture of anger, fear, and hurt overwhelming her until she could barely breathe, her small face turning pale.

Li Lanfang stopped her endless chatter then, muttering to herself, “What a mess!”

Then she turned to comfort Qingye: “Let’s ignore him and eat. If you take him seriously, you’ll die of anger every day.”

As she spoke, she pocketed Qingye’s five hundred yuan, then continued eating as if nothing had happened.

Qingye looked at her, having lost her appetite completely. Whatever tiny bit of goodwill she had just developed toward Xing Wu had completely vanished. Once again, she thought this whole family was mentally unsound.

But today Qingye didn’t act willfully. Xing Wu was right – only idiots would deny their stomachs, but today she wanted to modify that saying: only idiots would let jerks keep them from eating.

Qingye forced the tasteless rice into her stomach. Whether she was full or not was hard to say, but at least she ate.

That night Xing Wu didn’t come home. Qingye didn’t know where he went, nor did she want to know. When she went downstairs to shower, she noticed the newly installed door lock, which Xing Wu had presumably installed himself. It was quite neat, and the large spider behind the door was gone – she wasn’t sure if it had left on its own or if Xing Wu had removed it.

The next day, Yellow Hair did come to see her with big apples. He didn’t dare go up to her room, just leaving the fruit on the second-floor landing and calling out to Qingye in her room: “Cousin! That cow-something fruit you wanted, I went to two fruit shops but couldn’t find it. I found some cherries though, so eat these first.”

He left after saying that. Qingye walked to the landing and saw a large bag of fruit, which even included a dragon fruit. Although the cherries didn’t look great – they were quite dry – it was already quite luxurious to get cherries in this place.

Over the next few days, just as Li Lanfang had said, Xing Wu rarely came home to sleep and was barely seen at all. He only came back briefly for dinner each day and sometimes made a quick stop at noon, but he rarely ate at home. He would come back to feed his grandmother and then leave.

One day when he was home, he did fix the wooden chair he had kicked apart, even sanding the edges smooth, making it look like it was professionally done. Probably because if he didn’t fix it, his family wouldn’t have had enough chairs.

Qingye no longer tried to initiate conversations with him or pick fights, and Xing Wu seemed equally uninterested in acknowledging her, acting as if she were invisible.

One day during dinner, Qingye heard Li Lanfang and Xing Wu arguing about something in the barbershop again, though Xing Wu left after just a few words. Afterward, Li Lanfang returned the five hundred yuan to Qingye, who hadn’t expected to get it back. Li Lanfang grumbled: “Take it back, or Wuzi will argue with me again if I keep your money.”

Qingye said nothing and put the money away.

A week later, Qingye’s eyes had recovered, and her leg had scabbed over. During the day, she would sometimes help Li Lanfang collect money after reading her books. This wasn’t out of kindness – she was just incredibly bored. Since arriving, she had nowhere to go except to stay in her room reading.

Beyond this tiny barbershop, she couldn’t take a single step out. First, she didn’t know any other places, and second, after Xing Wu warned that night, she worried about the county’s safety and didn’t dare wander around alone.

Those days when Yellow Hair and Fatty passed by Xuandian, they would stop to check on her. Seeing her eyes had recovered, Yellow Hair grinned and said: “Finally, you don’t look scary anymore.”

Qingye casually asked: “What does Xing Wu usually do?”

Yellow Hair replied matter-of-factly: “Making hard money.”

“Summer job?”

Fatty stuttered: “N-no, not a summer job, it’s a l-long-term job.”

Yellow Hair smiled: “You don’t know? Our Brother Wu is known as Young Master Wu to others. He’s something – there’s no one else in Zazazting who can match him.”

Qingye couldn’t help but show that disdainful look again, thinking “idiots” to herself. Had these people never seen what truly impressive people were like? Physicists, meteorologists, astronomers, special forces, engineers, pilots – weren’t they all impressive? How amazing could Xing Wu be? Could he fly?

Seeing Qingye’s disbelief, Yellow Hair grew agitated: “Really, our Brother Wu…”

Fatty tugged at him: “Didn’t Brother Wu say not to, not to talk about his business everywhere?”

Yellow Hair shut up, and Qingye asked: “Are you still in school?”

Yellow Hair replied: “Yeah, we and Brother Wu are all at An Middle School. We’ll be seniors when school starts.”

Qingye raised an eyebrow. A Middle School? That was the school she was transferring to. She hadn’t expected Xing Wu to be in her year – he didn’t look like a high school student at all. She had thought he’d dropped out long ago.

Yellow Hair and Fatty didn’t stay long before leaving.

Since her eyes had recovered, Qingye had started previewing the senior year curriculum on her computer. Her former classmates had already returned to school early, but this school showed no signs of activity. Yellow Hair and Fatty were still wandering the streets every day, not looking at all like people about to take the college entrance exam. It was quite strange.

But the stranger it seemed, the more Qingye felt an invisible pressure. She was completely out of place here, and the only way to leave was to achieve exceptional results in the college entrance exam. According to her original plan, she had been aiming for Columbia or the University of Toronto. Good Canadian universities now require Chinese college entrance exam scores. She wasn’t just looking for admission – she needed a scholarship. In the worst case, if her father couldn’t get out temporarily, she would have to live abroad alone, and finances were the top priority. Although she felt countless sorrows, helplessness, and discomfort, she had to plan for her future path.

During the day, she would sometimes sit at the cashier counter collecting money while watching educational videos on her laptop and taking notes.

But her behavior seemed bizarre to the locals. One of Li Lanfang’s mahjong friends even said: “Why does a girl need to study so much? Won’t she just get married and have children anyway?” And some people agreed.

Qingye couldn’t believe that in the 21st century, people still thought women should be uneducated.

She couldn’t help but retort: “Do you earn enough money for your wives and children to live worry-free at home and achieve financial freedom? If not, why shouldn’t women use knowledge to change their fate? Is it mandated by law?”

“Oh my, this child…” The mahjong friends hadn’t expected this usually quiet and gentle girl to talk back.

This was also Li Lanfang’s first time seeing Qingye argue seriously in front of so many people. She tried to smooth things over: “Say less. If she likes studying, let her study. It’s not like she’s doing anything wrong.”

Seeing Second Sister Li speak up, the friends fell silent. Although Li Lanfang was quite old-fashioned most of the time, when it came to studies, she thought Qingye’s dedication was good. At least her good-for-nothing son couldn’t manage it – asking him to sit quietly at home and study for half a day would be like asking for his life.

Who would have thought that the next afternoon, in the brief time it took Qingye to use the bathroom, trouble would strike when she came out?

Yao Yan – Chapter 7
When Qingye returned, several people were gathered around the cash register. Before she could understand what had happened, Liu Nian said, “This is an Apple computer, it’s very expensive.”

She asked, “What happened?”

Then she saw the Pro laptop on the counter had gone black. The counter was covered in water, and the keyboard was scattered with goji berries, dried longan, and other things.

An old-style water dispenser stood beside the cash register. Earlier, Li Lanfang’s mahjong friend Zhao Mazi had gotten up to get water. Another player asked him to get some for her too. After pouring his water, Zhao Mazi carelessly placed the uncapped cup on the counter while getting another. When he turned back to grab his cup, it was too hot – his hand reflexively jerked back, spilling all the scalding water onto the laptop.

Qingye panicked – all her study materials were inside, including many from her previous school. She quickly pressed the power button, but there was no response at all, just a black screen.

To make matters worse, Zhao Mazi stood nearby making thoughtless remarks: “It’s just one cup of water, how could that break a computer? It’s not a big deal.”

Qingye shot him a glare. The forty-something Zhao Mazi, one of Li Lanfang’s regular mahjong players, was taken aback by her fierce expression.

Qingye picked up the laptop, shaking off the goji berries and longan, and told him, “If it can’t be fixed, you’d better be prepared to pay for it!”

She then turned to Liu Nian and asked, “Is there an Apple service center around here?”

“What?”

“Never mind, where can I get computers repaired?”

Liu Nian caught on and told her, “Oh, take a tricycle and tell them to go to Electronics Street, they’ll know where it is.”

“Okay.”

Without another word, Qingye took the laptop and left. Liu Nian, concerned, ran after her to say, “It’s five yuan for the ride, don’t overpay.”

The so-called tricycle was electric-powered, rarely seen in Beijing. Although Qingye might have seen them before, she’d never ridden one. She didn’t expect it to be so bumpy – she clutched the laptop with one hand and gripped the door frame with the other, her bottom practically bruising. Unfortunately, this shabby place didn’t have a single decent road; they were all full of potholes. The driver even took a shortcut onto a dirt road. When the tricycle tilted, Qingye thought they would flip over, breaking into a cold sweat.

The driver remained completely calm, piloting the rickety tricycle like a Mount Akina drift king, just short of actually drifting.

By the time they reached Electronics Street, Qingye was pale-faced and nearly sick. She handed over a ten-yuan note and walked away without looking back, swearing never to ride that wretched thing again – what a mess it all was.

The so-called Electronics Street was nothing like Beijing’s Zhongguancun or Pacific Digital Plaza. There were no tall buildings or many shops, just a sparse row of storefronts with bicycles, electric bikes, and motorcycles chaotically parked out front.

Moreover, these shops didn’t just sell phones and computers – they also sold light fixtures, transformers, switches, and even shower heads and faucets.

It was like a huge mishmash of everything.

Qingye visited several computer shops. Though some sold Apple computers, they were all older models, and none could repair Apple laptops – they could only fix regular notebooks.

The staff asked if it was urgent. If not, she could leave the computer there, and they could take it to the county town for repairs, though it would take quite a while.

Qingye hadn’t expected getting a computer fixed would be so troublesome here – at this rate, she wouldn’t make it back in time for school to start.

A young clerk, seeing her confusion, offered some advice: “You could try finding Ju Huang at Shunyi. If he can’t fix it, nobody around here can.”

Qingye had heard others mention Ju Huang and guessed he must be an experienced repair technician. She began looking for a shop called Shunyi along Electronics Street.

The weather was unbearably hot, and there were no trees for shade. Qingye held the laptop over her head for protection, walking in her beige sandals to the end of the street. Just when she thought she’d missed it, she spotted a shop across the street with a sign reading “Shunyi Repair Shop.”

She hurried over, but before even entering, Qingye felt something was odd about this repair shop.

Two broken refrigerators blocked the entrance, with old TVs further inside. Beyond that was a jumble of various household appliances – what exactly did they repair here?

The shop seemed empty, though a curtain inside occasionally let through men’s cursing voices, creating an unsavory atmosphere.

In the past, Qingye would have simply handed computer repairs to her father’s assistant. She would never have set foot in such a dubious place. The environment made her extremely uncomfortable, but as she turned to leave, she hesitated, gritted her teeth, and called out, “Is anyone here?”

No one answered; the voices continued. Qingye cleared her throat and called again, “Is any-“

Just then, a man in a white tank top pushed aside the curtain. His bare arms were covered in tattoos, and though not tall, he had an intimidating presence.

Qingye had never dealt with such people before. She froze, momentarily unable to speak.

The tattooed man looked at her curiously and asked, “What do you want?”

Qingye’s throat tightened, but she forced herself to ask, “I’m looking for Master Ju. The computer shop down the street said he’s here.”

The tattooed man laughed when he heard her add “Master” before Ju, and looked her up and down again. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

Qingye nodded, then heard the tattooed man walk back behind the curtain, calling out, “Brother Wu, someone’s here for you.”

Seconds later, he poked his head back out and told Qingye, “Go on in.”

Qingye’s heart had already started racing when she heard “Brother Wu.” Her suspicions were confirmed when she pushed aside the curtain and saw Xing Wu sitting among a group of men, cigarette in mouth, holding playing cards.

Xing Wu barely moved, merely lifting his eyelids slightly. Smoke rose hazily from the cigarette in his mouth. When he saw who had entered, he narrowed his eyes.

Qingye said in shock, “I thought… Ju Huang was someone’s name.”

She had thought all the way here that while her surname Qing was uncommon, finding someone with the surname Ju was equally rare.

The tattooed man interjected, “This girl even asked for Master Ju.”

“Hahahaha…”

The room immediately filled with men’s boisterous laughter, making Qingye’s face flush red as she stood by the door.

Xing Wu lazily removed the cigarette from his mouth and stubbed it out in the ashtray. His eyes held a hint of amusement as he asked, “What’s the matter?”

Only then did Qingye awkwardly take out her laptop and tell him, “Water got into the computer, and it’s black. The computer shop said you could fix it.”

Xing Wu didn’t move but nodded at the tattooed man, who walked over to Qingye, “Give it to me.”

Qingye handed the laptop to him. He retrieved a box of specialized tools and threw them to Xing Wu, then passed him the laptop. Xing Wu placed it directly on top of the scattered playing cards on the folding table and skillfully removed the back cover with a few turns of the screwdriver, then professionally unplugged the battery cable.

The card game paused as the young men chatted and smoked. The room was noisy, and they kept glancing at Qingye.

She wore a stylish mesh dress with a waist-defining design that perfectly highlighted her proportions. The V-neck traced her delicate collarbone, fresh and fashionable. With her beautiful features, she naturally drew all eyes in this male-dominated room.

Feeling uncomfortable standing by the door, Qingye squeezed next to Xing Wu and bent down to ask, “How is it? Can you fix it?”

Xing Wu said nothing, just looked up at her. As she bent over, her hair fell slightly forward, and sweat gleamed on the tip of her nose, giving her the appearance of a lotus emerging from clear water.

Xing Wu tilted his head and called out to Quanya, who was standing by the cabinet air conditioner, “Move aside, you’re blocking the air.”

As soon as Quanya moved, Qingye felt the cool breeze on her skin, making her reluctant to move. So while Xing Wu worked on the computer, she stood beside him enjoying the air conditioning.

After tinkering for a while, Xing Wu tossed the laptop and its parts backward, saying, “Can’t fix it, the motherboard is fried.”

Qingye immediately became anxious, “Can you replace it here? I need it urgently.”

Xing Wu waved his hand, signaling everyone to continue playing cards, and casually quoted a price: “Four thousand if not urgent, five thousand for rush service. Pay first, take it away if it’s too expensive.”

He then resumed playing Fight the Landlord. Qingye had expected motherboard replacement to be expensive, but not this much. Five thousand wasn’t a fortune for her normally, but in her current situation, it would hurt.

She asked, “After it’s fixed, everything inside will still be there, right?”

“Mm,” Xing Wu responded casually.

After getting this answer, Qingye didn’t hesitate further. Stranded in this backwater place, this laptop was her only hope. It contained all her photos – if the computer couldn’t be fixed, she’d even lose her parents’ pictures.

So Qingye took out her phone and transferred five thousand to Xing Wu. His phone lay on the table, making a “ding” sound. Qingye told him, “I’ve sent it to you.”

Xing Wu didn’t even look, just grunted “Oh” and continued playing cards.

Qingye looked around and spotted a small stool near the air conditioner. She walked over and sat down, browsing on her phone.

After several rounds, Xing Wu turned to her: “Why are you still here?”

“Waiting to go back with you.”

Qingye figured it was already past four, and Xing Wu would be heading back soon to feed Grandmother dinner anyway. It was too hot outside, and she didn’t want to walk the entire street again to take a tricycle. That awful thing was like riding a death trap on these roads – just thinking about it was scary.

But when the others heard Qingye’s words, they were stunned. The tattooed man immediately asked, “Brother Wu, you know this girl?”

“Mm,” Xing Wu just acknowledged without explanation.

The others couldn’t figure out the situation. This girl wanted to wait for Brother Wu to return together, suggesting they were close, yet he had charged her such a large repair fee, which didn’t seem like they were that familiar. Everyone was confused, but seeing Xing Wu’s silence, they didn’t dare ask more.

Only Quanya knew Qingye was Xing Wu’s cousin, so he wasn’t surprised. He took an iced tea from the nearby freezer and handed it to her.

Qingye looked up at him and accepted it, saying, “Thank you.”

“They call me Quanya.”

Qingye noticed he indeed had a small fang, and looked more refined than the others, with less of a gangster air about him.

“Qingye,” she replied without hesitation.

Yao Yan – Chapter 8
Afterward, Qingye sat alone on the small stool checking her phone. She suddenly remembered He Leling’s recent social media post, so she opened their chat and sent an emoji with a message: “I’ve left Beijing. How have you been?”

He Leling replied shortly: “I heard about it. It was quite sudden. I’m the same as always, attending classes every day. When are you coming back?”

Qingye stared at the question “When are you coming back?” for a while before typing: “Not going back for now. By the way, are you dating someone? Do I know them? [mischievous grin.jpg]”

However, this message sank like a stone – He Leling didn’t reply for a long time. Qingye stared at her phone waiting, thinking maybe she was in class. Their old school’s teachers often liked to give surprise tests, so maybe He Leling was busy. Unlike her – with her computer broken, she was practically blind. She’d been here for over ten days and had never heard of any cram schools or training institutes. Thinking about it, it made sense – the people here didn’t seem like they’d spend extra money on education.

Qingye put away her phone and looked up at Xing Wu. He sat with his legs crossed, holding cards, left-handed as usual, with that bold, arrogant stripe shaved into his temple. She wondered how the teachers at An Zhong allowed him to come to school with such a hairstyle.

She could sense that people here were quite afraid of him. She remembered the day she arrived when Li Lanfang told her that Xing Wu was poor at studies but very strong at fighting and causing trouble.

In her eighteen years, Qingye had lived a relatively simple life and had never dealt with gangsters before. Who would have thought her cousin (though not blood-related) was a gang leader? A gang leader who attended high school and was skilled at repairs? The gang leaders here were unique.

The room was thick with smoke. After just twenty minutes, Qingye found it hard to breathe. But it was too hot outside, so she coughed once and walked to the curtain, breathing through the gap where the air was slightly better.

Xing Wu lifted his eyes to study her silhouette. Her long black hair, silk-like, was tied back with a light pink hairclip. Her figure was graceful, the light-colored dress against her porcelain skin almost dazzling. If he hadn’t seen her, Xing Wu would never have known a girl could be so fair and flawless.

He raised his hand and hit Da Hei on the left. Da Hei’s hand trembled as he asked in confusion, “Brother Wu, why did you hit me?”

Xing Wu said coldly, “Put out your cigarette.”

Da Hei stared stupidly at his freshly lit cigarette. The standing tattooed man snickered, “Watch yourself, Da Hei. Keep winning Brother Wu’s money, and you won’t make it home today.”

Unexpectedly, Xing Wu lazily lifted his eyelids to stare at the tattooed man: “You put yours out too.”

The tattooed man was bewildered – he wasn’t even at the card table winning money, so why make him put out his cigarette?

Xing Wu’s expression darkened, and they didn’t want to get into trouble, so they obediently extinguished their cigarettes. Qingye looked back at Xing Wu, who kept his eyes lowered on his cards, seemingly paying no attention to her.

Qingye ended up waiting for an hour. After their card game finished, Xing Wu finally stretched lazily and unhurriedly stood up, telling Quanya, “I’m heading out.”

Quanya asked, “Coming back tonight?”

“Yeah.” With that, Xing Wu pushed aside the curtain and walked out, with Qingye following behind.

The evening was sweltering, the sun setting, the sky hazy with a sense of yellow sand filling the air, making Qingye very uncomfortable. Even more uncomfortable was returning to Xing Wu’s room with no air conditioning – she didn’t know how she’d survived each day, with even the electric fan blowing hot air.

By now, the card-playing group had come out one after another, and after holding back for so long, they immediately lit up cigarettes upon exiting.

Xing Wu straddled his Doraemon-decorated Angel motorcycle and looked at Qingye. She walked over automatically, but as she lifted her leg to get on, she suddenly realized her dress was too short – mounting normally would expose her.

The men standing at Shunyi’s entrance stared at her gleaming white legs, their eyes glowing. Just as Qingye was feeling embarrassed, Xing Wu glanced back at her dress and said, “Sit sideways.”

Qingye pulled at her dress hem while moving onto the Angel, not holding onto Xing Wu but gripping the edge of the back seat tightly.

Da Hei and the others rarely saw such an attractive girl, and their minds were already running wild, but since she was riding Xing Wu’s motorcycle, they didn’t dare act on their thoughts even if they wanted to.

As soon as Qingye was settled, Xing Wu revved the engine and took off. He rode incredibly fast, and with Qingye sitting sideways, her balance was already precarious. She cursed internally – why did everyone here ride like they were on a suicide mission?

Fortunately, Xing Wu didn’t take her on the dirt roads, instead weaving through streets on cement paths. But unlike the asphalt roads in the city, these cement roads were full of potholes and bumps.

Xing Wu skillfully guided them around the holes large and small – he knew where every pothole was even with his eyes closed. However, his serpentine movements weren’t very comfortable for his passengers.

On his third sharp turn to avoid a hole, Qingye finally grabbed his clothes in fear and shouted, “Can’t you slow down?”

“Don’t you mind the sun?”

“…” She did mind the sun, but her life was more important.

Qingye couldn’t care about anything else and just kept clutching his shirt hem. Xing Wu looked down at his T-shirt, now stretched to his neck, and said irritably, “Let go before you tear it.”

Qingye didn’t want to fall to her death, so she boldly grabbed his waist instead. Xing Wu’s body stiffened – he hadn’t expected this girl to be so daring, touching him directly. If anyone else had touched him like this, he would have thrown them off the bike already. But at this moment, the sensation at his waist was so intense that he could feel her soft, fair fingers through the fabric. He ran his tongue around his mouth – this feeling was truly maddening.

Holding Xing Wu’s waist made Qingye much more stable. She was surprised that despite his tall, broad appearance, his waist was quite narrow and firm. Back when she first started high school, her deskmate had shared a romance novel about an overbearing CEO, which described men with chests much broader than their waists, where the torso quickly tapered from ribs to hips, as having a “wolfhound waist.” The book claimed men with such proportions were extremely sexy. Qingye had just read it then, unable to picture it, but now touching Xing Wu’s waist, she suddenly understood.

As for why she was having such indescribable mental images on the street, she didn’t know. Thankfully, sitting behind him meant Xing Wu couldn’t see her blushing.

However, her fingertips could feel how hard his waist was, and she wondered if she could squeeze it.

So when they avoided another pothole, Qingye took the chance to squeeze his waist. Xing Wu wasn’t usually bothered by heat, but at this moment his chest felt uncomfortably warm. He said harshly, “Why are you squeezing me?”

Qingye was suddenly speechless – she could hardly tell him she was testing if his waist was squeezable, could she? Even she couldn’t understand why she’d done such an absurd thing.

She quickly changed the subject: “Do you always sleep at that place at night?”

“Sometimes.”

“Sometimes” meant not always there – so where did he go when he wasn’t sleeping at Shunyi?

Qingye didn’t pursue it, changing topics again: “Do you work there?”

“Part-time,” Xing Wu answered directly.

After that, Qingye stopped asking questions. When they reached home, just as she got off the bike and was about to go in, Xing Wu said while locking up: “I’ll bring your computer back when it’s fixed. Don’t go over there unless necessary.”

Qingye turned back, blinking: “Why?”

Xing Wu straightened up, the dazzling sunset reflecting in his pupils, showing traces of fatigue: “Didn’t you see how those men looked at you like wolves? If anything happens, I’ll have to deal with it. Troublesome.”

“Huh…” Qingye gave a cold laugh and turned to enter the barbershop.

Troublesome – this wasn’t the first time she’d heard that word from Xing Wu’s mouth. In his eyes, she was just trouble, so much trouble that he didn’t even want to come home.

If she had any choice, would she want to come here? Would she want to share a bathroom with such a bizarre group of people? Would she want to stay every day in a room without air conditioning?

Qingye was in a foul mood and went straight upstairs to her room. Li Lanfang had finished her mahjong game, and not knowing what had happened, saw Qingye’s poor mood and pulled Xing Wu aside: “What’s wrong with Qingye? Is she okay? That Zhao Mazi can’t do anything right, even managed to break Qingye’s computer while getting water.”

Xing Wu frowned: “Uncle Zhao did it?”

“That’s right. I heard from Liu Nian that her computer was quite expensive. How much will repairs cost? Qingye said she wanted him to pay for it. Old Zhao went home to ask his wife for money, and couldn’t even focus on playing mahjong.”

Xing Wu glanced at the stairs and told Li Lanfang: “Don’t worry about this.”

Unexpectedly, that evening Zhao Mazi came knocking on the rolling door, saying he wanted to find Qingye to ask how much the computer repairs cost.

When Qingye came downstairs, Xing Wu sat silently in the barbershop. She walked over and saw Zhao Mazi clutching some crumpled bills. Although Xing Wu had charged her five thousand, looking at Zhao Mazi, who couldn’t even afford a second set of clothes, telling him five thousand would probably frighten him to death.

She said lightly, “The boss was kind and didn’t charge me. Keep your money, it’s not needed.”

Zhao Mazi sighed in relief: “Oh, that’s great.”

As soon as Zhao Mazi left and Qingye turned to go upstairs, Xing Wu, sitting in a hallway chair with his long legs stretched out blocking the way, said with a smirk: “Paper tiger.”

Qingye glared at him. Xing Wu curled his lip: “My mom said you were quite tough when asking him for money?”

Qingye kicked him: “You think I’m like you?”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows, lazily stood up, stretched, and left.

Without her computer, Qingye could only write English essays on scrap paper the next day out of boredom. Suddenly her phone rang. She picked it up to see a refund notification – the five thousand she’d transferred to Xing Wu yesterday hadn’t been accepted and was returned.

Qingye simply sent him a message: “Forgot to accept?”

When Xing Wu received this message from Shunyi, he had just finished reassembling Qingye’s laptop and successfully turned it on. The screen lit up to show a desktop with pink heart bubbles – animated ones at that – making him frown in distaste.

The desktop was crowded with study materials that gave Xing Wu a headache. After checking that everything worked properly, he was about to shut it down when he noticed a folder named “Most Loved.”

He’d repaired many computers and never randomly opened other people’s files – he had that much principle. But for some reason, looking at that folder now, he was suddenly very curious about who this girl who looked down on everything loved most.

He stared at the desktop for a few seconds, tapped the touchpad twice, and clicked into it…
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The folder contained hundreds of photos – Qing Ye with her schoolmates and teachers, travel photos, and family pictures. There weren’t many selfies though; it was rare to find someone so attractive yet not narcissistic.

Xing Wu flipped through them one by one – her on a cruise ship, skiing, paragliding by the sea…

There was a photo of Qing Ye with her classmates at school, with the magnificent building of her former international school in the background. They wore dark green uniforms with plaid pleated skirts and bow ties. Among the group were blonde, blue-eyed foreign children, giving it quite a cosmopolitan feel. Qing Ye stood in the middle, her shoulders embraced by classmates on either side, smiling radiantly. Since knowing her, he had never seen her smile like that. Xing Wu’s gaze lingered on this photo for a long while before moving to the next.

Qing Ye and two girlfriends were making peace signs at the camera in a room – presumably, Qing Ye’s, as when Xing Wu zoomed in, he could see a row of trophies with her name engraved on them behind her.

Her room was huge, with a white grand piano, European-style décor, a beautiful crystal chandelier, and soft pink carpeting. Even her bed was a cream-colored European-style king-size bed. In the photo, the girls weren’t wearing uniforms but were dressed stylishly and fashionably, all appearing to come from wealthy backgrounds.

Later, Xing Wu saw a photo of Qing Ye with her mother in their courtyard. Her mother held a watering can while Qing Ye hugged her arm, resting her head on her shoulder with a happy smile.

Behind them was a luxurious Nordic-style villa unlike anything ever seen in Anzi County. Xing Wu clenched his jaw and suddenly didn’t want to look anymore.

Just as he was about to close the folder, he saw a photo of a lone male student. No one else was in the frame – just this boy smiling warmly at the camera, his eyes unconsciously revealing hints of shyness and admiration.

Who was he looking at? Most likely at the photographer – Qing Ye.

Xing Wu glanced at the caption below, which read “Meng Ruihang” – the boy’s name.

He closed the computer with disdain, pulled down the roller door, got on his scooter, and rode home.

The whole way home, his heart felt heavy, though he couldn’t explain why. He knew Qing Ye had lived well before, but he had no concept of just how well.

After seeing her photos, Xing Wu suddenly had a visceral understanding of her life before and seemed to finally understand that contemptuous look in her eyes.

Just her room was bigger than his entire house, her yard had more flowers than the Anjiao Park in the back street, and her school building was more impressive than their county government building.

She had been to so many places, known so many noble-born classmates, and had seen so much of the world from a young age – how could she possibly be content being exiled here?

Thinking of how helplessly Qing Ye had cried in front of his store that first day, Xing Wu suddenly thought of a caged yellow oriole. When he was ten, his father had brought home a broken cage with a brightly colored yellow oriole. The bird would call constantly from the edge of its cage, and whenever he approached, it would stare at him with bright little eyes and call out, as if begging for help.

Finally, he released the oriole behind his father’s back and later got a severe beating for it.

Now, that oriole’s cry echoed in his mind again, filled with despair. Xing Wu suddenly braked and rode back to Shunyi.

…

Xing Wu hadn’t replied to Qing Ye’s message. She planned to ask him about the money in person when he returned that evening. He had been so urgent about collecting payment yesterday, but now hadn’t mentioned it – she wondered if he’d forgotten.

However, it wasn’t until dark that the buzzing sound of the scooter was heard at Xuandao’s entrance. Qing Ye peeked out and saw that while Xing Wu had returned, there was something large tied to the back of his scooter.

Xing Wu glanced at Qing Ye who was poking her head out at the door, reached out, and handed her the laptop. Qing Ye’s eyes lit up as she ran out to take it: “Is it fixed? Does it turn on?”

“See for yourself.”

After speaking, Xing Wu went to unload what was tied to the back seat, saying to her: “Make way.”

Qing Ye stepped aside and asked: “What is that?”

Looking closer, she saw it was an air conditioner, and immediately exclaimed: “You bought an air conditioner?”

Seeing her excited expression, Xing Wu found it somewhat amusing. With such an expensive piano at home, she could still get this excited over a second-hand air conditioner. How poor were his family’s conditions that they could lower a wealthy young lady’s living standards this much in less than half a month?

He said: “Took it from the store. I’ll install it after dinner, use it for now.”

Qing Ye became concerned instead: “Is that okay? Did you tell your boss?”

“No need. If I hadn’t fixed it, this thing was headed for the scrap yard anyway.”

Qing Ye’s mood suddenly improved, not just because the computer was fixed, but more excitingly because she’d have air conditioning at night and wouldn’t keep waking up from the heat – it was perfect!

Even dinner tasted better, although she still mainly ate white rice and a few vegetables.

Regarding this issue, Xing Wu had wanted to ask her about it for a while, and today he couldn’t help but comment: “Shouldn’t you eat more vegetables and less rice if you’re dieting? You seem to be doing it backward.”

Qing Ye replied puzzled: “Who said I was dieting? Is there something wrong with my figure?”

Xing Wu’s eyes unconsciously glanced over before quickly looking away. Whether something was wrong or not, he hadn’t seen enough to know, but what should be there was certainly there.

Qing Ye mumbled: “Don’t you think this oil… I don’t know, it just tastes weird somehow.”

Qing Ye couldn’t cook and couldn’t distinguish between lard, corn oil, or rapeseed oil – she just felt every dish had that taste.

Xing Wu paused. He knew very well that Li Lanfang had always used lard for cooking. Li Lanfang was somewhat extreme about money – she wouldn’t flinch at losing hundreds playing mahjong all day, but when it came to household expenses, she’d haggle over a single scallion.

For example, this lard was her long-standing habit. When buying pork, she’d ask for extra fat, render a big bowl of lard at home, and use a bit for cooking. The problem was that with the hot weather, sometimes she’d forget to put it in the refrigerator, and after one night it would go off. Xing Wu had eaten this way since childhood and couldn’t tell the difference anymore. He just knew to eat whatever was available at home. When he was young, before Li Lanfang opened Xuandao, she would often go out to play mahjong, and he couldn’t even get enough to eat.

But Qing Ye was different. In her previous life, her three meals a day were probably carefully prepared, and her stomach was particularly delicate. Yet she had endured for over a week without saying anything, just eating white rice every day. It was really hard on her. If he hadn’t casually asked today, who knows how long she would have kept it to herself. Xing Wu suddenly felt very uncomfortable.

After feeding his grandmother and helping her to her room, Xing Wu went upstairs to install the air conditioner. Qing Ye followed him up after finishing her meal and found that Xing Wu had quite a complete set of tools. When she went up, he was just drilling the hole for the outdoor unit, making a lot of noise.

After drilling, he removed the stainless steel security bars and climbed out to install the outdoor unit bracket. Qing Ye watched in shock as he climbed out the window without any safety equipment. Although the second floor wasn’t very high, falling from there would still break a leg if not worse.

Qing Ye quickly ran over and grabbed his arm: “What are you doing? You should at least tie a rope or something!”

Xing Wu turned and looked at her mockingly: “I was climbing windows while you were still drinking milk in your mother’s arms. Let go.”

Qing Ye released his arm incredulously but didn’t dare leave the window, anxiously watching his high-risk maneuver.

Xing Wu’s foot was on an exposed steel pipe, and troublingly, the pipe was moving. It looked completely unreliable. Qing Ye was genuinely afraid he would fall and kept craning her neck to look out.

As it got darker, the light worsened. Xing Wu glanced at her worried expression and said: “If you’re free, help me shine some light with your phone.”

Qing Ye didn’t dare take it lightly and took out her phone to turn on the flashlight. Xing Wu’s vision immediately became much clearer, and he started installing the bracket after measuring the position. His body was completely suspended in the air, making Qing Ye’s legs weak just watching, yet Xing Wu remained calm and composed without any sign of panic.

In the phone’s light, Qing Ye watched his profile as a drop of sweat ran down his smooth jaw to his prominent Adam’s apple, exuding a wild charm. She rarely saw him sweat, probably because this position was indeed uncomfortable, plus the stuffy heat outside.

Watching his skilled movements, Qing Ye casually asked: “Why do you especially come back every day to feed your grandmother?”

Xing Wu pointed to the screws on the windowsill: “Hand them to me.”

Qing Ye passed them to him, and he replied while taking them: “She’s not willing to eat every meal, and my mom has no patience. She’ll feed her a couple of bites, and if she doesn’t eat, she stops feeding her or forces her mouth open. Swollen lips are a minor issue, I’m just afraid she’ll choke her to death.”

Speaking of patience, Qing Ye thought Xing Wu wasn’t a very patient person either – he was quite fierce with people. But when it came to caring for his grandmother, he was particularly careful. When his grandmother didn’t want to eat, Xing Wu would even coax her like a child to open her mouth. This quite subverted Qing Ye’s impression of him.

“You’re good to your grandmother,” Qing Ye couldn’t help saying.

Xing Wu had quickly installed one side of the bracket, and as he asked Qing Ye to hand him the other bracket, he said: “When I was little, my parents were rarely home. My grandmother took care of everything inside and outside the house. Without her, there wouldn’t be me.”

The phrase “there wouldn’t be me” moved Qing Ye, and then she remembered something she’d been confused about for many days: “Where’s your father?”

Qing Ye noticed that when mentioning his father, his face showed traces of sarcasm: “Dead.”

Qing Ye was slightly startled: “Dead… but your mom told me to wait for your dad to come back to separate the rooms, how…”

Xing Wu had been maintaining that position for a while and it was truly tiring. Hot, he lifted his T-shirt, his voice rather cold: “He comes back maybe twice a year, what’s the difference from being dead?”

Qing Ye didn’t speak anymore. She had never met anyone who could curse their father like this. Even when her father had countless mistresses before, although she hated him enough to grind her teeth, she never wished him dead. So she couldn’t understand Xing Wu’s coldness.

Xing Wu worked very quickly and soon had the outdoor unit installed. He jumped back in, and Qing Ye was still standing by the window. The youthful sweat mixed with masculine scent wafted over, and Qing Ye’s gaze fell on his half-rolled-up shirt hem, revealing clearly defined abs with an alluring bronze color, making her face instantly red.

Xing Wu happened to look up while putting away the drill, caught Qing Ye’s embarrassed look, and raised an eyebrow: “If you’re so hot your face is red, why are you still standing here?”

Qing Ye looked up and clearly saw the playfulness in his eyes, strongly suspecting he said this deliberately, deliberately making her more embarrassed.

Qing Ye walked to her side to use the fan without lifting her head. Xing Wu continued installing the indoor unit. His movements were quick and efficient. Qing Ye discovered that although Xing Wu had a bad temper, he wasn’t without merits. At least he was very capable – he could do carpentry, install locks, understand computers, and could even install air conditioners. These things seemed scattered and complex to Qing Ye, but when it came to Xing Wu, there was almost nothing he couldn’t do.

Qing Ye used to be surrounded by many impressive male classmates. Some could speak several languages, some were accomplished in music and arts, and some even had extensive knowledge of ancient and modern history, domestic and foreign, able to compose elegant prose straight away despite just graduating from middle school.

But one thing was certain – none of those excellent male classmates knew how to do any of the things that Xing Wu could do. This suddenly made Qing Ye think he was quite cool.

Soon, the air conditioner was installed. Xing Wu turned on the remote and adjusted the temperature, then turned to Qing Ye and said: “Done.”

Qing Ye walked over and stood under the air conditioner to feel it. Cool air from the vent blew on her, feeling extremely comfortable, as if instantly dispersing the stuffiness in her heart. Qing Ye’s lips unconsciously curved upward, revealing slight dimples, and a soft light reflected in Xing Wu’s eyes.

Qing Ye quickly remembered something and turned to say: “Oh right, why didn’t you collect the money for fixing the computer?”

Xing Wu took out a clean set of clothes with a half-smile, turned to go downstairs, and dropped a line: “I was just messing with you, the motherboard wasn’t broken.”

Qing Ye put her hands on her hips and glared at his back. Fun, huh? Jerk!
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After taking a shower downstairs, Xing Wu came up to find Qing Ye sitting on the bed working on her laptop. The room had already cooled down, much more comfortable than outside.

Xing Wu had a towel on his head, though with his short hair, it dried quickly after just a couple of wipes. Glancing sideways, he noticed a large pile of clothes on the floor beside Qing Ye’s bed.

He’d only been gone a few days, and this woman had turned the room into a garbage dump?

Xing Wu frowned sternly and lifted his chin: “Why are you piling so many clothes on the floor?”

Without looking up, Qing Ye replied: “They’re dirty.”

“And piling dirty clothes on the floor makes them clean?”

This time Qing Ye raised her head and looked at him calmly. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to wash them. On her second day here, she’d asked Li Lanfang where the washing machine was. Li Lanfang had taken her to it and told her to just throw the clothes in. Not only was it an old-fashioned, color-faded twin-tub washer, but when Qing Ye looked inside, she found it stuffed with dirty towels from the hair salon’s customers, covered in hair clippings, with a layer of grime on the inner walls. Qing Ye seriously doubted her clothes would be cleaner after washing them there than they were dirty.

So she couldn’t bring herself to use it and brought the dirty clothes back to her room. These days she’d been wearing a new outfit each day, and was basically running out of clean clothes.

Seeing her silence, Xing Wu threw his towel aside and put his hands on his hips: “Too dirty for you?”

“Isn’t it?” Qing Ye countered.

Xing Wu was left speechless by her retort. A couple of years ago, he’d taken apart and cleaned the washing machine, but later discovered his mother was lazy beyond belief, stuffing customers’ towels and scarves in there to wash almost every night, leaving them to soak overnight before taking them out. After years of that musty smell, he’d given up caring and just hand-washed his clothes.

Xing Wu pursed his lips and nodded toward her bedside: “What are you going to do when you run out of clean clothes?”

Unexpectedly, Qing Ye answered: “I don’t know.”

What the hell kind of answer was “I don’t know”? This was the first time Xing Wu had seen someone so brazenly unable to take care of themselves. It made him laugh in exasperation.

He stood by the desk for a while, finally sighed, walked over picked up the pile of clothes from the floor, and headed out. Qing Ye asked in surprise: “What are you doing?”

“Going downstairs to wash clothes, might as well wash yours too. If you want to thank me, kowtow three times and call me grandfather.”

His voice was already fading as he walked away. Qing Ye sat stunned on the bed for a while. Although her clothes had always been washed by servants at home before, and she hadn’t thought anything of it, those servants were women, and besides, her father paid them.

But Xing Wu… Qing Ye suddenly called out: “Oh no!”

She hurriedly put on her shoes and ran downstairs. Her underwear was still in that pile! Qing Ye ran desperately to the backyard and into the shower room, where she found Xing Wu at the sink with a bar of laundry soap. He was holding one of her bras with furrowed brows as if studying some profoundly mysterious object.

Qing Ye rushed over and snatched it away, her face nearly exploding with embarrassment, and yelled at Xing Wu: “What are you doing? Are you some kind of pervert?”

Xing Wu was a bit embarrassed at being yelled at and coughed: “I was just wondering if I needed to take the padding out to wash it.”

Qing Ye pushed him aside and dug through the pile of clothes to retrieve her underwear, not daring to lift her head as she said: “I’ll wash these myself.”

Then she ran off without even looking at him, her face full of panic.

Xing Wu’s mouth twisted to one side, his eyes turning cold. Heaven knows he hadn’t had any improper thoughts – he helps wash her clothes and gets called a pervert? Had this woman fed her conscience to the dogs?

Xing Wu angrily turned on the tap. Despite his anger, he still picked up her skirt and started washing it. The fabric of Qing Ye’s clothes all felt fine and high-end to the touch. Xing Wu was naturally strong, but he didn’t dare scrub as vigorously as he did with his clothes, afraid he’d damage them. Who knew how the young lady upstairs would react then? So he just gently rubbed them. Fortunately, her clothes weren’t very dirty and still had a girlish fragrance.

Girlish fragrance? Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly. How did that phrase pop into his head? Now that was truly perverted!

Soon, he heard footsteps behind him. Qing Ye had run down again and tossed her mud-stained patent leather shoes beside Xing Wu: “Wash these too.”

Xing Wu glanced at them – they were the shoes she’d worn on her first day, still covered in dried mud after all this time.

He’d finally met a woman more outrageous than his mother. What sin had he committed to end up with four people in the house, and except for him, the other three women were all unable to take care of themselves?

Xing Wu cursed under his breath: “I must owe you something from a past life.”

As Qing Ye walked out, she replied airily: “You’re the one who got them dirty in the first place.”

Fine, great, just perfect.

After washing the clothes, Xing Wu put them on hangers and hung them on the clothesline in the backyard. He went upstairs to get his motorcycle keys, and Qing Ye lifted her eyes to ask: “Are you sleeping at Shunyi tonight?”

Xing Wu put his phone in his jeans pocket and replied: “What else?”

Qing Ye didn’t say anything, but as Xing Wu opened the door, she said very softly: “Thanks.”

Xing Wu turned back to look at her for a moment, then closed the door.

Although this inexplicably descended young lady constantly acted as if she was above everyone else, she wasn’t thoughtless or ignorant – she simply didn’t know how to do laundry.

When Qing Ye came downstairs the next morning, she saw her patent leather shoes polished to a shine on the first-floor windowsill, so clean they reflected light, without a trace of mud. Although she’d gotten muddy because of Xing Wu in the first place, Qing Ye still felt that this completely unrelated hooligan cousin wasn’t as bad as he appeared on the surface.

But early in the morning, Qing Ye quickly washed her underwear. Running out of clean ones was one thing, but having dirty underwear piled on the floor was too much even for her to look at.

Xing Wu’s family didn’t even have a drum washing machine, let alone a dryer. People here just hang washed clothes in the yard to dry naturally. However, the yard was shared, and having her underwear hanging there fluttering in the breeze seemed quite unseemly. Qing Ye agonized over it for a long time, unable to bring herself to do it.

It wasn’t until Li Lanfang got up and saw Qing Ye standing in the yard holding a basin that she said: “Are you hanging clothes? Give them to me, I’ll hang them up with the others later.”

Then Li Lanfang quickly hung up all her underwear on the clothesline. So today the backyard was decorated with a row of colorful dresses and various styles of underwear, which directly led to Xing Wu not daring to lift his head when he came back at noon to feed his grandmother. When collecting the bowls, he accidentally glimpsed Qing Ye’s white lace-trimmed panties and immediately felt an inexplicable irritation.

So after feeding his grandmother, he left without looking back. As Li Lanfang was helping the old lady back to her room, Qing Ye heard the grandmother muttering something about someone. Her speech was unclear, so Qing Ye couldn’t understand what she was saying, but she heard Li Lanfang curse: “Even if you die, your son won’t ask about you once, yet you keep thinking about him!”

Soon Li Lanfang came out fuming, and Qing Ye remembered how Xing Wu had said his father barely came home twice a year, which made her curious.

“Where did Xing Wu’s father go?”

Li Lanfang complained bitterly: “Wherever there’s construction work, he goes there to carry bricks. Says he’s working on a building in the next county, who knows if it’s true or if he’s started another family out there? I’m here killing myself raising his son and taking care of his mother, and that heartless bastard hasn’t brought a single penny home in all these years…”

When it came to Xing Wu’s father Xing Guodong, Li Lanfang could curse for ten minutes straight without repeating herself, giving Qing Ye a headache. She could only think that every family had its difficulties. When her father was still doing well before, he too was always out socializing, finding all sorts of excuses not to come home. Men neglecting their families had nothing to do with whether they were rich or poor.

But as for Li Lanfang saying she was working herself to death, Qing Ye had her reservations. If she was tired at all, it was probably from staying up late playing mahjong.

When Xing Wu came back in the evening, he brought two bottles of Jinlongyu cooking oil. When Li Lanfang saw them, she immediately started complaining: “Why did you buy this kind of oil? It was so expensive, must have cost over a hundred yuan for two bottles! We have oil at home.”

Qing Ye sat at the wooden table with her head down. Xing Wu pushed Li Lanfang into the kitchen and said: “Throw away that lard, it’s got flies in it. Is that fit for people to eat?”

Li Lanfang wanted to say more, but Xing Wu cut her off: “Boss Cao gave it to us.”

Boss Cao was Shunyi’s owner, who usually stayed in the county town and rarely came by. He trusted Xing Wu and Quanya to manage the store. Quanya had dropped out of school early and stayed at the store all day, and when Xing Wu wasn’t in school, he was there too.

When Li Lanfang heard it was from Boss Cao, free of charge, she didn’t say anything more.

During dinner, Qing Ye was acting strange, keeping her head down and not speaking throughout the meal. After eating, she went upstairs without a word, her whole demeanor seeming off.

Xing Wu looked up and asked Li Lanfang: “What’s wrong with her?”

Li Lanfang replied angrily: “Speaking of that, it makes me angry – someone stole Qing Ye’s underwear.”

“What?” Xing Wu was surprised. When he’d come back for lunch, they were still hanging in the yard – they’d been stolen?

Li Lanfang deliberately raised her voice to curse: “Don’t know which shameless creature would steal a young girl’s underwear, doing such a despicable thing, may their parents die horrible deaths, what kind of person would raise such a mongrel…”

Li Lanfang’s curses became increasingly vulgar, deliberately directed at the three households at the other end of the yard, seemingly convinced that some shameless person from one of those families had stolen them.

Xing Wu frowned. The backyard usually had all sorts of people coming through – hair salon customers using the toilet, mahjong players, neighbors who came specifically to watch the mahjong games, and people from those three large courtyard houses. It was hard to say who had done this despicable thing, but it had probably upset the girl quite a bit.

“So what will she wear?”

Li Lanfang said: “It’s fine, I’ll give her some of mine to wear for now.”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and looked askance at his mother: “She’d wear yours?”

Li Lanfang said carelessly: “What’s the problem? Mine are all clean, what’s wrong with wearing them?”

Xing Wu hissed and gave his mother a strange look: “Haven’t you considered the size issue?”

Li Lanfang seemed to just realize: “Oh right.”

Xing Wu was completely done with her. Even he could think of this problem, yet Li Lanfang was being so thoughtless.

Xing Wu sighed and took out two hundred yuan to give to Li Lanfang: “Why don’t you go buy her some new ones tomorrow?”

“I buy them? How would I know what kind she wants to wear?”

“If you don’t know, you think I fucking know?” Xing Wu snapped at Li Lanfang.

Li Lanfang took the money and said: “I can’t tomorrow, I promised Zhao Mazi’s wife I’d help out. Isn’t her son getting married?”

“What’s that got to do with you?”

“We already agreed! We play cards together every day, when she asks me, how can I refuse? Let Qing Ye wear mine for now, I’ll get her some when I go to the county town next week.”

Xing Wu’s face turned cold as he snatched back the two hundred yuan and left.
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Xing Wu went back to his room to get a T-shirt, glancing at Qingye while there. She was curled up by the bed with her computer on, staring blankly at the screen, lost in thought. Xing Wu noticed she seemed much thinner than when she first arrived at his house, her chin now appearing sharper.

Just as he pulled out the shirt, he heard Qingye’s soft voice drift over from behind the curtain: “Why are all the people here like this?”

Hearing these words, Xing Wu’s eyes flickered slightly. Having grown up in Zhazha Pavilion, he was used to this atmosphere and had never questioned the locals’ habits of taking advantage of others, being selfish, and nitpicking over small gains. After all, if you don’t look out for yourself, who will? He had lived this way for eighteen years.

But since this girl’s arrival, in less than half a month, Xing Wu had felt embarrassed multiple times because of his mother and the neighbors’ behavior.

Why were the people here like this? He couldn’t answer. He was one of them too.

He asked, “Did you lose any clothes?”

Qingye shook her head, resting her chin on her knees, and said with confusion: “I just don’t understand why they would take my underwear instead of my clothes. Isn’t it uncomfortable to wear someone else’s underwear?”

Xing Wu wanted to tell her that whoever took her underwear might not have intended to wear it, but he kept quiet, not wanting to frighten her.

Before leaving, he saw her dried skirt had been taken down, neatly folded, and placed on top of her suitcase.

As he went downstairs, Qingye’s words echoed in his mind: “Isn’t it uncomfortable to wear someone else’s underwear?”

He clenched his jaw and walked into the kitchen, asking Li Lanfang from the doorway: “Where do you usually buy underwear?”

“Fengyang Market. Why?”

“Nothing.” Xing Wu turned and left.

Sure enough, when Li Lanfang offered her underwear to Qingye that evening, she politely declined. Thinking of that filthy washing machine, she couldn’t be certain Li Lanfang wouldn’t throw the underwear in there to wash. During her stay, Qingye learned that with Li Lanfang, anything was possible.

Early the next morning, Xing Wu went to the county town. He had Quanya watch the store, and though Sleeve Tattoo wanted to accompany him and look around, Xing Wu flatly refused, telling him to go by himself if he wanted to go. This left Quanya puzzled.

If it hadn’t been so early in the morning, they would have suspected Xing Wu was meeting a lover in town, given how secretive he was being.

When Xing Wu arrived at Fengyang Market, it had just opened. The semi-open-air market sold everything from clothes and shoes to socks and bags, including underwear. The vendors quoted prices in the hundreds, but Xing Wu knew the actual selling price was usually just a tenth of that.

He found several stalls selling women’s underwear but felt too embarrassed to look closely. He just casually walked past the stalls, noting that the styles were either very old-fashioned or extremely revealing and nearly unwatchable. He suspected if he bought any of these, Qingye would be so angry she’d throw them in his face.

Passing by one stall, he overheard a middle-aged woman buying underwear for 15 yuan. While it was certainly cheap, remembering the brands and fabric quality of Qingye’s clothes from when he helped her do laundry, he couldn’t bring himself to make her wear something that cost just over ten yuan.

He left Fengyang Market, stood at the entrance smoking a cigarette, and then walked along the pedestrian street for about ten minutes until he found a lingerie boutique. Without hesitation, he walked in.

The moment Xing Wu entered the store, the atmosphere turned awkward. Bras and panties in various colors and styles hung on the racks. The clerk was a young girl who looked at him uncomfortably, while he looked back just as awkwardly.

Finally, Xing Wu forced himself to ask: “Are you open?”

The clerk replied: “Yes, what would you like to buy?”

Xing Wu scanned the store, noting that specialty stores were different – the underwear looked much more normal. He searched until he found a style similar to the one he had been about to wash that day, and pointed it out to the clerk: “I want this one.”

The clerk’s expression grew even more peculiar. She had never encountered a man coming to buy bras early in the morning, but maintaining professional courtesy, she asked: “What size?”

The question stumped Xing Wu. Size? How the hell would he know? He had just taken out his phone to message Qingye and ask when he suddenly stopped. How could he ask? “How big are your breasts?” Qingye would probably block him immediately!

Xing Wu, who normally feared nothing and no one, had never felt so challenged. He sincerely felt that women were too troublesome.

Despite the difficulty, he made a selection based on his memory from that day: “About this size.”

The clerk looked at it and said: “Oh, B cup. Just this one?”

Xing Wu picked out two more in solid colors and told the clerk: “These three, with matching underwear. How much?”

Seeing the young man’s discomfort and guessing he was buying for his girlfriend, the clerk thought it sweet that he came so early, and noting his good looks, kindly said: “I’ll throw in the matching underwear for free. For the bras, the blue one is a new style so it’s more expensive at 368 yuan, these two are 218 each, totaling 804 yuan. WeChat or Alipay?”

Xing Wu was stunned – he hadn’t expected these bits of fabric to be so expensive, nearly a thousand yuan?

After leaving with the shopping bag, he went straight home instead of returning to Shunyi. Qingye had just woken up and was sitting at the cashier counter memorizing English vocabulary when she heard Little Angel’s sound. She wondered why Xing Wu was back so early, then saw him walk up with a bag, toss it at her without a word, and head to the backyard.

Liunian was also curious about Xing Wu’s early return and asked Qingye: “What did Wu-ge give you?”

“I don’t know.” Qingye opened the bag, immediately turned bright red, and closed it before Liunian could peek inside.

When she ran to the backyard, Xing Wu was casually drinking a glass of water.

Qingye looked around to make sure no one was there, then approached him with a flushed face and said: “What do you mean by this?”

“What do I mean by what?”

“Why did you buy these for me?”

“What do you think?” Xing Wu’s response made Qingye extremely uncomfortable and embarrassed. Even her father had never bought these things for her – she’d rather die of embarrassment.

This was the first time Xing Wu had seen her so flustered. Suppressing a smile, he told her: “I’ll bring a drying rack this afternoon and put it by your window. You can dry these things in your room from now on. The south-facing window gets good sunlight, they’ll dry quickly.”

“Mm…” Qingye hurried inside with her head down and didn’t dare come downstairs for a long time, not until she heard Little Angel’s engine sound again.

Xing Wu didn’t come back for lunch, and Qingye finally witnessed Li Lanfang’s feeding routine. When Grandmother wouldn’t eat, she would just put down the bowls and chopsticks, curse, and complain about not wanting to feed her anymore, mainly because she was eager to play mahjong.

Seeing that Grandmother had barely eaten anything, Qingye said to Li Lanfang: “You go ahead, I’ll feed her and help her back to her room.”

Li Lanfang was more than happy to have someone else care for the old lady, dropping a quick “I’ll leave her to you then” before leaving.

When Xing Wu came back in the evening, Yellow Hair and Fat Tiger came with him. They bought some prepared dishes and brought a case of beer, planning to drink at Xing Wu’s place.

Li Lanfang had just finished playing mahjong, and Xing Wu found it strange, going over to ask in a low voice: “Didn’t you say you were helping Uncle Zhao today?”

Li Lanfang casually replied: “I got it wrong, it’s tomorrow.”

“…” Xing Wu had no way to deal with his mother, wondering what his father had seen in her with this behavior.

“Did Grandmother eat at lunch?” Xing Wu asked.

“Yes, yes, Qingye fed her.”

Xing Wu hissed and cursed under his breath: “Would it kill you to gamble a little less? Why make her feed Grandmother?”

Li Lanfang dismissed it: “She volunteered to do it, and she did a good job – finished the whole bowl. Don’t worry about it.”

Xing Wu put his hands on his hips and frowned: “Is that what I’m talking about? She’s not here to be your servant. Can’t you be more considerate?”

Seeing that Xing Wu was about to argue with his mother again, Yellow Hair quickly called out: “Wu-ge, let’s drink!”

Li Lanfang grabbed him and said: “While Liunian is here, calculate this month’s accounts before eating. I’ll go cook a couple of dishes.”

Li Lanfang had only finished elementary school and could barely write. Besides being skilled at mahjong and calculating gambling money, she was lazy about all other calculations. At the end of each month, she would have Xing Wu do the accounting, but her bookkeeping was incomprehensible to normal people.

It was just a notebook without even a cover, with handwritten notes about who got how many haircuts, how much perms and dyes cost, often without dates, all jumbled together. Most entries required Liunian’s memory, but Liunian wasn’t very sharp either – when things got busy with multiple customers, he couldn’t remember how much money was collected or how many customers there were. Plus, Li Lanfang often took money from the register for mahjong, and Liunian had no idea how much she took.

So the monthly reconciliation was mostly guesswork. Usually, Xing Wu and Liunian would stare at each other blankly, and then give Li Lanfang some random number. As long as they weren’t losing money, Li Lanfang didn’t ask questions, and everyone remained confused about the actual figures.

Hearing the commotion downstairs, Qingye came down to see Yellow Hair and Fat Tiger had arrived. Xing Wu was holding a worn notebook and staring at Liunian with an expression of deep suffering: “How the hell are you going to calculate like this? Get a calculator. I’ll call out the numbers, you add them up.”

“Oh.” Liunian dazedly went to find a broken calculator.

Xing Wu called out: “58 plus 30 plus 30 plus four tens plus… hurry up, I haven’t eaten yet.”

While drinking water, Qingye glanced at Liunian, feeling genuinely sorry for him. He could spend forever just finding numbers on the calculator. When Xing Wu said “four tens,” he lost track after pressing two and had to start over. Qingye nearly spat out her water watching these two not-so-bright individuals.

Xing Wu started over, calling out a long string of numbers, then asked Liunian: “How much is it?”

Liunian panicked, his wandering hands having pressed who knows what buttons.

Just as Xing Wu was about to curse, a voice came from the side: “5,380.”

Everyone turned to stare at Qingye. Yellow Hair asked in surprise: “You calculated that in your head?”

Qingye capped her water bottle and said flatly: “What else? Why spend so much time on these few numbers? Don’t elementary school students here make it to high school?”

Li Lanfang had just come in to call them for dinner and stood watching from the side.

Qingye sat down at the counter, opened her notebook to a spreadsheet, and said confidently: “I don’t know how you calculated these accounts, but the numbers are wrong, and the difference is quite significant.”

Everyone was speechless, looking at each other in bewilderment.
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As soon as Qingye said the accounts were wrong, Li Lanfang immediately interjected: “What’s wrong with them?”

Qingye glanced at her and said coolly: “I arrived on the 10th. Counting from that day until the end of the month, that’s 21 days, with total revenue of 4,620 yuan. This averages to 220 yuan daily income. Adding the nine days before the 10th that I haven’t calculated, the monthly income should be at least around 6,600 yuan. Moreover, from my observation, quite a few students are coming during summer break. Early July is when vacation starts, and if I’m not mistaken, there should be a peak in customer flow, so July’s actual income should be above this average, at least over seven thousand.”

After speaking, she looked at Liunian, and everyone else followed suit. Liunian thought for a moment and said: “It seems right, lots of students came in the first few days after vacation started.”

Li Lanfang immediately started shouting: “That’s such a big difference, several thousand yuan! Your accounts are wrong! Huh? Liunian, explain yourself!”

Liunian looked bewildered and said: “I don’t know either.”

Li Lanfang pointed at Liunian and accused: “You haven’t been pocketing it yourself, have you? You always seemed like such an honest person.”

Hearing this, Liunian immediately became agitated: “I’ve never taken money from the shop, Boss Li!”

As Li Lanfang was about to interrogate him further, Qingye held up her hand and, eyes fixed on the computer, said: “Wait, listen to the expenses after the 10th first. Liunian and Du Qiyan’s combined wages are 2,400 yuan. Water, electricity, and gas totaled 1,320 yuan. Other miscellaneous expenses totaled 329 yuan. You took 300 yuan on July 11th, 200 yuan on the 14th, another 300 yuan on the 17th, 126 yuan on the 18th saying it was for groceries, then 1,000 yuan at once on the 20th, 500 yuan on the 25th, and just now you took the remaining 1,205 yuan. That means since the 10th, you’ve taken a total of 3,631 yuan. Liunian, did the boss take any money before the 10th?”

Liunian glanced nervously at Li Lanfang and answered truthfully: “I think she took some a few times, but I’m not sure how much.”

Qingye made a sound of acknowledgment and looked at Li Lanfang: “I heard you take all the remaining money at the end of each month and start fresh accounts at the beginning. Not including what you took before the 10th, just the expenses after the 10th already totaled 7,680 yuan. So that earlier calculation of 5,380 yuan doesn’t add up.”

Hearing Qingye’s analysis, Xing Wu suddenly understood. Including the income from before the 10th, this month’s accounts must have reached nearly ten thousand yuan. No wonder Qingye had been so certain the accounts were wrong.

Li Lanfang never told Liunian when she took the money, and Liunian himself was confused about it all, so those missing thousands of yuan had been taken by Li Lanfang. As for her constant complaints about having no money, it was probably because she had gambled it away. Xing Wu knew Li Lanfang lost quite a bit on mahjong each month, but he never knew she could lose the equivalent of several people’s wages.

He stared coldly at Li Lanfang, who knew she was in the wrong. Having just suspected Liunian, she now had no leg to stand on and fell silent.

Yellow Hair exclaimed: “Awesome! Cousin, you’re so smart! You’ve only been here a few days and you’ve got the accounts so clear?”

Everyone gathered around to look, including Li Lanfang and Liunian. Xing Wu walked behind Qingye and saw her Excel spreadsheet with dates, descriptions, income, expenses, balance, and handlers all clearly laid out. She had even noted small purchases like twenty-some yuan for store candy. With just a few clicks, Qingye could filter out how much money came from haircuts, perms, or dyes. The functions calculated everything, making each data point crystal clear.

Though these operations seemed very basic to Qingye, they appeared impressive to these poor students and to Li Lanfang and Liunian, who hadn’t even finished middle school.

Xing Wu, the only one who understood functions, couldn’t be as meticulous as Qingye in keeping the accounts so clear. A thoughtful light flickered in his eyes.

Li Lanfang called them to eat and invited Liunian to stay. They moved the barbershop chairs to the backyard around the wooden table. Xing Wu went to feed his grandmother first – she had a better appetite in the evening and ate quickly.

When he came out a while later, Qingye was sitting at the table with her chin propped up, listening to Yellow Hair and Fat Tiger’s endless boasting. Liunian listened with admiration, while Qingye remained calm.

Xing Wu kicked a chair over and sat down. Li Lanfang didn’t join the young people, taking her food inside to watch TV after cooking.

Yellow Hair opened the beer bottles. Liunian absolutely refused to drink, complaining about the bitterness, which made Yellow Hair laugh at his cowardice.

So they poured three glasses and Yellow Hair asked Qingye: “Hey cousin, want some?”

Xing Wu gave him a sideways glance: “Does she look like someone who drinks?”

Hearing this, Qingye became defiant: “Why can’t I drink? Does this beer have a label saying it’s exclusively for your county’s high school students?”

She handed a disposable cup to Yellow Hair: “Fill it up.”

Yellow Hair had never seen a young girl leave Wu-ge speechless like that. He burst out laughing and filled Qingye’s cup. Fat Tiger was also grinning, while Xing Wu shook his head and let them be.

Qingye raised her glass spiritedly and said: “Let’s drink!”

She then threw her head back and drank first in respect. Xing Wu frowned and scolded her: “Why drink so fast?”

Qingye finished her drink in one go and looked at him challengingly: “Your turn to drink.”

As Yellow Hair and Fat Tiger raised their glasses, Xing Wu also lifted his head and downed his drink. His drinking style was powerful – unlike Qingye’s gradual sipping, Xing Wu perfectly demonstrated what it meant to down it in one go.

When Li Lanfang came out to put away her bowl after eating and saw Qingye drinking, she said with surprise: “Oh my, you’re drinking too?”

After putting away the bowl, she came back out and added worriedly: “I’m going next door to play cards. Wuzi, keep an eye on Qingye, don’t let her drink too much.”

Xing Wu lounged back in his chair, lifting an eyelid: “Go ahead.”

Finally, Qingye didn’t have to eat only Li Lanfang’s cooking today – there were even braised dishes. Though they didn’t look great and couldn’t compare to the crispy skin and tender meat of Beijing roast duck, at least they were flavorful.

She had a good appetite and ate quite a bit. Yellow Hair poured her more beer and pushed the peanuts toward her: “Cousin, eat these – they’re perfect with beer.”

Qingye picked up one peanut with her chopsticks and put it in her mouth, leaving the boys staring in amazement. In their area, people drinking beer would grab handfuls of peanuts and toss them in their mouths – they’d never seen someone eat peanuts so delicately.

Different upbringings showed: even sitting on a broken wooden bench, Qingye kept her back straight and maintained elegant posture. Even her way of drinking was pleasing to the eye, making the 4-yuan beer look like 4,000-yuan wine. Unlike these rough guys who sat and stood without proper form.

Yellow Hair and the others found it interesting and asked: “Cousin, your surname is quite rare, and so is your given name. How did your family come up with it?”

“Clear skies for ten thousand miles, and words shall be good.”

“What? What does that mean?” Yellow Hair heard this explanation that sounded like classical Chinese and was confused. He understood “clear skies for ten thousand miles,” but couldn’t figure out why it was connected to “words shall be good.”

Xing Wu also turned his head to look at Qingye, who explained calmly: “When your life has clear skies for ten thousand miles and your mind is open, the words you speak and the things you do will be positive, and only then can you become a better person.

My father gave me this name. When I was little, he told me that to become the kind of person you want to be, you must set foot on the right path – only then can you reach your destination.”

Xing Wu lowered his head and took a drink, his thick eyelashes shadowing the flickering light in his eyes. Clear skies for ten thousand miles, and words shall be good – but first there must be clear skies. The question that had been bothering him these past few days suddenly became clear. Why couldn’t people here be kind? Why did they speak harshly to each other, resent the world, and quibble over small matters? Because here the yellow sand filled the sky, and even the blazing sun was filtered through a layer of haze – without clear skies for ten thousand miles, how could words be good?

Liunian, half-understanding, asked: “So Qingye, what kind of person do you want to become?”

Qingye smiled faintly: “Me? I haven’t thought about the specifics yet, but I’ll probably work toward the University of Toronto’s business school. I think I can make a lot of money in the future, so I need to systematically study economic structures and business concepts.”

All the boys at the table laughed – someone had the mysterious confidence to say they’d make a lot of money in the future. Even Xing Wu’s lips curled up.

Fat Tiger stuttered: “But, but isn’t To-Toronto abroad?”

“In Canada,” Qingye told him.

Fat Tiger and Liunian stared at her with open mouths. In Zhazha Pavilion, the poorest part of this eighteenth-tier small county where they could barely guarantee basic living standards, going abroad was like a dream. They’d seen it on TV but never imagined it could have anything to do with themselves or the people around them.

So the word “Canada” made them look at Qingye with sudden respect.

Xing Wu lowered his eyes, his whole person very quiet. This was also the first time he’d heard about Qingye’s plans to study abroad. Actually, after seeing her previous life photos, studying abroad didn’t seem surprising for someone like her. However, hearing Qingye mention it herself, Xing Wu suddenly felt they were from two different worlds.

By her third glass, Qingye’s cheeks were flushed. Her porcelain-white face was tinged with a light blush, and when she smiled, an adorable dimple appeared at the corner of her lips. She was like the sky after rain – brilliant and dazzling, with a touch of proud disdain. Under the yellow light bulb, her whole person seemed to glow.

The biggest difference between her and the girls of Zhazha Pavilion was that she dared to dream and speak her mind. Like a treasure chest of a girl, she had endless stories that seemed strange to them, like the thrill of crossing canyons in a helicopter, or almost hitting a bird while riding in a hot air balloon with her father. Fat Tiger and the others listened with relish, staring at her with complete admiration, as if she were a goddess.

After a while, Qingye’s voice changed from its usual tone, taking on a coquettish, proud young girl’s flavor. Xing Wu looked up at her and noticed her large, liquid eyes had become dreamy and sparkling.

When Qingye raised her glass again, preparing to drink with Fat Tiger and the others, Xing Wu finally couldn’t help but reach out and press down her wrist: “That’s enough.”

Qingye was in high spirits from their conversation, and Xing Wu seemed like a killjoy. She pouted dissatisfiedly and turned to glare at him: “I can still drink, don’t try to control me.”

Xing Wu was stunned, wondering if his ears were playing tricks on him. Qingye’s voice had just been soft and sweet, like she was acting coy with him, and she even pouted? Was she drunk? Or was he drunk?
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Xing Wu firmly grabbed Qing Ye’s wine glass and set it on the table. “That’s enough eating and drinking. Time to wrap up. Everyone go home to your mothers.”

With Xing Wu ordering them to leave, Fat Hu and the others couldn’t stick around. Xing Wu had figured it out – this girl was incredibly stubborn. If the punk kids didn’t leave, she’d keep challenging them until the end. To stop her from drinking, he had to chase this group away quickly.

Once everyone left, Qing Ye stood up unsteadily. She had indeed drunk beer before, but never more than half a glass. Today she had over three glasses and the first one she had drunk particularly quickly. Now just standing up made her head spin.

Xing Wu locked the door and came in to find Qing Ye stumbling up the stairs, clutching the railing. She had managed to climb two floors but then retreated one, nearly missing a step and falling backward. Seeing this, Xing Wu’s heart jumped and he rushed over in a few steps, grabbing her waist to prevent her from falling backward.

However, Qing Ye lifted her head, her cheeks flushed, and pointed at him with a giggle: “Big Cousin?”

“You’re crazy,” Xing Wu said stone-faced as he let go, then pushed her towards the upper floor. Qing Ye’s movements were uncoordinated, and fearing she might fall backward again, Xing Wu simply stayed behind her to protect her.

After she finally managed to climb upstairs, she stopped at the landing, clutching her chest with her brows tightly furrowed.

Xing Wu walked over to look at her condition and asked, “You’re not going to throw up, are you?”

Qing Ye shook her head, sniffling with reddened eyes, when suddenly tears fell without warning, leaving Xing Wu dumbfounded.

What was this about? Was she about to act drunk? Was this some kind of prelude? Dropping a few tears as a warning?

Xing Wu hated it most when girls got drunk and acted out – it showed no class at all. He immediately pulled her toward her room with a cold expression, planning to throw her on the bed and leave quickly.

However, before they reached the door, Qing Ye burst out crying with a “Waa!” Xing Wu’s body tensed as he turned to look at her. Qing Ye had quite some strength, suddenly breaking free from his grip and shouting: “You only know how to be mean to me! Xing Wu, you jerk! I’m a stranger here, and you’ve been mean to me since I arrived! My parents never yell at me, no one has ever yelled at me!”

Xing Wu’s head began to throb as the words floated through his mind: Here she comes, here she comes, stumbling in drunk…

Xing Wu put his hands on his hips and was about to speak when he saw Qing Ye’s reddened eyes glistening, her chin lifted defiantly, like a homeless Persian cat – noble and proud, yet pitifully delicate. Her rosy lips pouted slightly, her eyes sparkling as she stared at him: “Say something! Why aren’t you saying anything? Do you hate me that much?”

Xing Wu knew he wouldn’t be able to escape easily tonight, so he didn’t rush to leave. Instead, he crossed his arms and looked at her with a faint smile at the corner of his eye: “When did I ever say I hated you?”

“You did say it! Your eyes, your mouth, your voice, your actions – everything tells me you hate me. I’m sleeping in your room, and you can’t even come home. You’re upset about it, aren’t you?”

Xing Wu turned his head aside and took a deep breath in exasperation, then turned back to tell her calmly: “I’m not upset with you. I’m upset with myself. Whether I come home or not has nothing to do with you. Don’t fucking flatter yourself.”

Qing Ye’s tears immediately spilled over: “See, you’re being mean to me again…”

Xing Wu opened his mouth but found himself momentarily speechless. Qing Ye sniffled and said plaintively: “You think I wanted to come to your house? I didn’t even know what your house would be like before I came! I’m stuck in the barbershop all day, can’t even go out. I’m practically molding away here. I don’t know anyone, have no friends to talk to, no one to take me around to see things. I don’t even know where to buy a facial cleanser, toner, face cream, or sunscreen – I have nothing…”

Qing Ye broke down in desperate sobs. At first, Xing Wu couldn’t understand – was not having a facial cleanser worth crying so heart-wrenchingly about? But then, watching her tiny shoulders trembling, Xing Wu understood. She wasn’t crying about these daily necessities, but about leaving her home, her familiar places, and all the people she’d lived with day and night.

Xing Wu had never left Anzi County, his furthest journey being to the eastern edge of the county town, at the border of the neighboring city. He couldn’t fully empathize with Qing Ye’s desperation, but he could understand some of it, especially after seeing those photos of her life.

Xing Wu stepped closer to her, his voice softening: “I’m not being mean to you. If you need anything, just tell me.”

Qing Ye “hmph-ed” and turned her head away. It was hot outside, and Xing Wu wanted to pull her into the room. But as soon as he tugged at her, Qing Ye’s body swayed like a piece of paper about to fall, collapsing against his chest.

That soft body suddenly falling against his chest made Xing Wu’s eyes flutter dramatically. He looked down at the half-lidded Qing Ye, almost instinctively wanting to push her away, but his raised hands stopped midway, unable to follow through. He worried that if he pushed her away, she would cry again and accuse him of hating her and being mean.

Xing Wu had always thought girls were troublesome creatures. He had never paid attention to any girl, nor had any girl dared to be unreasonable with him. But now, facing Qing Ye’s drunken state, Xing Wu couldn’t bring himself to let go.

After two seconds of internal struggle, he still placed his hand on her waist to guide her into the room, but he felt his palm burning, the small waist in his hand so delicate he could encircle it completely. It felt as if he applied any more force, it might snap, causing an unprecedented strange feeling to rise in his heart.

Qing Ye in his arms mumbled: “Feel awful.”

Xing Wu scoffed: “Weren’t you acting so tough earlier? If you can’t drink, don’t force it. The face doesn’t count for much around here. Next time, don’t do things just to save face and end up suffering for it.”

Xing Wu laid her on the bed, took off her shoes, and lifted her ankles to put her legs up as well. Qing Ye was naturally pure and beautiful – when her eyes were open and defiant, she radiated light; when closed in sleep, she was quiet and docile. This unconscious form lying on the bed held a forbidden allure of youth.

Xing Wu’s gaze tightened, and he quickly stood up to walk around to the other side to turn on the air conditioner. Then he pulled over a blanket to cover her, but unexpectedly, Qing Ye, who had been lying on the bed, rolled over and pointed to a pile of clothes beside the bed, telling Xing Wu: “Those need to be washed.”

“…”

If she weren’t drunk, Xing Wu would have wanted to give her a knock on the head. Was he a laundry worker? She was getting carried away ordering him around! Not even a hint of self-consciousness or embarrassment.

Xing Wu stood with his hands on his hips, looking at her lying there – long eyelashes drooping, pink face squished chubby like a baby’s. Hmm, a giant baby.

Xing Wu sighed and walked to her bedside. Good grief, another small mountain of clothes had accumulated in just two days. Was she wearing clothes or eating them?

As Xing Wu bent down to clean up, Qing Ye felt someone swaying in front of her eyes and half-opened them to see sexy buttocks wrapped in tight jeans. Qing Ye mumbled: “Nice butt.”

Xing Wu was startled and turned back to glare at her: “What did you say?”

Qing Ye, eyes closed, said one word: “Nice,” with her hand flopped by the pillow giving a thumbs up.

Xing Wu felt a surge of blood stuck in his chest, unable to rise or fall. Was this girl… flirting with him?

Seeing she wasn’t moving anymore, Xing Wu took the clothes downstairs, cleaned up the messy table, washed the dishes, and then washed Qing Ye’s clothes too. In the bathroom’s yellowish light striking his sharp features, his usually expressionless face broke into a smile as he looked at the soft light blue fabric in his hands. Had he, Xing Wu, been possessed? Helping a girl wash clothes? Even if you gouged out the eyes of his brothers outside, none of them would believe it.

After washing the clothes and wringing them out, Xing Wu took them upstairs. When he opened the door, Qing Ye was already breathing evenly, the blanket kicked completely off. Xing Wu stepped lightly, holding the basin in one hand while pulling up her blanket with the other. He hung the clothes on the drying rack by the window, turned up the air conditioner temperature a bit, and opened the door ready to leave.

He had already reached the stairs when remembering how Qing Ye had said she felt awful earlier, he worried she might get up to vomit in the night. So he simply flopped down on the couch and didn’t leave.

However, when Qing Ye woke up early the next morning, Xing Wu was already gone. Her head hurt quite a bit, mainly because she rarely drank so much. She thought Xing Wu had left the night before, and she didn’t have much memory of it.

Due to the hangover, Qing Ye was listless all morning, just lounging upstairs without coming down. It wasn’t until lunchtime that she finally came downstairs.

Yellow Hair and Fat Hu had come back with Xing Wu again. To Qing Ye, these three were like the three stooges, always sticking together as if they had nothing better to do.

But Qing Ye’s guess was right – except for Xing Wu who needed to run between two places, the other two had nothing to do.

When Yellow Hair saw Qing Ye come down, he said with a smile: “Cousin, heard you got drunk last night? Acted all wild?”

Qing Ye froze, looking toward Xing Wu, who acted as if he hadn’t heard anything, and continued feeding Grandmother. Qing Ye asked Xing Wu uncertainly: “Who did I act wild with last night?”

Only then did Xing Wu slowly look at her and ask back: “Don’t remember?”

“…” Damn it, if I remembered would I be asking you?

A faint, inexplicable smile lifted the corner of Xing Wu’s mouth, making Qing Ye a bit nervous. She had a vague memory of yelling something messy at Xing Wu, and it felt quite satisfying at the time. This morning when she woke up, her whole person felt much more relaxed, but she couldn’t quite remember exactly what she had yelled. As for whether she had done anything else, she couldn’t remember that either.

Yellow Hair added fuel to the fire with a joke: “It’s fine, cousin, we’re all family here. We don’t mind if you take advantage of us.”

He would have been better off not saying anything – when he did, Qing Ye lifted her head to stare at him, and then… she blushed.

She blushed because her upbringing wouldn’t allow her to act so improperly. If she had acted wild with them while drunk last night, she might as well find a piece of tofu to smash her head against and die.

So Qing Ye picked up some food, grabbed her bowl, and ran to the kitchen to eat, seemingly unable to even look at them out of embarrassment.

Once she left, Yellow Hair lost his composure, clutching his chest and letting out a string of “Holy shit,” then excitedly said: “Did you see that? Did you see it? Cousin just blushed at me and ran away shyly, couldn’t even look at me! Oh no, after last night’s interaction, she must have fallen for me!”

He grabbed Fat Hu and continued: “Fat guy, did you see? Did you see her blush?”

Fat Hu scratched his head: “Maybe… maybe she was just hot?”

“Hot my ass! Oh my god, I’m going to have a teenage romance!”
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Yellow Hair was immersed in the excitement of potentially falling in love, feeling almost light-headed as he tugged at Xing Wu and asked, “Brother Wu, if things work out between your cousin and me, we’ll be family!”

Xing Wu wiped Grandmother’s mouth with a tissue, responding disinterestedly, “Who the fuck wants to be family with you?”

Yellow Hair just giggled.

When Xing Wu stood up to take the bowls to the kitchen, Qing Ye was sitting on a small wooden stool, taking small bites of her food. Recently, she felt the food had improved somewhat, no longer having that strange taste. Though it still wasn’t particularly delicious, at least it was edible. She was amazed at her adaptability, while also being quite astonished at this place’s ability to assimilate people. She was afraid that she might get used to this slum life and just muddle along, quickly shaking her head to dispel this terrifying thought.

Seeing Xing Wu come in to put down the bowls, she quickly looked up and asked, “I didn’t say anything else to you last night, did I?”

Xing Wu put down the bowls, turned around to lean against the stove, and pulled out his lighter. The way he lowered his head to light up was incredibly cool.

His voice, having completed its transition, was deep and magnetic as he said casually, “You don’t remember?”

The midday sun slanted across his body, giving him a roguish air. His meaningful gaze made Qing Ye even more uneasy. She opened her dark eyes wide, her voice rising several notches: “What did I say?”

Xing Wu took a drag on his cigarette, deliberately walking to her side and bending down to say lightly, “You complimented my butt. Too kind of you.”

After saying this, Xing Wu went out, leaving Qing Ye sitting petrified on the small stool. Within seconds, a devastating cry erupted from the kitchen.

Yellow Hair was startled and quickly stood up to check: “What’s wrong with cousin?”

Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly as he grabbed Yellow Hair and said, “Come on, accompany me to the lumber yard.”

“What for?” Before Yellow Hair could get an answer, Xing Wu had already dragged him away, with Fat Hu following behind.

…

Regarding the evaluation of male buttocks, in her eighteen years of life, Qing Ye had never done such a thing, not even thought about it. She normally wouldn’t pay attention to any guy’s backside, but she had actually stared at Xing Wu’s, not only stared but commented, not only commented but given it five stars, and he even said “too kind”???

This incident was mind-shattering for Qing Ye, which directly resulted in her not daring to go downstairs even in the afternoon, afraid of running into Xing Wu if he suddenly returned.

Xing Wu did indeed return in the evening, and Qing Ye heard Little Angel’s sound from upstairs. She specifically peeked out the window to look down, and somehow Xing Wu, as if his eyes were on top of his head, actually looked up after locking his bike, frightening Qing Ye into quickly ducking down.

However, after returning, Xing Wu stayed downstairs and didn’t come up, even until dinner time. Li Lanfang came up to call Qing Ye for dinner, asking if she wasn’t feeling well.

She went along with it, saying she was feeling a bit unwell, asking Li Lanfang to put some food in a bowl for her, and saying she’d come down to eat later.

As soon as Li Lanfang went downstairs, she started scolding Xing Wu: “I told you to let Qing Ye drink less last night. Look how listless she’s been all day. Don’t let her drink any more next time. She’s a precious young lady, how can she joke around drinking with roughnecks like you?”

Xing Wu amusedly teased, “Wow, you even know the phrase ‘precious young lady’, impressive.”

Li Lanfang said confidently, “Well, I’ve watched ‘Empresses in the Palace’.”

“…” Xing Wu thought for a long time but couldn’t figure out what connection the “precious young lady” had with “Empresses in the Palace.” Besides, was his mom watching palace dramas to prepare for some court intrigue among her mahjong friends? In their Zhazha pavilion, where they didn’t even have a decent building, forget about palaces – they could barely manage street fights.

After eating, Li Lanfang had Xing Wu wash the dishes and help her with her phone – recently she couldn’t even take photos, always getting “insufficient memory” warnings, and she didn’t know how to fix it.

After giving the phone to Xing Wu, Li Lanfang went next door to play mahjong, reminding him that if he went out at night, to check on Qing Ye first, in case she was sick or something.

Xing Wu finished washing the dishes and cleared the cache from various apps on Li Lanfang’s phone before leaving, without going upstairs at all. He knew very well that if he went up to check on her, she’d probably develop symptoms even if she wasn’t sick.

Sure enough, as soon as Xing Wu left, Qing Ye came down to find food in the kitchen, discovering they had left quite a lot of dishes for her, even including beef – truly rare.

After eating, Qing Ye had planned to do some practice papers on the computer, thinking she’d digest her food before going down to shower, but it started raining outside. This was the first heavy rain since her first day in Anzi County. Outside, the thunder and lightning were terrifying, the downpour coming suddenly. Even the windows in Xing Wu’s room rattled continuously, their poor sealing letting wind slip through with a thin whistling sound like ghost cries. Qing Ye looked at the pitch-black stairway outside, curled up with her computer, completely unable to focus on her work anymore.

Fortunately, this downpour came quickly and left quickly, though it hadn’t completely stopped, coming in waves. Qing Ye took advantage of a lighter spell, grabbing her clothes and hurrying downstairs to shower, worried the rain might get heavy again.

She rushed into the bathroom, turned on the dim light, first laid down tissue paper then put down her clothes, then locked the door and started undressing.

Since Xing Wu installed the door lock, Qing Ye had felt much more at ease showering, but tonight she was somewhat flustered. Outside, the wind was still strong, with occasional bright flashes of lightning. Although the door was locked, it kept making “thump-thump-thump” sounds from the wind, as if someone was knocking, keeping Qing Ye on edge.

She had just rinsed the shampoo from her hair when suddenly the door sounds seemed to get louder. Qing Ye froze for a moment, then quickly turned off the water, all her nerves tensing as she listened to the movements outside.

At first, she thought she was scaring herself, that maybe the wind had gotten stronger and was making the door louder. She kept reassuring herself that the door was locked, and nothing would happen, but the door’s movements grew increasingly violent, as if someone was trying to break it open from outside.

Qing Ye’s heart suddenly started racing frantically. She moved step by step toward the door, and when she saw the trembling doorknob, she broke out in a cold sweat – this was someone trying to manipulate the lock from outside.

Almost simultaneously, Qing Ye realized someone outside was trying to break in. She instantly became terrified, her limbs shaking, as she quickly ran to the wooden stool to grab her phone and call Li Lanfang, thinking Li Lanfang was playing cards next door and could come quickly. However, the phone rang for ages with no answer – when Xing Wu had fixed Li Lanfang’s phone in the evening, he had casually put it in the cash register drawer, where it remained locked away, with no one able to hear it.

The door started making thunderous sounds, the not-very-sturdy door panel giving the impression it could be pried open at any moment.

Qing Ye’s palms were sweating as she frantically made a voice call to Xing Wu.

…

That evening, Big Black and the others were already settled in at Shunyi waiting for Xing Wu to play cards. The group of guys couldn’t sleep well on the summer nights anyway, and they liked to hang out at Shunyi after dinner, whether they had anything to do or not.

Xing Wu was sitting with his legs crossed, eyes half-closed looking at his hand full of “bombs,” leisurely leaning back in his chair with a relaxed expression when his phone suddenly rang.

When it first rang, he didn’t even look at it, until Dog Tooth glanced at him, and then Xing Wu unhurriedly took out his phone, seeing it was a WeChat voice call from Qing Ye.

He slightly furrowed his brows as he answered and put it to his ear, only to hear Qing Ye’s trembling voice with a crying tone: “Xing Wu, someone’s trying to break down the bathroom door, I’m inside, what should I do?”

“What?”

Everyone only saw Xing Wu suddenly throw down his cards and stand up, the room instantly falling silent as all the men stared at him. Xing Wu took his phone and strode toward the door: “Are you dressed?”

“Not yet…”

“Don’t open the door. Get dressed and wait for me to come back.”

With that, he locked his phone and pulled up the rolling door, rushing out. Dog Tooth rarely saw Xing Wu in such a hurry – even last year when he was surrounded by so many people from Anzi Vocational School, he hadn’t panicked. So he quickly chased after him, shouting: “What happened?”

Xing Wu had no time to answer him, rushing into the heavy rain and jumping on Little Angel to race back home. Dog Tooth was about to remind him it was raining, but Little Angel’s wheels had already splashed through the water and disappeared into the distance. Dog Tooth stood shocked, watching his figure racing through the rain.

…

After hanging up the phone, Qing Ye was already sweating with anxiety, fumbling to grab her clothes, her body shaking so badly that she put them on wrong several times.

Soon the person outside was banging even harder, making Qing Ye’s head explode. During this time, she also called 110 (police), which took forever to connect, and when the operator asked for her address, Qing Ye was so panicked she couldn’t say it properly, only managing to report “Xuandao Barbershop.”

After hanging up, she picked up the wooden stool used for clothes, her eyes fixed intently on the door, deciding that if someone broke in before Xing Wu returned, she’d fight them with the stool.

Those few short minutes felt like hell for Qing Ye. She screamed hysterically in fear, hoping someone would hear, but another downpour had started, thunder and lightning drowning out her voice. In this old, dilapidated place, no one would brave the rain to mind others’ business, no one would come out to care whether she lived or died.

She no longer knew if the drops falling from her face were sweat or tears. Just as her nerves were about to snap, suddenly there was a scream from outside, followed by the door lock stopping its movement, but the commotion outside grew louder.

Qing Ye quickly carried the wooden stool to the door to listen to the sounds outside. After several more male screams, she heard Xing Wu’s voice: “You fucking ate a leopard’s gall? Do you dare touch my woman? I’ll make sure you can’t get up today.”

Qing Ye’s heart eased, and she quickly unlocked the door. The moment the bathroom door opened, Qing Ye saw Xing Wu standing astride a man in the pouring rain, one hand gripping the man’s collar, lifting the man he had knocked down halfway up, punching his head again and again. The rain poured down, soaking him completely, yet his arm muscles were visible through his fierce strength. Veins bulged on his forehead, his eyes bloodthirsty, his whole being emanating a terrifying aura.

This was the first time Qing Ye had seen Xing Wu fight. His fists were fast and brutal, violent and savage, cold as if his entire being was devoid of warmth.

The man on the ground initially made muffled groans of pain, but soon blood splattered out, mixing with the rainwater in an unbearable sight.

Qing Ye cried out in horror: “Xing Wu!”

That call finally pulled the irrational Xing Wu back to his senses. He threw the man down, gave his head one more vicious kick, then turned around.

Qing Ye stood at the door in her white nightgown, her slender arms still holding the wooden stool, her clear eyes filled with fearful tears, staring at Xing Wu in terror and helplessness.

In that instant, Xing Wu felt something invisible violently strike his heart, like thunder, like drums.
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Xing Wu took several steps toward Qing Ye, his face covered in rainwater as he stared at her: “It’s okay now, give me the stool.”

Qing Ye stared blankly at the man lying in the rain, her voice trembling: “Did… did you kill him?”

Just then, the commotion in the courtyard finally caused several neighboring households to open their doors. Auntie Zhao took one look and was startled, calling out to Xing Wu who stood at the bathroom door: “Wu Zi, what happened?”

Xing Wu slowly turned his head, not answering Auntie Zhao, but instead fixed his gaze on Wu Baoping who was peering out, his tone ice-cold: “Uncle Wu, drag your second son back inside.”

Old Wu, hearing that it was his son lying on the ground, rushed out without even bothering to grab an umbrella. Seeing it was indeed his second son, he immediately called for his wife, cursing while they carried Wu Er back inside.

Xing Wu snatched the chair from Qing Ye’s hands, tossed it inside, and then turned and walked back into the heavy rain toward the Wu residence. Qing Ye felt her entire body turn cold – earlier she had feared the man outside breaking in, but now she feared Xing Wu might have killed him.

She watched Xing Wu walk straight into the Wu household, and after gritting her teeth, she too ran through the downpour. Reaching Wu’s doorway, she didn’t dare enter but peered inside. She saw that Xing Wu hadn’t gone to check on Wu Er, but instead went directly to the Wu family’s wardrobe, pulling out all the clothes.

Qing Ye stared at Xing Wu in shock, while neighbors from around the courtyard gathered at Wu’s doorway with umbrellas, unsure of what was happening.

It was then that Qing Ye saw Wu Er lying nearby and wasn’t dead. Though he looked miserable, he was conscious and sitting up.

Wu Er’s elderly mother grabbed Xing Wu, crying and shouting: “Wu Zi, what are you doing? If something’s wrong with my son, just tell us properly. Why are you going through our things?”

Xing Wu completely ignored her, crouching down to pull open the bottom drawer and pushing aside the clothes. Instantly, everyone was dumbfounded – beneath the men’s clothing were fresh-colored women’s undergarments, and they were young women’s styles.

Qing Ye recognized them immediately as her own – the ones that had been stolen recently. Her blood ran cold, and she was so shocked her mind almost stopped working.

They watched as Xing Wu grabbed a plastic bag from nearby and packed all the women’s undergarments into it. Standing up, he looked at Wu Er’s parents: “It’s bad enough that your son stole my cousin’s underwear, but then he tried to break into the bathroom during a thunderstorm. As for what he planned to do once inside, you can figure that out yourselves.”

The Wu family turned pale, and even Uncle Wu, who had been ready to fight, suddenly deflated, glaring at his second son and cursing: “Er, are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Xing Wu let out a cold snort, glaring fiercely at the crowd around him as he delivered his warning: “You all know he was asking for death. Let me warn everyone in this courtyard – if anyone else dares to set their sights on Qing Ye, there won’t be a next time. I’ll send you straight to meet the King of Hell. I’ve never been afraid of doing jail time in my life.”

Qing Ye stood at the Wu’s doorway, staring blankly at Xing Wu, unsure what she was feeling at this moment. Fear, panic, shock, or this sudden sense of security – it was all too complex, so complex that her emotions overwhelmed her, leaving her whole body trembling.

As Xing Wu turned to leave after delivering his warning, he saw Qing Ye standing by the door, hugging herself. Her white dress was completely soaked through, and she was shivering as she stared at him.

His brows furrowed as he barked at her: “Why did you run out here?”

Qing Ye didn’t speak, just stared at him with wet eyes. Xing Wu felt uncomfortable under her gaze and grabbed her wrist, pulling her through the rain back to the bathroom: “Take your shower in peace.”

“What about you?” Qing Ye asked in a small voice.

Seeing how frightened she was, Xing Wu clenched his jaw and softened his tone: “I’ll be right here.”

Xing Wu went upstairs to get her dry clothes, and while Qing Ye was showering, she heard more commotion in the courtyard – it seemed people had arrived. She quickly finished her shower and opened the door to find an umbrella Xing Wu had left for her. The back door of the barbershop was open, with Xing Wu specifically leaving it lit for her.

Qing Ye ran inside under the umbrella, and sure enough, after an hour the police had finally arrived. Two officers stood in the shop, seemingly quite familiar with Xing Wu.

They patted Xing Wu’s shoulder and said: “Next time, go easier. Don’t cause any real trouble. If you end up in jail, what about your mother and grandmother?”

Xing Wu handed two cigarettes to the officers and replied calmly: “I understand.”

After learning the situation, the police probably felt Wu Er had gotten what he deserved. Seeing there was no serious injury and the Wu family was too ashamed to press charges, they chatted briefly with Xing Wu before leaving.

After the police left, Xing Wu locked the rolling door and turned around to see Qing Ye standing at the stairs, watching him. He sighed, walked over to take her wet dirty clothes, and said: “Go upstairs and get some sleep.”

Qing Ye silently turned and went upstairs. Xing Wu watched her until her figure disappeared at the top before turning toward the courtyard.

His mood was terrible, absolutely terrible. It felt like a cloud of toxic air had gathered in his chest that he couldn’t dispel. As the shower sprayed over his lean body, he was so tense he punched the wall violently.

But that punch didn’t seem to dispel his current mood. He didn’t dare imagine what would have happened if he hadn’t received Qing Ye’s call if Wu Er had managed to pick the lock earlier – just how horrific things could have become.

He was actually extremely grateful now that when buying the lock that day, he had chosen the most expensive double-security model. He couldn’t even bear to think what might have happened today if he had chosen the cheaper option that day.

In all his life, this was the first time Xing Wu had experienced such retrospective fear. He thought life was already what it was, that nothing would frighten him anymore, but because of this girl’s arrival, because of tonight’s events, he started to feel afraid.

Afraid that a good girl would be ruined in his home, ruined right under his nose. Though he didn’t consider himself a good person, he couldn’t stand to see something like this happen.

After his shower, Xing Wu hand-washed both his wet clothes and Qing Ye’s together. After finishing, he didn’t go upstairs immediately, thinking he shouldn’t disturb her. Xing Wu specifically stayed downstairs scrolling through his phone and smoking a cigarette before carrying the basin upstairs.

Unexpectedly, Qing Ye hadn’t slept at all – she just sat on the edge of the bed staring at the floor, not even looking at her phone. Her hair was still dripping water, and she looked like someone suddenly thrown into the water, desperate to the point of suffocation, cruelly pitiful.

Xing Wu set down the basin and said: “Still not asleep?”

After speaking, he walked to the window to hang the clothes. The girl behind him was unusually quiet, not making a sound, making Xing Wu very uncomfortable.

He finished hanging the clothes and turned to look at her, then took a hair dryer from the drawer and offered it to her. Qing Ye didn’t take it, still not moving.

Xing Wu helplessly plugged in the dryer and moved in front of her to help dry her hair. Qing Ye kept her head down, neither refusing nor cooperating much. Xing Wu knew she had been badly frightened today – any girl would probably be terrified, let alone someone like Qing Ye who came from a big city, had always been well-protected and lived a peaceful life. How could she have ever seen such dark aspects of life?

He wanted to comfort her with a few words and tell her to sleep well, but several times when he opened his mouth, Xing Wu didn’t know what to say.

He had never comforted anyone before, and Chinese had been his worst subject in school. He was better at cursing people out, but asking him to organize words to comfort someone was truly difficult for him.

However, at this moment, Qing Ye, who had been keeping her head down, suddenly said very faintly: “I want to go home…”

The hair dryer was too loud, and Xing Wu didn’t hear clearly. He turned off the dryer and asked uncertainly: “What did you say?”

Qing Ye’s hair had stopped dripping and was now half-dry, sticking to her cheeks. Her small, delicate face was hidden behind her hair as she repeated: “I want to go home.”

Xing Wu heard this time. He put down the hair dryer and sat across from Qing Ye on his bed, leaning forward with his hands on his knees as he looked at her: “Do you still have family at home?”

Qing Ye was silent for a long while before shaking her head. No, she had no one at home anymore. She used to have a grandfather, but he passed away in recent years. After her grandfather’s death, her uncle had a falling out with her father over matters from when her grandfather was alive. After her uncle went abroad, her father refused to acknowledge his brother and her uncle cut off all contact with her father. She had no family left.

Xing Wu pinched the bridge of his nose and patiently said to her: “If there’s no one at your home, where would you go? Where would you live? How would you survive?”

Qing Ye buried her face between her knees, hugging herself tightly as she said somewhat hysterically: “I don’t know, I don’t know where I can go, anywhere but here would be fine.”

If Qing Ye had said these words to Xing Wu during her first few days here, he would have told her to get lost without hesitation, and might even have helped carry her luggage out and personally sent her packing.

But on this rainy night, after she had just experienced such a terrifying shock when Xing Wu heard these words from her, he only felt his jaw tighten, his entire being shrouded in an invisible, intangible gloom.

He didn’t say anything. They remained quiet for a long while until Xing Wu saw a water droplet fall to the floor. He lifted his gaze slightly and discovered that behind her hair, Qing Ye was silently crying.

At that moment, his heart twisted. When Li Lanfang told him that a cousin would be coming to stay at his house, he had always considered this unknown cousin an unwelcome guest. From the first moment he saw her, she had that look of disdain in her eyes, as if she looked down on everything and everyone here.

Though Xing Wu was unwilling to admit it, the dazzling thorns in Qing Ye’s nature had indeed pricked his pride repeatedly, and the surrounding people and environment that had seemed unremarkable in his eyes before only intensified this feeling.

From Qing Ye’s first day, he knew very clearly that she was different. She was different from everyone in Zhazha Pavilion, she didn’t belong here, and she really shouldn’t have been thrown here. But he couldn’t change other people, couldn’t change the environment here, and now he also couldn’t drive this girl in front of him away.

Xing Wu’s furrowed brows gradually relaxed. He lowered his gaze and called out to Qing Ye: “Hey.”

Qing Ye didn’t respond, so he simply brushed aside the hair covering her forehead, instantly revealing her tear-streaked face, pitiful enough to make one’s heart ache.

Qing Ye turned her head away and wiped her tears with her hand, unwilling to meet his gaze. Xing Wu deliberately moved to her right side: “I figure you have nowhere else to go. If you did, your family wouldn’t have sent you to us. School starts in about ten days, and it’s not realistic for you to transfer somewhere else now.”

Qing Ye knew it wasn’t realistic, but she just didn’t want to stay here. It was a kind of disgust and rejection rising from the bottom of her heart. Originally, she thought she could overcome it – it was just one year, no big deal. But before school had even started, this rejection in her heart had become increasingly uncontrollable.

Then she heard Xing Wu sigh and suddenly say: “What happened today, I promise it won’t happen again.”

Qing Ye looked at him through her tears: “How can you promise that?”

Xing Wu twisted his lips, leaning back on his hands on the bed, casual and unrestrained.

Qing Ye looked at him skeptically, and Xing Wu helplessly explained to her: “The Wu family has two sons. The older one drives a taxi in the county town. After getting married, he had a bad relationship with his mother-in-law, so he rarely comes back. The younger son, Wu Er, is thirty years old and lives off his parents, unable to find a wife. That’s also why Wu’s daughter-in-law is so resentful.”

“Wu Er may be a scoundrel, but he’s a coward who only does sneaky things. I might have been heavy-handed earlier, but being too gentle wouldn’t have had any effect. He’ll be bedridden for at least ten to fifteen days this time, and in the future, even with ten times the courage, he absolutely won’t dare to have any foolish thoughts about you again.”

“Besides, I won’t give him that chance again. When I say I can promise, I have my ways.”

This seemed to be the first time in Qing Ye’s memory that Xing Wu had spoken to her seriously, and she couldn’t help but look at him a few more times.

Whether it was Xing Wu’s words that had an effect or not, Qing Ye’s tears had stopped, and she didn’t continue the previous topic of leaving. She just sat there.

Xing Wu said: “My mom should be back soon. If she sees you crying in front of me, she’ll probably scold me again.”

Qing Ye’s mood was terrible now, and she didn’t want to face Li Lanfang’s dramatic reactions and vulgar language, so she turned and got into bed, pulling the blanket over herself.

Just as she lay down, she heard Xing Wu’s footsteps heading out, and she immediately sat up again to ask: “Where are you going?”

Xing Wu turned back to look at her nervous expression, those beautiful eyes red, like… someone afraid of being abandoned.

The fierceness finally eased from Xing Wu’s brow as he said calmly to her: “Can’t sleep, going to watch some basketball. I’m not leaving tonight.”

Qing Ye seemed to calm down only after hearing those words “not leaving tonight,” and lay back down.

Although Xing Wu had closed the door for her, she could still hear the intermittent sound of the TV from outside. For the first time, this sleep-disturbing noise made her feel so secure, and as she listened, she drifted off to sleep.
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The next day, Li Lanfang heard about the incident from Auntie Zhao, who couldn’t help but embellish the story. Although she had only come out to watch after Xing Wu had already beaten Wu Er down, in her telling, she claimed to have witnessed Wu Er ramming the door, even saying his pants were half off, describing it all with vivid detail.

Li Lanfang couldn’t contain herself upon hearing this. Early in the morning, she stormed over to the Wu family. The elderly Wu couple were pitiful, apologizing profusely on behalf of their son and even giving Li Lanfang a basket of eggs.

Li Lanfang returned home triumphantly with the eggs and mentioned this to Xing Wu, who became increasingly irritated as he listened. When he asked who told her this, Li Lanfang said it was Auntie Zhao.

So before leaving in the morning, Xing Wu went to warn Auntie Zhao, telling her to watch her mouth. If he heard any more stories about pants coming off, he’d make sure her son ended up with broken bones.

Auntie Zhao was terrified and repeatedly promised not to spread rumors. Her son, Zhao Bei, only managed to avoid trouble at school because Xing Wu protected him. Otherwise, given Zhao Bei’s weak nature and tendency to tattle, he would have been beaten to death long ago.

When Qing Ye got up in the morning and put on the underwear Xing Wu had bought for her, her cheeks began to burn. She discovered the size was perfect and wondered how Xing Wu knew her size. Had he… observed her? The thought made her face burn even hotter.

That morning before leaving, Xing Wu had specifically instructed Li Lanfang, so when Qing Ye came downstairs, no one mentioned the previous night’s events. Qing Ye had been dreading Li Lanfang asking her about it, but fortunately, Li Lanfang didn’t bring it up at all.

However, the girl at the shop with the perm, Du Qiyan, was sitting at the entrance crying continuously for some unknown reason.

Li Lanfang’s Xuan Dao salon served the local community in Zhazha Pavilion. The customer flow wasn’t particularly large, mostly regulars, so besides occasionally cutting hair herself, she only employed two people: Liu Nian and Du Qiyan, the girl with the perm whose face was barely visible.

In all the time Qing Ye had been there, she’d barely exchanged a few words with Du Qiyan, but she could tell that Du Qiyan often watched her secretly. Whenever Qing Ye met her gaze, though, Du Qiyan would dodge and blush.

Du Qiyan had the typical characteristics of a Zhazha Pavilion girl – inexperienced, shy around strangers, afraid to speak, yet desperate to appear worldly. She tried hard to make herself look fashionable without really understanding what fashion was.

So during Qing Ye’s first few days there, Du Qiyan had worn every bizarre item she owned, her outfits becoming more eye-searing by the day. Yet when she saw how Qing Ye could outshine everyone in just a simple solid-colored dress without any accessories, she felt genuinely ashamed. Her sense of inferiority around Qing Ye meant she never dared initiate conversation.

Qing Ye asked Liu Nian what was wrong with her today, and Liu Nian explained that Du Qiyan had been dumped. She’d arrived early in the morning with swollen eyes, telling Liu Nian that her heart was a grave housing the living dead.

Though breakups were sad, Qing Ye could barely contain her laughter. She strongly suspected Li Lanfang must be a senior member of the “Love Burial Family,” as everyone she hired seemed like high-ranking members. What was this – some kind of family motto?

The shop wasn’t busy today, and Du Qiyan just sat at the entrance. Qing Ye finished an entire set of exercises at the cashier’s desk while Du Qiyan continued crying, looking ready to bring down the Great Wall with her tears like Meng Jiangnu.

In the afternoon, a van suddenly stopped at Xuan Dao’s front door, making even Qing Ye crane her neck to look. She saw Xing Wu getting out, followed by Fatty and Yellow Hair jumping down.

The three unloaded some boards from the van before it drove away.

Xing Wu led Fatty and Yellow Hair in carrying the boards inside. Li Lanfang asked puzzled: “What are these for?”

“They’ll be useful,” Xing Wu answered briefly, then turned his gaze to Qing Ye. She wore a matcha green outfit, her hair tied up in a high bun, revealing her long, fair neck as she sat at the cashier’s desk, looking fresh and bright on the scorching summer day.

Xing Wu finally relaxed – he’d worried she might not come down today, or that she’d wake up demanding to go home again. This young lady’s resilience had earned his respect.

Yellow Hair threw Qing Ye a flirtatious look, saying eagerly: “Cousin, I’m here.”

Qing Ye completely ignored him and looked at Xing Wu instead. When their eyes met for those two seconds, they both seemed to recall the previous night’s events, creating a subtle awkwardness.

As Xing Wu passed by her, he placed a plastic bag that had been hanging on his arm onto the cashier’s desk, then led Fatty and Yellow Hair to the back courtyard.

Qing Ye opened the plastic bag to find fresh cherries and several avocados, looking much better than what Yellow Hair had bought last time.

She took the bag to the side to wash the cherries, then put one in her mouth. Sweet.

She took some over to Du Qiyan, who was still crying at the entrance. Du Qiyan looked up at Qing Ye in shock, momentarily unsure what to do. Qing Ye said nothing, just placed the cherries on her lap, and turned away.

She carried the cherries to the back courtyard, where she saw Xing Wu crouching on the ground, measuring and marking the boards while Fatty handed him tools. When Yellow Hair saw Qing Ye, he bounced over excitedly: “Cousin, are they good? We brothers made a special trip to the county town to buy them.”

Qing Ye held out the washed cherries to him, but Yellow Hair waved them away: “You eat them. It’d be a waste to give them to me.”

He glanced toward the shop and asked Qing Ye: “Is that girl inside possessed? She’s crying like someone died.”

“…” Qing Ye wanted to tell him that actually, there was indeed a grave in her heart housing the living dead!

“You mean Du Qiyan? She got dumped.”

Yellow Hair laughed when he heard this: “Looking like that, she had someone to date? What normal person would date ‘Belly Button’? Might as well play with yourself!”

The term “Belly Button” nearly made Qing Ye choke on a cherry – this guy was truly something else.

Xing Wu glanced up in their direction. Qing Ye’s eyebrows were slightly curved, radiating a young girl’s pure charm and her characteristic refined pride, like the only vibrant splash of green in the grey monotony of Zhazha Pavilion.

His gaze shifted to the gesticulating Yellow Hair as he said: “Come help me hold this.”

“Coming,” Yellow Hair responded and went over.

Qing Ye asked: “What are you guys doing?”

Xing Wu replied flatly: “Use your eyes and see.”

Huh, just one night and he was back to being difficult. Qing Ye realized that after so many days, she’d become immune to Xing Wu’s communication style. During her first few days, his attitude had often infuriated her, but now she barely reacted to his cold words.

The afternoon sun was at its fiercest, and with no shade in the back courtyard, the three were drenched in sweat. Yellow Hair said he couldn’t take it anymore and went to get something cold to eat.

His idea of something cold turned out to be ice pops. Yellow Hair specially broke one in half and offered it to Qing Ye, who glanced sideways and turned away saying: “I don’t eat artificial coloring.”

Beside them, Fatty was already munching away, eating the red ice pop in such a bizarre way it looked like he was eating a sausage. Seeing Qing Ye refuse, Yellow Hair offered it to Xing Wu: “Brother Wu, then this half is for you.”

Without looking up, Xing Wu said: “Put it on the windowsill. You guys take a break.”

Yellow Hair placed the half-ice pop on the windowsill and went inside with Fatty to cool off.

Qing Ye leaned against the doorframe watching Xing Wu cut boards with the electric saw. His sleeves were rolled up to his shoulders, revealing smoothly flowing muscle lines. His bronze skin glistened with sweat drops in the fierce sun, perfectly combining youthful wildness with captivating focus – truly a pleasing sight.

Xing Wu had very defined features, inherited from Li Lanfang. Qing Ye had seen Li Lanfang without makeup and she was quite pretty. It was just that her daily makeup was so garish – she was one of those rare cases who made herself look worse with makeup.

Plus, Xing Wu always dressed simply and cleanly, and with his tall build, although Qing Ye didn’t want to admit it, in this backwater place, he was indeed much easier on the eyes than those scene kids behind him.

She glanced at the ice pop and reminded Xing Wu: “It’s melting.”

Xing Wu finally looked up, put down the electric saw, and strode over the boards toward her. As he got closer, the hormone-laden scent of his sweat made Qing Ye avert her gaze. Recalling his words from last night about “daring to mess with my family’s women,” Qing Ye suddenly had an indescribable feeling. Although it should technically be understood as “women living in my house,” the protective fierceness in Xing Wu’s spontaneous words now made Qing Ye want to laugh.

And so… she did laugh, tilting her head and smiling at Xing Wu for no apparent reason.

Just as Xing Wu was about to put the ice pop in his mouth, he looked up to see Qing Ye’s face radiating a gentle smile, bright and dazzling in the light, which momentarily stunned him.

Then he glanced at the ice pop in his hand: “You want it?”

Qing Ye reached out, and Xing Wu simply handed it to her before returning to work.

The ice pop was half melted, and Qing Ye tilted her head back to drink some of the liquid. It was both icy and sweet.

When Yellow Hair came out and saw that the ice pop originally meant for Xing Wu was now in Qing Ye’s hands, he said in surprise: “How come you wouldn’t take it from me but you’ll take it from him?”

Qing Ye replied with a half-smile: “Your hands are dirty.”

Yellow Hair protested, pointing at Xing Wu: “Cousin, you can’t lie so blatantly! Brother Wu’s been working all morning – aren’t his hands much dirtier than mine?”

Xing Wu heard their conversation and lowered his head, a smile tugging at his lips.

Qing Ye ignored Yellow Hair and went inside because of the heat. Yellow Hair put on a deeply wounded expression and said to Xing Wu: “I feel like I’ve been dumped too! Yesterday cousin was blushing when she looked at me, today she won’t even acknowledge me. Brother Wu, isn’t this what they call playing hard to get? She wants me to be more proactive, right?”

“…” Why don’t you go write screenplays?

When Qing Ye returned to the back courtyard in the evening, Xing Wu was applying varnish, and Yellow Hair and the others had left.

Qing Ye walked into the courtyard and exclaimed: “You built a wardrobe?”

She circled the wardrobe in amazement, discovering that Xing Wu had carefully sanded every part. Besides hanging space, it even had several drawers, and it looked quite sturdy.

Xing Wu was applying a layer of clear varnish when Qing Ye came to his side with wide eyes asking: “Who did you make this wardrobe for?”

Xing Wu glanced at her sidelong but didn’t respond. Qing Ye pointed to herself in surprise: “It can’t be for me, right?”

Xing Wu neither confirmed nor denied it, continuing to work with his head down. Qing Ye broke into a smile: “It is for me! I needed a wardrobe – look at how my clothes are just piled in my suitcase every day.”

Xing Wu wasn’t blind. He said flatly: “I just don’t want you turning my room into a pigsty after staying a few more days.”

Qing Ye’s mood suddenly lifted, completely unbothered by his teasing as she circled the wardrobe again: “When can I use it?”

“Let it air out for a few days until the smell dissipates, then we’ll move it upstairs.”

Then he suddenly remembered something and asked Qing Ye: “Do you still want those things in the bag?”

Qing Ye turned her head to see the underwear Xing Wu had retrieved from Wu Er’s drawer last night, and her smile instantly vanished: “No, throw them away.”

She had originally thought another woman had stolen them, but now knowing it was Wu Er, she couldn’t bear to imagine what he had done with her underwear at home. The very thought made her sick.

Just then, Qing Ye’s phone suddenly rang. It was an unfamiliar number, and when she answered, a woman’s voice came through claiming to be Teacher Yang Li from An Middle School, asking if she had arrived in An County yet, and if convenient, to come to the school tomorrow to verify and register her transfer documents.

After hanging up, Qing Ye looked up and asked Xing Wu: “Do you know a teacher called Yang Li at An Middle School?”

“She called you?”

“Asked me to go to the school tomorrow. Where is it? Is it far?”

Xing Wu just looked at her, lost in thought, then said: “It’s not far. I’ll take you tomorrow.”

Qing Ye had only wanted directions, but unexpectedly Xing Wu offered to accompany her. Was the sun rising from the west? He wasn’t finding her troublesome anymore?

Although that incident happened yesterday, it didn’t affect Li Lanfang’s after-dinner mahjong schedule. Qing Ye had figured it out – this distant aunt of hers could go without food for a day, but going without mahjong was like having withdrawal symptoms – impossible.

After pushing his grandmother into her room and cleaning up the dishes in the kitchen, Xing Wu came out to find that Qing Ye hadn’t gone upstairs. Instead, she was sitting on a small stool by the back door with freshly cut avocado in front of her, looking appealingly green. She took a photo of the plate with her phone and posted it to her Moments: “Keep persevering.”

This was her first Moments post since her mother’s death. As soon as she posted it, many old classmates left comments asking where she had transferred to and when she would come back to visit them.

Qing Ye couldn’t reply. Even if she told these people where she was, they probably hadn’t heard of it. She had always excelled academically, previously attending an international school where she had never faltered in academics, arts, or various competitions. She had always been a top student, standing out brilliantly even among children from wealthy and exceptional backgrounds. But now this brilliant pearl was covered in dust, exiled to such a place. Her pride wouldn’t let her tell these old friends about her current circumstances.

Then she received a message from Meng Ruihang asking: “Are you okay?”

Qing Ye opened his reply, typed several words then deleted them, staring blankly for a long time, until Xing Wu came to her side and glanced over. He hadn’t meant to look, but his eyesight was too good – one casual glance and he caught the name Meng Ruihang, suddenly reminding him of that refined-looking boy he’d seen on Qing Ye’s computer before.

Xing Wu leaned against the doorframe and snorted: “So even good students have puppy love?”

Qing Ye was startled, quickly putting away her phone and staring up at Xing Wu. He had expected her to snap at him to mind his own business, but she just glared at him darkly, without denying it.

Xing Wu kicked aside the nearby stool and started walking inside when Qing Ye quickly stood up and asked: “Are you going out?”

“What else?” Xing Wu put his lighter in his pocket without looking back.

Qing Ye bit her lip, standing by the back door watching him. Hearing the silence behind him, Xing Wu turned to glance at her. Qing Ye’s brows were tightly knitted, looking like she wanted to say something but couldn’t, clearly struggling internally.

He turned around completely and asked lazily: “What? Don’t want me to go out?”

Qing Ye glanced around the back courtyard with a worried expression. After last night’s events, she had developed significant psychological trauma. With Li Lanfang going out to play mahjong every night, if Xing Wu wasn’t home either, she probably wouldn’t go downstairs to use the bathroom even if her bladder exploded.

Seeing her silence, Xing Wu walked back to her: “Speak up, or I’m leaving.”

He made as if to turn away, and Qing Ye took a deep breath, her voice barely a mosquito’s whisper: “Could you… not go out?”

Xing Wu’s already-turning body paused slightly, and he looked back with a playful smile: “Don’t tell me you’ve been sitting here on a little stool waiting all this time because you’re afraid of me going out?”

Qing Ye’s large dark eyes just calmly gazed at him, not denying it.

Xing Wu put his hands on his hips, looking at her pitiful expression, and couldn’t help but laugh. He casually took out his phone and called Quan Ya: “Hey, I’m not coming tonight.”

Hearing this, Qing Ye instantly relaxed and went upstairs with her avocado.

On the other end of the line, Quan Ya was surprised: “We’ve already dealt the cards. How can you suddenly say you’re not coming?”

Xing Wu glanced back at where Qing Ye had gone upstairs and said casually with an “mm”: “Family won’t let me go out.”

Quan Ya burst out laughing: “Stop bullshitting! Since when do you listen to your family?”

“…” Well, I’m listening now, aren’t I?

Yao Yan – Chapter 17
After Qing Ye returned to her room, she gathered her paperwork, original transcripts, and documents that Teacher Yang had asked her to bring to school tomorrow.

Xing Wu leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed and said to her, “Hey, let’s talk.”

Qing Ye found it somewhat amusing – what could they possibly have to talk about? She continued sorting her things while asking, “Talk about what?”

“If you have time, could you help manage the shop’s accounts? My mother…” Xing Wu lowered his gaze and frowned before continuing, “She has no sense with money, loses it all at mahjong, and still complains about having no money every month. I want to start withholding two thousand from her starting this month. My grandmother’s illness requires money at a moment’s notice – letting my mother waste it like this isn’t the solution.”

Qing Ye straightened up and thought for a moment. “Will your mother agree?”

“I’ll talk to her about it.”

Xing Wu’s narrow eyes fixed intently on Qing Ye. She shrugged indifferently, “Fine.”

It wasn’t that she was particularly eager to help, but she was living in Xing Wu’s house. Though she couldn’t say their relationship was particularly pleasant, they did take care of her. Plus, tonight Xing Wu had chosen to stay home instead of going out with his questionable friends. Helping him with this was reasonable. Moreover, after seeing how he and Liu Nian handled the accounts last time, she, as a science expert, couldn’t bear to watch.

But she still deliberately provoked Xing Wu: “What if I embezzle the money?”

Xing Wu snorted, “Then I’d have to thank you for considering our money worth stealing.”

He turned to leave, but after taking a step, he turned back and said, “But school’s starting soon. Will a good student like you have time for this?”

Qing Ye gave him a look like he was an idiot. “You think your barbershop is in Wangfujing or something? With your customer flow, there are only a few customers a day. I just need to check with Liu Nian when I get back each day – it won’t even take two minutes. Input the data, the formulas calculate automatically, and at month’s end, just pull a report. How can you figure anything out when you all sit together at month’s end trying to remember everything?”

Seeing her casual attitude, Xing Wu tugged at the corner of his mouth but said nothing more. He wasn’t as detail-oriented as Qing Ye, nor did he spend as much time in the shop. Only after seeing her accounting that day did Xing Wu realize his mother could gamble away several thousand in a month.

Though Qing Ye appeared indifferent to everyone on the surface, sitting at the cashier’s desk with an air of detachment, she kept careful mental notes, clear as a mirror. In just over half a month, she had calculated the barbershop’s profits down to the last detail. So honestly, Xing Wu trusted her with this.

Why did he trust her? Because Xing Wu believed these amounts were merely insignificant numbers in Qing Ye’s eyes.

Just like the previous night, Xing Wu lay on the couch watching soccer until midnight. Qing Ye didn’t know exactly when he went to sleep; she fell asleep as usual to the intermittent sounds of the television.

The next morning, Qing Ye had arranged to visit Anzhong School with Teacher Yang. While waiting for her on his Little Angel scooter, Xing Wu lit a cigarette. Halfway through it, he saw Qing Ye come out wearing high-waisted denim shorts, a white ruffled chiffon blouse, her hair in a ponytail, carrying a backpack – the very picture of youthful vitality.

Xing Wu glanced at her from the corner of his eye, tossed his cigarette, and said, “Get on.”

Since Qing Ye was wearing shorts today, she didn’t need to sit sideways. After mounting the Little Angel, she naturally leaned back, holding onto the rear seat with both hands as Xing Wu rode leisurely toward Anzhong School.

The high school seniors wouldn’t return to school for another week, so the school gates were closed tight, giving off a very quiet atmosphere. As soon as they reached the entrance, the security guard poked his head out and called to Xing Wu, “Hey, you don’t show up when school’s in session, but here you are during the break? What for?”

The guard was familiar with Xing Wu. As he braked, Xing Wu answered nonchalantly, “The old witch wants to talk to me.” The guard opened the small door while asking curiously, “How did you manage to get in trouble during the break?”

“Who knows?” Xing Wu rode in casually.

Neat rows of classroom buildings stood solemnly silent, with an indoor gymnasium on the left and a large soccer field on the right. Currently empty, the red rubber running track looked quite professional at first glance, which exceeded Qing Ye’s expectations.

Though it couldn’t compare to the European-style buildings of her former international school, it at least looked like a regular public high school. Last night lying in bed, she had imagined a scene from an impoverished mountain region with dirt buildings and broken desks. Given her experience at Xing Wu’s house over the past month, she wouldn’t have been surprised if the school was terrible, and she had prepared herself for the worst.

But Anzhong County First High School’s first impression of Qing Ye was quite decent – at least it qualified as high-end for this area.

When they reached the high school building and Qing Ye got off, she said to him, “Your school’s not bad.”

Xing Wu had seen photos of Qing Ye’s former high school, so he was confused about which part of this school she found “not bad.” Of course, he didn’t know about the more tragic scenario she had imagined.

Xing Wu didn’t go upstairs, just pointed at the staircase and told her, “Third floor, turn right, go to the end.”

Qing Ye looked up and headed upstairs with her backpack. Besides Yang Li, there were two other teachers in the office. When Teacher Yang saw Qing Ye, she stood up and pulled out a chair for her, seemingly taking an immediate liking to her. After all, Qing Ye was fair and clean, with proper, clear features, and carried herself with composure and dignity – she looked every bit the good student that teachers typically favor.

Sure enough, when she handed over her transcripts and other documents to Teacher Yang, Yang Li’s eyes lit up. She looked up at Qing Ye and asked, “The difficulty level of your previous school’s exams must be higher than ours. What was your class ranking last semester?”

Qing Ye calmly told her, “My performance in the final exams was stable, maintaining first place.”

Her neither humble nor arrogant demeanor caused Yang Li to pause slightly, exchanging glances with Teacher Guo behind Qing Ye. The teachers in the office immediately realized that Anzhong had probably received a national treasure-level academic star.

Especially when Qing Ye held her pen to fill out forms, her beautiful and elegant handwriting further impressed Teacher Yang. As a Chinese language teacher, she naturally couldn’t help but praise a student with such lovely handwriting. Even Teacher Guo stood up to come look.

The paperwork didn’t take long, but probably because Teacher Yang was excited to meet Qing Ye, she chatted with her for a while longer, covering everything from the school’s background to class situations, and showing concern for Qing Ye’s life.

Qing Ye truthfully said she lived with her aunt, and Teacher Yang asked why her aunt hadn’t come today. Usually, parents accompany their children on their first visit to school. Qing Ye vaguely said her aunt was busy with work.

She hadn’t told Li Lanfang about coming to school today. With Li Lanfang’s daily makeup – glittery eyeshadow and platform high heels like stilts – she really couldn’t bring herself to introduce Li Lanfang as her guardian to the teachers.

Later, Teacher Yang personally escorted Qing Ye downstairs, telling her that she would be Qing Ye’s homeroom teacher after school started and that Qing Ye could come to her for help with anything, whether academic or personal matters, just like a kind middle-aged woman.

Qing Ye felt that Teacher Yang seemed quite nice, and very teacherly. Earlier, Xing Wu had called her an old witch, making her expect a much stricter teacher.

Moreover, while Anzhong’s facilities couldn’t compare to her former international school, they were still acceptable. At least there was a small elevator nearby, though it was marked “Teachers Only” – which meant it basically had nothing to do with her.

Xing Wu sat on his Little Angel playing with his phone while waiting for Qing Ye. He waited quite a while, but she didn’t come down. He wasn’t in a hurry, knowing the old witch’s tendency to talk endlessly once she started.

As Teacher Yang walked Qing Ye to the staircase, about to remind her to be careful on her way back, she spotted Xing Wu with his crew cut sitting on his motorcycle in the distance. She frowned and immediately held Qing Ye back.

Before Qing Ye could understand what was happening, Teacher Yang seriously told her, “That student is called Xing Wu. Stay away from him after school starts. If he tries to talk to you, don’t respond at all.”

Qing Ye looked at Xing Wu, who was still looking down playing his game, completely unaware of their conversation. She asked with some amusement, “Why, Teacher Yang?”

“Grades are one thing, but that’s not even the main issue. This student likes to bully other students, skips classes, fights, and smokes – he does it all. He has serious demerits on his record. Now in his senior year, if he makes any more mistakes, even his graduation is uncertain. You’re different from students like him.”

Qing Ye had to thank Teacher Yang for such heartfelt advice – she was almost moved.

Teacher Yang watched Qing Ye with a loving expression before turning to go upstairs. Qing Ye walked toward Xing Wu, who looked up and put away his phone. “All done?”

Qing Ye adjusted her backpack casually, then inexplicably stared at Xing Wu with a smile. The morning sun wasn’t too harsh yet, casting a golden glow on her long eyelashes, making her look particularly spirited.

Xing Wu looked down and patted the handlebar, suddenly raising his eyebrows to ask, “I need to go to the county seat. Do you have anything to do?”

“What could I possibly have to do?” After saying this, Qing Ye got on the Little Angel. Xing Wu’s lips curled slightly as he turned the bike around and rode off.

Teacher Yang had just reached the second floor when she heard the motorcycle’s sound and especially looked down, only to see Qing Ye getting on Xing Wu’s bike and leaving… leaving?

On the way, Xing Wu asked her, “What did the old witch want to talk about? Took so long.”

Qing Ye sat behind him, squinting her eyes with a smile as she said, “She told me to stay away from you and not respond if you talk to me.”

“What?” Xing Wu exploded, “What did I do to her now?”

Qing Ye repeated, “Teacher Yang said you like to bully other students.”

“…”

“So you dare to talk to me, aren’t you afraid I’ll bully you?”

“Hah, we’ll see who bullies whom.”

Hearing Qing Ye’s fearless words, a hint of mockery appeared in Xing Wu’s eyes. He gradually increased speed and then suddenly grabbed the brake. Qing Ye was startled and lurched forward, her body unexpectedly colliding with Xing Wu’s back.

Xing Wu had indeed only meant to tease her, as he often did with his friends, but he hadn’t expected to suddenly feel two soft mounds against his back, so clearly perceptible through the thin fabric that his body instantly froze, the light in his eyes immediately dimming.

When Qing Ye crashed into him, she instinctively wrapped her arms around his waist to steady herself, but immediately felt the young man’s tense muscles. She quickly let go, her face instantly turning red, even forgetting to retort, just suddenly falling silent.

Neither of them said much before reaching the county seat, maintaining an awkward silence.

Gradually, the street scenery around them began to change.

Anzi County’s seat wasn’t large either, just one street – walk from one end to the other and that was it. But compared to Zhazha Ting, this was still the place with the highest foot traffic in the county. There were several small shopping centers, a two-story supermarket, bubble tea shops, hot pot restaurants, KFC, and McDonald’s.

Though it couldn’t compare to Beijing, Qing Ye finally found something familiar. This was her first time going out shopping since arriving here. The earlier awkwardness vanished completely, and she asked with heightened enthusiasm, “By the way, what did you come here to do?”

“Buy some parts.”

“Then I’ll accompany you first, and after that, can we look around before heading back? I’ll treat you to hot pot.”

Xing Wu replied with a half-smile, “No rush, go wherever you want to look first.”

Hearing this, Qing Ye didn’t hold back. She headed straight for the shopping mall, getting all her necessities – facial cleanser, lotion, toner, and everything else she needed. She also browsed the women’s clothing and shoe sections. Like a freed bird, her whole being suddenly became energized.

Xing Wu rarely came to the county seat unless necessary. People here were used to staying in their tiny territories since birth, unlike city folks who drove their private cars everywhere for fun. Even when he came to the county seat, he came with a purpose, usually leaving right after finishing his business, never lingering, let alone accompanying a young lady shopping in the mall like now, which made him quite uncomfortable.

So when Qing Ye went into women’s clothing stores, he just waited outside in the corridor, scrolling through his phone, until Qing Ye called out to him: “Xing Wu, help me decide which of these two looks better?”

Xing Wu turned his head at her voice and saw her wearing a cream-colored lace dress while holding another outfit with a puffy-sleeved blouse.

Such clothes didn’t sell well in the county seat. Most local girls wouldn’t wear them – firstly because their darker skin wouldn’t suit the style, and secondly because the prices were high, and their daily lives didn’t call for such refined clothing.

But in Qing Ye, there was no sense of incongruity. In fact, with her fair skin and outstanding temperament, she effortlessly pulled off these clothes with the air of a Beijing socialite. The shop assistants kept praising her.

Xing Wu cleared his throat and said, “Don’t know, you decide.” Because he really couldn’t tell the difference.

In the end, Qing Ye bought both, and Xing Wu finally witnessed the young lady’s shopping capabilities. Everything that caught her eye was expensive, and she kept complaining that there wasn’t much to buy here.

Looking at the shopping bags in both his hands, Xing Wu thought, “This is what she calls nothing to buy? If they had all the brands, what would she do? Buy out the entire mall?”

When Qing Ye was almost done shopping, she said she wanted candied haws. She rarely ate them in Beijing, but seeing them here suddenly stirred up nostalgia.

Xing Wu put the shopping bags beside her and leisurely scrolled through his phone while queuing.

Qing Ye looked at this completely outdated mall – just three floors, with furniture bizarrely mixed in among clothes, shoes, and bags. What an absolute oddity. Yet she had somehow spent half a day shopping here and even bought so much stuff. It was quite something.

This fully proved that if you throw someone into a dark well for ten days or half a month, everything looks appealing when they come out.

Qing Ye didn’t like eating while walking; she had to finish eating before moving on, so Xing Wu stood on the other side, head down, looking at his phone.

After a while, Xing Wu suddenly asked her, “Your dad left you quite a lot of money, huh?”

Qing Ye replied carelessly, “Not that much.”

“Then shouldn’t you be more frugal?”

Qing Ye suddenly lost her appetite for the candied haws and casually handed them to Xing Wu: “I’m done.”

Xing Wu took them, bewildered: “I queued for so long and you’re done after two bites?”

Qing Ye said expressionlessly, “Is there a problem?”

Xing Wu clicked his tongue and was about to throw them away when Qing Ye grabbed him: “What are you doing?”

“Throwing them away.”

“That’s such a waste, you queued for so long.”

“What else can I do? I can’t keep holding them for you, princess.”

“You eat them.”

“…”

Xing Wu shot her a sharp glance: “Why should I eat your leftovers?”

“Are you disgusted by me?”

Qing Ye’s question suddenly reminded Xing Wu of that night when she was drunk and looked at him the same way, pitifully saying, “You’re being mean to me.”

What could Xing Wu do? Could he say he didn’t like Hawthorn? He could only quickly finish the candied haws in a few bites to end this endless conversation.

True to her word, Qing Ye wanted to treat Xing Wu to a hot pot. It was just lunchtime, and Xing Wu had no objections.

But after sitting down, Xing Wu regretted it. This young lady wasn’t eating hot pot – she just pointed at what she wanted and then stared at him without moving.

Apart from his brain-damaged grandmother, this was the first time Xing Wu had waited on a woman like this, like a living Buddha – he was practically feeding her.

Qing Ye ordered a lot but didn’t eat much; most of it went into Xing Wu’s stomach. As they were finishing up, Qing Ye curiously asked Xing Wu, “Why do people in the electronics street call you ‘Sniper King’?”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows as he put a slice of lamb in his mouth, “Want to know?”

Qing Ye tilted her head, and Xing Wu patted his stomach and stood up: “I’m going out for a smoke, I’ll tell you after.”

Qing Ye sat in her chair waiting for Xing Wu. After his smoke, he came back and settled the bill. When Qing Ye called the waiter, she found out and insisted on paying Xing Wu back.

Xing Wu said indifferently, “Forget it, save your money for going abroad. You think RMB has infinite replication?”

Then he continued, “Didn’t you ask why people call me Sniper King? Come on.”

After that, Xing Wu took her shopping bags and led her to an arcade. As soon as they entered, the noise of game machines was constant, accompanied by the shouts of many young people.

Qing Ye had been to arcades with classmates before, playing claw machines, basketball, and VR games, but after sophomore year she had no time to go out. This arcade couldn’t compare to Beijing’s high-tech ones – it just had some old, outdated machines.

Xing Wu led Qing Ye to the very back, where many people were gathered around the counter. Xing Wu squeezed in first, then turned back to see Qing Ye still outside the crowd. He reached through the crowd and called out, “Give me your hand.”

Qing Ye looked down, stunned for a moment, staring at the young man’s clearly defined fingers, then raised her hand to his. As soon as Xing Wu grasped her hand, he immediately tightened his grip and pulled her in, giving her his spot in front while he stood behind her, blocking the crowd. He bent down and asked, “See the prize pool?”

Qing Ye had been focused on a large game screen and only looked where he pointed after his reminder. She saw a sign on the right marking the prize area, stacked with various prizes – quite a rich selection.

Qing Ye nodded, and Xing Wu asked in a rather relaxed tone, “What do you want?”

Qing Ye turned back in surprise: “Huh? I can have whatever I want?”

She saw Xing Wu give her a slight smile: “Choose.”

Qing Ye turned back and looked for a while, finally pointing at a box at the top of the prize pile: “I want that home BBQ grill.”

Xing Wu was somewhat surprised: “What do you want that for?”

“To have a barbecue at home,” Qing Ye answered matter-of-factly.

“Alright then.”

Just as Xing Wu finished speaking, a guy nearby said coldly, “That’s the first prize. Do you think you can just get what you want? I’ve been here two weeks and still haven’t cleared the game.”

Qing Ye blinked and looked at Xing Wu, who leaned down to her ear and said, “If I win it, you’re grilling meat tonight.”

Then he went to the competition desk to register. Qing Ye stood there dumbfounded, wondering where his mysterious confidence came from.

This shooting game machine was probably the most advanced equipment in the entire arcade, with good graphics. Players competed two at a time, with the winner continuing to face the next contestant.

After learning the competition rules from the guy nearby, with her strong logic, Qing Ye could deduce that later drawing positions were better because earlier players would eliminate the tough competitors while being highly tense, making it harder towards the end. Later participants might even win through sheer luck.

So Qing Ye secretly worried for Xing Wu, hoping he’d draw a later position. But this guy, with his terrible luck, actually drew the first position. Damn, why wasn’t he buying lottery tickets instead?

Originally, Qing Ye thought the beginning wouldn’t be too difficult, but the guy nearby told her the machine had been modified for the competition – it was all on high difficulty. So right from the start, waves upon waves of enemies appeared on the screen.

The screen was split in two, showing the same scene on both sides. Points were scored based on headshots, but even with more headshots, if your health bar was depleted before the match ended, you’d still be eliminated.

The game was difficult because each magazine had five bullets, and players had to manually reload after running out, making them vulnerable to attacks during reloading, easily causing panic and confusion.

During the competition, players had to score headshots while maintaining their health and constantly reloading – honestly quite challenging, testing both psychological quality and reaction speed.

Qing Ye saw the guy next to Xing Wu clutching his gun, swaying back and forth, almost looking like he was about to dive into the big screen.

Looking at Xing Wu on the other side, one hand in his track pants pocket, the other holding the gun, taking five shots then flicking his wrist to reload, casually using his left hand no less, standing perfectly still – he seemed to exist in a different dimension from his opponent.

One-third into the first round, the guy’s health bar was depleted, with a blood-red “GAME OVER” flashing on the screen.

Xing Wu turned back to find Qing Ye in the crowd and gave her a crooked smile, his expression carrying a kind of silent swagger.

The following rounds got progressively harder. By the end, the screen was so packed with targets that it gave Qing Ye a headache – anyone with trypanophobia would probably be done for. Though Xing Wu finally made it to the finals, compared to his earlier casual handling, he was now clearly concentrating, his brows slightly furrowed as he stared at the screen.

Xing Wu was tall with a well-proportioned, upright figure. Though usually lazy-looking, when focused, he exuded a kind of elite quality. Qing Ye noticed his gun-slinging posture was quite cool.

While she was spacing out, cheering erupted around her. When Qing Ye came back to her senses, the competition was over. Xing Wu casually put down the gun as the staff approached him. Xing Wu pointed at the BBQ grill, and they brought it right to him, then raised his right hand, triggering another round of cheers.

Qing Ye stared at the BBQ grill in Xing Wu’s hands, her eyes brightening as she smiled with pressed lips.

Besides the prize, the staff also gave him a 200-yuan membership card. Qing Ye accompanied Xing Wu to the front desk to register and collect the card, where staff asked for his ID number for membership registration.

However, after Xing Wu gave it, Qing Ye, standing beside him, stared at him with wide eyes: “You’re… February 15th?”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “What about it?”

Qing Ye’s bright eyes gradually narrowed into lines, her lips curving into her standard look-down-on-everything smile. She suddenly turned and slowly walked toward the arcade exit.

Xing Wu got the card, picked up their things, followed her, and watched her: “Took the wrong medicine?”

Qing Ye turned her head slightly with a beaming smile and said cheerfully: “I’m February 13th.”

Xing Wu asked bewilderedly: “And?”

“I’m two days older than you, so… call me Sister.”

“…” Xing Wu side-eyed her as she looked like her tail was about to reach the sky as if she’d gained some huge advantage. He ignored her completely and got on his Little Angel.

Qing Ye and Xing Wu were the same age – who knows how Li Lanfang remembered it, or if she’d just said it randomly? When they first met, she’d introduced Qing Ye as Xing Wu’s cousin’s sister, and all these days, Qing Ye had thought Xing Wu was older. She thought it was fortunate she hadn’t called him “Brother” – that would have been such a loss. Who knew she was his elder sister?

On the way back, Qing Ye was in an exceptionally good mood. Though the person sitting in front of her hadn’t changed, his identity had suddenly shifted from older cousin to younger cousin, and that feeling was surprisingly wonderful.

There was a difference between an older and younger cousin. The difference was that when an older cousin did something, he was a jerk, but when a younger cousin did it, she found she could tolerate it – how did that work? After all… he was younger.

Thinking of this, Qing Ye couldn’t hold back her upturned lips, and kept saying: “Little cousin, want to buy some meat later? Sister’s going to grill it for you tonight.”

Xing Wu gritted his teeth, really wanting to do a tailspin and throw the woman behind him three streets away.

So on the way back, Xing Wu remained silent while listening to Qing Ye’s endless chatter, seemingly thoroughly enjoying her newfound role as an elder sister.

Shortly after they got home, Huang Mao and Pang Hu arrived with barbecue meat and beer. Huang Mao excitedly said, “You got a grill? Not bad at all! As soon as Wu-ge called, I went to buy meat. Look at this beautiful pork belly!”

Qing Ye patted Xing Wu’s shoulder and smiled, “Of course! My little brother won first place in the competition. Naturally, he’s this excellent because he has me as his sister.”

Huang Mao and Pang Hu froze on the spot, both turning to look at Xing Wu simultaneously. Xing Wu glared at her before carrying the things to the backyard.

Huang Mao hurriedly followed, asking, “Wait, Wu-ge, what’s going on? How did the younger cousin sister become the elder cousin sister?”

Xing Wu glanced up at him coldly and said, “Shut up.”

Unable to get answers from Xing Wu, Huang Mao ran to ask Qing Ye, who was very happy to tell him: “I’m two days older than him, what else should he call me but Sister?”

So during the barbecue that evening, Huang Mao sipped his beer and mused, “Your birthdays both perfectly avoid Valentine’s Day – did your parents have some kind of grudge?”

As Pang Hu chuckled foolishly, Huang Mao leaned close to Xing Wu and whispered, “I was planning to be your brother-in-law, but suddenly I’d be your sister’s husband instead. Sorry, Wu-ge, if you feel I’m taking advantage, we can keep our relationships separate.”

Xing Wu cursed “Idiot” and kicked at him, but Huang Mao dodged quickly, nimbly moving away with his stool.

Later, when Xing Wu went to the kitchen to cut meat, Huang Mao moved his stool next to Qing Ye and said, “Wasn’t our Wu-ge amazing at shooting this afternoon?”

Qing Ye suddenly remembered something and asked, “Why do people call him ‘Sniper King’?”

Huang Mao smiled, “Because he is the Sniper King – number one at sniping.”

Seeing Qing Ye’s bewildered expression, Huang Mao explained, “This name goes back more than eight years. A big boss in the county held a CS competition then. Wu-ge heard about the prize money and went to participate. They saw he was just a kid and pushed him aside, telling him to go play in the dirt. Can you believe it? Ten-year-old Wu-ge went up and punched the guy, hahaha…”

Huang Mao was energized in telling this story. Though Xing Wu repeatedly told Huang Mao to stop bragging about him, in Huang Mao’s eyes, Xing Wu was the brightest star in Zhazha Ting’s night sky.

Qing Ye raised her eyebrows slightly: “Then what?”

Pang Hu, having had a few drinks, became more talkative: “Th-then, that big brother was going to hit, hit Wu-ge.”

Qing Ye tilted her head: “Xing Wu was ten? How could he fight?”

Huang Mao continued: “They didn’t fight. Staff came to ask what happened, and Wu-ge said there were no age restrictions in the competition, so why couldn’t he participate? The organizers had no response. Later, everyone watched a ten-year-old kid with four teammates fight to the end. After all his teammates died, Wu-ge, playing as a terrorist, sniped three police officers and won the three thousand yuan prize. Do you know what three thousand meant to us back then?”

Pang Hu said simplemindedly: “Y-yeah, Aunt Li even set off firecrackers.”

“…” That seemed like something Li Lanfang would do, making sure everyone knew her ten-year-old son had won money.

Qing Ye finally understood: “So ‘Sniper King’ means he’s good at sniping?”

Huang Mao took a sip of beer and said: “Not just that. No matter what game Wu-ge plays, his ID is always ‘Sniper King.’ He became famous in the country after that competition at age ten. The ones who competed with him till the end were all skilled gaming veterans. After Wu-ge got to know them, he’d sometimes play other games with them, and his ID became more and more well-known.

You might not know this, but though my Wu-ge usually keeps a low profile, let me tell you, cousin… uh… Sister, any game in Wu-ge’s hands is like child’s play.”

“…” Qing Ye side-eyed Huang Mao, wanting to ask when Xing Wu had ever kept a low profile. And which game wasn’t meant to be played? Was it for eating?

Probably caught up in the excitement, Huang Mao glanced toward the kitchen and lowered his voice to tell Qing Ye: “You don’t know, but one of Wu-ge’s gaming friends is doing well in Shanghai now. He’s from our county, drives sports cars and everything. He asked Wu-ge to drop out and go to Shanghai to become a professional player with him.”

Qing Ye knew Xing Wu played games – whenever he had free time, he was always holding his phone gaming. She hadn’t thought much of it, after all, what young guy doesn’t play games nowadays? But she hadn’t expected Xing Wu to be this good. If she hadn’t seen it herself that afternoon, she might not have believed Huang Mao’s boasting.

Qing Ye rested her chin in her hand and said, “I heard his grades are terrible. Maybe he should try going out to make his way then.”

Huang Mao immediately clicked his tongue and exchanged looks with Pang Hu before saying, “You city folks think differently. When Wu-ge mentioned this to his mom, Aunt Li scolded him for a whole week, almost threatening to kill herself.”

Qing Ye asked bewilderedly, “Why?”

Though Qing Ye had never let her grades slip, she believed there were many paths in life besides studying, so she couldn’t understand why Li Lanfang would threaten suicide.

Pang Hu added: “Said, said gaming was, was unproductive, and said Wu-ge, he wanted to dump his, his grandmother on Aunt Li and leave.”

Huang Mao sighed and shook his head: “Yeah, all the neighbors came to convince Wu-ge, saying he was being thoughtless and couldn’t just leave ungratefully.”

Qing Ye’s lips curled coldly in disdain: “Being bad at games is called unproductive, being good at them makes you an esports master. Whether it’s good or not depends on if you can make money from it. Esports is a legitimate industry now, and the golden age for this career is just these few years. If people here get any more backward in their thinking, they might as well go back to pre-liberation times.”

At Qing Ye’s mockery, Pang Hu’s face turned red while Huang Mao just kept sighing.

Later, they talked about the upcoming school start. When Huang Mao heard her homeroom teacher was the “old witch,” he laughed and patted Pang Hu’s shoulder, telling Qing Ye: “Then you’re in the same class as Pang Hu. Don’t worry, let him look after you.”

“…” Looking at Pang Hu’s not-too-bright expression, Qing Ye insisted firmly: “I won’t be in his class.”

Xing Wu came out with the cut meat. Though they’d agreed Qing Ye would grill tonight, this young lady only pretended to grill two pieces, one of which she burned – it was painful to watch. If they let her continue, probably half the meat would be wasted.

So after all that, the grilling duty fell back to Xing Wu. He habitually rolled his short sleeves to his shoulders, standing lazily in front of the grill. Despite his lazy appearance, he grilled the meat well. Huang Mao and Pang Hu could eat it, and seeing them eating like bandit chiefs, Qing Ye didn’t want to fall behind. Almost as soon as Xing Wu put meat on the plate, it vanished in the blink of an eye, and then all three stared at him like hungry wolves. After grilling for so long, he was still hungry himself. At this moment, he realized he shouldn’t have competed in that shooting game and won this grill.

While waiting for meat, Qing Ye rested her chin in her hand, watching Xing Wu. Thinking of his focused expression during the afternoon’s competition, how his whole being radiated elite energy, how each trigger pull precisely hit the enemy, she even imagined if he had been holding a real gun, it would have been incredibly cool. If he hadn’t been born into this family, grown up in this broken place, with his physical qualities, perhaps he should have joined the military, handled real guns, and developed excellent shooting skills, instead of being buried in this small place where even wanting to be an esports player was looked down upon.

Qing Ye had been here for a month now. Though she rarely spoke with the neighbors, she had observant, intelligent eyes that watched the people here every day. She could guess why Li Lanfang stopped Xing Wu. Though her nominal aunt was always loud and boisterous, the reason she could be so domineering around home was because she had a tough son backing her up. If Xing Wu left, Li Lanfang would lose her support and still have to face a brain-damaged old woman – her world would collapse.

For Li Lanfang, half her body was already sunk in mud. She had never seen vast grasslands or broad oceans. Her world was just this swamp, and she had never thought about leaving or changing her life. Yet she seemed to be constantly struggling in this swamp, so before being submerged herself, she desperately held onto Xing Wu. Survival instinct made her unable to push Xing Wu forward, only constantly pulling him down.

Suddenly, images formed in Qing Ye’s mind, and she felt Xing Wu was pitiful. He had unique sparks of brilliance. Though he acted casual all day, he could endure hardship and had a quick mind. You could say he was more likely to find a way out than Huang Mao, Pang Hu, or Liu Nian, yet he was restricted to this dark little place by life’s burdens and environmental constraints.

Thinking of this, Qing Ye gave a bitter, self-mocking smile. Here she was feeling sorry for Xing Wu when she was just barely keeping her head above water.

Qing Ye picked up a beer, about to drink it, when suddenly a dark shadow loomed across from her. Xing Wu leaped over the grill and reached out his long arm to snatch the beer from her hand. Just as Qing Ye was about to glare, she heard him say: “It’s not that I don’t want to let you drink, it’s just that I can’t handle the praise.”

He finished with a meaningful look at her. Qing Ye suddenly remembered how last time when she was drunk, she had praised his buttocks. Her cheeks instantly turned crimson, and she lowered her head, not daring to look at him directly.

She turned to ask Huang Mao instead: “Why is this place called Zhazha Ting? Is it famous for being worthless (zha zha)?”

The three across from her were stunned, and then Huang Mao and Pang Hu burst out laughing. Huang Mao slapped the table as he laughed: “Little cousin… no, Elder Sister, it’s not that kind of ‘zha zha.’ During the war against the Japanese, Red Army troops camped at the stone pavilion behind here, so it’s called Zha Zha Ting (Camp Pavilion). But… your interpretation isn’t wrong either – our Zhazha Ting is the most chaotic place in the county.”

Qing Ye had been here so long and occasionally heard them mention Zhazha Ting, always thinking it was the ‘worthless’ character, and only now learned the name had revolutionary origins. This was an incredible place.

Tonight was truly the most enjoyable meal she’d had at Xing Wu’s house. Before coming to Zhazha Ting, she never knew meat could taste so good. Back home, her mother had to convince her at length to eat meat, but now Qing Ye truly understood meat’s preciousness – at least Li Lanfang couldn’t afford to buy so much meat for one feast.

Qing Ye had just one drink today, just right – tipsy but not drunk. After Huang Mao and Pang Hu left, she helped Xing Wu take things to the kitchen. While he washed dishes, she leaned against the kitchen doorframe, holding a water glass and watching him.

Xing Wu lowered his head and said to her: “Isn’t it hot standing there?”

But Qing Ye answered with an unrelated question: “Didn’t you… say you were going to the county seat to get parts? Where are they?”

Xing Wu turned to stare at her, the stars outside reflecting in his bright, powerful eyes. The alcohol had gone to Qing Ye’s face, and the yellow light bulb cast a glow on her cheeks, making her fair skin flush an intoxicating pink, like a peach.

The tap ran continuously, making a “shua shua” sound as it hit the plates. The moon had quietly climbed onto the roof, and everything was silent. For the first time since coming here, Qing Ye experienced an illusion of peaceful contentment.

She raised the corners of her mouth, her eyelids fluttering: “So there weren’t any parts to get at all – you were just worried I’d get depressed staying at your house and found an excuse to take me out for some air?”

Xing Wu didn’t deny it and kept washing dishes. He didn’t need to deny anything – Qing Ye wasn’t stupid, she could figure it out with a little thought. After all, she had pitifully told him last time that she couldn’t even go out, was about to get moldy, didn’t know anyone, had no friends to talk to, no one to take her around, and didn’t even know where to buy a facial cleanser, not to mention toner, moisturizer, sunscreen – she had nothing…

After the incident with Wu Lao Er, Xing Wu had worried this young lady might become depressed. The night before last, she had cried wanting to go home, saying anywhere but here would do. Who knew how fragile rich city girls’ hearts could be – she might run away from home.

Her mother had ignored her after bringing her here, assuming she was tough like him and just needed to be fed. If Qing Ye were a boy, Xing Wu really wouldn’t have bothered – who cared if she ran away? But she was a girl, and if she did something extreme and something happened, his conscience wouldn’t let him rest, especially since his mother had taken their money.

Just then, Qing Ye’s phone rang. She had left it on the stove counter earlier when carrying dishes. Xing Wu’s eyes slid sideways and saw the caller: Meng Ruihang.

Yao Yan – Chapter 18
Qingye quickly picked up her phone and walked away. Xing Wu glanced at her retreating figure, hearing only a “Hello” before she went inside.

After the call connected, both she and Meng Ruihang fell silent for a moment. Despite growing up together, their lifelong friendship had come to a point where they couldn’t even speak to each other.

People often say distant relatives aren’t as close as near neighbors. After their family fell out with their Uncle, the Meng family became closer to them than relatives. Since childhood, Meng’s father had joked that when Qingye grew up, she would marry into their family and truly become one of them.

However, when her father needed to temporarily arrange accommodation for Qingye with the Meng family, they politely declined. With no other choice, Qingye was sent here instead.

She couldn’t blame the Meng family for being practical. After all, when her father first got into trouble, Meng’s father had tried various ways to help mediate. But after her father was imprisoned, the Meng family, being from such an established background, naturally chose to protect themselves. While Qingye could understand the logic, emotionally she couldn’t fully accept it. That’s why she hadn’t even told Meng Ruihang about leaving Beijing.

Meng Ruihang asked over the phone, “How are you? I want to come see you before school starts.”

Qingye clenched her fist tightly, then suddenly released it, responding coldly, “I’m fine. Don’t come see me. I won’t have time to receive you.”

On the other end, Meng Ruihang paused, then called out softly, “Qingye…”

“Is there anything else?” Qingye cut him off coldly.

Meng Ruihang hesitated for a moment before telling her that his father had recovered the money Uncle Feng owed to Qingye’s family. Uncle Feng had agreed to repay it in three installments. Though it wasn’t much, thinking that Qingye might need money while living alone, Meng’s father had asked Meng Ruihang to contact Qingye and give her the first payment.

This Uncle Feng was a former neighbor who had fallen on hard times in business and often borrowed money here and there. Although Qingye didn’t want any connection with their former neighbors, she knew the money needed to be recovered.

When Xing Wu went upstairs, he saw Qingye standing by the window, still on the phone with that guy, hearing her say, “Next time you can just transfer the money directly.”

Xing Wu, who had originally intended to enter the room, suddenly stopped and turned to lie down on the sofa, turning on the TV.

That evening, Xing Wu still hadn’t gone out. While he was lying on the sofa watching a football match, Qingye suddenly called out from her room, startling him. Thinking something had happened again, he went to her door where Qingye asked with a troubled expression, “Where’s my bag of skincare products?”

Xing Wu replied puzzledly, “How would I know?”

Qingye frowned, recalling, “Did I forget to bring it while watching you play the match?”

“Have you looked for it?”

“Yes, it’s not there.”

Xing Wu sighed, “Just buy new ones later.”

As he was about to leave, Qingye suddenly called out to him, “Hey, actually the esports scene in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou is developing well now. There are many famous teams, and I heard you can earn quite a bit if you’re good. More and more investors are paying attention to this industry.”

Xing Wu frowned at her, “What are you trying to say?”

“I mean, given your family’s situation…”

“What about my family’s situation?” Xing Wu’s face suddenly turned cold.

Qingye shrugged and pulled the curtain closed. She wasn’t usually one to meddle in others’ affairs, but perhaps because of the alcohol, or maybe because Xing Wu had taken her out for a walk, she felt conscientious enough to give him some friendly advice. However, Xing Wu had rebuffed her harshly. Fine then, she would never meddle again.

…

The next day at noon, Xing Wu went to Shunyi, tossing a bag he was carrying to the side. Quanya and the others gathered around.

Since that night when Xing Wu had suddenly left their card game in the rain, they hadn’t seen him for over two days. When they called him, he didn’t say much, and the brothers assumed something had happened at home but didn’t want to pry.

When they opened the bag, they found it contained women’s skincare products, all branded items.

Dahei immediately came over, put his arm around Xing Wu, and said with a sly grin, “Wuzi, you’ve got a hidden sweetheart, huh? No wonder you don’t come around at night anymore.”

Xing Wu irritably shrugged him off, “Get away, it’s too hot.”

Then he looked at Quanya, “Any jobs lately? Don’t mind if it’s far, as long as the money’s good.”

Quanya asked in surprise, “Haven’t you earned enough this summer? Where did all your money go?”

Xing Wu lit a cigarette with his legs crossed. Quanya glanced at the bag of branded daily necessities – he wasn’t sure of the exact price, but those branded items would cost at least several hundred yuan per bottle, and there was a whole bag of them.

Quanya remained silent, but Xing Wu casually said, “Who the fuck would think money is enough?”

Quanya responded, “Got it, I’ll talk to my sister about it.”

Xing Wu only stayed for a while before leaving on his Little Angel scooter. When he returned home at noon, Qingye had just finished eating. He tossed the items to her and left, but Qingye ran after him saying, “How much was it? Let me pay you back.”

Xing Wu looked at her and turned his Little Angel around, but to his complete surprise, Qingye suddenly ran out and blocked his path, “I asked you how much it cost?”

Xing Wu looked at her coldly, “Did I ask you for money?”

Qingye took a deep breath and turned her head, then looked back at him with a raised voice, “Xing Wu, what do you mean? Do you think your family owns a bank? Or do you think I can’t afford these things?”

Xing Wu stared at her silently for a few seconds. The sun was strong outside, and Qingye’s nose was sweating. Xing Wu looked away and said two words: “Move aside.”

Qingye suddenly became angry, putting her hands on her hips and glaring at him, “Thank you for helping me buy these things back, but I must pay you. Xing Wu, I don’t want to owe you anything, this has nothing to do with whether you have money or not.”

Xing Wu slowly lowered his gaze, thinking of her matter-of-fact tone last night when she told that guy to transfer money, and now hearing this “I don’t want to owe you anything,” he suddenly smiled mockingly and revved his engine towards her. Qingye was startled and instinctively jumped aside as Xing Wu rode past her and away.

Qingye was so angry she stomped her feet, wishing she could take off her shoe and throw it at the back of his head.

She returned to her room with the items and transferred 3,000 yuan to Xing Wu on WeChat. When there was no response from his end, she kept sending him messages saying “collect the money,” and after the fifth time, she was blocked by Xing Wu. Blocked! Blocked!!

Qingye let out an angry roar, nearly setting Xing Wu’s room on fire.

In the evening, as Qingye grew increasingly angry, she sent a friend request with the message: “If you’re brave, don’t come back.”

And then, he didn’t come back…

In the week before school started, Qingye barely saw Xing Wu. She only heard from Li Fang that Xing Wu had business in the county town and wouldn’t be back for a few days. Qingye couldn’t understand what could be more important than starting school for a third-year high school student.

But to say he hadn’t returned at all wasn’t entirely true. At least one morning when Qingye woke up, she saw that the wardrobe Xing Wu had ordered had been moved to the second floor. Of course, she knew Li Fang couldn’t have carried it up there.

As the first day of school approached, even Huangmao and Panghu, who usually spent their days wandering the streets, hadn’t been seen lately. Qingye felt like a wound-up spring ready for battle.

On the morning school started Li Fang unusually got up early and made breakfast for Qingye, even asking if she needed a ride to school.

Qingye politely declined. Everyone here knew Li Fang was Xing Wu’s mother, and if she went to school, wouldn’t she have to explain her relationship with Xing Wu to everyone? Especially given how he had blocked her for so many days, Qingye didn’t want anything to do with him.

So that morning, Qingye simply shouldered her bag and walked to school. Along the way, she occasionally encountered groups of two or three An Zhong students, all wearing school uniforms. The uniforms here indeed matched their aesthetic sense – white collared short-sleeve shirts paired with hideously green track pants, the same for both boys and girls. The green would have been bad enough, but why add two big red stripes along the seams? Was this the ultimate expression of the “red and green clash horribly” principle?

At school, Qingye kept thinking about one thing: she needed to talk to Teacher Yang Li about whether she could save on the uniform cost since she was about to graduate anyway.

The moment she walked through An Zhong’s gates, the peaceful and beautiful impression in her mind from the past few days was instantly shattered. Before her eyes floated groups upon groups of dedicated followers of rural fashion.

She finally realized that Liu Nian and Du Qiyan weren’t oddities, but mere specks of dust in An Zi County Middle School.

Take these students before her – some wore earrings, others had rolled-up pants, and there were even girls with hair covering half their faces floating around like ghosts from “A Chinese Ghost Story.” Couldn’t a single girl properly tie up all her hair?

Qingye couldn’t help but step back to check the sign at the entrance again, making sure it was indeed a senior high school and not some technical or vocational school.

So among these young people who considered themselves fashionably dressed, there suddenly appeared this pure stream – hair tied in a high bun, perfect hairline framing a clean and full forehead, revealing a long, fair neck, every facial feature precisely arranged to perfection.

Her white lace dress was well-cut and elegant, adding a touch of sophistication and composure rare among local girls. Under the morning sun, it gleamed white as she walked along the main path to the high school section, as if accompanied by background music, drawing unusual glances from everyone.

Although these rural fashion followers might not have considered Qingye’s style trendy, she exuded an untouchable quality from head to toe, clearly standing apart from everyone else at this high school.

But in the next moment, everyone’s attention shifted away from her, heads turning in unison. Instantly, the surrounding students scattered to both sides. Qingye followed the crowd to the roadside, thinking a teacher or principal was driving in, but she heard no car sound.

However, when she turned around, she saw a boy in black sportswear silhouetted against the light, hands in his track pants pockets, riding a Ninebot at high speed through the school gates, his tall figure like a whirlwind.

Even Qingye was surprised – someone here could ride a balance wheel so skillfully? From a distance, that speed made it look like he had wheels of wind and fire under his feet, the whole person flying toward the main path, continuously weaving between various students, face cold and eyes straight ahead.

Gradually, all students on the main path consciously made their way. In the blink of an eye, the Ninebot flew past Qingye like a storm. At that moment, she saw his profile, and although it was just a fleeting glance, that striking horizontal stripe at his sideburns suddenly caught her eye, making her freeze – Xing Wu?

She quickly followed with her bag, but before she could enter the teaching building, she saw that figure brazenly ride the balance wheel into the elevator. She quickened her pace, but the elevator doors had just closed.

Qingye stared at the words “Teacher Use Only” on the elevator doors, completely dumbfounded.

Yao Yan – Chapter 19
Qingye stood at the door of Class 3(2), knocking gently. Teacher Yang Li, who was already in the classroom, turned her head upon seeing Qingye and came down from the podium to welcome her.

The previously noisy classroom suddenly fell quiet at the arrival of this unfamiliar face. Qingye walked in wearing two-toned lambskin flats, her calm gaze meeting everyone’s eyes as she turned her head, moving past curious glances until suddenly locking onto a black figure sitting in the last row.

She had always thought that although Xing Wu and Huangmao were third-year students at An Zhong, her grades wouldn’t put her in the same class as them. But she hadn’t expected the students here to be so uniformly poor in academics that there wasn’t any distinction between fast and slow classes. Even Panghu was in her class, currently grinning at her with all his teeth showing.

If she hadn’t been sure earlier whether the person on the Ninebot was Xing Wu, now seeing him in his black sportswear with his hands in his pockets, she began to wonder if the poor students at this school had special privileges or something. How could he brazenly use the teachers’ elevator? Were there any school rules at all?

Qingye gave Xing Wu a bland glance before looking away. Teacher Yang enthusiastically introduced her: “This is our new transfer student for this semester, named Qingye. In the coming academic year, she will fight alongside us in the most important battle of our lives.”

True to her role as a Chinese teacher, Teacher Yang delivered these two welcome sentences with great emotion and passion. However, the students below showed not the slightest bit of being moved. The male students erupted in whistles, waving their books, suddenly feeling their dreary third-year life becoming more colorful, while the female students collectively examined Qingye with unfriendly eyes, seeming to want to strip her bare from head to toe with their gazes.

Qingye coldly observed these rather abnormal classmates and turned to ask Teacher Yang, “Where do I sit?”

Given Qingye’s height, which wasn’t short among the girls, she should logically have sat in the back. But Teacher Yang didn’t even try to hide her favoritism, directly moving a short boy to the back and putting Qingye in the center of the front row.

The short boy reluctantly made three trips to carry all his messy belongings away. Qingye pulled out the chair, sat down at the desk, and naturally took out her laptop, immediately drawing astonished looks from all directions.

All the students were dumbfounded. Where did this transfer student come from, playing with a computer on her first day before even getting settled? How could she be so brazen? And in the front row no less – even their worst students wouldn’t dare do that.

Qingye felt the stares and looked around, suddenly realizing that in the entire classroom, she was the only one with a computer.

At her previous international school, teaching methods were more flexible. After entering high school, laptops were standard equipment for every student. Teachers would directly analyze problems through remote demonstrations, assign daily tasks, and even share teaching materials, so not bringing a computer to school was very inconvenient.

However, things were different here.

A girl next to her with glasses thicker than bottle bottoms timidly said, “Qingye, we’re not allowed to use computers in class.”

“???” Which eye had seen her “playing” with the computer? She was utterly speechless. Without computers, did they hand-copy all their study materials? Looking at the dense handwritten notebooks in front of this glasses-wearing girl named Ye Shuiqin, Qingye sighed and put away her laptop.

Meanwhile, Fang Lei, sitting a few rows back, looked displeased and turned to Li Wenhui behind her, saying, “Where’s this Qingye from? Showing off with a MacBook on the first day of school, how disgusting.”

Li Wenhui leaned across the aisle to tell her, “I heard Teacher Yang say she’s from Beijing.”

Fang Lei scoffed, “What’s so great about being from Beijing? She still has two eyes and one mouth like everyone else.”

Sitting behind Li Wenhui, Xing Wu lifted his eyelids slightly, glanced at the two of them, then lowered his gaze again and took out his phone to play Honor of Kings.

There weren’t supposed to be any formal classes on the first day back, but Old Zhu, the math teacher, came in like he was on drugs and started yelling, having the front row pass back the papers that had just been collected. He immediately barked, “You bunch of trash bins, everyone who wrote ‘5’ for Question 5 of the first major problem, stand up!”

Old Zhu had distributed these papers before summer vacation, so Qingye didn’t have one and could only observe coldly. She watched as more than half the class gradually stood up, clearly not knowing what was going on, still grinning and shoving each other.

Old Zhu suddenly roared with primordial force: “You still have the nerve to laugh! Look how many people are in the class. 58 students, and 42 standing. Have you 42 become gods? Are you photocopiers? Or do you have telepathy? How did you all manage to copy the square root as 5 with such perfect coordination? Trash bins, all of you are trash bins!”

“Hahaha…” The whole class burst into laughter as soon as he finished speaking.

Only Qingye, sitting in her seat, wiped her face, feeling like the flying spittle had given her a taste of the Amazon rainforest.

Looking at the endlessly laughing classmates around her, Qingye’s face turned green. What kind of bizarre school had she come to? The teacher up front was so angry he was about to have a heart attack, but nobody below paid him any attention. And they were howling with laughter?

Next to her, glasses-girl Ye Shuiqin saw Qingye looking around in confusion and quietly told her, “Teacher Zhu’s name is Zhu Fen.”

“…” Zhu Fen (Pig Manure)??? What a sexy name – Pig Manure calling students trash bins?

Qingye suddenly found herself smirking too, and turned back to look. Even Panghu had stood up, his huge frame squeezed between the desks in front and behind. However, the person sitting at the very back hadn’t stood up – he was looking down at his phone, fingers moving rapidly. She figured he wouldn’t stand up anyway; she’d never seen him do homework, and his room didn’t even have a pen that could write.

Old Zhu, who already had few hairs on his head, was so angered by these students that his remaining hair seemed to explode upward. Of course, it wasn’t exploding – he was just rubbing his head with a ruler because of his headache, and suddenly it all stood up. The podium was right in front of Qingye’s desk, and when she looked up and saw Old Zhu’s mad scientist appearance, she almost jumped out of her chair in fright.

But clearly, the other students in the class were much calmer than her. Everyone was used to Old Zhu’s habit of rubbing his head with a ruler, and they deeply suspected that his hair loss was the result of twenty-plus years in education, persistently and diligently rubbing his head.

Then Teacher Zhu Fen began a test paper analysis that lasted dozens of minutes, truly pouring out his heart and soul, wracking his brains, trying everything possible just to make these trash bins understand the problem-solving approach. After all, Class 2 was a science class, and although the difficulty levels were different, they shouldn’t inexplicably be left two streets behind by the liberal arts class – where would that leave his dignity?

So Teacher Zhu lectured passionately, enthusiastically, sweating profusely, explaining every question in detail, giving multiple examples, and providing various proofs.

Qingye got a headache just looking at it once. Something that could be explained in a few words was turned into a confused mess by his roundabout explanation. Even she found it difficult to follow, let alone the bunch of “trash bins” behind her.

The industrial fan overhead kept spinning, making an annoying noise. Teacher Zhu at the front was spraying saliva like a showerhead, and chaos reigned all around. The classroom had only been quiet when she first entered, and in the dozens of minutes since then, it had never quieted down. Chalkdust visibly drifted down onto her hair in large patches, and Qingye was about to lose her mind.

As soon as Old Zhu called for a break, Qingye was the first to rush out of class straight to Teacher Yang’s office to request a seat change. She really couldn’t handle this VIP seat in the class – she was certain that if she sat through another lesson if she wasn’t drowned by Old Zhu’s saliva, she’d be choked to death by chalk dust.

Of course, she wouldn’t use these reasons with Teacher Yang. Instead, she gave a very practical reason: she had mild farsightedness, and sitting in the front row made it too strenuous to see the blackboard; she needed to sit further back.

When Teacher Yang heard this, she became very concerned, asking if Qingye had been to the hospital and emphasizing how important it was to protect one’s eyesight at this age, going on about the endless sea of learning, and so on.

Then she took Qingye back to class to change seats, making the short boy move his books to the front again and arranging for Qingye to sit in the third-to-last row. The short boy had just finished arranging all his things neatly and cleaned his desk during Teacher Zhu’s lecture, and now Teacher Yang was telling him to move back – his heart collapsed like Niagara Falls cascading down.

The short boy’s desk mate burst out laughing, and because the laugh was too explosive, a string of snot sprayed out. Qingye instantly drew in a sharp breath and turned to tell Teacher Yang, “Actually, that position is still too far forward. I could move back a bit more.”

The short boy stood dumbfounded in place, not knowing whether to move or not.

Just then, Li Wenhui, sitting in the second-to-last row, raised her voice and said, “Being so picky about a seat, do you want the whole class to stand up and move for you?”

Qingye slowly turned her head, following the voice until her gaze steadily landed on Li Wenhui’s challenging face. Suddenly, a barely noticeable curve appeared at the corner of her mouth, and she pointed at Li Wenhui’s position, saying to Teacher Yang with a sincere expression, “No need to trouble everyone, I’ll sit there.”

Old Zhu had gone to the bathroom and was hurrying back. Teacher Yang quickly arranged things: “Li Wenhui, quickly pack up your things and switch places with Qingye. Don’t waste everyone’s time. After Teacher Zhu finishes going over the test paper, you’ll be dismissed. Remember to adjust your body clocks for formal classes starting the day after tomorrow.”

Li Wenhui covered her mouth, looking at Qingye in disbelief as she slightly raised her chin and returned a challenging look, nearly spitting blood.

After Teacher Yang finished arranging things and left, Li Wenhui angrily stood up, violently pushing her chair back. It hit Xing Wu’s desk with a “thud.” Xing Wu lazily raised his head to look at Li Wenhui angrily packing her things, and asked, still not understanding the situation, “Can we leave?”

Li Wenhui glanced at Xing Wu, bit her lip, and spat out four words: “I’m changing seats.”

She had been hoping Xing Wu would say something, but he just said “Oh” and went back to playing his game.

Li Wenhui angrily pulled her backpack, awkwardly carrying a pile of things forward. Passing by Fang Lei, she dropped two words: “Get her.”

Compared to Li Wenhui, Qingye only had a bag and a few newly issued books, making her move much more graceful.

She turned and walked toward the back, with everyone’s eyes on her. With each step she took, her whole being emanated a kind of confident and powerful aura. From the first time Xing Wu saw her, he had called this aura “contempt for all things,” but it was merely confidence built up from her privileged environment and excellent personal achievements since childhood. To others, she appeared like a proud white swan.

Fang Lei lowered her head to watch her steps, calculating the distance. Wasn’t she wearing a white skirt? Why not make her trip in front of the whole class and give the boys an eyeful?

As Qingye was about to pass in front of her, Fang Lei stuck out her foot. Everything happened in a flash, but Qingye’s gaze didn’t even lower slightly as she steadily stepped right on Fang Lei’s foot.

Fang Lei immediately let out a cry. Wait, this wasn’t how the script was supposed to go!

Qingye casually walked over Fang Lei’s foot to the second-to-last row, then turned back and said lightly, “Sorry about that.”

Pig Manure slapped the podium and shouted, “Fang Lei, are you slaughtering pigs? What’s with the screaming?”

The class immediately burst into laughter, and Fang Lei buried her head, feeling bitter inside.

Xing Wu was immersed in his 5v5 battle when he noticed a white shadow fall in front of him. He couldn’t help but look up at the long, slender neck of the girl in front of him.

Qingye calmly put away her books, then turned around, directly taking the blank test paper from the corner of Xing Wu’s desk and placing it in front of herself, dropping the words: “Thanks, trash.”

Yao Yan – Chapter 20
Every class has a few marginalized, given-up-on students. Usually, though, even if these students are abandoned by some core subject teachers, there are still respected elective course teachers who care about them. But rarely was there a student like Xing Wu who was marginalized by teachers of all subjects – even the PE teacher cursed at the sight of him.

Therefore, no one would question whether he did his homework or not. The only reason this test paper appeared on his desk on the first day of school was that he hadn’t taken it home before the break – it had been stuffed in his drawer the whole time.

So when Qingye took it now, it had no impact on him whatsoever.

While Teacher Zhu explained the second half of the test paper at the podium, Qingye buried her head and started writing from the first question. Xing Wu finished an entire game, looked up at her once, and saw she hadn’t changed her position at all.

When Teacher Zhu reached the final heavyweight question, Qingye had just caught up and was writing the last problem. She had just organized her problem-solving approach and was about to write when suddenly there was a “bang” from the podium. Qingye’s pen-holding hand jolted violently as she looked at Teacher Pig Manure, whose hair had somehow exploded again. She felt grateful for having changed seats during the break – otherwise, she might have had a heart attack from his banging.

Teacher Zhu began raging at the podium again: “I must first praise class monitor Fan Tong – he’s the only one in the class who at least wrote a parabola equation for the last question, worth one point.”

While Qingye was wondering who this trash bin was, she saw everyone looking at Panghu, who was scratching his head and smiling stupidly: “Th-thank you, Teacher Zhu.”

Instantly, Qingye felt dizzy. Where on earth had she come to? A two-hundred-pound fatty with seemingly zero IQ and a serious stutter was their… class monitor.

Sitting in her seat, Qingye felt her worldview being instantly shattered. Now she finally understood why Huangmao had said Panghu would look after her at the barbecue. So he was a class officer? Who could have guessed?

Teacher Zhu sprayed spittle as he scolded: “I know this question is difficult, it’s from top schools’ question banks, but no matter how hard it is, none of you even wrote ‘Solution’ and a colon – were you raised on pig feed? Huh? Harder to pull than a tractor, and at least tractors know how to puff smoke, but you? You can’t even spit out a ‘Solution.’ Do you have the nerve to call yourselves high school students? I’m too embarrassed to tell people I taught you. You make me, a people’s teacher, live in sin every day. I feel like I’m letting down your ancestors…”

With Comrade Zhu’s startling scolding voice, Qingye simply stopped writing, and sat in her chair with arms crossed, finding it increasingly interesting. She suddenly felt this math teacher was wasting his talents teaching math – he could try stand-up comedy, though preferably maintaining a minimum five-meter splash damage distance from the audience.

Halfway through his rant, Comrade Zhu suddenly noticed Qingye sitting properly in her chair, smiling. Although other students were laughing too, Teacher Zhu immediately sensed this girl’s smile was different from others – carrying a hint of cold arrogance and disdain, as if watching a comedy show. His scolding stopped abruptly, and he called out: “Xing Wu…”

Xing Wu, who had been battling intensely with his game, suddenly heard his name and looked up puzzled, only to hear Teacher Zhu continue: “That female student in front of you, what are you laughing at?”

The whole class turned around in unison. Seeing it wasn’t about him, Xing Wu lowered his head again. Qingye’s smile gradually faded as she replied neither humbly nor arrogantly: “Nothing in particular, just listening to the teacher’s education and guidance.”

The words “education and guidance” sounded somewhat jarring to Teacher Zhu’s ears. Although he was indeed educating, he had to admit his previous words weren’t particularly noble. But if he had to find fault with this girl’s response, there seemed to be nothing wrong with what she said.

Teacher Zhu narrowed his eyes and asked in an unfriendly tone: “Where did you get that test paper in front of you?”

Qingye replied without blinking: “Borrowed it from the classmate behind me.”

Everyone’s eyes widened instantly, looking at the back row in disbelief. Although Xing Wu didn’t do homework, it took guts to take things from him – which was why his test paper had stayed in his drawer all summer.

And this transfer student, on her first day, just after changing seats, took Xing Wu’s test paper? Took it? Even more bizarrely, Xing Wu hadn’t said a word. The last person who took his test paper nearly got skinned alive!

The short, skinny boy sitting in front of Qingye, nicknamed Little Wonder and known for knowing all the school gossip inside and out, turned around, looked, and immediately exclaimed “Whoa!” saying: “She’s almost finished it.”

Fang Lei glanced at the blackboard and suddenly spoke up: “Teacher Zhu, since this question is so difficult, why not let the transfer student from Beijing try it? If even a student from a good school can’t solve it, aren’t you being too hard on us?”

With these words, the whole class started clamoring. When asked to answer questions, they all played dead, but they never missed a chance to watch drama. They secretly hoped Qingye couldn’t solve it either, taking the opportunity to let Teacher Zhu experience how twisted his questions were.

Xing Wu frowned at the noise and quit his game, looking up at the person in front of him.

Teacher Zhu patted the podium and shouted: “Quiet, quiet, what will people outside think? That female student, come to the front.”

Qingye slowly turned her head, calmly staring at Fang Lei, who turned back with a malicious smile. Qingye’s expression remained blank as she withdrew her gaze and stood up, walking toward the podium in her lambskin flats, her long legs straight and graceful. As she passed the male students’ desks, many bent their heads to look at her skirt hem.

Qingye walked up to the podium. Teacher Zhu handed her a piece of chalk and pointed at the blackboard: “Write as much as you can. If you can’t do the second question, try solving the equations for these three curves first.”

Qingye took the chalk and walked to the far left of the blackboard to begin writing. The overhead fan’s breeze gently swayed her white skirt, her raised arm slender and graceful, the dress pulled into a beautiful curve showing her waistline, the chalk in her hand moving as if enchanted, without the slightest pause.

Teacher Zhu opened his tea cup lid, blew on the floating tea leaves, and took a sip. When he looked back, Qingye had already filled half the blackboard, startling him. He hurriedly put down his cup, put on his glasses, and intently watched the equations she was writing.

The students below went from grinning faces to frozen smiles, and finally to utter amazement.

Qingye continued writing across the entire blackboard, solving the first sub-question almost effortlessly. She directly pulled across the sliding blackboard and began the second sub-question, her cool demeanor leaving everyone stunned.

Gradually, the classroom fell completely silent, everyone staring at her nimble wrist like Teacher Zhu.

Having attended one class, Qingye figured out Teacher Zhu’s usual problem-solving approach. To minimize his rambling, she quickly wrote out another possible solution method he might mention on the third blackboard panel.

After densely filling the entire blackboard, Qingye turned around, tossed the chalk into the holder, and then… just left? Turned and walked out of the classroom, left???

Everyone in the classroom was dumbfounded, including Teacher Zhu, whose head turned mechanically following Qingye’s figure outside, completely unable to understand where this girl was going.

Then everyone saw Qingye walk straight to a row of drinking water taps outside the classroom, turn on the tap they usually drank from, and start… washing her hands… washing hands?

While everyone was confused, Xing Wu discreetly curved his lips and checked the time.

Since elementary school, Qingye’s classrooms had been equipped with whiteboards. As she grew older, teachers increasingly emphasized the quality of teaching materials, with most instruction becoming electronically integrated. Even when blackboards were needed, they used dustless chalk. Looking at her hands that seemed to have been rolled in flour, she couldn’t understand how the students here endured this snowing chalk dust.

Fortunately, when she finished writing, she spotted the row of taps outside the classroom. She thought this was quite humane, allowing immediate hand washing after using chalk, so without a word, she tossed the chalk and came out to wash her hands. Looking at the rust-stained taps, she didn’t think for a moment they were for drinking water.

So all the students watched as this transfer student used their drinking fountain to wash her hands for a full five minutes, washing until the class dismissal bell rang. When Qingye turned around, the class was already in chaos.

Someone raised their voice and shouted: “Brother Wu, you know that transfer student? How come you gave her your test paper?”

Qingye was just shaking water off her hands as she walked into the classroom, heard this, and slowly turned to look at Xing Wu. He carelessly met her gaze and said flatly: “Not familiar.”

Not familiar? Good, very good.

Qingye’s gaze remained undisturbed as she returned to her seat and packed her things into her bag. Panghu squeezed over, leaning on Xing Wu’s desk and smiling foolishly at Qingye: “How not fa-“

Qingye slung her bag over her shoulder, raised her head cutting off Panghu’s words, and said coldly: “Yes, not very familiar. How familiar can we be without even having WeChat?”

With that, she pushed her chair under the desk and left through the back door.

Panghu stared dumbly at Qingye’s retreating figure. Xing Wu rubbed his buzz cut and lazily stretched.

Panghu asked in confusion: “What’s wrong with her?”

Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly: “The paper tiger got lit up.”

“???”

Qingye had left, but she didn’t know that as soon as she left school, the entire third year at An Zhong exploded.

While Qingye was washing her hands, Teacher Zhu had Little Wonder, who sat in front of her, bring up the test paper from her desk. He produced a pen from somewhere and began grading. When he reached the back side, Teacher Zhu became as excited as if he’d been injected with chicken blood. He threw down his pen and suddenly rushed into the neighboring Class 1, calling everyone over to observe Qingye’s neat and clear answers on the blackboard.

Teacher Zhu taught math for both Class 1 and Class 2. In all his years teaching at An Zhong, he had taught many excellent students, but never had a student shown such rigorous logical thinking, presenting all possible solution paths for this question in one go, without the slightest error.

Xing Wu had been ready to leave but was suddenly surrounded by Class 1 students on all sides. He could only sit in his chair and wait for Teacher Zhu to finish explaining the problems on the blackboard. Students from other classes had also been dismissed, and passing by Class 2, not knowing what was happening, they all stopped at Class 2’s windows, crowding so densely that no water could pass through. Some even climbed onto classmates’ shoulders to look inside.

Teacher Zhu faced the entire grade, picked up the test paper Qingye had just written, raised it with one hand, and said in full voice: “A student who just transferred here today casually wrote a test paper and scored 149 points.”

With a “bang,” the test paper was slapped onto the podium. Everyone, including those watching from outside the windows, was dumbfounded.

Teacher Zhu then pointed to a hole in the multiple-choice section: “Qingye borrowed this test paper from a classmate. The only point deducted was from this multiple-choice question where there’s a burn hole.”

Instantly, all classmates turned to look at Xing Wu in unison. Even Class 1 students and those watching from outside turned to look at him in confusion. At this moment, Teacher Zhu’s eyes seemed ready to shoot fire, suggesting that if it weren’t for Xing Wu’s cigarette burning a hole in the test paper, the transfer student would likely have gotten a perfect score.

Seeing so many gazes on him, Xing Wu twisted his mouth and shrugged, looking completely unconcerned.

Teacher Zhu roared with primordial force at students from all classes in the grade: “Starting today, everyone goes home and reflects! Hundreds of people couldn’t outperform one transfer student on this question. I’m embarrassed for you all, trash bins!”

Finally, Teacher Zhu ended this practical educational activity with his signature phrase, stirring up collective anger and making the entire grade remember this transfer student named Qingye. Although the vast majority didn’t know what Qingye looked like, everyone was grinding their teeth in hatred as they went downstairs.

Thus, Qingye, while sitting at home, had trouble falling from the sky, becoming public enemy number one in an instant.

Panghu, seeing the cursing from students of other classes, nervously approached Xing Wu: “Br-Brother Wu, Qingye seems to be in tr-trouble.”

Xing Wu, riding his Ninebot with hands in his track pants pockets, replied with a hint of casualness: “Is that so? Tell Huangmao not to interfere. Didn’t she want to be my sister? Let’s see if she has what it takes.”

Yao Yan – Chapter 21
After leaving school, Xing Wu didn’t go home. In the evening, Qing Ye heard the sound of motorcycles—more than one. She was sitting by the window on the second floor doing practice problems when she looked down and saw Quan Ya, whom she had met at Shun Yi before. He was riding a motorcycle, and beside him stood another man who looked noticeably older than them, more like someone from outside school circles.

With them was a woman with big, smoky blue-gray curls, wearing sexy short shorts and a tight tank top, with a hot figure. They didn’t enter the barbershop but stood smoking at the entrance, waiting for Xing Wu. Qing Ye saw the hot girl holding a cigarette too, looking quite cool.

Xing Wu didn’t come upstairs; it wasn’t clear why he had returned. Shortly after, he came out with a small box. The group exchanged a few words at the entrance, and Xing Wu placed the box on the motorcycle’s footboard. The hot girl walked over and said something to him, and Xing Wu looked up and smiled at her. Although it was just an ordinary interaction, Qing Ye had never seen Xing Wu show such an unguarded smile to anyone.

Soon, they flicked away their cigarettes, and the two motorcycles disappeared at the entrance of Xuan Island.

The air conditioning in the room still gently fell on Qing Ye, but she felt a heat rising inside her. She put down her pen, closed her eyes, and pinched the bridge of her nose, muttering with disdain: “Scumbag.” Then she picked up her pen and tried to focus again.

Xing Wu didn’t come back that night either. The next day, Qing Ye didn’t go downstairs, spending the whole day solving problems in her room. Aunt Lanfang finally showed some semblance of being an aunt, washing an apple and bringing it upstairs to Qing Ye, telling her to rest. Qing Ye took the apple and took a bite. Rest?

She gazed out at the gray sky and sighed. She didn’t dare to rest. She feared that if she stopped, she would be engulfed by this vast sea of dust. Her parents hadn’t raised her for eighteen years just to have her fall into this broken place. She couldn’t let herself be buried.

That evening, Meng Ruihang transferred the second payment to her. It wasn’t much, just tens of thousands, but it would last her a long time in her current situation.

He also told her that he had sent her the application deadlines and admission requirements for the University of Toronto, McGill, and the University of Montreal for next year. Qing Ye opened her computer, saw Meng Ruihang’s email, and replied: “Received, thank you.”

About half an hour later, Meng Ruihang sent her a photo of a box containing her old things from school, neatly arranged.

That day, after finishing her exam, she was taken away directly by Sun Hai. In the following days, she lived in chaos and breakdown, not even having time to say a final goodbye to her familiar classmates before leaving Beijing, naturally never returning to school.

Meng Ruihang told her he had kept all her school things safe, nothing missing, and they were now with him. He asked for her address to send them to her.

They were mostly dispensable items—stationery, study materials, water bottles, and various odds and ends, but Qing Ye remembered there was an electronic dictionary that contained all the copyrighted dictionaries needed for studying abroad. She needed it now. Her father had bought it specially for her, and being worth several thousand yuan, it wasn’t something she could casually discard, especially now that she had no income. Moreover, it would be troublesome to buy one at present, so she went downstairs to ask Aunt Lanfang for Xuan Island’s address, then sent it to Meng Ruihang, telling him to send the things there.

On the first day of official classes, Aunt Lanfang unusually got up early and boiled two eggs for Qing Ye, telling her to put them in her pocket. Qing Ye stared at the two eggs with a troubled expression, not knowing how to tell her that she didn’t like boiled eggs.

But Aunt Lanfang directly stuffed them into her bag and said: “Although your mother and I aren’t blood sisters, I grew up in her house and always treated her as my real sister. Now that she’s gone and entrusted you to me, I’ll take good care of you. I see other third-year high school students having such a hard time. I can’t control Wu’er anymore, but you must keep up with your nutrition. I see you locked in your room studying all day—don’t let your body break down.”

Qing Ye had originally planned to take out the eggs and return them to Aunt Lanfang, but hearing her sudden burst of concern, she didn’t have the heart to reject her kindness.

She did ask casually: “Where’s Xing Wu? Haven’t seen him for several days.”

Aunt Lanfang told her: “Wu’er took a job and went out of town.”

Out of town? Not even going to school?

Qing Ye was confused about school. Were high school students here so casual? Coming and going as they pleased? More importantly, Aunt Lanfang didn’t even try to manage Xing Wu, as if it was perfectly natural for someone his age to skip school and go out to earn money.

Qing Ye went out wearing her mint green suit, but as soon as she entered the classroom, she noticed all her classmates’ glances were somewhat… unfriendly, with an inexplicable sense of hostility, similar to the looks she used to get from those ranked in the top fifty after exam results were posted, those who were always behind her.

Qing Ye was long accustomed to these looks of jealousy from those who couldn’t surpass her, and with excellent psychological resilience, she walked back to her seat, glanced at the space behind her, sat down, and took out her books.

Xing Wu truly hadn’t come to school, skipping the very first day of classes. This dedication to education greatly impressed Qing Ye—even the most unruly rich kids in her previous class wouldn’t dare to skip class so blatantly. More astounding was that the teachers here chose selective amnesia, completely acting as if Xing Wu didn’t exist.

Qing Ye’s desk mate was a girl called Shi Min, and throughout the morning, Qing Ye found herself gaining respect for her. This Miss Shi was the most attentive student Qing Ye had seen since coming to this school. For all four classes, she maintained perfect posture, kept her eyes forward, stayed focused, and didn’t even go to the bathroom—even Qing Ye, who rarely got distracted in class, had to admire her.

She secretly felt relieved that An Zhong still had such dedicated students, and was even more grateful that this student was her desk mate. Compared to sitting with an underachiever, she preferred sitting with someone with such a proper attitude.

After lunch, Qing Ye lay on her desk for a while, but perhaps due to the unfamiliar environment and the noise, she couldn’t fall asleep. When she groggily sat up, the two desks to her left had been pushed together, with several boys playing cards with their legs propped up, occasionally cursing, their voices never stopping. Some girls in front were gathered around a phone watching some drama, while others were secretly applying makeup under their desks. Students were walking back and forth in front of the podium, the whole classroom a chaotic mess like a slaughterhouse.

Qing Ye turned her head and found Shi Min still copying English vocabulary words—truly a lotus rising from the mud in this class. Qing Ye couldn’t help but gain even more respect for her in her heart, quickly opening her book and trying to block out the noisy sounds to focus.

But before she could read much, suddenly several boys and girls appeared outside, shouting through the window: “Which one is Qing Ye?”

Qing Ye didn’t even raise her head, just lifted her eyelids slightly. Those people shouted again: “What? Too ugly to show your face?”

Shi Min nervously glanced at Qing Ye secretly, not daring to speak, sitting perfectly straight.

They heard a dyed-haired girl among them mock: “She’s probably quite ugly. How many good-looking ones have good grades?” The boys around her all laughed.

Qing Ye slowly straightened up and put down her pen, and Shi-Min raised her book to hide her face, saying weakly to Qing Ye: “Don’t go out, they’re from Class 4, not easy to deal with.”

Qing Ye looked at the group of delinquent-looking youth, sneered slightly, tucked her book away, and stood up.

The boys playing cards on the left stopped their game, the girls in front stopped watching their drama, and even the girl who had only done one eyebrow looked up to stare at Qing Ye.

The group outside quickly locked their eyes on the girl who had just stood up. The mint green suit caught their attention, the butterfly bow at her collar fluttering in the wind as she walked, her whole being radiating a composed and refined air. She walked out of the classroom to face the group, slowly lifting her eyelids to look at them: “What do you want?”

Just then, Qing Ye saw Xing Wu turning up from the stairwell behind the group, his tall figure carrying a black sports bag, short sleeves rolled up, looking lean and eye-catching. He quickly noticed the commotion in the corridor, tilted his chin, and swept a rather cold gaze over.

The boy in front of Qing Ye stared at her intently and said: “Yo, didn’t you all say she was super ugly?”

The tall dyed-hair girl glared at the boy beside her, then turned to meet Qing Ye’s calm gaze, suddenly getting angry: “I’m saying, why are you so damn calm? Do you think you’re so proud because you have good grades and looks?”

Qing Ye turned her eyes to look at her and asked back: “Isn’t it worth being proud of?”

“…” They never expected this transfer student to show no modesty at all, instead radiating an aura of fearlessness.

The dyed-haired girl suddenly grabbed Qing Ye’s collar bow, immediately loosening the smooth butterfly knot, and said fiercely: “Keep acting so arrogant.”

Qing Ye glanced slightly, seeing Xing Wu who had walked up close just brush past her shoulder and enter the classroom. Entered the classroom?

A fire suddenly rose in her chest, and she raised her eyes to coldly look at the dyed-haired girl: “Let go.”

The dyed-haired girl raised her hand, but before the slap could land, Qing Ye suddenly shouted: “Slap me!”

Instantly, all the students on the third floor stuck their heads out to look, while no one from Class 2 in the classroom stepped forward, just nervously watching this scene. Xing Wu walked back to his seat and put down his bag as if he hadn’t seen anything.

As soon as he sat down, Fat Hu hurriedly came over and anxiously said: “Brother Wu…”

Xing Wu looked up and stared at him, and Fat Hu forcefully swallowed his next words. Xing Wu took out his phone, propped his feet on the desk, and started playing games.

Meanwhile, the dyed-haired girl’s hand that was about to fall was suddenly startled by Qing Ye’s angry shout, and her hand froze for a moment. In these two seconds of hesitation, Qing Ye grabbed her wrist and threw it off forcefully, then turned to enter the classroom.

Two girls beside the dyed-haired girl stepped in front of her, blocking Class 2’s door, saying menacingly: “Leaving before we’re done talking? Do you think having good grades means you can walk sideways in An Zhong? We’re going to teach you how to be a person today.”

Qing Ye’s eyes swept over to Fat Hu, raising her voice to say to him: “Class monitor, aren’t you going to do anything when I can’t enter the classroom?”

Fat Hu had a constipated expression, looking at Qing Ye, then at Xing Wu. Qing Ye immediately understood from Fat Hu’s expression that he wouldn’t help, clenched her fist, took out her phone, and directly dialed a number: “Hello, is this the Academic Affairs Office?”

The surrounding students immediately looked at each other, showing angry expressions. Although they were troublemakers, they were still students, and no one wanted to be dragged to the Academic Affairs Office for a lecture. They pushed and shoved their way back to class. As she left, the dyed-haired girl forcefully pushed Qing Ye, causing her arm to slam hard against the doorframe. An instant piercing pain shot straight to her heart.

She bit her lip and looked down at her arm, covering it with her hand and taking a deep breath. She turned her head to look at that tall retreating figure, the light in her eyes growing cold.

Two seconds later, her face was as if nothing had happened as she entered the classroom, with everyone whispering as she passed.

Qing Ye blocked out everyone’s gaze as she walked to her seat, pulled out her chair, and suddenly slammed it hard into the desk behind her. The sound was so loud it made the whole class turn around, only to see that she had directly knocked Xing Wu’s desk askew.

If everyone had been watching the previous scene with an attitude of spectating entertainment, now they truly didn’t dare breathe. The originally noisy classroom instantly fell silent.

While Xing Wu just slowly put his feet down, casually straightened his desk, and continued playing his game, as if nothing had happened.

Only after Qing Ye sat down did she release her hand, looking at her arm—the skin was broken and bleeding. Shi Min gasped softly, which made Xing Wu lift his eyelids, his gaze falling on Qing Ye’s arm, and suddenly the light in his eyes sank.

Shi Min quickly dug out a Band-Aid from her bag and tore it open, helping Qing Ye put it on her arm while telling her: “Next time, don’t provoke Class 4 people.”

Qing Ye asked: “What’s wrong with Class 4 people?”

“Class 4…”

Shi Min had only said half when suddenly someone directly rushed into Class 2. Everyone shuddered again, and Shi-Min stammered: “Class 4 is the most chaotic class in our school, and that person is the most fierce.”

Qing Ye raised her head to look at this student who had just rushed into their class, supposedly the most fierce in Class 4 and immediately broke into a cold smile—Yellow Hair.
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When Yellow Hair saw Qing Ye, he rushed straight through the front door, his face anxious, but just as he reached Qing Ye’s desk, Xing Wu suddenly slammed his phone on the table and said to him: “Get out.”

Yellow Hair froze, clenching his fists and staring at Xing Wu defiantly: “She…”

“I won’t say it a third time. Get out.”

The air pressure in the room instantly dropped. Qing Ye kept her head down, sitting in her seat, unusually silent. Yellow Hair, grinding his teeth with an agitated expression, met Xing Wu’s ice-cold gaze.

Finally, Yellow Hair squeezed his fists, cast a worried glance at Qing Ye, and turned to leave Class 2.

Shi Min immediately let out a sigh of relief, patting her chest and catching her breath: “That scared me to death.”

Then she pulled Qing Ye close and whispered: “Everyone calls him Yellow Hair, but he doesn’t dare mess with Xing Wu from our class. I forgot to tell you, the one behind you is even more dangerous—we usually don’t dare to even talk to him.”

Qing Ye gave her a sidelong glance, wanting to tell her she had already provoked them all.

The first-afternoon class was English, but Qing Ye could hardly focus throughout the entire lesson. Her right elbow hurt whenever she bent it, making it difficult to write, and the pain made her forehead break out in a light sweat.

To make matters worse, this Miss Yu who taught English, a woman around forty—putting aside any judgment of her teaching ability—pronounced “yours” as “youse” the moment she opened her golden mouth, leaving Qing Ye stunned, wondering who was dying.

Throughout the entire class, Qing Ye felt that Miss Yu’s pronunciation must have been learned from some backwoods farmer in some obscure corner of America. She deliberately swallowed her tongue and tried desperately to curl it, and these scattered country accents gave Qing Ye goosebumps wave after wave.

After the bell rang, Qing Ye stood up and told Shi Min she was going to wash her face. Shi Min weakly reminded her: “Um, Qing Ye, the tap outside our classroom is for drinking. If you want to wash your hands, you should go to the bathroom.”

“…” Qing Ye finally understood why everyone in the class had stared at her like she was a monster that day.

She quickly left the classroom and headed toward the restroom. Just after class, the bathroom wasn’t very crowded. Not wanting to run into others, she hastily washed her face and left, walking back. Many people pointed and whispered about her along the way, so Qing Ye irritably avoided the crowd by taking a detour past the music classroom to return to class.

However, just as she turned into the corridor, a dark shadow suddenly loomed before her, startling her. When she looked up and met Xing Wu’s stern eyes, her surprised expression instantly turned to anger. She lifted her foot to step around him, but Xing Wu lazily moved his long leg to block her path. He raised both hands to take her loose collar ribbon, his thick eyelashes lowered slightly, his fingers moving to retie her bow.

Sunlight through the corridor fell on his profile, his features alternately bright and shadowed, deeply handsome. His voice was like sandpaper, magnetic and low: “Does it hurt?”

Qing Ye’s throat moved slightly, and she turned her eyes away, saying coldly: “What’s it to you whether it hurts or not?”

Xing Wu’s lips suddenly curved into a slight smile, his eyes dark and bright as he watched her. Qing Ye caught his smiling expression from the corner of her eye, and suddenly anger rushed to her head, her face flushing red as she glared back at him.

Xing Wu slowly tilted his head, withdrawing his smile, and said carelessly: “Feeling wronged?”

Qing Ye suddenly felt a sting in her nose, but the next second, her left wrist was grabbed. Before she could react, she was being led away by Xing Wu. She called out from behind: “Hey, where are you taking me? Class is about to start. Xing Wu, get lost!”

“You’re too noisy. Shut up.”

Qing Ye was jumping with anger, but Xing Wu pulled her into the teacher-only elevator. She suddenly stopped shouting and instead asked nervously: “Are you a teacher?”

Xing Wu had already let go of her hand and glanced at her indifferently: “Have you ever seen a teacher like me?”

“Then what right do you have to use this elevator?”

“Because I’m this elevator’s maintenance and repair consultant.”

“…” Qing Ye stared at him in surprise. If he just fixed elevators, why give himself such a fancy title?

Then the elevator stopped on the first floor. The class bell had rung, and there were no students outside anymore. Xing Wu led Qing Ye directly to a room around the corner on the first floor. As he took out his key to open the door, Qing Ye looked up and saw the character “Infirmary.”

Before she could process how Xing Wu had a key to the infirmary, she was pulled inside.

After Xing Wu closed the door, Qing Ye looked around. The infirmary wasn’t large but was quite clean, with a faint smell of alcohol, but no one was there.

She turned back to ask Xing Wu: “How do you even have a key to this place?”

Xing Wu pulled out two small medicine bottles and looked back at her: “Guess who the school nurse is?”

“How would I know?”

Xing Wu turned back, pushed Qing Ye onto a stool and said: “Wang Ping.”

“Wang… you mean the Wang Ping who often plays cards with your mom? Is she a doctor? Then why isn’t she here?”

Xing Wu gave her a sidelong glance: “What do you think?”

Qing Ye was utterly speechless. That middle-aged woman who always wore torn fishnet stockings was An Zhong’s school nurse. She must be blind as a bat. Wang Ping probably ran off to play mahjong at Xuan Island again.

Xing Wu pulled her arm and directly ripped off the Band-Aid. Qing Ye hurt so much that she raised her knee and hit him, not lightly, striking Xing Wu’s leg hard. He didn’t dodge, letting her vent her anger. He looked up at her face flushed with anger, then lowered his head to apply a milky-white ointment to the wound. Qing Ye stared at his hands—she had noticed several times before that Xing Wu had very attractive hands, broad palms with distinct knuckles and long fingers, even his nails were full and clean. She even thought that if he were a professional gamer, these hands would look incredibly cool flying across the keyboard in battle, though she shouldn’t be thinking such irrelevant thoughts right now.

Xing Wu asked: “You have the Academic Affairs Office’s number?”

Qing Ye turned her head away and said unfriendly: “Did you see any discipline director show up?”

Qing Ye indeed didn’t have the Academic Affairs Office’s number; in that situation earlier, she could only pick up her phone to scare those people.

Xing Wu looked down at her and said: “Even if there is a next time, don’t call them. The students here are different from where you came from. Going to the authorities is taboo. Finding teachers might solve the immediate problem, but others will distance themselves from you because of your actions. This will bring bigger problems. Once outside school, many things are beyond the school’s control. Don’t make trouble for yourself.”

Qing Ye suddenly smiled, tilting her head and looking at him with raised eyes: “Then why don’t you teach me how I should have handled that situation earlier?”

Xing Wu twisted the cap on the ointment and replied with a half-smile: “Aren’t you the smart one? Then use that brain of yours.”

After putting the ointment away, he said to her: “It’s hot, don’t put on a Band-Aid. You go back first, I’m going to smoke.”

Qing Ye looked around bewildered: “Smoke here?”

Xing Wu sat expressionlessly by the window, opened it, and took out a cigarette. Qing Ye was completely speechless. She turned and walked toward the door, but Xing Wu suddenly said behind her: “Those girls from Class 4 aren’t completely reckless. There’s a girl in our class who has issues with them. You can guess who it is.”

Qing Ye turned back to look at Xing Wu in surprise. He lowered his head to light his cigarette, took a drag, and turned his head, smoke floating hazily in front of his face, giving him a somewhat indistinct quality.

Qing Ye withdrew her gaze and opened the door, but suddenly turned back to ask one more thing: “You just got back from out of town?”

Xing Wu sat with his legs crossed and didn’t answer. Qing Ye closed the door and went straight back to class.

The second period was math, and Teacher Zhu had already launched into his agitated teaching mode, starting to randomly call on students to solve problems. Probably feeling that everyone’s foundation was too weak and few people paid attention in class, he planned to use this surprise attack method to wake these pigs up.

The second-afternoon class was usually the sleepiest, but many students were forced to stand by Teacher Zhu as punishment. When Qing Ye returned to class, there was already a row of students standing in the back, and other sleepy students were forcing themselves to stay alert—after all, who the hell wanted to stand for dozens of minutes in this heat?

Teacher Zhu called on students while teaching according to his mood, and anyone who couldn’t answer had to stand in the back.

When it came to Fang Lei’s turn, she stood up, head down, fidgeting with her book corner and preparing to walk to the back, when suddenly a paper ball flew onto her desk. Fang Lei was startled and quickly glanced at Teacher Zhu, then opened the paper ball to see neat formulas clearly written on it. She pressed the note against her book and read out the contents.

Teacher Zhu suddenly slapped his podium, making Fang Lei jump, but when she looked up, she saw Teacher Zhu showing an appreciative smile as he praised: “Very good! Excellent! Look at Fang Lei, you bunch of worthless students standing in the back. You’re all in the third year, but spending every day idle and waiting to die. Planning to go straight to unemployment after graduation?”

Teacher Zhu waved his hand at Fang Lei, and she let out a long breath of relief, sitting down guiltily and looking back to see the composed Qing Ye, who gave her a knowing smile.

Fang Lei suddenly clutched the paper in her hand, her heart racing, not understanding why this transfer student had suddenly helped her.

Xing Wu didn’t saunter in through the back door until halfway through class. As soon as he entered, Teacher Zhu called him out: “Xing Wu, been touring the playground again? Back rather early today—a bit later and it would’ve been time to dismiss class. Go stand in the back, no sitting.”

Qing Ye lowered her head and pulled at the corners of her mouth slightly. Xing Wu simply didn’t enter the classroom, casually taking out his phone to play games.

Teacher Zhu continued teaching, and Qing Ye turned back to look at Xing Wu. His tall figure leaned against the back door, long legs crossed casually, rays of sunlight falling on him, his whole being seeming somehow languid, his features cool and unrestrained.

When Qing Ye withdrew her gaze, she saw through the window those girls from Class 4 sneaking out through the back door.

She nudged Shi Min beside her and asked: “Don’t they attend class?”

Shi Min glanced out the window and whispered: “They’re probably going to the playground, that…”

Shi Min held up a pen making a gesture, and Qing Ye immediately understood—they were going to smoke.

As soon as the second period ended, Teacher Zhu shouted: “Today’s homework is the test paper I handed out this morning. Anyone who fails tomorrow will continue standing in the back.”

With that, he picked up his books and left. The class became noisy again. PE class was their moment of freedom. Fat Hu and others stepped over the benches, grabbed Xing Wu, and headed straight for the playground.

After much hesitation, Fang Lei finally clutched the paper note and walked up to Qing Ye. Shi Min raised her head and timidly glanced at Fang Lei, not daring to make a sound.

Qing Ye felt someone in front of her and slowly raised her calm gaze to meet hers. Fang Lei held up the crumpled paper, threw it on her desk, and asked directly: “What does this mean?”

Qing Ye glanced at the paper ball, curved her lips slightly, pulled out her freshly completed test paper, and placed it in front of Fang Lei, slowly raising her eyelids to look at her: “It’s so hot, you can’t feel the fan when standing in the back.”

Fang Lei bit her lip, and hesitated for a moment, but still took Qing Ye’s test paper and turned to stuff it in her drawer.

Qing Ye stood up, stretched her neck, and looked at the dumbfounded Shi Min: “Aren’t we going to PE class?”

Shi Min finally came to her senses: “Let’s go.”

“Wait.” Qing Ye suddenly stopped, casually picked up Xing Wu’s brand new math textbook from his desk, and left the classroom.

While walking to the playground, Shi Min asked curiously: “Why did you bring a math book?”

Qing Ye smiled and said: “To study, what else?”

Shi Min noticed Qing Ye seemed to be in quite a good mood. Indeed, Qing Ye was happy—she could attend PE class at this school. Even their former international school, though not as intense as public schools, basically treated PE class as optional after the second semester of sophomore year. Apart from mandatory weekly exercise, most people chose not to attend, especially in this heat.

Qing Ye had been worried about wearing a skirt—if she’d known there would be PE class, she would have worn pants. But her concerns were unnecessary. Among the twenty-some girls in the class, more than half claimed to have their period, either sitting or leaning in the shade by the playground chatting.

The boys were basically in free-range mode too—some playing basketball, others bragging, they even called the PE teacher over to be a referee. There was no discipline to speak of.

Qing Ye saw Xing Wu sitting with a group of boys under the sports equipment shed across the way, each with a cigarette, and no one stopping them. Not all of them were from Class 2, but they had one thing in common—none of them looked like good people. Even Yellow Hair was there.

About twenty minutes later, several girls from Class 4 came down. Qing Ye immediately spotted the dyed-haired girl who had pushed her earlier. They also saw Qing Ye, standing out like a crane among chickens, leaning against the horizontal bar reading a math book.

Qing Ye only glanced at them before lowering her head to continue reading. Those girls walked directly toward her, shouting before they even reached her: “Where’s the discipline director? I’ve been waiting for two periods!”

The girls from Class 2 who were huddled together all looked over, but Qing Ye acted as if she hadn’t heard, her eyes still on the math book.

Suddenly, with a “pa!” sound, the math book was knocked from her hands.

“Reading math during PE class, what are you trying to prove?” The dyed-haired girl who had pushed her earlier walked up close, bent down to pick up the book, and tore it apart right in front of Qing Ye.

Throughout the whole process, Qing Ye didn’t make a sound, just leaned against the horizontal bar and stared at her with contempt.

The Class 4 girls immediately got angry. They had thought tearing up a good student’s book would be like stepping on her tail, making her furious, but not only was she not angry, she remained completely calm.

Fang Lei nearby saw the math book’s cover, and thinking of how she had just taken Qing Ye’s math test paper, couldn’t hold back anymore and stood up. Li Wenhui pulled her: “What are you doing?”

Fang Lei pulled Li Wenhui up with her: “Let’s go look.”

Fang Lei walked a few steps toward Qing Ye and said to the Class 4 girls: “Cao Fan, it’s not right to tear someone’s book at the start of school, is it?”

The dyed-haired girl called Cao Fan turned to see it was Fang Lei and said with an unpleasant expression: “Don’t tell me you want to help her?”

Fang Lei shrugged: “I care about what’s right, not who’s involved. If you want to cause trouble, do it after class. We’re still in class, and you come charging in—are you treating everyone in Class 2 as cannon fodder?”

Meanwhile, Yellow Hair stomped out his cigarette and stood up cursing: “Damn that Cao Fan, messing with Qing Ye again.”

He was swinging his arms, about to walk toward the playground when Xing Wu said flatly: “Come back.”

Yellow Hair had been agitated since hearing that the girls from his class had been giving Qing Ye trouble. He had rushed upstairs wanting to vent some anger for her, but Xing Wu had directly told him not to meddle.

Now with people harassing Qing Ye right under their noses, and Xing Wu not moving a muscle, Yellow Hair turned back to look at him unhappily: “What’s wrong with you, Brother Wu? You’re just going to watch while Qing Ye gets bullied without doing anything?”

Xing Wu took a hard drag on his cigarette and asked him harshly: “How should we handle it? Let the whole school know Qing Ye hangs out with us?”

Yellow Hair was stunned. In his anger-clouded mind, he hadn’t thought that far ahead. He just wanted to teach those brats a lesson for Qing Ye, but hadn’t considered that once they got involved, things would be different.

Yellow Hair suddenly furrowed his brow, walked back a few steps to stand in front of Xing Wu blocking the light. Xing Wu looked up at him, his mouth curving into a cold arc: “Use your brain to think about what kind of girls hang around us.”

Yellow Hair’s expression suddenly turned ugly. The girls around them were all troublemakers—smoking, cursing, fighting, dropping out, they did it all. Some even worked part-time at nightclubs in the county town. Although Yellow Hair himself looked down on those girls, most who hung around their group were like that.

At An Zhong, even bad students were ranked. Though Cao Fan’s group were bad students, they only dared bully the weak at school—outside school gates, they wouldn’t dare make a peep.

Xing Wu’s group, on the other hand, were the school’s most feared bullies, but they wouldn’t easily lay hands on students. They generally didn’t get involved in minor student squabbles unless it involved some big brothers from outside. If they made a big deal about a newly transferred female student, within a day Qing Ye’s name would spread through all three high schools in An Zi County. How would people view her then?

Even if Qing Ye was as pure as a white paper, just being associated with them would get her labeled as “loose.”

Yellow Hair now understood and calmed down a bit, sitting down on the steps nearby: “I didn’t think as far ahead as you.”

Xing Wu finished his last drag and tossed the cigarette, saying with a profound look: “In the future, talk to her less at school. She’s only staying here for a year. With a good reputation, the school leaders might look after her more. Don’t leave her with any stains. She’s here to study, not like most of us just getting by for a diploma.”

Fat Hu chimed in: “I, I think Brother Wu is right. Look at those celebrities who became famous, aren’t they always being exposed for having bad reputations back home? Anyway, Qing Ye will leave our small town eventually, maybe she’ll be successful in the future.” Fat Hu remembered how she had handled being called up to solve problems by Teacher Zhu—from that moment, he was convinced Qing Ye would become more successful than anyone else in this school.

Yellow Hair mulled over these words, feeling somewhat bitter. He had been thinking about developing an earth-shattering romance with his older cousin, but these two buckets of cold water had thoroughly drenched him. He turned to look at Xing Wu and suddenly sighed: “Brother Wu, I realize you think quite far ahead. Qing Ye is lucky to have you as a relative.”

Xing Wu said with a half-smile: “She probably wants to kill me right now.”

Yellow Hair sighed: “I just can’t stand seeing Qing Ye being bullied.”

Just as he finished speaking, he saw Xing Wu raise his chin slightly with a slight curl of his lips: “Bullied? It’s probably very difficult for anyone to bully her.”

When Yellow Hair turned his head, he discovered something had happened—the girls from Class 4 were suddenly fighting with a group of girls from Class 2, pulling hair and tearing clothes, even the PE teacher had run over.

Meanwhile, Qing Ye remained completely unscathed, still leaning against the horizontal bar, leisurely putting on her earphones and reciting English vocabulary words in the sunlight.

Even when these girls were called to the discipline director’s office, they couldn’t figure out how the fight had started.

When the bell rang, Qing Ye walked back to class wearing her earphones, keeping her prowess well hidden.

Fat Hu, as class monitor, was called over to nominally understand the situation.

When he came back, Yellow Hair asked him: “Heard Qing Ye’s math book was torn up?”

Fat Hu nodded, and Yellow Hair clicked his tongue: “Then Big Cousin’s probably going to blow up.”

Fat Hu looked at Xing Wu with a strange expression: “Probably not. The name written on the book cover was… was Brother Wu’s.”

Xing Wu: ???
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And so, on Qing’s first day of school, a campus-wide brawl erupted. Though to say she started it wouldn’t be quite accurate, as everyone from the Dean of Students down to Old Yang personally consoled her, encouraging her to focus on her studies and not let those female classmates influence her. They all seemed to view Qing as a victim in the dispute between the two classes’ female students.

The school had initially planned to issue her another math textbook, but when they learned that the torn book was Xing Wu’s that she had mistakenly taken, the teachers seemed to drop the matter of replacing it.

The story then became that Cao Fan from Class 4 had torn up Class 2 student Xing Wu’s book, and when the Class 2 girls couldn’t stand it, they started a fight with the Class 4 girls. After Cao Fan learned that the book she had torn belonged to Xing Wu, she avoided passing by Class 2’s doorway for an entire week. If she accidentally encountered Xing Wu at school, she would run away immediately, terrified of being questioned by him.

But for Xing Wu, having or not having a math textbook made absolutely no difference. If he opened it ten times throughout the entire semester, that would be as rare as the sun rising from the west.

He didn’t come to school every day, and being late or leaving early was his norm. He was always zipping around on his self-balancing scooter, appearing and disappearing like a phantom.

In class, he never spoke to Qing, and usually left before school ended – not that he would go home anyway.

These days, even Yellow Hair would only glance at Qing from afar when they met at school, acting like a stranger.

Qing felt somewhat annoyed – they had shared meals together, yet now they were all acting like ungrateful wolves.

So several days later at noon, when Yellow Hair had just returned from smoking at the playground with his buddies, he saw Qing leaning against a distant pillar, watching him. When one of his friends playfully waved at Qing, Yellow Hair immediately smacked him on the head. The group had already turned away when Yellow Hair made an excuse about buying a lighter and circled back.

Qing was still standing there waiting for him. He looked around before approaching her and scratched his head, saying, “Cousin.”

Qing gave him a cold look: “Who’s your cousin? Since school started, you’ve all been acting so aloof. Tell me, what did Xing Wu say to you all?”

Yellow Hair maintained an innocent expression: “Big Brother Wu didn’t say anything.”

Qing scoffed, clearly not believing him: “Won’t talk? Fine. Next time you speak to me, see if I’ll even acknowledge you.”

As Qing turned to leave, Yellow Hair anxiously called out to her retreating figure: “Big Brother Wu said to let you focus on school.”

Qing stopped and turned back to look at him. Yellow Hair explained helplessly: “You know we’re not good people. There are lots of people at school, teachers and students all watching. Big Brother Wu just doesn’t want to cause trouble for you.”

Qing raised her eyes slightly to study Yellow Hair deeply for a moment, then left without another word.

That evening, she heard from Li Lanfang that Wu Er’s injuries had healed and he’d gone to work outside of town. Qing asked where he went.

Li Lanfang told her that a few days ago, Wuzi mentioned one of his older brothers needed some workers. Though it was far away, room and board were provided. Wu Er’s mother happened to be cracking melon seeds in the courtyard at the time and must have overheard. That afternoon, she came to Li Lanfang with eggs, asking if she could help recommend her second son for the job.

Considering how badly Xing Wu had beaten Wu Er last time, Li Lanfang worried he might refuse. She accepted the eggs but said she needed to ask her son first. Unexpectedly, Xing Wu agreed readily.

And so the elderly couple finally managed to send their good-for-nothing second son off to work.

As Qing ate dinner while listening to Li Lanfang talk about this, she suddenly remembered Xing Wu’s words: “I won’t give him that chance again. If I say I can guarantee it, I have my ways.”

Qing never would have guessed that Xing Wu’s solution was to simply send Wu Er away. Come to think of it, Xing Wu could be quite ruthless when needed – he showed no mercy when beating Wu Er. On the other hand, he also showed humanity by finding a job for the Wu family’s good-for-nothing son, resolving a major concern for the elderly couple, and finally allowing Qing to breathe easier.

When she went inside after dinner, Xing Wu had just returned, wearing a black baseball cap and a tight black t-shirt, exuding an air of athleticism.

Since Xing Wu had blocked her, Qing had been treating him like air whenever they met at home these past few days. Even when he occasionally tried to make conversation, she would look right past him as if he didn’t exist. The two were in a state of cold war.

Xing Wu had realized that this young lady could hold quite a grudge when offended. These past few days, she had started piling her study materials on his bed, clearly intending to deny him access to the room.

So when he returned today, Xing Wu wasn’t expecting any warmth from her and merely glanced at her before heading toward the backyard.

Unexpectedly, Qing suddenly blocked his path. He stepped left, she stepped left; he stepped right, she stepped right.

Xing Wu revealed his sharp eyes from under the cap’s brim and stared at her. Qing crossed her arms and asked casually: “Where’s your wind-fire wheel?”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow, realizing she meant the self-balancing scooter, and replied flatly: “At Shunyi. Why?”

“Let me try it sometime.”

Xing Wu asked expressionlessly: “Do you know how?”

“You can teach me.”

Looking at her matter-of-fact expression, Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly: “I’ll bring it back another day.”

But Qing tilted her head slightly and looked at him: “Why not teach me at school? Bringing it back is so troublesome.” Her gaze held a hint of inquiry.

Xing Wu’s thick black eyelashes lowered halfway, his eyes narrowing. Qing raised her chin, her eyes showing faint mockery. As their gazes met, neither spoke further. Xing Wu simply looked away and walked toward the backyard. Qing turned to watch his retreating figure, her lips curving slightly.

…

Fang Lei almost received a warning from school over the incident, and her temper had been much more subdued lately. She was no longer bossy in class, and after borrowing homework from Qing to copy – which Qing had lent without hesitation – she suddenly felt that this transfer student wasn’t so difficult to get along with. Sometimes she would even deliberately chat with Qing between classes.

When one day the girls noticed that Qing’s pearl-decorated lambskin shoes were from Chanel, the class exploded with excitement.

Qing had never considered these things as luxury items because she had worn them since childhood, and none of her classmates had ever worn inexpensive things. Initially, her mother bought whatever she wore, but after her mother’s health declined and her high school workload increased, her father’s female secretary would regularly purchase batches of clothes for her.

Qing had long suspected that the secretary was having an affair with her father, but she had to admit the woman had good taste – everything she chose suited Qing well.

Although Qing had never cared about designer brands, in this small county that didn’t even have a Chanel boutique, the girls’ gazes toward her took on a hint of admiration.

Afterward, the girls in Class 2 seemed to have a collective epiphany. Their original non-mainstream hairstyles with loose, messy hair were gradually all tied up, and they even started wearing light blue hairclips on the right side like Qing. While Qing’s small clip that held back her loose strands was from Alexandre de Paris, delicate and exquisite, the others had found who-knows-what knock-offs from night markets. The effect was quite ridiculous like Xi Shi imitating beauty. Even girls with foreheads as wide as door panels and covered in acne boldly pinned up their bangs.

Moreover, Qing’s independent behavior left everyone astounded. For example, she never attended evening self-study sessions. Even students like Fang Lei, whose grades weren’t great, knew to stay for evening study after entering senior year. However, as soon as the dismissal bell rang, Qing would leave promptly – opposite to how good students typically behaved.

Regarding this, her deskmate Shi Min couldn’t help but ask why she didn’t stay for evening study. Qing asked her in return what the purpose of the evening study was.

Then she explained: “It’s to save time and improve study efficiency. Rather than staying and being disturbed by others, it’s more efficient to go home early.” Shi Min was dumbfounded.

Qing had attended evening study sessions at her previous school because she was surrounded by studious, ambitious people, and that learning atmosphere motivated everyone to stay focused. However, after transferring to An Zhong, she realized after one day that staying for evening study wasn’t very meaningful – the noisy environment would affect her study efficiency.

But obviously, others didn’t understand. In their minds, only one type of person would skip evening study – marginalized academic failures like Xing Wu and his group. Therefore, Qing became a unique existence in the entire school.

Whether it was her appearance, grades, or behavior, everything about her stood out conspicuously, causing controversy.

Tall trees catch the wind – where there is admiration, there is also jealousy. For instance, several days later when Cao Fan finally processed what had happened on the playground, she couldn’t swallow her anger. She had originally wanted to suppress this transfer student’s arrogance, but days later, Qing was still doing as she pleased while Cao Fan herself had been lectured by the Dean all afternoon.

So one week later, just as Qing was packing up her things after class, Fang Lei rushed in and said: “Qing, Qing, you’d better climb over the wall to get home.”

“???” Qing looked at her with confusion.

Fang Lei explained: “Cao Fan, the one from Class 4 who tore the book, called her brother and brought a bunch of people to ambush you.”

The “Little Phone” sitting in front of Qing immediately turned around: “Damn? Qing, you should run and climb over the wall. Cao Fan’s brother is the boss at An Vocational School. You’re done for if they catch you.”

Shi Min listened to their conversation with horror, anxiously watching Qing, who expressionlessly turned to look at Panghu’s seat and asked: “Where’s the class monitor?”

Little Phone said: “He must be at the fried noodle stand by the back gate right now, but looking for the monitor won’t help. Those vocational school people are all gangsters, and Fan Tong doesn’t know you well enough to help anyway.”

“Fried noodle stand?” Qing withdrew her gaze and asked Little Phone: “What’s he doing there?”

“There are two slot machines there. They usually eat and play a bit before an evening study session.”

Qing’s eyes moved slightly, and she picked up her backpack, telling Fang Lei: “Let Cao Fan know I’m going through the back gate.”

Fang Lei was startled: “You might not make it through the back gate, and why deliberately tell them?”

But they saw Qing stand up casually, swing her backpack over her shoulder, and say lightly: “To meet them, of course. I can’t climb over the wall to get home every day, can I? Besides, do I look like someone who could climb over it?”

With that, she adjusted her bag strap and walked out unhurriedly, leaving the others breaking out in cold sweat as they watched her calm departure.

Many people at school already knew that the vocational school students were waiting to ambush Qing at the gate, so from the moment she left the classroom, everyone was pointing and whispering. Many wanted to get to the school gate early to find prime spots to watch the scene unfold.

Yet Qing walked straight toward the back gate without a sideways glance. Even without Fang Lei spreading the news, with so many eyes watching, Qing’s movements were reported to Cao Fan within minutes.

So when Qing reached the back gate, a group of delinquents in various outfits, both male and female, were already standing in the alley across from her, their eyes predatory.
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The back gate of An Zhong usually remained closed, but during dismissal, a small entrance would be left open for students attending evening study sessions to get food, though only through the guard room.

When Qing reached the back gate, she first surveyed the scene with her eyes, her gaze falling on the male students in An Zhong uniforms outside. A group was sitting on the steps beside the fried noodle stand, some playing slot machines, others watching, while the rest were either bragging or smoking.

Qing immediately spotted Xing Wu sitting among the crowd, staring at the slot machine, before she stepped out of the school gate.

She wore light blue high-waisted flared jeans and a white printed t-shirt tucked at the waist as she walked out of campus. Standing at the gate, her perfect proportions made her appear all legs below the neck. She stared directly at the delinquents across from her. Though she was just a thin, frail-looking girl, her composed and calm demeanor gave off an imposing presence.

The fact that she came out alone surprised the An Vocational students and even the An Zhong students by the noodle stand gradually turned to look.

Their leader was a tall man with a fierce face that naturally looked menacing. His hair was shaved on both sides with only a red-dyed strip in the middle, wearing track pants and flip-flops, his appearance unable to hide his arrogance and swagger. This was Cao Fan’s brother, Cao Ping.

Though many people were standing opposite her, usually in a crowd, one could easily distinguish different auras. So after scanning the group, Qing’s gaze steadily landed on this man in flip-flops leaning against a black motorcycle. Cao Ping was also casually sizing up Qing, and when he saw her face, his originally cold expression suddenly took on an amused smile. He beckoned to a man in a floral shirt beside him, who immediately bent down to listen. After he said a few words, the man in the floral shirt straightened up with a smile and led a group toward Qing.

Qing stood at the curb, separated from the noodle stand by a street. As the floral shirt group walked toward her, Xing Wu and his friends had already turned to watch the scene across the road.

When the man in the floral shirt stopped about two meters from Qing, he slowly looked her up and down and said with some surprise: “So she’s a beauty, no wonder she’s so hated.”

Behind the floral shirt man was a group of girls wearing crop tops, heavy makeup, and some smoking cigarettes – not An Zhong students. Cao Fan wasn’t stupid enough to confront Qing personally.

Qing expressionlessly looked at them and asked: “What is it?”

The man in the floral shirt immediately laughed: “Playing it cool, little sister? We don’t want anything, just heard you’re good at studying and wanted to get to know you.”

Qing turned her head to look at Cao Ping sitting on the motorcycle and asked: “How do you want to get to know me?”

Cao Ping smiled at her. Meanwhile, across the street, Xing Wu’s eyes slanted toward Cao Ping, and Yellow Hair immediately squeezed over, cursing: “Big Brother Wu, why did Big Cao come here? This is looking for trouble!”

Xing Wu’s eyes gradually turned cold as he took Yellow Hair’s newly bought cigarette and put it between his lips. They weren’t far from the opposite side and could hear Qing’s conversation with the floral shirt man.

The man in the floral shirt smiled sinisterly, his eyes fixed intently on Qing: “How to get to know you? Well, I’ll give you two choices – either let these little sisters behind me ‘greet’ you, or come with me and let Brother Cao personally ‘greet’ you.”

The way he said “greet” the second time was extremely suggestive. Qing’s brows furrowed, and the floral shirt man quickly added: “Don’t worry, little sister, we’re honorable men, we absolutely won’t lay hands on women. But these girls behind me, well, that’s another story. That pretty face of yours won’t take many slaps. If I were you, I’d choose the second option.”

Yellow Hair cursed “Fuck!” and stood up, but Xing Wu pressed him down.

However, at this moment, everyone saw Qing suddenly smile inexplicably and directly ask the man in the floral shirt: “I didn’t quite understand the second option – how exactly do you plan to ‘greet’ me?”

The man in the floral shirt walked toward Qing with a lewd smile: “Don’t think of anything too scary, our Brother Cao just wants to date you.”

Qing lowered her eyes to watch his approaching steps, slightly raised her chin, and suddenly dropped her smile, her eyes instantly turning cold: “Take another half step closer, and my little brother will make sure you don’t leave this street.”

The man in the floral shirt was suddenly stunned, staring at her changed expression in bewilderment: “Your little brother? Where?”

Everyone around looked at each other in confusion. Cao Ping raised his eyebrows with interest, while the An Zhong boys began to stir. Xing Wu took a drag on his cigarette, his eyes narrowing.

Qing raised her arm to cross it over her chest, slowly turned her head toward Xing Wu, lifted her chin, and fixed her gaze steadily on him.

The floral shirt man followed her gaze and turned his head to see An Zhong’s school tyrant Xing Wu squatting among a group of people, cigarette in mouth and eyes half-closed. His lips trembled as he called out uncertainly: “Brother Wu?”

Xing Wu still held his cigarette expressionlessly, while Yellow Hair and Panghu and their group gradually stood up around him, each looking fierce.

Seeing the situation turn unfavorable, the floral shirt man called out to Xing Wu again uncertainly: “Young Master Wu, this girl has nothing to do with you, right?”

Even Big Cao turned to look at Xing Wu at this point, who still had the cigarette at his lips and was staring in their direction but hadn’t spoken.

The floral shirt man breathed a sigh of relief and turned back to smile at Qing: “Little sister, you shouldn’t make empty boasts. Do you even know who he is? Calling him your little brother?”

As he spoke, he took another step toward Qing, who had already withdrawn her gaze but neither retreated nor dodged, just standing there with her arms crossed.

However, just as the floral shirt man raised his hand, perhaps intending to grab Qing, a cigarette butt suddenly flew from the left and struck his hand hard. Sparks flew, and the floral shirt man yelped, withdrawing his hand and turning his head again in disbelief.

Xing Wu, who had been squatting all this time, finally stood up slowly and parted his thin lips to coldly utter one word: “Scram.”

The students coming and going through the school gate, those crowding to watch by the back door, and those watching from the rows of windows above all felt their hair stand on end. They had only wanted to see why An Vocational’s boss had come to An Zhong but instead witnessed their own school’s tyrant getting involved.

Over the years, An Zhong and An Vocational had never gotten along. Several streets separated the two schools, and they regularly clashed over various idiotic matters. Not just between students, but even the faculty had conflicts. The most notorious was a brawl several years ago that resulted in many students being arrested.

Though friction between the two schools had continued in recent years, there hadn’t been any major conflicts. This was partly because An Vocational’s boss Cao Ping’s sister Cao Fan attended An Zhong, and partly due to the wariness of Xing Wu’s group’s influence in the area. Though they generally didn’t interfere in minor scuffles between students, being too blatant would be like disrespecting Xing Wu and his people. So even though Cao Ping occasionally bullied An Zhong students, he usually kept it within limits.

No one expected a girl who had only transferred a week ago to make Xing Wu speak up. At this moment, not only was the floral shirt man staring at Cao Ping in panic, but Cao Ping himself seemed somewhat surprised.

However, he wasn’t particularly worried. He slowly straightened up from his motorcycle in his flip-flops and swaggered toward the middle of the street, followed by his gang – no fewer in number than Xing Wu’s group, and all looking equally unsavory.

Cao Ping first looked at Qing with amusement, then turned to Xing Wu with a cold smile: “Wuzi, you know about how this girl gave my sister a hard time, right?”

Xing Wu glanced at him: “So you’re here to get justice for your sister? Then shouldn’t you first explain to me about your sister tearing up my book?”

Cao Ping raised his eyebrows – he wasn’t entirely clear about the situation. When Cao Fan came home, she naturally blamed everything on Qing and didn’t mention a word about tearing Xing Wu’s book.

But Cao Ping was protective of his sister, so he just raised an eyebrow and looked at Xing Wu indifferently: “I hadn’t heard about my sister tearing your book, but that’s a separate matter. I’m here today to resolve another issue. After that’s done, I’ll give you an explanation. You don’t have a problem with that, right?”

Xing Wu lowered his head and gave a cold laugh: “To me, it’s all one matter.”

He then looked directly at Qing: “Come here.”

Qing turned and walked straight toward Xing Wu under everyone’s watchful eyes, standing beside him and coldly glancing at Big Cao. Xing Wu glanced at her from the side, and she happened to raise her head to meet his gaze. The sunset was half-gone, dusk approaching, as their eyes met.

Cao Ping’s face immediately darkened as he stared at Xing Wu meaningfully: “Wuzi, haven’t you always stayed out of these matters?”

Xing Wu slowly withdrew his gaze, grabbed Qing’s arm, and pushed her behind him. Seeing this, Cao Ping said coldly: “Are you sure you want to get involved?”

Xing Wu took a step closer to him, and immediately Cao Ping’s brothers gathered around, while Yellow Hair and the others surged forward behind Xing Wu. The two sides were about to clash.

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a cold half-smile, his voice completely devoid of warmth: “Let your sister handle her matters. If you want to stand up for her, then I’m getting involved in this.”

The light in Cao Ping’s eyes gradually turned cold. Though neither of them moved, the pressure in their gazes was equally intense.

Xing Wu had his hands in his pockets while Cao Ping swung his motorcycle keys. They were about the same height, and the atmosphere instantly became tense – one with a gloomy expression, the other cold as ice, while their brothers glared at each other.

Cao Ping suddenly tossed his swinging keys high and caught them steadily, nodding with a cold smile: “Fine, alright, I’ll give Young Master Wu face today and stay out of women’s business. But next time when it comes to men’s business…”

Cao Ping made a fist and bumped his left shoulder before pointing at Xing Wu, leaving a meaningful smile as he waved his hand and left with his brothers.

Xing Wu’s group stood in place watching them leave. After Cao Ping mounted his motorcycle, he suddenly seemed to remember something and turned back specifically to wave at Qing standing by the road: “I’m very gentle with women. Think carefully about what I said earlier, we’ll meet again.”

He gave Qing a frivolous wink and rode away.

Yellow Hair immediately cursed at the departing group: “Damn bastards, trash, ptui!”

Xing Wu turned to look at Qing’s troubled expression for a few seconds but didn’t walk over to her or speak to her as if everything that had just happened didn’t exist. He turned directly to Yellow Hair and the others and said: “Let’s go.”

Yellow Hair kicked Panghu telling him to leave, and the group abandoned their slot machines to follow Xing Wu toward the playground in a large crowd, leaving Qing standing alone by the road.

She stared at Xing Wu’s retreating figure for quite a while before suddenly quickening her steps to catch up with him.
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By this time, Xing Wu and his group had walked into the school. Many of the students who were supposed to be in evening self-study had come down, while the rest were craning their necks to watch. Qing Ye fearlessly walked right up to stand in front of Xing Wu, blocking his path.

Xing Wu stared at her in surprise, and when he saw the anger in her eyes, he slightly furrowed his brows and said in a deep voice, “Are you sure you want to stand in my way?”

With his hands in his track pants pockets, his whole demeanor was unusually calm. Qing Ye’s lips immediately curved into a sneer: “You think I’m afraid?”

Xing Wu turned his head and laughed carelessly, then gradually suppressed his smile as he stared at her: “Do you know what happens when you hang around people like us? Before noon tomorrow, school leaders will take turns questioning you. Haven’t you thought about the consequences?”

The guy with dyed yellow hair hurriedly chimed in: “Yeah, Qing Ye, you should leave quickly. Don’t let any teacher see you with us. If anyone asks about the students from other schools tomorrow, just say you don’t know and push it onto us.”

Qing Ye blew at her bangs and looked up at Xing Wu with a cold smile. She suddenly stepped closer to him and told him word by word: “Do you think others’ opinions of me can affect my grades, or stop me from getting into a top university? Heh, you’re underestimating me.”

The last rays of sunset fell on her determined face, and at that moment, it was as if she radiated brilliance. Xing Wu’s heart skipped a beat. He had never seen someone so confident before – confident as if the future was in her hands, as if she could control everything and wouldn’t deviate even slightly because of others.

He turned his head slightly and said to Yellow Hair and the others: “You guys go ahead.”

After speaking, he walked towards the bike shelter. Yellow Hair and the others dispersed, and Xing Wu’s figure disappeared into the night. Those who had been watching from upstairs, seeing there was nothing more to see, withdrew to continue their evening self-study.

When Qing Ye walked into the bike shelter, Xing Wu was sitting on a bicycle. In the darkness, his figure was tall and slender, and between the flickering glow of his cigarette, his black eyes watched her intently.

Qing Ye walked to face him, leaning against another bicycle as she looked at him. There were several seconds of silence before Qing Ye spoke first: “Didn’t you want to keep your distance from me? Why did you step in just now?”

Xing Wu took a drag of his cigarette and said flatly: “Yellow Hair told you?”

Xing Wu could figure out what had happened even without thinking. No wonder Qing Ye had deliberately provoked him that night, asking him to teach her to ride a balanced bike at school.

His voice carried a hint of coldness: “So you deliberately led them to the back gate, so certain that I would intervene?”

Qing Ye slowly folded her arms and raised her eyes slightly. The result had already proven that she had indeed been certain.

Xing Wu’s brows creased: “You’re playing with fire.”

Qing Ye turned her head to look outside the shelter. In the dim light, her pure features combined with that sarcastic smile made her seem like a perfect angel’s shell housing an unknown little devil. When Xing Wu first met her, he only thought she was a spoiled and naive young lady who didn’t understand the world or its hardships, after these many days, he gradually discovered she wasn’t as simple as she appeared on the surface. At the very least, she could quickly adapt to this quagmire and stubbornly seek out survival in the cracks. That bold tenacity was undoubtedly a fatal attraction for Xing Wu.

After a long while, she withdrew her gaze, her expression gentle and charming, with a faint smile on her lips meeting the soft autumn evening. Xing Wu’s fingers holding the cigarette tightened slightly.

She suddenly spoke: “I just want to study properly, but I can’t help being too eye-catching. People won’t leave me in peace. What should I do?”

Xing Wu suddenly laughed. If anyone else had dared to say “can’t help being too eye-catching” in front of him, they would have been beaten up long ago. But Qing Ye said it so matter-of-factly that he couldn’t argue at all.

She stared at him steadily, her tone carrying dissatisfaction: “You think keeping my distance from you guys would mean I’d have no troubles? You saw it yourself – I don’t look for trouble, but trouble finds me. My abilities don’t allow me to keep a low profile.”

Xing Wu lowered his head slightly, his smile spreading as he looked at her: “Have you thought it through? Being identified by school leaders as close to us won’t do you any good.”

Qing Ye looked at him disdainfully: “I, Qing Ye, don’t need anyone’s favor to set new records as the top student in your county.”

The street lamp suddenly lit up outside the shelter, its warm light falling on her profile. The confident, bold look in her eyes reflected in Xing Wu’s pupils, hitting his heart. He lowered his head to take a final drag of his cigarette before stubbing it out, then suddenly walked towards Qing Ye. His tall figure loomed before her, blocking out all the light.

He slowly bent down, and Qing Ye suddenly felt his presence envelop her, carrying an unstoppable invasiveness. Her heart began to race as she heard him say: “You’re planning to seek shelter under a big tree, but haven’t you considered this tree might bring you more troublesome things?”

Qing Ye raised her head to meet his gaze and said flatly: “I can’t think of anything more troublesome than living at your house and transferring to this awful school.”

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a smile. In the stuffy early autumn evening, Qing Ye looked into his powerful black eyes and felt her breathing become irregular for the first time. Irregular? Because of a good-for-nothing cousin with no blood relation, a local gang leader? This was too unscientific, but at this moment his gaze indeed held some unknown magic that left her unable to move. She just remained still, holding her breath as she stared back at him without the slightest relaxation.

At that moment, Qing Ye felt confused. She didn’t know why Xing Wu was looking at her like this, or why he was maintaining this standoff without speaking. She didn’t even know what he was thinking right now or how long he planned to keep staring at her. But when her eyes fell on his slightly pursed lips, she suddenly turned her head away awkwardly.

Finally, Xing Wu let out a slow, cold laugh and took out his phone to call Yellow Hair: “Come to the back gate.”

After speaking, Xing Wu walked out of the bike shelter swinging his shoulders. Qing Ye turned to ask him: “Where are we going?”

“To eat,” Xing Wu replied without looking back. Hearing footsteps following behind him, he glanced sideways at Qing Ye: “Why are you still following me?”

Qing Ye turned her face away and said: “To go out to eat with you. Or should I go back to your house to film ‘Change of Life’?”

“…”

Qing Ye finally understood why Xing Wu rarely went home to eat – it was because the food outside was so good. When she sat down with the group of delinquent boys at a roadside night market stall, Qing Ye didn’t feel the least bit uncomfortable. She discovered her adaptability was quite strong. Two months ago when she first came to Anzi County, she would tremble at the sight of tattooed men in the electronics street. Perhaps after spending so much time with Yellow Hair and the others, in this short period, she could now sit and eat with these people without any sense of discord.

Of course, she knew that her sense of security came from the person sitting beside her. If Xing Wu weren’t present, she couldn’t possibly stay with this group. Qing Ye called this subtle sense of security cheap familial affection. Although she didn’t want to acknowledge this convenient relative, who could blame him when he could protect her at school?

However, while Qing Ye felt completely natural, this table of delinquent boys had been strangely restrained since sitting down. Mainly because they usually hung out as just a group of guys, making jokes freely and telling dirty stories casually. Today suddenly there was a girl, and she was the recently transferred top student who had become famous at Anzhong. For these guys, this type of girl was only to be admired from afar, not to be trifled with.

If you asked them to fool around with some bad girls, they would have no problem being uninhibited. But faced with a good girl like Qing Ye, a model student type, the group of boys indeed felt somewhat unnatural. They also couldn’t figure out how she and Brother Wu knew each other.

However, Yellow Hair was much more familiar with Qing Ye compared to the others. As soon as Qing Ye sat down, she looked around and asked him: “Where’s our class monitor?”

Yellow Hair took a drag of his cigarette and said: “He went to evening self-study.”

Qing Ye was somewhat surprised: “He attends evening self-study?”

Yellow Hair told her: “Panghu is different from us. His family has some expectations for him, wanting him to at least get into a technical college.”

This was the first time Qing Ye had heard about this. Suddenly thinking of his name, she laughed: “What were his parents thinking? Giving him a name like Fan Tong?”

Xing Wu finished writing the barbecue order and handed it to the owner, then turned his head with a smile: “Have you considered that his family might have chosen a name based on his appearance?”

Everyone at the table laughed, and Qing Ye’s eyes curved: “However, I don’t quite understand your standards for choosing class monitors.”

Zhang Kai from Class 4 across from her explained: “Class monitors are democratically elected by classmates. In Class 2, Brother Wu led the vote for Panghu, and who would dare not follow?”

Qing Ye turned her head in surprise: “So you’re installing your people as class cadres, colluding together?”

Xing Wu half-smiled as he rinsed a glass with hot water, poured some cola, and placed it in front of Qing Ye: “You think this is ‘Infernal Affairs’? I’m just giving the fat guy something to do. It won’t hurt to say he was a class cadre when applying for college. Besides, Old Witch isn’t stupid.”

Qing Ye gradually discovered that while Xing Wu might be fierce, he was quite loyal to those around him.

Yellow Hair continued: “Yeah, in our schools, especially the graduating classes, if you let quiet good students be class monitors, see who would listen to them.”

Qing Ye took a sip of cola, understanding the meaning. Just from this week’s classes, those rebellious non-mainstream students in class needed a class monitor like Panghu to keep order. Otherwise, it would probably be difficult to get others to cooperate even with turning in assignments. Teacher Yang naturally considered this point, which was why she chose someone like Panghu as her right-hand man. The schools here were different from where she used to be, from the atmosphere to the rules.

Qing Ye had been here for some time now, and she found that the people who hung around Xing Wu were quite diverse, including both dropouts and troublemakers from school.

For example, the boys sitting at this table now were from different grades and classes, but they were all essentially the class tyrants of their respective classes. As for why these people from different grades and classes could hang out together, Qing Ye called it birds of a feather flocking together. So what did it mean that she was sitting with them now? She secretly raised an eyebrow – she could only say she was starving today.

She had known Yellow Hair for so long, and they always just called him Yellow Hair, without using his real name. So after the barbecue arrived, Qing Ye took a lamb skewer and turned to ask Yellow Hair: “What’s your name?”

Yellow Hair was stunned for a moment, and the people around all laughed quietly. Yellow Hair lowered his head and looked a bit embarrassed, making Qing Ye’s eyes curve: “What kind of good name is so mysterious?”

Yellow Hair didn’t like to mention his name, so people around never called him by it. Qing Ye turned to look at Xing Wu, who said with a faint smile: “Hao Chenggong.”

“…” Uncle Hao’s wishes were very straightforward.

A guy nicknamed Wolf Dai from Class 1 next door suddenly brought up what happened at the school gate, interjecting: “What do you think Da Cao meant earlier? From what he said, it sounds like he’s planning to pursue Qing Ye?”

At the mention of Da Cao, the table of boys started cursing, probably due to the inherent incompatibility between Anzhong and Anzhi. Zhang Kai angrily burst out: “Look at that bastard’s face. If Brother Wu hadn’t been there, who knows how arrogant he would have been. The Anzhi people are scared of Brother Wu now, Da Cao has to think twice when he sees Brother Wu.”

Qing Ye turned to look at Xing Wu, who kept his eyes lowered, tapping his fingers on the edge of his wine glass, saying dismissively: “What’s there to worry about? Most guys probably couldn’t last three days dating her before going crazy.”

The group stared at Qing Ye in bewilderment, feeling that Brother Wu’s words contained huge implications. Hearing this, Qing Ye immediately glared at Xing Wu: “What’s wrong with me?”

Xing Wu looked at her lazily from the corner of his eye: “With your self-care abilities, if you were someone else, would you want to date yourself?”

Qing Ye slammed down her chopsticks: “Are you kidding? Who would dare to think about it? Who would have that kind of blessing?”

“Hahahahaha…”

The night market stall suddenly erupted in laughter, with Wolf Dai across the table spraying out a mouthful of wine. Xing Wu shook his head as his lips curved into a smile.

Qing Ye’s confidence mixed with a touch of straightforward cuteness made the group of boys find her increasingly interesting. However, just when the conversation was at its most lively, she suddenly stood up, shouldered her bag, and said to everyone: “I’m full. Take your time eating.”

This attitude of leaving whenever she wanted was quite willful. Yellow Hair raised his head in surprise: “You’re leaving already?”

Qing Ye nodded: “Mm, I’m going back to do practice problems.”

At this point, the table of poor students realized she was different from them. She was a good student after all, able to stop and leave even in such a lively atmosphere. This self-discipline left the table of boys in awe.

After shouldering her bag, Qing Ye kicked Xing Wu’s chair. Xing Wu glanced at her from the corner of his eye as she stood quietly behind him, looking at him.

Xing Wu looked away, picked up his wine glass, and downed it, then slowly stood up and said to Yellow Hair: “This meal’s on me. Keep eating, I’ll transfer you the money tonight.”

After speaking, he turned and glanced at Qing Ye, and the two walked away one after another.

The group of boys found Xing Wu and Qing Ye’s relationship increasingly puzzling as they watched their departing figures. Zhang Kai drew in a breath and couldn’t help saying: “What do you think is the relationship between our Brother Wu and that good student? Don’t you think they seem unusual? But how would a good student get together with Brother Wu? Yellow Hair, do you know?”

Yellow Hair put on a deeply mysterious expression and cursed: “Don’t talk nonsense. Didn’t you hear what Qing Ye said in front of Da Cao and them? That’s their relationship.”

The group’s faces stiffened as they burst out in unison: “Little brother?”
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On the night street, people walked in small groups. Moths kept fluttering their wings, crashing into the crooked street lamps. An occasional cool breeze blew past, making the weather seem more comfortable than when Qing Ye had first arrived here, with even the stuffy dust particles in the air somewhat dispersed.

She turned back to stare at Xing Wu behind her, who still had his hands in his pockets, looking casual.

“Where’s your balance vehicle?”

Xing Wu looked at her: “In the security room.”

Seeing that Qing Ye showed no intention of leaving, he raised an eyebrow: “Want to learn now?”

Qing Ye quietly looked at him, and Xing Wu asked playfully: “Not going back to study?”

“I’ll ride back to study.”

While Xing Wu went to get the balance vehicle, Qing Ye stood by the roadside wearing headphones, listening to oral practice exercises while waiting for him.

About five minutes later, two LED lights suddenly shone from the end of the street. Qing Ye turned her head to see Xing Wu riding the Ninebot, his tall figure darting through the night like a shadow. His S-shaped movements perfectly demonstrated that he was the coolest guy on the entire street. He then smoothly stopped in front of Qing Ye, got off, and said to her: “Get on.”

Qing Ye wanted to spray him in the face – get on your sister! Don’t you know this is my first time?

Xing Wu glanced at her and asked: “Do you know how to control it?”

Qing Ye put one foot on: “Haven’t eaten pork but haven’t I seen pigs run?”

“…” Are you sure you’re not insulting someone?

Qing Ye suddenly said amusingly: “Where did you get this from? Must be high-tech for your county, right?”

Hearing her teasing words, Xing Wu gave her a sidelong glance: “Don’t you know about Father Ma?”

Qing Ye expressed sincere praise for the fact that Xing Wu online shopped for a balanced vehicle: “You’re the most trendy country bumpkin in the entire county.”

“…”

Then she said to him: “Help me up.”

Xing Wu looked at her coldly with disdain: “No, holding hands on the street, what would that look like?”

Qing Ye completely ignored him and had already reached out her hand. Xing Wu lowered his eyes to look at the small hand extended in front of him, hesitated for a moment but still raised his hand. However, just as he was about to grasp it, Qing Ye directly held onto his arm and stepped onto the balance vehicle. Xing Wu grabbed empty air, his eyes slightly turning as he narrowed them.

When Qing Ye first got on, she was a bit wobbly, looking nervous as she tightly gripped both of Xing Wu’s arms. Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and asked her with a smile: “Can you handle it?”

Qing Ye responded quite proudly: “Give me a few minutes. There’s nothing I can’t learn.”

Xing Wu had originally planned to quietly watch her boast, but a few minutes later he was proved wrong. Qing Ye truly let go and started trying to control the balance vehicle herself. At first, her speed was quite slow, but probably because there were few cars there, she began to grow bolder, gradually increasing her speed and running ahead of Xing Wu, who leisurely followed behind her.

Once Qing Ye mastered how to control the balancing vehicle, she found the feeling of riding it like wind and lightning increasingly enjoyable. Since she was little, her father had liked to let her experience all kinds of new things, so Qing Ye had always been brave when playing with these things.

The street lights stretched her proportions long and slender, her high-waisted slightly flared jeans making her legs look long and straight. Wearing a backpack and headphones, she looked cool as she proudly glided past the low withered trees, past the electrical boxes covered in ads, past the storefronts piled with cardboard boxes. It was as if even the crisscrossing power lines in the distance had all disappeared. This run-down street that Xing Wu had walked countless times suddenly lit up entirely. He gazed at that figure so close before his eyes yet seeming ready to fly into the distance at any moment, the light in his eyes gradually gathering until finally all the roadside scenery disappeared. In his eyes there was only that beam of light, slowly condensing into a tiny point, getting further and further away, becoming more and more blurred… But just then, the sound of a three-wheeled motorcycle suddenly appeared at the intersection. Xing Wu’s pupils contracted sharply as he shouted at Qing Ye: “Come back!”

For several seconds, Xing Wu felt his heart stop. He didn’t know what kind of feeling that was, only that when the three-wheeler rushed out, he had already sprinted towards Qing Ye, pulling her into his arms. A warm breeze blew past, the street quiet, the moon bright but stars sparse, the sound of the three-wheeler growing more distant.

Xing Wu’s arms held Qing Ye tightly, her face buried in his chest, so clearly feeling his strong heartbeat, at the place closest to his heart.

Qing Ye didn’t move, her voice carrying a hint of uncertain surprise: “Why are you hugging me?”

Xing Wu was suddenly stunned, quickly releasing her and stepping back, his dark bright eyes seeming to still retain flickering afterglow: “Wasn’t I afraid you’d get hit by the vehicle?”

Qing Ye’s gaze carried faint scrutiny as she stared at him for several seconds, then suddenly smiled and moved aside: “At such a distance, did you think that person was blind? Or did you think I was blind?”

Only then did Xing Wu realize that Qing Ye had already changed direction when the three-wheeler was turning. His expression suddenly changed as he turned around and coldly dropped the words: “Let’s go.”

Qing Ye looked at his suddenly cold figure, lightly tugged at the corner of her mouth, and soon glided up beside him on the balance vehicle, turning her head to look at him: “Hey, why are you blocking me?”

Xing Wu still kept a cold face, looking straight ahead with an untouchable air of distance. Qing Ye deliberately slapped his back hard then quickly rode to the front, turned a corner, and raised her voice to ask again: “Why are you blocking me?”

Xing Wu stopped walking, with some distance between them. He took out a cigarette and lowered his head to light it, smoke spreading from his fingertips. He kept his eyes half-lowered as his voice carried over, neither light nor heavy: “You were quick enough to take his money. Being so clear-cut with me, is his money more fragrant than mine?”

Qing Ye stood on the balance vehicle staring at him in bewilderment, her big eyes blinking inexplicably a couple of times. After about ten seconds, she suddenly realized something and turned her head laughing. The balance vehicle drew a circle in place as her laughter grew clearer, like crisp rain hitting spring bamboo shoots, rippling with waves.

Then the balance vehicle slowly stopped, and her smile also faded somewhat. She just looked at Xing Wu and said to him: “That was my father’s money. Money my father lent to someone before he went in. Of course, I had to get it back. What did you think?”

Xing Wu took a drag of his cigarette without answering her.

Xuan Island was not far behind them, the tri-colored light poles still glowing and rotating continuously. The smile completely disappeared from Qing Ye’s face as she put on that look of contempt for all under heaven again, saying faintly: “Hey, although I look pretty good and excel in all aspects, making it hard for people not to be moved, you absolutely must not fall for me, because… I’m the daddy you can never have!”

After speaking, she spun around in place and turned back to make a face at Xing Wu. Xing Wu was slightly stunned, feeling for the first time an urge to knead and squish her.

When Qing Ye returned to the shop, she went straight upstairs to study. Xing Wu didn’t go upstairs to disturb her, staying downstairs playing games. By the time Qing Ye came down to shower after finishing her studies, it was already late. He was still sitting in the barbershop with one leg crossed. Not long after she finished showering and returned to her room, she heard Little Angel’s voice outside – he had left.

Qing Ye turned off the lights and lay in bed taking out her phone, seeing a friend request lying in WeChat. She snorted and locked her phone without responding to him.

After tossing and turning for ten minutes, she unlocked her phone again and accepted that request. Soon after, Xing Wu sent an emoji wearing sunglasses and smoking. Qing Ye sent back a bomb emoji, then turned off her phone to sleep.

Just as everyone had predicted, early the next morning, the vice principal personally brought the director of teaching affairs and Teacher Yang to Class 2’s door looking for Qing Ye. So Qing Ye was thus invited to the teaching affairs office under everyone’s watchful eyes.

In less than ten minutes, this matter had spread throughout all of Anzhong. Yesterday afternoon when a big group from Anzhi came to block Qing Ye, almost everyone from the second and third years had seen it. Later, Qing Ye claimed that Xing Wu, who made both teachers and students at Anzhong get headaches just looking at him, was her little brother. Even more bizarre was that after she made such a bold statement, Xing Wu actually didn’t do anything to her, and truly stepped in to drive away the Anzhi people. This caused last night’s evening self-study sessions in various classes to explode with all kinds of speculations.

Qing Ye’s grades had spread among the school leaders as soon as school started. Anzhong hadn’t produced the county’s top gaokao scholar for several years, with the top few spots being taken by Jinlong High School in recent years. Jinlong High School was the county’s only private high school, while Anzhong was the only public high school. The two schools had been competing for years in everything from teaching resources to college admission rates. The school leaders naturally wanted to have their moment of glory. They had discussed privately that if Qing Ye could maintain this level without slipping and pushing a bit harder, forget about being county champion – she had a great chance at being city champion. Therefore, although Qing Ye herself wasn’t aware, in just a week she had already been designated as a key-protected student.

So yesterday afternoon’s incident immediately received high attention from the school. Early in the morning, they had already invited Qing Ye over to understand the situation.

Cao Fan brought a group of people to stand in the corridor watching the show. Not even mentioning the incident with the students from another school, just Qing Ye openly hanging out with Xing Wu’s group yesterday would earn her a warning at minimum.

However, soon everyone saw the director of teaching affairs and Teacher Yang personally escorting Qing Ye back to class, chatting and smiling pleasantly along the way, showing no signs of having been disciplined at all.

After sending her to Class 2, the director of teaching affairs and Teacher Yang both walked into the classroom. At this time, Xing Wu finally strolled in leisurely through the back door swinging his shoulders. Morning self-study was something that had never had anything to do with him – being able to make it to class by the second period already counted as hardworking and diligent. When Xing Wu was downstairs, he had already heard that Qing Ye had been called for a talk by school leaders early in the morning, but he hadn’t expected that by the time he came upstairs, her talk was already finished. At this moment, even Director Gu with his buck teeth was at the podium.

Xing Wu’s eyes glanced at Qing Ye standing to the side as he walked towards the back row. Director Gu finally found him after looking around and immediately addressed him: “Xing Wu, you’re quite early today.”

Xing Wu hadn’t expected to be called out, and casually replied with his hands in his pockets as he walked to his seat: “No pain no gain, senior year is tasteless.”

A wave of quiet laughter spread through the class. With the director of teaching affairs present, everyone lowered their heads covering their mouths, not daring to make too much noise.

Director Gu pushed up the glasses on his nose bridge and gave him a white-eyed look: “You’re tired enough alright – when you don’t even have enough time for sleeping and playing games, how could you have time for school?”

Xing Wu found this quite reasonable and nodded sincerely, while those around him buried their heads under their desks laughing.

Director Gu cleared his throat and said: “Starting today, the school is giving you a task – protect Qing Ye’s personal safety and ensure her learning environment is not disturbed. Especially if people from other schools come to cause trouble for her again, try your best to ask them to leave without conflict. If you can’t get them to leave, immediately notify school leaders to resolve it.”

Immediately, everyone sat up straight, turning back to stare at Xing Wu in surprise.

Xing Wu himself replied in confusion: “I’m not a security guard, why do I have to protect her?”

Director Gu had dealt with these troublemakers for years and naturally knew very well Xing Wu’s weight at Anzhong. He said meaningfully: “Who told you to be capable of doing more work? The school plans to appoint you as a safety pacesetter. If you do well, the major demerit recorded last semester can be offset based on merit.”

“…” What the hell is a safety pacesetter?

In all his years of schooling, Xing Wu had never heard of any safety pacesetter position.

His eyes swept over to look at Qing Ye standing on the side with a composed expression and found her staring at him with a half-smiling curve to her lips. He fucking wanted to rush over and ask her what she had said to these school leaders this morning.

Xing Wu withdrew his gaze and somewhat unhappily rubbed his buzz cut as he said: “Then is this… safety pacesetter on the same level as those student council presidents and department heads?”

The whole class could no longer hold back their laughter, and even Teacher Pig Manure standing on the side ready to start class laughed. Director Gu pointed at Xing Wu and said sarcastically: “You’re on the same level as the principal too!”

Then he looked at Panghu: “Fan Tong, Huang Zhiming, Sun Dongcheng, you guys also cooperate with Xing Wu. Your class has only one student with outstanding grades. If you don’t help your classmate and let students from other schools bully her, do you want everyone to fail?”

These few people Director Gu pointed out were also usually unruly boys in Class 2. None of them had any objections. After giving his instructions, Director Gu left with Teacher Yang.

At this time, Qing Ye casually returned to her seat. As soon as she sat down, Xing Wu sent her a WeChat message: What did you say to those old guys?

Qing Ye replied with a few words: You’re my cousin.

“…”

Yao Yan – Chapter 27
This was the second time Qing Ye gave Xing Wu a sense of turning decay into magic. If the first time was effortlessly sorting out his mother’s chronically messy accounts, this incident gave Xing Wu a new perspective on her.

She was the first good student to appear in Xing Wu’s life who dared to break conventions and social norms. She seemed to always know exactly what she wanted and how to ensure her goals wouldn’t be disrupted. She wasn’t afraid of others’ opinions, nor did she fear the bad influence of their group. She could even transform this bad influence overnight into legitimate protection, leaving everyone astounded.

Originally, people at school thought that when Qing Ye was called to the teaching affairs office early in the morning, she would definitely be lectured about yesterday afternoon’s incident with the outside school students, especially her inexplicably getting involved with Xing Wu’s group.

Who could have imagined that not only did the school leaders not severely discipline her, but they personally escorted her back to class and even had Xing Wu’s group protect her from now on? No one could understand such a bizarre turn of events.

Of course, the reason they couldn’t understand was that this morning, the school leaders had planned to take turns convincing Qing Ye to stay away from those unruly bad students at school. Instead, as soon as Qing Ye entered the teaching affairs office, she volunteered that Xing Wu was her cousin, they were family – did they want her to cut ties with relatives?

The school leaders were stunned before they could even speak. They then pulled up the contact information for Xing Wu’s mother, Li Lanfang, and confirmed their family relationship with her in front of Qing Ye. On speakerphone, Li Lanfang’s loud voice came through: “Yes, Qing Ye is my niece, she’s staying with me now. I’m busy with business, Director, please look after our Qing Ye and Xing Wu at school.”

Then Qing Ye heard Pockmark Zhao shouting in the background: “Second Sister Li, Zhang Guang’s father went for hemorrhoid surgery, we’re short one person for mahjong this afternoon.”

The leaders’ faces all turned green, and Qing Ye wanted to find a hole to crawl into, regretting so much that she had brought up Li Lanfang.

After hanging up, the school leaders all looked worried. They were legitimate relatives, living together – they couldn’t prevent them from associating. Yet they were worried about Qing Ye’s studies being affected. Finally, Director Gu came up with this perfect solution.

Thus, under the school leaders’ orders, Qing Ye was officially under Xing Wu’s protection, and no one dared say a word about it.

When Cao Fan heard about this, he nearly died from coughing up blood, because it meant that from today on, even if he was unhappy with Qing Ye, he couldn’t touch a hair on her head at school.

Regarding this bizarre situation, news quickly leaked that Xing Wu was Qing Ye’s little brother, that he had accepted her as his sister, and so on. Of course, the vast majority didn’t believe it. Everyone at Anzhong knew Xing Wu’s personality – when had he ever bowed his head to anyone? Let alone a girl?

Qing Ye could feel that Xing Wu seemed to be deliberately maintaining a distance from her lately. For example, when eating, he would always browse his phone while eating, basically having zero eye contact with her. Previously he would occasionally sleep on the couch outside, but recently he had hardly come back at all.

Even at school, he was like a dragon – you might see his head but not his tail. He would often saunter in through the back door after one or two classes, but when the bell rang and Qing Ye turned around, he would be gone again. They barely saw each other a few times – he was completely an unqualified safety pacesetter.

But except for him, the others Director Gu had named were very dutiful. This week, almost every day after school there would be a group of people “escorting” Qing Ye home. Speaking of escorting, it was just a bunch of students who didn’t attend evening self-study and had nothing better to do than walk the streets.

Even those from other classes whom Director Gu hadn’t named, like Yellow Hair and Wolf Dai’s group, would occasionally follow behind Qing Ye, bragging and wandering. Usually after seeing Qing Ye enter Xuan Island, they would leave. The Anzhi group hadn’t come to trouble Qing Ye again recently.

This situation left people at school very confused. After all, since Anzhong’s establishment, there had never been a girl who could walk around with a group of troublemakers following her. These people were students in name, but they acted like lords at school every day, the kind that even the principal couldn’t control.

This led to recently no one daring to show any aggression towards Qing Ye wherever she went. Even her brisk walking style gave off the air of Anzhong’s female boss.

But in reality, Qing Ye was just making the most of every minute, unwilling to waste time on irrelevant things, because they would soon face their first monthly exam since entering senior year.

On exam day, Xing Wu wasn’t late, arriving quite early. When his tall figure slipped in through the back door, Qing Ye glanced at him from the corner of her eye. He was wearing a clean white short-sleeved t-shirt and black cargo pants. Qing Ye had always thought Xing Wu was quite stylish – he could wear simple clothes with neat and capable handsomeness. In this school floating with non-mainstream styles, his dress was rarely something that could meet her standards.

Shortly after he entered the classroom, Yellow Hair and the others called him out. Qing Ye opened her book preparing to review some chemistry formulas when suddenly a shadow fell across her desk. Qing Ye slowly raised her head to see Li Wenhui standing in front of her holding a bottle of yogurt.

Because of the seat-changing incident, Qing Ye had some friction with this girl on her first day, so she didn’t have a good impression of her. She hadn’t spoken to Qing Ye at all these many days, so standing in front of her now left Qing Ye feeling somewhat puzzled.

She raised an eyebrow and asked: “Something wrong?”

Li Wenhui glanced outside, and Qing Ye followed her line of sight, looking at the group of boys bragging in the corridor.

Then Li Wenhui bent down and said in a low voice to Qing Ye: “I heard from others, are you really Xing Wu’s sister?”

Qing Ye calmly looked at her cautious demeanor, so different from her arrogant appearance on the first day, and suddenly found it somewhat interesting. She asked in return: “What if I am or aren’t his sister?”

Li Wenhui said somewhat awkwardly: “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you then… that you knew Xing Wu… I’ll leave this on Xing Wu’s desk. If he asks, could you mention me?”

Saying this, Li Wenhui put the yogurt on the corner of Xing Wu’s desk and hurriedly returned to her seat. Qing Ye watched her back, then looked at Xing Wu leaning in the corridor outside, and hooked her lips in amusement.

When the class bell rang, the group of boys outside gradually dispersed. Xing Wu strolled in leisurely through the back door. Qing Ye turned around to find that today he had unprecedentedly brought a pen to class. Qing Ye was worried about whether that broken pen could write.

Seeing her turn around, Xing Wu raised his eyes to look at her but didn’t speak.

Qing Ye glanced at the desk corner: “Hey, yogurt.”

Only then did Xing Wu look towards the edge of his desk, hearing Qing Ye continue: “Li Wenhui gave it to you.”

Xing Wu frowned slightly and called out: “Fatty.”

Panghu turned around, and Xing Wu raised his hand to directly throw the yogurt to Panghu, then calmly looked at Qing Ye. Qing Ye turned around indifferently.

It was originally just an unremarkable incident, but after finishing the math exam, when Panghu was drinking the yogurt carelessly and someone asked him where it came from, Panghu thoughtlessly said Brother Wu gave it to him.

Li Wenhui happened to hear these words. She ran out of the classroom to block Xing Wu who was heading to the bathroom.

In the corridor, Xing Wu stood with a cold face, hands in his cargo pants pockets, his tall figure outlined against the light, the stripes at his temples somehow giving off an untouchable air of danger.

Xing Wu wasn’t unaware of Li Wenhui’s little thoughts, but he had no other interest in her.

He just hadn’t expected her to suddenly block his way. Although Li Wenhui had sat in front of Xing Wu for over a year, because she couldn’t often see Xing Wu and Xing Wu generally didn’t pay attention to girls in the class, Li Wenhui still felt somewhat nervous standing in front of him.

She lowered her head and asked with a slight grievance: “Why did you give the yogurt I gave you to Fan Tong?”

Xing Wu said expressionlessly: “Didn’t want to drink it.”

Li Wenhui bit her lip, seeming to struggle for a long time before finally raising her head to look at Xing Wu and tell him: “I got that, especially for you, you know what I mean?”

Xing Wu’s eyes drifted slightly, seeing Qing Ye who had just finished getting water not far behind Li Wenhui, now leaning in the corridor with her water cup, smiling as she stared at him.

When Xing Wu looked back at the persistent Li Wenhui in front of him, he only felt a headache coming on.

Qing Ye had originally wanted to see how this usually supremely arrogant lord would handle a girl’s confession, but then she saw Xing Wu take twenty yuan from his pocket – yes, a twenty yuan bill – and hand it to Li Wenhui. Li Wenhui of course also looked at him in bewilderment, not knowing why he was giving her twenty yuan. Seeing she wouldn’t take it, Xing Wu stuffed the money into her and said faintly: “Consider it bought from you.”

Then he left. Left? Leaving Li Wenhui standing there alone holding twenty yuan with a completely confused face.

Xing Wu went to the bathroom without thinking much of it. When he strolled back to class, Qing Ye was still holding her water cup standing in the corridor by Class 2’s back door watching him.

His eyes also fell on Qing Ye, but when he walked up to her, Qing Ye suddenly said lightly: “So ruthless.”

Xing Wu’s footsteps slowed as he glanced sideways at her: “Watching the show without buying a ticket?”

Qing Ye smiled: “Li Wenhui is quite nice, having such devoted feelings for you, even buying you yogurt.”

Xing Wu narrowed his eyes and said coldly: “I don’t eat grass from my backyard.”

Qing Ye nodded pretending to understand, then changed the subject: “You’re quite something, having Yellow Hair and them follow me every day while you can’t even be seen.”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and turned to stare at her. Qing Ye raised her head, her long eyelashes blinking slightly: “Isn’t that right? If you hadn’t given the word, would that group have nothing better to do?”

Xing Wu simply folded his arms and leaned against the wall behind him, hooking his lips playfully: “Isn’t that because I’m afraid if I spend too much time with you, I’ll be attracted by your beauty and excellence, and fall for you? After all, you’re the daddy I can never…”

Xing Wu’s face darkened, unable to say those two words. He just glared at her before turning to go back to class. Qing Ye watched his retreating figure and smiled, then walked back to class unhurriedly. When passing his seat, she secretly gave him the middle finger.

…

The monthly exam results came out quickly. To Qing Ye’s great surprise, Shi Min, who never let her mind wander for even a minute during class and even economized on bathroom time, ranked in the bottom five of the class, leaving her stunned.

So Qing Ye very seriously asked her: “You pay such close attention in class, did you understand everything?”

Shi Min answered her equally seriously: “I understood it, I just didn’t comprehend it.”

“…”

Qing Ye was utterly speechless. She had always thought her deskmate was one of Class 2’s top students. As soon as Shi Min left her seat, Qing Ye hurriedly turned around to peek at Xing Wu’s test papers. Xing Wu was leaning back in his chair playing games, with his papers lying on the desk.

It would have been better not to look – Qing Ye was left speechless. Someone who had never properly attended a single class, probably just randomly guessing the multiple choice questions, though not passing, still scored higher than Shi Min who had studied so earnestly. How could something so bizarre happen?

So Qing Ye sighed at his test papers: “I didn’t know Shi Min didn’t understand. She never said anything, and I don’t see anyone in class more serious than her. How could she score lower than even you?”

The words “even you” were said with extreme disdain. Xing Wu glanced at her sideways: “Then you never considered that it’s not that she’s stupid, but that I’m naturally gifted?”

“…” With a 72-point natural gift, Qing Ye looked at her score of 147 – if he was gifted, what was she? A goddess?

Just after speaking, Xing Wu received a phone call. Seeming to have something to attend to, he folded his test paper, stuffed it in the drawer, and said to Qing Ye: “I’m going to Shunyi, won’t be back tonight.”

Then he walked straight out the back door.

After school, Yellow Hair’s group was squatting by the roadside at the school gate smoking. Seeing Qing Ye come out, Yellow Hair immediately tossed his cigarette and walked over: “Cousin, how did you do on the exam?”

Qing Ye said expressionlessly: “Not so good.”

Wolf Dai beside them was immediately shocked: “Our head teacher said you beat the second place in our grade by 58 points and nearly got a perfect score in science!”

Qing Ye said disdainfully: “In a real exam, would my competition be your grade’s second place?”

One sentence made the group of troublemakers shudder. Qing Ye turned and walked back carrying her bag, and the group gradually stood up too.

Qing Ye was indeed unsatisfied with this monthly exam. It could be said it was her worst performance ever – losing points in places she shouldn’t have, with a total score of barely over 650, not even reaching her previous level.

According to last year’s admission scores for top-tier 985 universities in this province for science students, she was still short by 15-20 points. Moreover, she had checked that last year there were 81 people in this province who scored over 650 in science. Referring to last year’s enrollment plan, those few top schools had an admission rate of less than 0.4% in this province. If she couldn’t rank in the province’s top ten, her situation would become very passive. She had never liked putting choices in others’ hands, so Qing Ye’s mood was very low.

But at least she knew where to focus her efforts next. She now had a vague worry – this score wouldn’t be remarkable at her previous school, but here, it seemed everyone thought her results were godlike. But she knew that wasn’t the case. She was afraid she might become slightly complacent because of these voices.

Now she could only refer to those top 985 universities’ score requirements. If she wanted to get scholarships abroad, she would be facing academic elites from all over the world, plus the challenges of a foreign environment. These were all things she needed to overcome. So the more impressive others thought she was, the more she needed to keep herself tightly wound.

On the way back, Qing Ye casually asked: “How did you all do?”

The scattered scores they reported were simply too painful to hear. Qing Ye said helplessly: “You all still come to school every day, yet can’t even score higher than Xing Wu?”

Yellow Hair said to Qing Ye: “Actually, our Brother Wu’s grades were okay in middle school.”

Qing Ye looked at him skeptically. Yellow Hair smiled: “Really. Except for Chinese – asking him to write an essay was like trying to kill him – but for other subjects like math and sciences, our Brother Wu usually passed in middle school, sometimes even with pretty good scores.”

Qing Ye was somewhat surprised: “I thought with his attitude he’d just end up at some vocational school.”

Yellow Hair continued: “You know what, Brother Wu was planning to go straight to Anzhi after middle school graduation. After all, as you know, he’s not very interested in studying.”

“Then why did he go to high school?”

Yellow Hair let out a long sigh: “Wasn’t it because of the trouble with the Anzhi people? At that time, some Anzhi students came to his family’s barbershop for haircuts, deliberately causing trouble and flipping Aunt Li’s mahjong table. Of course, Brother Wu wouldn’t let them off. When the conflict started, who could have expected that halfway through the fight, Brother Wu would go to the kitchen and grab a cleaver to hack at several people? Although money was paid in compensation later, it scared the Anzhi people at that time. Afterward, people outside spread rumors that Brother Wu was crazy, didn’t care about his life, and would hack even himself if provoked.

So a grudge was formed between the Anzhi people and Brother Wu. Brother Wu also felt the Anzhi crowd was too trashy and didn’t want to sink to their level. He made an effort on the high school entrance exam, forced himself to write the essay, and came to Anzhong.”

“…”

This was the first time Qing Ye had heard of such an absurd reason for attending high school.

She couldn’t help saying: “If his foundation wasn’t bad and he made it to high school, why doesn’t he study properly?”

Yellow Hair responded casually: “Probably can’t absorb it, just like us. Besides, what’s the point of putting in all that effort to study? For university? For Brother Wu, it’s more practical to take on more work to earn money.”

Qing Ye sighed silently in her heart. She only had to feed herself, but Xing Wu was different from her.

Yellow Hair and the others parted ways with Qing Ye at the entrance of Xuan Island.

As soon as Qing Ye entered, she saw that Du Qiyan and Liu Nian hadn’t left yet today, standing in a corner whispering about something. She asked curiously: “Not getting off work?”

Liu Nian turned to look at Qing Ye, hesitated for a moment, and then discussed something with Du Qiyan. The two walked up to Qing Ye, and Liu Nian asked: “We’re about to go ask Yanyan’s ex-boyfriend for money, not sure if we can get it back.”

Qing Ye put down her bag, poured a cup of water, and glanced at them asking what money. That’s when she heard that when Du Qiyan was dating her “widower,” he had taken quite a bit of money from her, using various excuses. From what Du Qiyan said, in their relationship of less than a year, that widower had gradually taken over ten thousand from her. Now Du Qiyan’s mother was unwell and urgently needed money for medical treatment, so she wanted to ask the widower to return the money.

After hearing their explanation, Qing Ye suddenly understood why Du Qiyan had cried so miserably when she broke up last time. She had reason to cry – damn, with such a meager monthly salary, she still gave that scumbag over ten thousand. True love was invincible indeed.

Qing Ye casually asked: “Do you have an IOU?”

“No.”

“WeChat transfer records or chat history?”

“No.”

“…”

Qing Ye put down her water cup and looked at them: “Good luck to you.”

Then these two walked off into the night.

Qing Ye ate a few bites of food and took out her test papers to start practicing problems. About an hour later, she suddenly received a call from Liu Nian, who said breathlessly: “I got beaten up.”

“…”

Yao Yan – Chapter 28
Qing Ye was completely fed up with these two idiots. They went to ask for money and didn’t know how to run when they saw the crowd. Instead, they stubbornly continued demanding payment. While these people wouldn’t hit women, a weakling like Liu Nian was bound to get beaten up.

Liu Nian spoke hurriedly on the phone, saying that Du Qiyan had gone upstairs with that group and hadn’t come down yet. He didn’t dare leave first or go up himself. He couldn’t reach Wu Ge on the phone and asked if Qing Ye could quickly find a way to contact Xing Wu, worried that something might happen to Du Qiyan up there.

While heading downstairs, Qing Ye asked him, “How many people are there?”

Liu Nian stammered, “Probably… probably five or six.”

“Give me the address. I’ll go find Xing Wu.”

After hanging up, Qing Ye had already rushed out of Xuan Island, locked the door, and headed straight for the main road. After eight o’clock, there were fewer and fewer people on the streets. The street lights flickered intermittently, and the evening wind carried a hint of coolness.

At the corner of the street, two three-wheeled vehicles were parked outside a small shop, with a group of people playing cards around a low table nearby.

Qing Ye reluctantly approached and asked, “Are you available?”

Several middle-aged men stared at her, and one with arched eyebrows asked, “Where to?”

Qing Ye said Electronic Street, and the man impatiently looked at his cards: “Electronic Street is already closed. Why are you heading there at this hour?”

Seeing that he wouldn’t even move, Qing Ye pulled out 50 yuan and tossed it onto the card table: “Are you going or not?”

The middle-aged man glanced at the money, slowly reached into his pocket, and stood up to walk toward the three-wheeler. Qing Ye climbed on without a word.

The middle-aged man took the back roads, occasionally glancing at Qing Ye in the rearview mirror.

Qing Ye watched him warily while taking out her phone to call Xing Wu. His phone was connected but no one answered. The middle-aged man in the front seat stared at her again, suddenly turning into an unfamiliar alley. Qing Ye pretended to speak into her phone: “I’m in the car now, coming from Zhazha Pavilion.”

She glanced at the roadside and deliberately raised her voice: “Now I’m near the post office. Just wait for me by the road.”

The middle-aged man soon drove the three-wheeler back to the main road, and Qing Ye felt slightly relieved.

After more than ten minutes, the three-wheeler stopped in front of Shun Yi. As soon as Qing Ye got off, the vehicle drove away. At this hour, the entire street was empty except for a few broken bicycles and plastic bags fluttering along the roadside.

Shun Yi’s rolling door was tightly shut, showing no signs of occupancy. Qing Ye uncertainly walked up and knocked, but there was no response from inside. The door was locked and she couldn’t see any light inside.

She looked around and began pounding on the door with her fist. The rolling door made a series of “clack-clack-clack” sounds. After a few minutes, a small door suddenly opened in the neighboring shop, and a man poked his head out to look at her, asking, “Who are you looking for?”

Qing Ye turned her head and found this man somewhat familiar, seemingly one of those playing cards with them when she last came to find Xing Wu. She remembered them calling him Da Hei.

She said, “I’m looking for Xing Wu. Is he at Shun Yi?”

Da Hei walked out of the small door, recognizing Qing Ye, and scratched his head: “Looking for Wu Ge? He’s not here. Do you need something urgent?”

“Yes, it’s urgent. I can’t reach him by phone. Do you know where he is?”

Da Hei pulled out a set of keys while wearing slippers: “Then I’ll take you to him.”

With that, Da Hei locked the door and turned toward the alley behind. Qing Ye stood at the entrance without moving. Da Hei looked back at her and smiled, “Come on, you’re Wu Ge’s friend. I wouldn’t dare harm you. Wu Ge would kill me.”

Qing Ye gripped her phone and followed. The alley was littered with cardboard boxes and garbage everywhere, along with dirty oil drums emitting an unpleasant, pungent smell. Qing Ye maintained a constant distance behind Da Hei.

Through the alley was a small residential complex’s back door, seemingly an open-style old community from the 1990s. Several elderly men and women sat on small stools chatting at the entrance. After she and Da Hei entered the complex, she found it quite large and filled with all sorts of people. After winding around for about ten minutes, they reached a bicycle and electric bike shelter.

Da Hei walked directly to a ground-floor courtyard opposite the shelter. Through the yard, they could see lights on in the living room. Da Hei stepped onto the gate’s edge and called out, “Wu Ge!”

Qing Ye stood behind him, looking around, unsure of where exactly they were, but suddenly spotted Xing Wu’s Little Angel parked nearby.

Soon the door opened, and a young woman walked out. She first peered out, seemingly recognizing Da Hei, and directly came to open the gate.

Qing Ye then realized she had seen this woman before – the hot girl who had come to Xuan Island with Xing Wu last time, standing at the door smoking.

However, she was now wearing a nightgown, her hair wet, obviously having just showered. Even from several steps away, Qing Ye could smell the alluring bath fragrance on her, and see the half-visible colored fox tattoo on her thigh, exuding a kind of deadly enchantment.

Da Hei beside her said, “Sister Shu, this girl is looking for Wu Ge, says it’s urgent.”

This Sister Shu turned her head to glance at Qing Ye. Though she didn’t speak, Qing Ye could sense something unusual in her examining gaze. Qing Ye met her eyes and calmly asked, “Is Xing Wu here?”

Shu Han turned around and flatly said, “Come in.”

Da Hei waved at Qing Ye, who stepped into the yard. Though small, it was kept quite comfortable, with a self-built small shelter and a pair of stone stools for tea drinking.

As soon as Shu Han entered, Quan Ya asked, “Who is it?”

She looked at Xing Wu and said, “A girl is here to see you.”

Xing Wu was playing League of Legends with Quan Ya, each on their computer. Hearing this, he turned around and saw Qing Ye standing at the doorway, having just walked in from the courtyard.

Qing Ye scanned the room, her gaze finally landing on Xing Wu. He wore a black fitted tank top with loose gray shorts. Qing Ye felt a flash of surprise – at home, she always saw Xing Wu completely covered in long pants, never dressed so casually.

Seeing Qing Ye come to find him, especially at this hour, Xing Wu also asked in surprise, “How did you get here?”

However, Qing Ye’s first words were: “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

That expression, that tone, that look, carried strong dissatisfaction and barely noticeable anger, like a legitimate girlfriend righteously questioning her boyfriend, making everyone around feel… awkward.

Shu Han leaned to one side, eyeing this young girl, then cast an inquiring look at Xing Wu.

Xing Wu stood up and looked at Shu Han: “Is my phone charged?”

Shu Han straightened up and walked toward the room: “Let me check, it should be about done.”

Qing Ye’s eyes followed this woman to the room. When she opened the door, Qing Ye saw it was a woman’s room, presumably hers, which meant… this was her home.

She withdrew her gaze and said to Xing Wu: “Liu Nian was beaten up. We don’t know how Du Qiyan is doing now. She was taken upstairs by that widow – I mean her ex-boyfriend. They have about five or six people there.”

“What?” Xing Wu frowned, picking up his long pants and putting them on while asking Qing Ye: “Where are they?”

“Target Factory District 2, do you know it?”

Xing Wu paused, exchanging a look with Quan Ya, who threw down his mouse and also stood up. Shu Han came out just then and handed the phone to Xing Wu, who casually took it and stuffed it in his pants pocket, saying to Quan Ya: “Call some people.”

“I’ll come with you,” Da Hei said at the door.

As they were heading out, Shu Han called to Xing Wu: “Wu Zi, want me to go say hello?”

Xing Wu looked at Qing Ye standing beside him. Qing Ye turned her head away and walked toward the yard, hearing Xing Wu say behind her: “Let me go check out the situation first.”

Then he walked out of the yard and started up his Little Angel. Shu Han walked to the gate, while Qing Ye stood by the bike shelter across the yard. Xing Wu rode over and said to Shu Han: “It’s probably nothing big, don’t worry about it.”

Then he turned to Qing Ye: “Get on.”

Shu Han’s eyes shifted slightly, landing on Qing Ye across the way. Qing Ye also turned to meet her gaze. Though neither spoke a word, their eyes held a silent contest.

Qing Ye calmly withdrew her gaze, swung onto Xing Wu’s motorcycle, and held his waist. Shu Han’s eyes swept to Xing Wu’s waist, then glanced at his profile. He seemed to have no reaction and quickly rode away, the motorcycle disappearing around the corner of the complex.

On the way, Qing Ye made two more calls to Liu Nian, confirming his location and asking about the situation there. Liu Nian said Du Qiyan hadn’t come down yet and wasn’t responding to messages.

Xing Wu had originally told Qing Ye to go back, but she was worried about Du Qiyan and decided to go along to check.

When they reached the Target Factory entrance, several motorcycles were already parked there, with about five or six men waiting. They didn’t look like students, appearing to be in their twenties, and nodded to Xing Wu. Qing Ye didn’t recognize any of them.

She said, “I thought you’d call Huang Mao and the others.”

“They’re students. The less they get involved in these social matters, the better.”

“What about you?”

“I’m different.”

Qing Ye grabbed the fabric at his waist: “How are you different?”

Xing Wu turned his head, his sharp features showing no warmth: “I don’t expect to have a future.”

Qing Ye lowered her gaze to look at her and Xing Wu’s shadows by the wheel, the light in her eyes stirred by his words. She had once read in a book that when a person continuously faces setbacks, surrounded by people yet with no one to help them up, when the last hope turns into helplessness and light is devoured by darkness, they stop expecting a future.

Xing Wu called out to the group: “They’re in District 2, let’s go directly.”

Only then did Qing Ye see that the Target Factory was a factory – a plastics factory. This area was full of old, dilapidated buildings, pitch black at night, giving the impression of an abandoned factory.

The group rode to District 2, and from far away they could see Liu Nian foolishly standing by an electric pole. Xing Wu rode directly toward him, and only after getting off did Qing Ye see Liu Nian’s miserable face. His already small eyes had the left side completely swollen, unbearable to look at.

Liu Nian pointed upstairs and said: “They went to the fourth floor.”

Xing Wu led the people up without another word. Liu Nian nervously wrung his hands, while Qing Ye looked up at this dangerous building marked with a large “demolish” character. Only a few households still had lights on. She withdrew her gaze and followed them up, with Liu Nian anxiously calling out: “Qing Ye, don’t go!”

She turned back to give Liu Nian a look, her figure already disappearing into the building.
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The stairwell was cramped, narrow, and dark, plastered with various messy advertisements. Everywhere showed rough, rusty traces and the atmosphere of life at society’s bottom. Garbage from other households was piled in the corner turns. Qing Ye climbed to the fourth floor in one breath, where a long corridor connected all the residential units, densely packed like an ant colony.

Qing Ye saw the group’s silhouettes appear opposite her. She turned down the corridor, navigating around piles of household waste, and walking toward the crowd.

Probably because the room was small, not all of Xing Wu’s people had gone inside – three or four remained outside. Qing Ye walked up behind this group.

As soon as she arrived, she heard a voice: “Listen, Wu Zi, we’ve always kept to ourselves, and you’re not one to look for trouble. How come you’re repeatedly standing up for women lately? This isn’t like your style.”

Qing Ye found this voice familiar. Peering through the men into the doorway, she saw Da Cao sitting in the center of the living room, with four or five brothers beside him. Du Qiyan stood crying between Da Cao and Xing Wu, with obvious hand prints on both sides of her face, the red swelling eye-catching. Qing Ye clenched her jaw, hearing Xing Wu reply coldly: “You know very well she works at my shop.”

Da Cao immediately laughed: “Your shop’s employee? Manager Xing is quite righteous, even meddling in employees’ private lives. What business is it of yours when a couple of fights and breaks up?”

As soon as he finished speaking, Quan Ya directly kicked up a nearby stool and hurled it at Da Cao. A tall man beside Da Cao was quick to kick away the stool that had already flown to Da Cao’s face. Instantly, the atmosphere in the room became explosive. Da Cao’s previously casual expression suddenly turned dark.

At this moment, Xing Wu walked toward Da Cao, startling the people opposite who collectively stood up, watching him warily.

Xing Wu stood before Da Cao, looking down at him, and said: “I’m not here to cause trouble. Your friend playing with someone’s feelings is one thing, but fucking scamming money from a girl – is that something a human does? Think carefully about the consequences of protecting him.”

Da Cao narrowed his eyes, looking up at the tense-muscled Xing Wu. Though he hadn’t interacted much with Xing Wu, having grown up in this area, he knew enough about Xing Wu’s character. If he nodded, Xing Wu’s fists would show no mercy the next second.

Da Cao was a smart man. He wasn’t afraid of Xing Wu, but there was no need to get himself in trouble for an insignificant friend.

Everyone had their reputation to maintain outside. If today’s events got out – that he, Da Cao, stood up for a man who scammed women for money – where would he put his face? In their world, reputation was crucial – without it, how could one command respect and authority? How could one survive?

After weighing the pros and cons, Da Cao crossed his legs, swaying his flip-flops, and said with a fake smile: “Did I say I was protecting anyone?”

At these words, a man standing diagonally behind Da Cao suddenly became anxious, calling out: “Brother Cao!”

Da Cao maintained his casual demeanor and said to Xing Wu: “If you have evidence, bring it out and resolve this. If not, leave quickly. Having so many people rush to my place late at night, looking all dramatic – people might think our An Zhi and your An Zhong conflict again.”

Da Cao’s words seemed to suddenly enlighten the man behind him, who burst out aggressively: “Yeah, you say I scammed her money – where’s the evidence? Show your evidence!”

Du Qiyan’s head drooped even lower. Qing Ye finally got a clear look at this legendary “widower,” and her heart trembled. This man’s face was covered in acne that rivaled the moon’s surface – the density completely blurred his features, making people overlook his actual facial features. It was truly painful to look at.

The moment Qing Ye saw him clearly, she began questioning life itself. What exactly had Du Qiyan seen in this widower? With looks like these, he might as well have been widowed.

Xing Wu turned his head to Du Qiyan and asked: “Did he write an IOU?”

Du Qiyan remained silent, and Xing Wu already knew the answer.

Da Cao let out an exaggerated “Ha ha,” lowering his crossed leg and stretching his arms: “Take care, Wu Zi.”

Xing Wu’s expression instantly darkened, but without any evidence, even beating up Da Cao’s group wouldn’t put them in the right.

At this moment, a clear voice suddenly appeared from behind the crowd: “I have evidence.”

All eyes turned to the doorway, where they saw Qing Ye squeezing in from outside.

Qing Ye wore a pure white casual outfit, simple yet fashionable, one hand in her casual pants pocket as she walked in unhurriedly. Xing Wu stared at her with a glare, which Qing Ye completely ignored, and directly asked the widower: “What’s your name?”

The widower hadn’t met Qing Ye before, but as she walked into the room, the previously tense atmosphere seemed to instantly brighten. Qing Ye saw him staring at her in a daze, and gave him a gentle smile, asking again softly: “Handsome, what’s your name?”

Seeing Qing Ye’s attractive smile, the widower blurted out: “Yang Gang, why?”

Looking at his weak appearance, Qing Ye couldn’t see anything “strong” about him despite his name meaning “strong.”

She turned and asked: “Hmm, Du Qiyan, how much money did Yang Gang borrow from you in total?”

Du Qiyan said between sobs: “About fourteen thousand.”

“Did he say he’d pay it back?”

Du Qiyan raised her head, nervously staring at Qing Ye. Qing Ye simply pulled her to her side, squeezed her arm to reassure her, and looked at her steadily: “What did Yang Gang say when he borrowed the money?”

Du Qiyan lowered her head and said: “The first time, he said his friend was in the hospital and needed five thousand yuan to save his life. He said he’d pay me back when his friend’s family brought money. I gave it to him. Later, for a while, I couldn’t reach him by phone. He said his phone was broken and he needed to replace it, otherwise it would be inconvenient to stay in touch. He borrowed three thousand to buy a new phone…”

As Du Qiyan continued speaking, Yang Gang suddenly interrupted her angrily: “Enough! When the fuck will this end?”

Qing Ye calmly raised her eyes to look at him: “Why such a big reaction? So you admit you borrowed all this money, huh?”

Yang Gang nervously glanced at Da Cao, who leaned back in his chair twirling his fingers, appearing unconcerned.

Qing Ye continued relentlessly: “Du Qiyan can remember every amount she lent you. How do you plan to deny it?”

Yang Gang suddenly found his courage and shouted: “Let me tell you all, even if I, Yang Gang, took the money, you won’t get a penny back from me. If you’ve got the guts, sue me with evidence. Without evidence, stop your fucking nagging.”

“Good,” Qing Ye’s voice rose as she took out her phone and pressed a button. Immediately, the phone said: “What’s your name? Handsome, what’s your name? Yang Gang, why? Hmm, Du Qiyan, how much money did Yang Gang borrow from you in total?…”

The complete recording from when Qing Ye entered played from her phone. The faces of those opposite changed dramatically. Qing Ye put her phone back in her pocket and said to them: “This is the evidence. The recording clearly shows both parties and the reason for the loan, and you’ve admitted to it. You have one week to gather the money and return it to Yan Yan, or you can explain your fraud to the police.”

In an instant, everyone was stunned, including Xing Wu and those who came with her.

Qing Ye had asked the widower’s name immediately upon entering, specifically to identify the borrower and leave him no room for evasion. Then she prompted Du Qiyan to state the loan amount and circumstances. Though she had no evidence before entering the room, she had now collected it.

When Yang Gang heard the jarring word “fraud,” he immediately exploded and charged toward Qing Ye. Xing Wu’s hand shot out, grabbed his collar, and threw him backward. Yang Gang fell awkwardly to the ground. Qing Ye lowered her head, pressed her phone a few times, then looked up at him coldly: “I advise you not to come looking for me later. I’ve already sent the recording to a lawyer friend, it’s not on my phone anymore. If anything happens to me, my lawyer friend will deal with you.”

The five or six men opposite looked at each other. Da Cao’s eyes remained on Qing Ye, showing slight surprise and interest. He suddenly started clapping, slowly standing from his chair with an ambiguous smile, pointing at Qing Ye and saying to Xing Wu: “Isn’t this that good student who just transferred to your school? How come you’re hanging out together even at night?”

“None of your fucking business,” Xing Wu shot back.

Da Cao’s smile remained, but his eyes instantly turned cold. Seeing the situation turn sour, Xing Wu’s brothers squeezed inside. The already small room suddenly held over ten people. Da Cao glanced at the imposing group behind Xing Wu, gave a cold laugh, raised his hand, and slapped Yang Gang’s head, cursing: “Trash, clean up your mess.”

“Brother Cao! I…” Da Cao had already sat back down and said to Xing Wu’s group: “Take care, no need to see you out.”

Da Hei directly dragged Yang Gang out. Da Cao’s group truly didn’t interfere further, but as Xing Wu turned to leave, Da Cao added: “Wu Zi, shall we compete at next year’s county sports meet?”

Xing Wu paused briefly to tell him: “I’m not participating in senior year.”

Da Cao laughed as if hearing a joke, responding: “I’ll wait for you.”

Xing Wu left without turning his head.

…

Downstairs, Xing Wu leaned against a stone post, with Qing Ye standing beside him watching Yang Gang, who had already been beaten once. He had been so arrogant upstairs, but now without Da Cao’s protection, he had completely crumpled, calling everyone “brother.”

Xing Wu lit a cigarette, his voice hoarse: “Lawyer friend?”

“A former senior sister who’s studying law. What if they come after me? I was just trying to scare them.”

She turned to look at Xing Wu, who smiled slightly: “So you know how to be afraid?”

“I’m not afraid of normal people, just abnormal ones like you.”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “What’s abnormal about us?”

Qing Ye said meaningfully: “Normal people want to have a future.”

Xing Wu smoked his cigarette, his smile fading slightly.

Nearby, Da Hei still wanted to beat Yang Gang, but Quan Ya pulled him back, pointing at the dazed Liu Nian: “You do it.”

Liu Nian looked around timidly: “Me?”

Quan Ya beckoned him over. Liu Nian walked over hunched, already skinny, and wearing baggy pants with a chain decoration at his waist that jingled as he walked, like someone jumping rope.

Quan Ya asked if Yang Gang had hit him earlier. Liu Nian nodded, and Quan Ya said coldly: “Pay it back.”

Liu Nian looked terrified, turning back to look fearfully at Xing Wu, who watched expressionlessly.

Liu Nian first turned around and gave Yang Gang a light punch, making Da Hei and the others burst out laughing: “What the fuck are you caressing him for?”

Liu Nian’s face reddened as he took a deep breath and gave Yang Gang a real punch. Then Quan Ya turned to Du Qiyan and said: “Little sister, come here.”

Du Qiyan had stopped crying but still looked uncomfortable and scared facing Yang Gang. Seeing Du Qiyan approach, Yang Gang started shouting again: “You dare touch me and see what happens, you ugly woman!”

Du Qiyan’s tears fell again. A pebble flew over and hit Yang Gang’s leg, making him yelp and stop cursing.

Xing Wu turned his head in surprise, cigarette between his fingers. Qing Ye dusted off her hands and said two words: “Asking for it.”

Xing Wu suddenly smiled playfully.

Du Qiyan hadn’t wanted to hit him, but his insults angered her. She raised her hand and forcefully returned the slap he had given her in front of everyone earlier, literally jumping up to deliver it.

Though the posture was quite comical, the sound was loud. The slap left Yang Gang dumbfounded, staring blankly at Du Qiyan.

Du Qiyan retreated to Liu Nian’s side. Liu Nian now stood straight, and in the moonlight, their postures suggested they had reached life’s peak.

Xing Wu checked the time – it was almost ten. He threw away his cigarette and asked Qing Ye: “Do you still need to do homework when you get back?”

Qing Ye nodded, and he called to Quan Ya: “I have something to do, I’m leaving. You guys wrap it up soon.”

Then he left the Target Factory with Qing Ye. The factory wasn’t far from Zhazha Pavilion. On the way back, Qing Ye asked Xing Wu: “Is Yang Gang also a student at An Zhi?”

“He dropped out, and now he just scams people for food and money everywhere.”

Remembering their reactions to the Target Factory, Qing Ye couldn’t help asking: “Are all the people at the Target Factory tough to deal with?”

Xing Wu stopped his Little Angel at Xuan Island’s entrance, opened the rolling door, and said to Qing Ye: “Around here, anyone with a bit of money is from the Target Factory. Money makes the world go round, and the Target Factory is protected by the Dark Hall.”

As Xing Wu walked into Xuan Island, Qing Ye raised an eyebrow and followed, saying amusedly: “What’s this Dark Hall thing? Do you mean like a gang? This tiny place of yours is so divided – why not establish Emei, Wudang, and Huashan sects while you’re at it?”

But Xing Wu turned back, pulled down the rolling door, and said to her: “Next time you encounter something like this, don’t get involved, understand?”

Qing Ye rarely saw Xing Wu so seriously and was momentarily speechless. Seeing her frown, Xing Wu sighed and repeated: “Understand?”

Though Qing Ye didn’t know exactly what the Dark Hall was, the fact that it made tough guys like Xing Wu change color at its mention suggested its complexity. She replied quietly: “I got it.”

Xing Wu turned to walk to the backyard. Qing Ye called out: “Hey, do you often stay there?”

Xing Wu stopped and turned back to look at her, not understanding her intent. Qing Ye lowered her head, spinning the barbershop chair, her gaze downcast: “That woman… is she your girlfriend?”

She looked up directly at Xing Wu, who showed no expression, simply telling her flatly: “Shu Han is Quan Ya’s half-sister. We all call her Sister Shu.”

Qing Ye sucked in her cheeks, the chair spinning silently in her hands. She said casually: “She likes you.”

It wasn’t a question but a statement. Though it was just a look, Qing Ye was sure she hadn’t misread it.

Xing Wu turned to face her fully, arms crossed, his face half-hidden in the flickering light: “And then?”

Qing Ye said nothing. Suddenly the rolling door opened behind them, and they both looked back. Li Lanfang had returned early today, finishing after two rounds, holding a cardboard box: “Qing Ye, your express delivery from Beijing. Zhao Mazi brought it back for you this afternoon.”

It was quite heavy. Li Lanfang put it on the ground and said to Xing Wu: “Wu Zi, help Qing Ye carry this.”

Xing Wu walked over unhurriedly. As he bent down, he saw three characters in the sender’s name: “Meng Ruihang.”

He glanced back at Qing Ye, who turned to go upstairs, saying: “Thanks.”

When Xing Wu carried the package into Qing Ye’s room, she sat at the foot of the bed staring at her phone, completely still, as if in a trance.

Xing Wu dropped the package heavily by her feet, but she still showed no reaction, just staring at her phone, seemingly suddenly not quite herself.
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Xing Wu leaned over to look at the phone – on Qingye’s screen was a photo of a girl leaning against a boy. While he didn’t recognize the girl in the photo, he had seen the boy before – he was the sender of this express delivery package.

Xing Wu watched Qingye’s dazed expression and suddenly clenched his jaw, saying, “You…”

Before he could finish, Qingye quickly locked her phone and grabbed a set of keys from beside her, using them to open the paper box. She took out several items and said to Xing Wu, “I’m going to study.”

Xing Wu remained silent, leaning against the doorframe while watching her. Qingye’s face showed no ripples of emotion as she placed the items she had taken out onto the desk by the window. She pulled out the chair and sat down quietly, then picked up her pen and lowered her head.

The room became so quiet that even the sound of wind outside seemed to disappear. Her silhouette looked somewhat thin and lonely as she sat alone by the window. Xing Wu watched her for quite a while before finally stepping back and closing the door.

Around midnight, Li Lanfang had already gone to bed. Xing Wu was dozing off on the sofa with the TV still on, showing late-night news. In his drowsy state, he thought he heard some noise downstairs. He slowly opened his eyes and glanced at the door, noticing that his room door was open, though he didn’t know when that had happened. Then he heard the sound of the refrigerator closing downstairs.

When he got up and went downstairs, he saw a small figure sitting on the threshold of the backyard door, holding a can of beer and looking up at the crescent moon. Her silhouette seemed sealed within that narrow doorframe, gazing at a starry sky that belonged to her alone – desolate and struggling.

That image became etched in Xing Wu’s mind, refusing to fade away. He suddenly remembered what Li Lanfang had told him the day Qingye first arrived.

“Her mother just died, and her father went to prison. She’s pitiful, and now she’s counting on us.”

At that time, Xing Wu had felt nothing about these words, as if hearing about something that happened to someone irrelevant. But now, looking at Qingye’s silhouette, he felt a suffocating heaviness.

Qingye raised the beer and took another sip when she suddenly heard the “click” of a lighter behind her. She turned around to see Xing Wu leaning against the doorframe behind her, the ember of his cigarette suddenly brightening as he took a drag. Looking down at her, he said, “I thought good students would know that drowning sorrows in alcohol only leads to more sorrow.”

Qingye laughed mockingly and held up the beer, offering it to him: “Drink with me.”

Xing Wu’s eyes flickered with uncertainty as he looked at the beer she held out to him. He stared at her somewhat hesitantly – after all, she had drunk from it, and their relationship didn’t seem close enough to share a can of beer.

Qingye pressed her eyes in annoyance: “Why is a grown man being so fussy?”

Xing Wu laughed and took the beer. Qingye moved aside to make room for him, and Xing Wu flicked away his cigarette before swinging his long legs over to sit beside her.

The threshold was narrow, forcing them to sit almost touching, their elbows occasionally brushing against each other. This made Xing Wu somewhat uncomfortable, but Qingye seemed completely unconcerned with such details at the moment. Her expression showed irritation, and perhaps mixed with some sadness – Xing Wu couldn’t quite figure out her exact emotions.

He brought the beer to his lips, thinking about how Qingye had just drunk from it, and felt something unusual. He unconsciously glanced at her lips – small and glossy. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a drink and passed the beer back to Qingye, casually asking, “Got dumped?”

Qingye took the beer disdainfully: “What nonsense about getting dumped?”

“That guy with surname Meng.”

Qingye looked sideways at Xing Wu, discovering he was quite well-informed to even remember the name, and couldn’t help but laugh. She raised her head to drink from the exact spot where Xing Wu had just drunk, handed it back to him, and said, “He’s not my boyfriend.”

Xing Wu had just taken the beer when he heard her next words: “To be precise, I only had an engagement with him.”

“…” Xing Wu’s hand froze as he turned to look at her. Engagement? How old were they anyway?

Qingye leaned back on her hands, looking up at the star-studded night sky as she let out a long breath: “I just can’t understand. He’s been following me around since elementary school, confessed his love to me in middle school, said he wanted to marry me, and he’s been good to me all these years. I never saw him look at anyone else. Although I never thought about committing to a relationship with him so early, if my father hadn’t gotten into trouble, I think we would have ended up together eventually. After all, no one else understands me like he does.

You know what? I’ve only been away from Beijing for a few months. How did he just start dating someone else so quickly, and with my best friend of all people?”

Before Xing Wu could drink, Qingye snatched the beer back and took a big gulp. She wiped her mouth with her hand and said angrily: “I don’t mind them being together. It’s just how they went about it – it’s not right. Look, Ruihang and I grew up together. What couldn’t he tell me? If they liked each other, I would only wish them happiness. Am I the type to be petty? Xing Wu, be honest, am I that type of person?”

Xing Wu nodded along with her words, but when Qingye’s eyes flashed, he quickly shook his head and took back the beer for a drink.

“Then when I messaged He Leling recently asking if she was dating someone, she wouldn’t say. Meanwhile, Ruihang contacted me saying he wanted to come visit me. Look at them acting like nothing’s wrong.

The whole school knew about Meng Ruihang pursuing me. Even if his feelings have changed now, they just needed to tell me – we’re all young, right?

I’m just angry that they kept it from me, making me look like a fool while the whole world knows.

If Jesse hadn’t sent me their photo, would I have had to wait until their wedding to find out?”

Xing Wu didn’t know who this Jesse was – Chinese or foreign? Qingye seemed to have no interest in telling him, just using him as a trash bin to pour out her grievances.

Xing Wu remained silent, just quietly listening to her.

Qingye grabbed the beer and tilted her head back for another drink only to find it empty. She angrily crushed the can and glared at Xing Wu: “How could you drink it all? We agreed to take turns!”

Xing Wu looked bewildered and said: “It just happened to run out when it was my turn.”

Qingye grew even angrier: “If it was running out, couldn’t you have left some for me?”

Xing Wu stared at her for a few seconds, then suddenly smiled: “Do you act this unreasonable with your old classmates too?”

Qingye lifted her chin proudly and said: “Of course not, I’m very easy to get along with.”

Xing Wu said playfully: “Then why are you so unreasonable with me?”

Qingye pouted and suddenly leaned closer to him, her slightly tipsy face flushed and adorable as she squinted at him: “Because you’re a jerk, all men are jerks, they’re all…”

Qingye’s legs had grown numb from sitting, and she stood up holding the doorframe. Xing Wu remained frozen in place, his nose still seeming to hold the lingering scent from when she had suddenly leaned close.

After standing up, Qingye stepped over the threshold towards the stairway, but in the darkness, her arm was suddenly pulled. Before she could react, her body was pressed against the wall by Xing Wu, who looked down at her and asked: “Who are you calling a jerk?”

Qingye’s wrists were pinned to the wall, unable to move. She twisted her body a few times and, emboldened by the alcohol, started ranting: “You’re all jerks! If my dad hadn’t found so many women outside, my mom’s condition wouldn’t have worsened from the anger. Even when my mom was lying in her hospital bed, women were showing off, waiting to take her place. I wanted to kill those women – what were they after? My dad’s money! How could he not understand? After he went to prison, where are those women now? Why aren’t they stepping forward?”

Xing Wu stared at her in shock. This was the first time Qingye had mentioned her family situation to him, revealing the unbearable scenes behind that glamorous facade, so hysterically.

Tears silently fell from her eyes as she looked up at Xing Wu defiantly: “I don’t have a home anymore, Xing Wu. I’m not like you – you still have your mother and grandmother, and at least your father can come back. What about me? I don’t even know where I can go when I walk out of your house’s door. Now even the friends I grew up with… I don’t want to use the word ‘betrayal,’ but this feeling fucking hurts.”

Xing Wu gradually released her wrists, and Qingye’s arms fell. Xing Wu lowered his gaze and raised his hand to gently wipe the tears from her cheeks. When his warm fingers touched her face, it was as if tiny electrical currents were flowing, causing both of them to shiver slightly. His gentleness made Qingye feel as if she were hallucinating, and she stared at him blankly, watching his spread eyelashes cast shadows, the cold curve of his lips thin and sensual, his eyes containing scattered light when he looked up, shattering Qingye’s proud defenses.

His voice carried a warm seduction in the darkness as he said to her: “Isn’t this your home? Are we treating you like an outsider? If we saw you as an outsider, I would have kicked you out long ago when you called me a jerk.”

Qingye lowered her head and sniffled, her voice muffled as she said: “You’ve been deliberately avoiding me.”

Xing Wu said with a half-smile: “Then what do you want me to do? Aren’t you afraid? Afraid of falling for me?”

Qingye rubbed her eyes, and when she looked up again, her eyes were bright and determined: “Xing Wu, no one can influence me. My mother spent her whole life depending on men and that’s how she ended up, but I won’t be like that. Don’t be too confident – I won’t fall for you.”

Xing Wu suddenly smiled, his narrow eyes containing some complex, incomprehensible light as he half-jokingly said: “You won’t, but have you thought about me? What if I fall for you?”

Qingye stared at him blankly, momentarily unable to answer this question she had never considered.

Xing Wu straightened up casually and said to her: “It’s one-thirty, aren’t you going to class tomorrow?”

Qingye turned and went upstairs, ending this bewildering conversation.

Although Qingye had barely fallen asleep before two the previous night, she was standing by the sofa before six the next morning, kicking Xing Wu’s leg. Xing Wu irritably pulled out his pillow to cover his face, but Qingye threw his pillow aside and said: “Get up, it’s time for school.”

“…” Xing Wu seriously suspected she was sleepwalking.

He half-opened his eyes to peek at the pitch-black window outside: “Are you having a seizure? It’s not even light out, what school?”

Qingye was already fully dressed, shouldering her bag as she walked towards the stairway, saying to him: “I’m giving you ten minutes, hurry up and come down.”

Xing Wu still lay there motionless, listening to the footsteps disappearing down the stairs before finally sitting up and rubbing his head.
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When Xing Wu came downstairs, a breeze swept past him as Qingye, wearing a short-sleeved shirt and carrying her backpack, was playing with a self-balancing scooter at the entrance of Xuan Island.

Xing Wu walked out at an unhurried pace, his thick eyebrows shadowing a pair of intense eyes, facing the first ray of light rising at the horizon, lost in thought.

Qingye glided in front of him and waved her hand: “What are you spacing out about so early? Still not awake?”

Xing Wu lowered his eyelids and looked at her expressionlessly: “Aren’t you tired? How many hours did you sleep yesterday? You’re acting like you’re on an adrenaline rush.”

Qingye giggled: “No pain, no gain – senior year would be boring otherwise.”

Then she turned to Xing Wu and said: “I want to eat tofu pudding. Yellow Hair said that place you guys often go to has amazing chili oil – take me there.”

Xing Wu checked his phone – 5:45. Going for tofu pudding at this hour… clearly, the young lady was quite affected by last night’s events.

So Xing Wu swayed his shoulders as he led her toward the back street, with Qingye following on the self-balancing scooter. Xing Wu kept turning back to look at her, a mysterious smile playing on his lips.

Finally, after his nth time turning back, Qingye couldn’t help but ask: “What are you smiling at?”

“Don’t you think, at this hour, in this way, I’m kind of like walking a dog?”

Qingye immediately accelerated and sharply flicked his ear, then quickly glided ahead of him. Xing Wu touched his ear and smiled silently.

Although it was just past six, there was already a modest queue forming in front of Qi’s breakfast stall.

Qingye said with some surprise: “So many people?”

Xing Wu turned back and told her to find a seat while he queued up.

The so-called seats were just a few small wooden tables by the roadside. Some were already occupied, but fortunately, they came early enough that there were still empty spots.

After sitting down, Qingye glanced sideways at Xing Wu. He had changed into a long-sleeved hoodie before leaving, wearing black track pants with a white stripe, his long legs particularly eye-catching. She had never seen Xing Wu’s father, and although Li Lanfang wasn’t unattractive, she wasn’t particularly tall. Could Xing Wu’s build and proportions be inherited from his father? If so, how handsome must his father be as a middle-aged man? Qingye’s thoughts wandered.

When Xing Wu turned back with the bowls, he saw Qingye hugging her arms, curled up in a ball, staring blankly.

The autumn morning indeed had a chill to it. After setting things down, Xing Wu asked her: “Aren’t you cold?”

“Yes, I am,” Qingye answered matter-of-factly.

Xing Wu was speechless: “If you’re cold, why didn’t you wear more?”

Qingye pulled the bowl over and then tugged at his sleeve. Xing Wu looked at her: “What?”

“Lend me your jacket, I’m cold.”

“If you’re cold, you think I’m not?”

Qingye stared at him seriously: “Though we’re both cold, I think your physical condition is better than mine, and I’m your school’s only hope for the county’s top score, so you can’t let me catch a cold, you know, Mr. Safety Monitor.” By the end, Qingye’s eyes were curved in amusement.

Xing Wu was both amused and annoyed by her grandiose reasoning. He glared at her while unzipping his jacket and throwing it to her. Qingye didn’t stand on the ceremony, putting it on before reaching for the supposedly amazing chili oil.

Xing Wu got up and went across the street, leaving Qingye wondering what he was doing.

After a while, he returned with a hot meat flatbread and handed it to Qingye: “Here, eat well, top student. Our county is counting on you to bring us glory.”

Qingye smiled and accepted it, taking a bite. The fragrant, meat-filled bread instantly gave her a sense of contentment.

Xing Wu seemed unafraid of spicy food, adding several spoonfuls of chili to his bowl until it was bright red, looking frightening.

Qingye stirred her bowl, took a small sip, and looked up to ask Xing Wu: “I heard Du Qiyan’s mother urgently needs money for medical treatment, and who knows when Yang Gang can gather enough money. Do you think… if I offered to pay for her mother’s treatment first, would she accept?”

Xing Wu glanced at Qingye: “You have that much money?”

Qingye remained silent, but Xing Wu suddenly asked: “How much does one year of study in Canada cost?”

“Even being frugal, at least a hundred and fifty thousand yuan per year.”

“How much did your father leave you?”

They looked at each other for several seconds. Although one shouldn’t flaunt wealth, especially in such a poor, remote place, and a self-preservation instinct told Qingye not to reveal her entire assets to others, facing Xing Wu’s inquiry, she felt no need for caution. So she told him truthfully: “Three hundred thousand.”

Xing Wu frowned slightly: “That’s only enough for two years, what about after that?”

But Qingye didn’t seem very worried. She casually stirred her tofu pudding and said: “That’s why I need to find a way to get a scholarship. The spots are limited, competition is fierce.”

She took a big bite of her meat flatbread, her eyes full of fighting spirit.

Xing Wu’s frown deepened, and he said to Qingye: “Leave Du Qiyan’s mother’s situation to me, I’ll figure something out.”

Qingye looked up at him in surprise. By now, the breakfast stall was getting more crowded, and two girls wearing An Zhong school uniforms sat at their table. Judging by their uniform color, they were second-year students from An Zhong, and the conversation naturally came to an end.

The breakfast stall had limited tables, so people had to share. At first, the two girls didn’t pay attention, but after sitting down, they realized they were sitting next to Xing Wu. They immediately became so nervous they barely dared to breathe. They wanted to stand up, but there were no other seats available; continuing to sit, they didn’t even know where to look.

Xing Wu paid them no attention, scrolling through his phone while eating his tofu pudding, wearing just a short-sleeve shirt on the chilly morning. His arm muscles were firm and smooth, his profile clean and sharp. The girl sitting next to him kept stealing glances at him.

Xing Wu seemed to notice her gaze and raised his eyes – sharp as a bird of prey. The girl instantly blushed to her ears.

Qingye pushed her bowl toward Xing Wu: “Too spicy.”

Xing Wu pushed aside his empty bowl and naturally pulled over Qingye’s bowl to continue eating.

It was then that the two girls across from them looked up and suddenly recognized Qingye, the top student who had been the talk of the school lately.

As for why Qingye was eating breakfast with Xing Wu so early at the food stall, and why Xing Wu was eating her spicy tofu pudding, they didn’t know and didn’t dare to ask.

More and more students from An Zhi and An Zhong were arriving. Although not everyone recognized Qingye, almost everyone knew Xing Wu, and many stared at him in surprise, probably because no one expected to see him at a breakfast stall at this hour.

So Xing Wu quickly finished his food and got up.

When Qingye rode into campus on Xing Wu’s Ninebot, passersby were stunned. Xing Wu never came to school before the self-study period ended, yet today he arrived so early – everyone wondered if they were seeing things.

Moreover, it was well known that Xing Wu disliked others touching his things, but this transfer student not only touched it but seemed to have completely taken possession of it. Even more bizarre was that their very own school bully was following behind her without any complaint, completely overturning everyone’s expectations.

So in just one morning, many people began to believe the rumor that Xing Wu was Qingye’s subordinate. Even when Qingye went to the bathroom, girls from the neighboring class very politely let her go first, leaving her confused – since when had these non-mainstream students become so courteous?

Even more strange was that not just Class 2, but the whole school had started a trend of bun hairstyles. Qingye had tied hers up because of the heat and to keep it out of the way while studying, but now the non-mainstream students in the school were all wearing their buns almost reaching the sky, resembling Faye Wong’s hairstyle from “Appointment 1998.”

This directly led to Qingye feeling like she had time-traveled when walking through school recently, seeing all sorts of eye-catching styles. However, at the same time, she suddenly had a business inspiration.

When the last afternoon class bell rang, Qingye quickly packed up to hurry back. Seeing Shi Min still buried in copying English vocabulary, Qingye felt sorry for her while packing – spending an entire day copying a few English words without memorizing them, such persistence deserved a thumbs up if Qingye hadn’t been in a hurry.

As she walked out of the school gates with her backpack, she noticed several motorcycles parked across the street and a group of people standing at the corner. She glanced over and saw Xing Wu with one hand in his pocket and a cigarette in the other. Of the people around him, few were from An Zhong – Dog Tooth’s group was all there, including Shu Han whom she had seen last night.

Shu Han stood next to Xing Wu, also smoking a slim cigarette, wearing a black leather skirt that hugged her curves and high heels, looking sexy and hot. Passersby would all stare at her for a few extra seconds.

She wasn’t particularly beautiful in the conventional sense, but her eyes carried a kind of aloof coldness. She belonged to the same world as Xing Wu and the others, emanating an intimidating aura.

For the first time, Qingye had such a clear and direct sense that she and Xing Wu were from two different worlds. Perhaps she was even considered an oddity in their eyes.

If her father hadn’t gotten into trouble, she might never have known people like this in her entire life. Before, she wouldn’t have even glanced at such people, but now, looking at them from across the street, Qingye felt a complex emotion rising in her heart. She didn’t know why she was feeling this way.

Xing Wu was laughing and talking with them when he seemed to notice her gaze. As he turned his head, the smile hadn’t yet faded from his lips, but his eyes fell on Qingye. Qingye silently turned away and walked back, not even giving him another glance.

For a moment, she felt an unprecedented sense of loss. When she realized this terrifying feeling of loss in her heart, she quickened her pace even more. She had to shake this horrible notion from her mind, couldn’t let these complex emotions spread like a virus and occupy her thoughts.

Xing Wu watched her walking faster, almost running away, and his smile slowly faded.

When Qingye rushed back to Xuan Island in one breath, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan were just about to finish their shift. She immediately dropped her backpack and pulled it aside to ask: “Do any of you know how to do wool curls, carousel curls, air curls, or cloud perms? Any of these?”

“Cloud?” Liu Nian stared at her in confusion.

Qingye went upstairs to get her notebook, brought them together for a small meeting, and showed them several hairstyles popular among city girls. Clearly, in this county town where living standards lagged considerably, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan had never encountered these styles. Just looking at Du Qiyan’s firework perm, the local aesthetic taste was still stuck at least a decade behind.

Qingye asked if they wanted to make money. The two weren’t very interested at first, but their eyes lit up at the mention of money. Even Li Lanfang, who was passing by, stopped: “Qingye, what money are you talking about?”

Qingye turned the computer around and stood up to face them: “You’re just doing the same few boring hairstyles here, charging just a few dozen yuan for a perm. Without innovation, you naturally can’t bring in more income. Why not try some new styles to attract a larger customer base? Right now, all the hair salons in the county are making questionable styles. If we can master these trending styles, we can charge at least triple the current prices.”

Li Lanfang immediately interjected: “Look, Qingye, the living standard here is what it is. If you charge two or three hundred for a hairstyle, no one will come.”

“How do we know if we don’t try?”

Li Lanfang smiled dismissively, but Qingye turned the computer to face her: “How about this – if we can develop new styles including pricing and bring in actual customer flow, for any customer who chooses our new perms or dyes, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan each get 30% commission per head. If next month’s total profit doubles compared to this month, I’ll take 10% as an operations fee.”

Li Lanfang was confused by Qingye’s proposal and smiled: “I don’t understand what you’re saying. Do whatever you want, just don’t burn down my shop. I’ve fed the old lady, I’m going out to play mahjong. Liu Nian, and Yan Yan, help yourselves to food in the kitchen. Qingye, look after them.”

Then Li Lanfang left like a gust of wind. Qingye suddenly realized that discussing commission performance and operation plans with her temporary aunt was like talking to a wall. As she said, as long as the shop was still there and she got money each month, she had no interest in managing it – she’d rather think about what mahjong moves to make later.

So that evening, Qingye started working on research plans with Liu Nian and Du Qiyan. Qingye knew nothing about the technical aspects, completely an outsider, but she could gather useful materials and tutorials through various channels. Her academic spirit of research showed through, though she wasn’t sure if it would work.

This was when the difference between professionals and non-professionals became apparent. Although Liu Nian usually seemed not very bright, referring to the materials Qingye found for them, he could roughly understand the curling techniques and heating methods.

After discussing it for half a day, they decided to try it hands-on first. Theory without practice wouldn’t give them a real feel for it. The most troublesome question became who to practice on. Liu Nian and Qingye slowly turned their gaze toward Du Qiyan, who said dumbly: “I’ll do it then.”
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So, Liu Nian carefully proceeded to experiment on Du Qiyan, while Qing Ye took advantage of the time at the counter to solve practice problems. She even took a shower during this time, and when she returned from the bathroom, she checked the time – it was getting late.

Qing Ye noticed that Liu Nian was quite meticulous in his work, repeatedly adjusting the angle of each roller, and thinking as he worked. This tinkering went on for two hours. After the final application of the solution was complete, Liu Nian soon began removing the rollers. Qing Ye put down her pen to watch, and all three of them were incredibly excited, like mad scientists observing lab mice.

When Liu Nian removed all the rollers, the slight wavy curves immediately caught Qing Ye’s attention – it seemed to have a hint of wool curl to it. She immediately patted Liu Nian’s shoulder: “Not bad at all! Who knew you were a perm genius, figuring it out all by yourself through experimentation.”

Liu Nian felt quite embarrassed by Qing Ye’s praise and shyly said, “My Third Aunt used to say I was a genius too.”

“…”

Liu Nian rinsed the solution from Du Qiyan’s hair and then began drying it with a hairdryer. However, Qing Ye, watching from the side, became increasingly concerned. While the hair looked somewhat decent when wet, as it dried, it began to look more and more like fermented flour. When it was completely dry, all three of them stared at Du Qiyan’s reflection in bewilderment.

If Du Qiyan’s original firework perm was twice the size of her face, this explosion of hair was at least four times the size. From a distance, it looked like the mushroom cloud of an atomic bomb explosion.

And this was no instant noodle hair – it was the kind of spiral perm that old grannies used to get.

Liu Nian said very awkwardly, “Qing Ye, did I perm it wrong?”

What could Qing Ye say? Could she deny his Third Aunt’s words? Deliver such a heavy blow to his young heart? Of course not. She could only pat his shoulder and keep encouraging him: “Hmm… I think it’s quite good. At least it looks similar when wet, right? And besides, it makes the face look smaller, hehe…”

But Liu Nian, as if possessed, muttered to himself: “I should have done a cold perm. If I hadn’t used heat, the curl wouldn’t be like this.”

Du Qiyan tugged at her hair and turned to discuss with him: “The rollers were too small. We need ones a size larger.”

“The shop doesn’t have any.”

“How about tomorrow we tell Manager Li and one of us can go to the county town to buy some?”

They then thoroughly discussed everything from tools to solutions. Qing Ye didn’t understand the more technical aspects, but she suggested: “There’s a big difference between wool curls and granny curls – the volume and the messy feel. I think maybe the technique needs adjustment. If you use the traditional method, you’ll naturally get a traditional hairstyle.”

The three of them discussed further and listed out some necessary items they might need to add. They then gathered around Qing Ye’s computer to research Taobao, and Qing Ye directly ordered some items they were certain about.

Qing Ye checked the time again – it was past eleven. Xing Wu often didn’t return at this hour, but tonight, Qing Ye felt particularly uneasy. Thinking about Xing Wu sitting in shorts at Shu Han’s place made her increasingly uncomfortable.

While Liu Nian and Du Qiyan were still discussing, Qing Ye sent Xing Wu a message: I’m hungry.

After another half hour of discussion, around midnight, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan decided to head back.

As they were leaving Xuan Island, Xing Wu was just returning on his small scooter. Just as he dismounted, he suddenly looked up and saw the mushroom cloud emerging from the shop. The late night, startled Xing Wu so much that he nearly threw his fried noodles at Du Qiyan’s face.

He cursed “Shit,” but when he saw Liu Nian following behind, he held back the urge to throw the noodles and asked: “What the hell did you do?”

Liu Nian replied foolishly: “Oh, we were trying to develop a new style, so we gave Yan Yan a perm.”

“…” Thanks a lot, you’ll run Xuan Island into bankruptcy at this rate.

They said goodbye to Xing Wu and left. When Xing Wu entered the shop with the fried noodles, Qing Ye had just turned off her computer and gave him a cold glance.

Xing Wu put the fried noodles on the counter, but Qing Ye didn’t even look at them and turned to go upstairs. Xing Wu asked, puzzled: “Didn’t you say you were hungry?”

Qing Ye replied without turning back: “I don’t eat before bed.”

“Then why did you tell me you were hungry?”

Qing Ye stopped and turned to look at him, asking in return: “Then why were you out so late?”

“???” Xing Wu looked at her with confusion.

Uncertainly, he asked: “Are you… angry?”

Qing Ye immediately turned and stomped up the stairs.

Xing Wu looked at the fried noodles amusedly and shook his head in disbelief.

After taking a shower, he went upstairs where the room light was still on. Xing Wu, with a towel on his shoulder and wearing an oversized t-shirt, leaned against the doorway. Qing Ye sat at the head of the bed wearing headphones, with her knees bent and a notebook on them, writing while listening.

While drying his hair with the towel, Xing Wu said to her: “There’s a factory on Old Street whose server stopped working. Their previous technician couldn’t fix it, and I saw the pay was good, so I took the job.”

Qing Ye ignored him and continued writing in her notebook.

Xing Wu coughed and continued: “Shu Han is the middleman. She knows a lot of business owners, so she often introduces jobs to me. She takes a referral fee – we have a cooperative relationship.”

Qing Ye finished writing the last line on her paper and looked up at him.

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a smile: “Can’t you not sleep without seeing me?”

Qing Ye grabbed the pillow beside her and threw it at him: “Dream on!”

Xing Wu caught her pillow steadily, its softness carrying her fragrance. He walked to Qing Ye’s bedside to return the pillow, then pointed at his pants: “Look at these, what are they?”

“Track pants.”

Xing Wu shook his head mysteriously: “They’re extraordinarily long legs. Do you know why I don’t come back to sleep? Try putting your legs on the ground all night and see how it feels.”

Qing Ye found it oddly amusing, and then she genuinely looked up and smiled at him. Xing Wu said helplessly: “So can you please be considerate of my long legs?”

Qing Ye raised her eyes and stared at him for a few seconds, her gaze slightly narrowed with scrutiny. Xing Wu maintained a completely open attitude, so Qing Ye got up and moved her study materials to the desk. Xing Wu slowly made his way back to his bed and lay down.

Shortly after, Qing Ye turned off the lights.

Without realizing it, Qing Ye had been living at Xing Wu’s house for almost three months, from summer to autumn, from initially bristling at being around Xing Wu to now being able to peacefully spend the night in the same room.

This was Qing Ye’s first time spending the night in the same room with someone of the opposite sex. Although separated by a curtain, Qing Ye seemed to feel Xing Wu’s strong breathing – it was a very subtle feeling. Despite Qing Ye tossing and turning uncomfortably, her heart rose with an inexplicable sense of security. These two contradictory feelings successfully kept her awake.

Only after the phone light by the curtain completely darkened did she finally fall asleep.

In the following days, Xing Wu was very busy, taking on several jobs at once. He even skipped daytime classes and always returned late at night, but since Qing Ye also stayed up late, she made a habit of leaving a light on for him.

Every time Xing Wu returned on his motorcycle at night and saw the light still on in Qing Ye’s room, he would feel a subtle warmth – a feeling that Xing Wu seemed to have never experienced from anyone in his life before, so no matter how late he was busy, he would always hurry back.

But, when he returned all dirty and took a shower before returning to the room, Qing Ye was usually already asleep, and they barely exchanged a word.

The school was recently preparing for a major speech event, with banners already hung up, making it quite grand. It was said they were welcoming a group of foreigners – employees from a joint venture enterprise that the county’s development zone had just attracted. The county leaders attached great importance to this, as this broken county needed development. For the joint venture’s establishment, they had specially offered many preferential policies, including solving the schooling issues for the workers’ children. Therefore, they specially organized these foreign parents to visit local high schools.

The main visiting targets were Jinlong Middle School and An Middle School. Jinlong Middle School had already started their preparations early.

The An Middle School leadership, not wanting to be outdone by Jinlong, had been busy preparing speech materials these past few days, creating detailed reports covering everything from school history to teaching philosophy to faculty strength. They specially gathered several English department teachers to translate the Chinese speech content.

It was said that the English department teachers had nominated Miss Yu, who had the best oral English, to be the English speech presenter and the principal’s interpreter for that day.

How did Qing Ye know about this? That afternoon, Miss Yu had secretly approached Qing Ye to help review the speech translation. Miss Yu knew Qing Ye came from an international school – from her beautiful English handwriting to her English grades, there wasn’t a second person like her in the school.

Qing Ye went through the script, circled several contextually inappropriate word choices, then clearly marked the replacement phrases in the margins and explained them to Miss Yu.

Qing Ye had attended an international kindergarten since she was young, the kind with both black and white students in class, where teachers taught in both Chinese and English. So by the time she graduated from kindergarten, she could communicate effortlessly in English.

Growing up in such an environment through elementary, middle, and high school, she understood quite a bit about Western background and cultural history. Adding some elements familiar to Westerners in the speech content, and citing references, made it much more lively than a dry translation, and could also achieve certain interactive effects.

After she explained to Miss Yu, Miss Yu suddenly felt enlightened – such cultural differences couldn’t be bridged by teachers who came up through the exam-oriented education system unless they had spent extended time with foreigners.

Then Qing Ye asked Miss Yu to read it aloud for her to hear. Qing Ye tried to correct some pronunciation errors in the beginning, but when she heard Miss Yu pronounce “important” as “impotent,” Qing Ye couldn’t stay calm anymore.

“Important” means significant, while “impotent” means sexually dysfunctional, so a sentence meant to welcome important guests became welcoming impotent guests. Qing Ye broke out in a cold sweat.

After tactfully explaining to Miss Yu, the middle-aged woman also felt embarrassed. As she was leaving, Qing Ye could visibly see Miss Yu’s extreme nervousness. While grading papers and writing problems was fine for her, on-site interpretation would likely be overwhelming. Qing Ye was anxious for her – she just prayed that Miss Yu would pronounce “important” correctly on that day.
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These past few days, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan seemed possessed, constantly researching air perms and horse-tail curls together. They even made a special trip to the county town to get some supplies. So when Qing Ye’s online order of perm and dye materials arrived, everyone felt eager to experiment, as if they were about to accomplish something magnificent.

However, the troubling question remained: who would be the test subject? Du Qiyan’s hair had been straightened and curled by Liu Nian no less than three or four times these past few days, and the shop’s two wigs were nearly bald from their experiments. They then turned their attention to Manager Li, but Li Lanfang tossed her flowing red hair and said earnestly that it wasn’t that she didn’t want to help, but they couldn’t leave customers waiting at the door during mahjong games.

After she floated away like a breeze, Qing Ye watched the two looking helpless, then untied her hair tie: “I’ll do it.”

Du Qiyan hesitated: “That’s not good – you still have school. What if it turns out like mine did? How would you go to school then?”

Qing Ye walked over, sat in the chair, and looked at them in the mirror: “That’s why you need to do it properly. You’ve been researching for so long – if you mess up my hair, you’ll both have to shave your heads with me.”

The two shuddered and then began preparing the materials.

Qing Ye didn’t waste time – while they were busy with their work, she wore her headphones and held her book. She had this kind of self-discipline – no matter how many distractions were around, if she wanted to, she could instantly block out everything and immerse herself in her tasks. Especially after transferring to An Middle School, she found this ability to focus had improved even more – otherwise, she probably couldn’t have lasted a day.

Qing Ye’s hair had never been permed or dyed – it was naturally hanging, black, shiny, and smooth. The quality was very good, so Liu Nian and Du Qiyan were extremely cautious, afraid of ruining Qing Ye’s long hair.

Later, at Liu Nian’s suggestion, he wanted to try giving Qing Ye an air bangs perm. Qing Ye had no objections – she let him experiment. After all, she was the guinea pig today – as long as they didn’t burn off all her hair, they could do whatever they wanted.

The most nervous moment was when they removed the rollers. Even Qing Ye, who had been immersed in chemical formulas, took off her headphones and anxiously stared at herself in the mirror.

Like with Du Qiyan before, when the hair was wet, you really couldn’t tell if the perm had worked or not. They were just afraid that once it dried, it would stand up like risen dough.

So while Liu Nian was blow-drying her hair, she kept her eyes closed, afraid it would be too cruel to watch the process.

However, when she heard Du Qiyan calling from beside her: “Qing Ye, Qing Ye, quick, look! Isn’t this right?”

Qing Ye sneakily opened one eye to peek at herself in the mirror, then both eyes suddenly lit up. In the mirror, she saw herself with smoothly hanging, slightly curled, airy wool curls. It wasn’t excessively puffy – light and delicate rather than heavy. With the slightly curled air bangs, combined with Qing Ye’s perfect face shape and bright, lively eyes, she looked sweet and ethereal with a hint of vintage charm, just like a little fairy who had walked out of the forest.

Even Liu Nian stared at the mirror in a daze and said: “Qing Ye, you look really beautiful like this.”

Qing Ye immediately gave him a thumbs up: “Your Third Aunt wasn’t wrong – you really are a genius.”

Liu Nian said somewhat shyly: “Actually, it’s because your hair quality is good. If you had less hair, the volume at the crown wouldn’t be this nice. If you had too much hair, it would be too puffy when curled and hard to manage. You suit this hairstyle.”

Qing Ye also felt the hairstyle suited her well. She stood up and looked at herself again in the mirror, then clapped her hands: “Very good, let’s discuss pricing.”

So she pulled up a stool and began setting prices for their recently researched hairstyles. She was originally planning to set it at over 400 yuan, but Liu Nian and Du Qiyan both stopped her, telling her the price was too high. They thought 150 to 200 yuan was appropriate, no more than that.

Qing Ye once again sighed at the price difference – in Beijing, at the salon she used to frequent, you couldn’t even get bangs permed for that price.

Xing Wu came back quite early today. Seeing the rolling door half-closed but the lights still on inside, he knocked from outside. Qing Ye happened to be standing by the door and bent down to open it. When the rolling door went up and Xing Wu saw her, he froze in place. They stood there, one outside the door, one inside, looking at each other.

Xing Wu’s dark bright eyes sparkled with fine fragments of light as he stared at her intently. He had never seen Qing Ye with this style before – just changing her hairstyle made her whole person light up, clear, and enchanting, making it impossible to look away.

Qing Ye somewhat awkwardly tilted her head and touched her hair, asking in a soft voice: “Does it look good?”

The corner of Xing Wu’s mouth curved into a faint smile as he walked in. As he passed by her, he casually dropped: “Don’t ask such pointless questions next time.”

Qing Ye turned around and was just about to punch him when Xing Wu slightly shifted his body to dodge, put down his toolbox, and said to her: “I’m dirty, don’t touch me.”

Only then did Qing Ye notice that he was quite dirty, seemingly stained with something like machine oil – even his hands were black. So after Xing Wu came back, he went straight to the backyard to shower.

Qing Ye tore a page from her notebook and began calculating the membership card system with Liu Nian and the others – like what discount to give for charging certain amounts at once, how to set up haircut cards, and how to calculate perm and dye cards.

In the end, all the calculations left Liu Nian and Du Qiyan completely confused.

When Xing Wu came out after his shower, he saw Liu Nian pointing at her discount scheme saying: “I don’t understand – we currently charge 10 yuan for a haircut, how come it’s increased to 12? Customers will think we’re expensive and won’t come anymore.”

Qing Ye pointed at the plan written on the paper: “That’s why we need to promote and encourage old customers to get cards. With a card, haircuts become 8 yuan – isn’t that a good deal for them?”

“But we’re losing money,” Du Qiyan said.

Qing Ye clicked her tongue: “How come you can’t understand? When customers charge their cards at once, aren’t they sure to come back? This way we stabilize our customer base and get cash flow.

Let’s make a hypothesis – suppose our hairstyles become popular at Zhazha Pavilion and lots of people come for perms. Can you two handle all the work? Can our current shop keep up?

What do we do if there’s a sudden increase in customer flow in a short time?

Look!”

Qing Ye pointed at the paper again: “That’s when we need our cash flow to help us solve potential problems. Cash flow is a more important profit quality indicator than profit margins. Haven’t you heard ‘Before moving the army, prepare the provisions’? Cash flow is our provisions – whether it’s solving existing problems, expanding operations, or trying something new, it’s our guarantee.”

Liu Nian said: “Qing Ye, aren’t you thinking too much? What if no one comes?”

Qing Ye immediately stood up and tapped his forehead: “Do you know why you only just discovered you’re a genius? Because you’ve always been doubting yourself. Why doubt yourself? We haven’t even tried and you’re already being negative – is this how things get done? If everyone thought this way, how would society develop? How would new businesses establish themselves? Do you know why people in Zhazha Pavilion are poor? Because they’re all living life backward.”

Xing Wu sat leaning back with crossed legs, quietly smoking a cigarette while listening to the three’s animated discussion.

Li Lanfang had run this shabby hair salon for many years, basically operating on a wing and prayer. Management? Just open the doors and leave it to fate.

Yet now Qing Ye was treating this broken-down shop like a real business, even conducting what seemed like employee training and mindset development.

Gradually, Xing Wu’s gaze settled on Qing Ye as she stood before Liu Nian and Du Qiyan, gesturing and explaining, her whole being radiating energy and light.

Qing Ye was right – their county was already quite backward, and Zhazha Pavilion was the poorest slum in the county. Most people here lived day to day, content just to have enough to eat. Everyone had this attitude of just getting by, naturally lacking confidence in everything they did, with self-doubt and negativity becoming the norm.

But in Qing Ye, Xing Wu saw a vitality and positivity he’d never seen before as if her small frame contained limitless energy. This constant upward pull she created made Xing Wu fall into deep thought.

Finally, they allocated the work – Du Qiyan would make a promotional poster tomorrow to put at the entrance, Liu Nian would further consolidate the newly researched perm techniques, and then they both looked at Qing Ye: “What about you?”

Qing Ye tossed her curls proudly: “I’ll bring in customers!”

Xing Wu found it amusing from the sidelines, looking at the three of them like they were idiots, with the air of three cobblers trying to match Zhuge Liang’s wisdom.

Before Du Qiyan left, Qing Ye saw Xing Wu hand her an envelope at the shop entrance. Du Qiyan seemed to refuse a few times, but after Xing Wu said something to her, she finally accepted and left.

Xing Wu came back in and pulled down the rolling door. While Qing Ye was organizing things by the washing station, she asked him: “Did you give Yan Yan money?”

Xing Wu happened to be walking behind her and handed her a clip with an “Mm.”

Qing Ye took the clip and glanced back at him, then went to the backyard to shower.

Qing Ye’s feelings were complicated. She had never been poor – accurately speaking, she’d never worried about money since birth. But Xing Wu was different. He seemed to live casually, appearing not to care about anything, yet after learning about her plans to study abroad, he never let her spend a penny, whether on those not-so-cheap daily necessities or this time when she planned to give money to Du Qiyan.

Qing Ye understood that Xing Wu was planning for her, though she couldn’t imagine why he would. She was at most a temporary guest in his home, bound to leave eventually. She didn’t even know if, after the college entrance exam and going abroad, she would have any connection with Xing Wu or the people of Zhazha Pavilion. This thought made her feel frustrated.

Just then her phone rang – it was Sun Hai calling. She quickly answered. Sun Hai asked how she was doing, and she said things were good, school had started, and everything was going smoothly.

Hearing Uncle Sun’s voice again and thinking of her previous life, then looking at this dim bathroom, Qing Ye suddenly felt it all seemed unreal.

She sat on the small stool in the bathroom chatting with Uncle Sun for a while. Sun Hai had been quite worried about her adjusting to An County, but hearing Qing Ye’s voice seemed to put him somewhat at ease.

On the phone, he told Qing Ye there had been some progress with her father’s case. Meng Ruihang’s father had found a key witness now in Japan. Mr. Meng had a friend going to Japan next month and planned to have them talk to the witness. If that person would testify for Qing Ye’s father in court, it could have a crucial impact on the case.

Qing Ye felt excited on one hand – at least Uncle Sun and the others hadn’t given up on her father and were still making various efforts. But on the other hand, she felt conflicted about the Meng family’s actions. They had refused to take her in initially, yet now they were still trying to help her father. She didn’t know whether to thank them or blame them, especially after Meng Ruihang had gotten together with He Leling behind her back. If her father really could get out of trouble this time, she wouldn’t know how to face the Meng family in the future. Fortunately, these weren’t problems she needed to consider right now.

Before hanging up, Sun Hai worriedly gave Qing Ye a few more reminders: “Xiao Ye, don’t worry about your father’s situation. Your studies are the most important thing right now. Uncle Sun isn’t worried about your ability, just afraid the environment around you might wear down your determination. I saw your father last month, and he was talking about you. You can’t let your father down.”

“I understand.”

After hanging up, Qing Ye sat in the bathroom for a while longer until there was a knock on the door, Xing Wu asked from outside: “Are you planning to sleep in there?”

Only then did Qing Ye open the door to find it had started drizzling outside at some point. Xing Wu came with an umbrella to get her. She stared somewhat dazedly at Xing Wu’s deep eyes and brows, that heavy feeling growing stronger.

She picked up her clothes and phone and stepped under the umbrella. They were very close, and Qing Ye could smell his fresh, pleasant scent. She didn’t even know when she had become so sensitive to his smell.

After entering the back door, Xing Wu folded the umbrella and turned to put it aside, closing the back door as well. When he turned around, Qing Ye was leaning by the door, her hair slightly damp, air bangs falling softly between her brows, small curls fluffy and soft, making her eyes shine like clear springs in the darkness. Her skin was as white as a peeled egg, clear and alluring. Xing Wu didn’t move for a moment, maintaining his door-pushing posture with one hand braced against the door frame as he looked at her.

Qing Ye had been waiting for him to lock the door, but seeing him motionless, she looked up and asked: “What are you looking at?”

“Looking at how changing your hairstyle has made you look more and more like a spirit.”

He said this while locking the door and walking towards the stairs. Qing Ye followed behind him and retorted: “Xing Wu, why are you so annoying? Would it kill you to just say I’m pretty? Don’t you think you’re quite unlikeable sometimes?”

“If you find me so unlikeable, why don’t you just fall in love with me then.”

Silence. Sudden silence. Only the creaking of wooden stairs under their feet. Neither spoke anymore.

Back in the room, the curtain separated them. Qing Ye continued with her practice books, persisting for another hour before turning off the lights. Xing Wu’s side had been quiet for a while.

Qing Ye lay in bed, blinked twice, and suddenly spoke into the darkness: “I won’t stop moving forward for anyone.”

She didn’t know if these words were meant for Xing Wu or herself – perhaps both. But Xing Wu gave no response, perhaps already asleep.

…

Early the next morning, just as Qing Ye arrived at school, her class erupted in chaos. The principal, Miss Yu, and a group of school leaders had rushed straight to their class. The situation suggested something major had happened.

Yao Yan – Chapter 34
The story began in the morning. Miss Yu, after agonizing over it all night, felt overwhelmed. She worried that her translation might not be precise enough—making a fool of herself would be one thing, but if she left a bad impression on the foreign visitors, with county officials and accompanying leaders present, she couldn’t bear that responsibility. After a sleepless night of worry, she rushed into the principal’s office first thing in the morning to declare she couldn’t do it.

Her backing out was one thing, but when the other English teachers heard they might be selected as last-minute replacements, none of them were willing. Never mind that the visitors were arriving that afternoon and they had no time to prepare—just hearing that this group had caused numerous issues at Jinlong Middle School was enough to make them feel they couldn’t handle it.

Then, after some discussion, Miss Yu directly sold out Qing Ye, saying her student’s oral communication skills were perfect, practically native-level, and she had come from an international school with extensive experience interacting with foreigners.

The principal considered that having a student as an interpreter might be a good thing. If there were any shortcomings in the work, everyone would be understanding since she was just a student. If Qing Ye did well, even better—it would show that any random student from Anzhong could communicate with foreigners without barriers, which would reflect well on the school.

So the principal made an immediate decision, leading a grand procession to find Qing Ye. What could Qing Ye do? Could she tell the principal she still had half a practice paper to finish? She couldn’t—the principal would probably lecture her about collective honor.

Thus, the script she had personally edited ended up back in her own hands.

Qing Ye had a compulsion—she disliked reading from scripts. So during lunch, she spent fifteen minutes memorizing the content, then tossed the script aside.

At one o’clock sharp, she appeared beside the principal, accompanying the foreign parents, county leaders, and school officials on their tour.

Since the homeroom teachers had given advance notice about the one o’clock inspection, telling everyone not to sleep in the afternoon and such, all students appeared to be sitting properly at their desks. In reality, their eyes were all drifting toward the windows. After all, in this small county town, you couldn’t find a single foreigner even if you searched with a lantern, and now there was a whole group of them. The students were as excited as if they were watching monkeys at a zoo.

Unexpectedly, a few people from Jinlong Middle School had also come along—a school leader bringing two students as support. As the country’s only private high school, Jinlong had created an “international class” two years ago to attract children of wealthy businessmen. Speaking of this international class, they didn’t even have a proper foreign teacher; it just meant they had more English classes than other classes.

The students who came along today were from this international class, who had been hosting the morning visit at Jinlong.

One had to admit that the difference in uniforms between private school students and Anzhong students was quite stark. In the autumn season, Anzhong students wore basic zippered two-tone tracksuits with absolutely no design sense, the style stuck in the 90s. Meanwhile, the private school boys wore navy blue blazers, giving them a completely different presence.

One of the boys had his hair styled immaculately with gel, looking hurricane-proof. This was Ye Jingjian, Jinlong’s treasure-class academic star, who had his eyes fixed on his forehead, looking at everyone with a “my family owns a mine and I’m the best” expression.

However, as soon as he arrived, he noticed Qing Ye. Despite flipping his hair dashingly several times, Qing Ye wouldn’t even spare him a glance, maintaining an even more “my family owns a mine and I’m the best” attitude, which he found utterly bewildering. After all, in their county, any family with decent means sent their children to Jinlong; only those who couldn’t afford private school came to Anzhong.

So he simply walked straight up to Qing Ye and said somewhat haughtily, “I’m Ye Jingjian, student council president of Jinlong, from the senior international class. If you find the translation challenging, I can take over.”

Qing Ye turned her head slightly, glanced down at his extended hand, and replied, “Qing Ye.”

Xing Wu and Yellow Hair had just wandered back from the bathroom when Yellow Hair looked down and immediately grabbed Xing Wu: “That guy’s from Jinlong, right? What’s he doing at our school? Damn, why is he holding our cousin’s hand?”

Xing Wu also glanced down. Teacher Zhu Fen appeared from somewhere, holding a teacup and looking down as well, exclaiming furiously: “Shameless!”

This startled Yellow Hair, who turned around quietly: “Teacher Zhu, you also think that Jinlong boy is shameless, right?”

Unexpectedly, Teacher Pig Manure pushed up his glasses and said disdainfully: “That bastard specifically brought people over to translate, what good intentions could he have? He’s just trying to show off their school’s talent pool in front of the education bureau leaders. Hmph! Who knows what he’s really planning.”

Old Zhu’s “hmph” carried a lot of information. You see, this Principal Sun from Jinlong Middle School used to be a teacher at Anzhong. Back then, before the private school was built in their county, he and Old Zhu were both in the mathematics teaching group. Later, when wealthy merchants from outside the city invested in building a private school, they poached Sun Guangquan, who was just a math teacher then, with a high salary. That year they also approached Old Zhu, but Old Zhu, though often indirectly temperamental, was a person of high integrity who disdained working for capitalists. He was dedicated to improving teaching at his current school, and also because he was already leading a graduating class, he felt sorry for his batch of students from poor backgrounds, so he refused.

After Sun Guangquan went to Jinlong Middle School, he constantly worked against Anzhong, competing for resources, and even frequently badmouthed Anzhong behind their backs. Although Anzhong’s college admission rate hadn’t been good these past two years, Sun Guangquan’s behavior was truly inappropriate.

Therefore, Old Zhu was furious whenever he saw him, which left Yellow Hair and the others quite puzzled.

Downstairs, since these foreign parents had been communicating with Ye Jingjian and the others at Jinlong earlier, they assumed Ye Jingjian would be their translator. Although Ye Jingjian could handle translation work, due to limited exposure to foreigners and the linguistic environment, his translated sentences were Chinese-style patchwork English. Plus, perhaps from doing too many practice problems, he paid excessive attention to various tense usage while speaking, making it less conversational. While the foreigners could understand, they inevitably found it awkward.

When the group reached Anzhong’s indoor gymnasium, as the principal was making introductions, Ye Jingjian suddenly blurted out “Sporting house,” causing all the foreigners’ expressions to change dramatically. The atmosphere instantly became extremely awkward.

The Anzhong school leaders beside them hadn’t realized what had happened. Why did these foreigners suddenly look so upset?

At this moment, Qing Ye suddenly stepped out from the crowd with a smile and smoothed things over, reintroducing the “gymnasium” before them.

Only then did Ye Jingjian realize something was wrong. After the school leaders led the foreigners to another area, he fell back two steps and asked Qing Ye, “Did I say something wrong just now?”

Qing Ye glanced at him: “Sporting house means brothel.”

“…”

Although “sport” means athletics and “house” indeed means building, together they don’t mean gymnasium. Qing Ye wasn’t sure if Ye Jingjian genuinely didn’t know or if he just blurted out “sporting” upon seeing the gym.

So Ye Jingjian’s original statement was “This is Anzhong’s time-honored brothel.”

Qing Ye didn’t understand why Ye Jingjian had used the description “time-honored”—probably trying to convey the principal’s point about the gymnasium’s long history of construction. In any case, it directly terrified these foreigners, who couldn’t understand for a long time why Chinese schools needed to be equipped with brothels.

Fortunately, Qing Ye saved this awkward situation in time, allowing the foreign parents to realize it was just a small misunderstanding.

Naturally, afterward, these foreigners all gathered around Qing Ye asking various questions. Qing Ye communicated with them without any barriers or pronunciation issues, maintaining a perfectly appropriate smile throughout the entire process while handling these parents flawlessly.

Her outstanding appearance, along with etiquette and eloquence deeply ingrained since childhood through osmosis, plus her frequent selection as a representative for various exchange activities at her former international school, meant stage fright was never an issue. She handled even the reception details exceptionally well, quickly winning the foreign parents’ favor.

This left the two students sent by Jinlong with practically no role to play, while Sun Guangquan’s face alternated between shades of green and white.

After the class bell rang, students filled the corridors, looking down at the foreigners near the display wall below. Yellow Hair, leaning on Xing Wu’s shoulder, said, “These foreigners are friendly, look how they’re chatting and laughing with Qing Ye. Our cousin is just excellent, winning over both Chinese and foreign friends.”

Xing Wu gave him a sidelong glance: “What nonsense.” Then he turned and walked toward the end of the corridor. Yellow Hair called after him: “Brother Wu, where are you going?”

“To release poison.” Yellow Hair touched his cigarette and followed.

Their group had originally come to smoke on the playground, but just as they lit up, the PE teacher came running from far away, shouting: “Quick, quick, put out those cigarettes! You guys really… didn’t you get the notice about the big meeting at two o’clock? Everyone’s coming over now.”

Xing Wu lifted his eyelids and indeed saw various classes already assembled, lining up and successively entering the playground. He extinguished his cigarette, and Yellow Hair and the others gradually stamped out their cigarettes too, though they still didn’t move, remaining seated under the sports equipment shed.

Meanwhile, Miss Yu hurriedly pulled Qing Ye aside and asked her: “You brought the script, right?”

“No.”

“What?” Miss Yu’s face went white.

“Where did you put it? I’ll have your classmates go get it.”

As Miss Yu was about to call Teacher Yang, Qing Ye pointed to her head: “No need, it’s all in here.”

Miss Yu was nearly scared to death by her boldness. Grabbing Qing Ye’s arm, she said, “When the principal gives his speech on the podium, you just stand in that position beside the podium, see? The principal will pause after each section, and you just take the microphone and translate, okay? No problems, right?”

Qing Ye looked at the position beside the podium, her eyes suddenly flashing with a gleam: “I need to use the bathroom.”

“Go, go, hurry back.”

So Qing Ye directly turned to the first-floor restroom nearby. In front of the mirror, she removed the hair tie binding her hair, and instantly, beautiful loose curls fell, carrying a hint of messy playfulness. She dabbed some water and tidied up a bit, then smiled at the mirror—commercial break time.

Yao Yan – Chapter 35
The foreigners were arranged in the first two rows, with students from all classes seated in rows behind them. The principal, a middle-aged man around fifty, wore an unconvincing wig and stood in the center of the podium with his round belly and waist.

By this time, Qing Ye had taken her position beside the podium, holding the microphone and stepping into her polished black leather shoes.

Originally, she had been standing below the podium where no one paid much attention to her. However, when she began simultaneous translation in crisp, standard British English after the principal finished his first section, “whoosh”—all eyes focused on this poised and graceful female student, whether teachers, students, or the inspection group.

She stood there, gazing straight ahead with a smile, neither humble nor arrogant, wearing a sweet, well-tailored apricot dress paired with a burgundy fitted knit vest—elegant and appropriate. The breeze from the playground gently lifted her wispy bangs, and as they danced softly, her eyes sparkled like stars.

What drew even more attention was that while the principal read from his script, glancing down at every sentence, Qing Ye translated everything from memory. Her perfect pronunciation sounded melodious even to those who couldn’t understand English.

After the entire speech, everyone’s gaze remained fixed on Qing Ye—after all, she was much more pleasing to the eye than the principal. After putting down the microphone, she casually brushed back her curls, her long hair complementing her features in a very fashionable way. At least in this county town, you couldn’t find another girl with such a stylish hairstyle.

Yellow Hair behind her stared straight ahead, asking dazedly, “Did Qing Ye get a perm? Damn, she looks different, just like a TV star.”

Xing Wu leaned back on the vaulting box, supporting himself with both hands, his narrow eyes squinting into lines against the light, his gaze firmly fixed on her.

She stood there, radiating brilliance within his field of vision, yet Xing Wu’s mind echoed with her words from before bedtime last night. She wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t halt her steps for anything. Someday, she would fly away from this dark place, back to the world where she belonged. Then, everyone would return to their proper places. Xing Wu suddenly felt the Qing Ye before him seemed somewhat unreal.

Just then, several foreigners raised their hands, apparently having questions for the principal, though they were asking if it would be convenient since this segment hadn’t been planned.

Since the questions would involve some teaching plan arrangements and cultural coexistence issues, some quite professional, the principal wasn’t sure if Qing Ye could translate his answers on the spot, so he first queried her with his eyes. Qing Ye nodded to the principal.

Then the principal puffed up his big belly and gracefully answered these foreign parents’ concerns. And since Principal Zhong had a literature background, his speech was quite refined. Whether trying to demonstrate his level in front of the whole school or whatever, he even quoted from the Analects.

Led by Miss Yu, the English department teachers instantly broke into a cold sweat for Qing Ye, but she quickly absorbed Principal Zhong’s words and translated them for the foreign parents almost simultaneously, even cleverly translating his quote “They who know the truth are not equal to those who love it, and they who love it are not equal to those who delight in it.”

Several teachers beside them looked at Miss Yu in surprise, while Miss Yu let out a long breath and smiled with satisfaction.

After the event, the principal personally saw off the foreign visitors, with Qing Ye accompanying them until the end as a responsible interpreter.

Back at school, the principal said earnestly, “Qing Ye, you performed extremely well today. The school will consider giving you a commendation.”

Qing Ye smiled and said, “It was nothing, I don’t care about commendations—is there a scholarship?”

The principal was taken aback—what a refreshingly practical student. He immediately smiled and said to Director Gu, “You and Vice Principal Pan should arrange this semester’s subsidy.”

Then he told Qing Ye, “It’s not much money, but with your grades, this academic year’s tuition can be waived. The college entrance exam is getting closer, keep working hard!”

“Thank you, Principal.”

Ever since that day when Xing Wu asked about her study abroad expenses, Qing Ye suddenly felt nothing was more practical than RMB.

After saying goodbye to the school leaders, Qing Ye turned toward the high school section. Passing the cement road by the playground, suddenly a car flashed its headlights at her. She turned her head and saw a black Audi A6L parked in the spot, with a young man getting out of the back seat—it was Ye Jingjian, the one who had called the gymnasium a brothel.

He walked up to Qing Ye, his pointed face topped with that hurricane-proof hairstyle, tugging at his little suit, and said very haughtily, “Classmate, add me on WeChat.”

For some reason, looking at his mysteriously confident appearance, Qing Ye’s mind kept flashing to Hanawa from “Chibi Maruko-chan,” but the key difference was that at least Hanawa’s bangs were flowing—what was that thing on his head? Super glue?

Qing Ye chuckled lightly: “Why should I add you on WeChat?”

Ye Jingjian said seriously, “I want to invite you to my house this weekend to practice spoken English.”

“???” Qing Ye looked utterly bewildered, not even knowing what kind of oddball this guy was.

Meanwhile, behind Qing Ye, Yellow Hair’s group had just finished playing basketball and were wandering over from the playground.

Seeing Qing Ye’s look of disdain, Ye Jingjian said irritably, “This is my family’s car. I can have the driver pick you up.”

Qing Ye glanced at the Audi, getting his meaning now. He probably wanted to show off his family’s wealth to her. Indeed, Qing Ye hadn’t seen many good cars since coming here, but this model didn’t count as anything special in her eyes, let alone luxury.

She coolly turned her gaze away and walked off, dropping a “Not free.”

Unexpectedly, Ye Jingjian got agitated and directly blocked Qing Ye’s path, saying anxiously, “What’s wrong with you?”

As soon as he finished speaking, Xing Wu directly hurled his basketball at him without mercy. The ball hit Ye Jingjian’s shoulder hard, making him stumble back a big step. Qing Ye turned around as Yellow Hair walked over noisily, cursing at Ye Jingjian: “Want to die? What level do you think you are to come cause trouble at our Anzhong!”

Ye Jingjian patted the dust off his shoulder and angrily pointed at Xing Wu’s group who had walked over: “You, do you know who I am?”

Yellow Hair glared at him: “Are you the Queen Mother from the Western Paradise Temple?”

“My father is the director of the Target Factory!!!” He pointed his thumb at himself, speaking with overwhelming arrogance.

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow, glancing at him: “Your surname is Ye?”

“I’m Ye Jingjian.” That answer came with the pride of someone who thought they were Steve Jobs.

Qing Ye rolled her eyes internally. At her former school, any random classmate’s family would be embarrassed to claim wealth without owning several presentable companies, let alone this guy who was just the son of a plastic factory director, yet he spoke with the air of a billionaire—quite remarkable.

Qing Ye said to him in a flat tone: “I don’t care if your dad is a factory director or Li Gang, so you have plastic, well, my family has mine, weirdo.”

She then turned directly toward Xing Wu, looking up to say, “I want a Coke, ice cold.”

So the group ignored Ye Jingjian and walked away. Xing Wu glanced at her: “What time of year is it to drink iced drinks?”

Qing Ye said matter-of-factly: “I’m afraid I’ll get sleepy later, need to stimulate my brain.”

Yellow Hair immediately came over: “I’ll go buy it for you.”

“No.” She tugged at Xing Wu’s sleeve: “You buy it.”

Yellow Hair became indignant: “Why? Is there any difference between me and Brother Wu buying it?”

Qing Ye smiled: “It’s different, he smells better.” Xing Wu gave her a meaningful side glance.

Qing Ye waved to them: “I’m heading back to class first.”

Qing Ye just didn’t want to trouble Yellow Hair—they were just friends after all, so how could she keep letting him spend money buying her drinks? But why could she shamelessly trouble Xing Wu? Well, they were family.

Before class started, Xing Wu wandered back and placed an ice-cold Coke on Qing Ye’s desk. Although it was just a small gesture, with so many classmates watching, the relationship between Xing Wu and Qing Ye remained a mystery to other students. To say they were siblings—neither their looks nor their grades had anything in common. To say they weren’t siblings—in two years of school, no one had ever seen Xing Wu bring drinks for any other girl. Well, let it remain a mystery, no one dared to ask anyway.

After school, several junior high school girls called out together: “Senior Qing.”

Qing Ye turned around, and they said somewhat shyly: “Your new hairstyle looks very nice.”

Qing Ye smiled, her eyes curving into charming crescents: “Got it done at Xuandao, they’re having a promotion now, Zhazha Pavilion No. 38.” The young girls suddenly felt like they’d learned some amazing secret.

That evening, Xing Wu made a round at Shunyi and came back. When he entered the room, he saw Qing Ye holding a pen in her right hand, clutching her stomach with her left, curled up by the desk with furrowed brows.

He poured a cup of hot water and placed it beside her: “Stomach ache?”

When Qing Ye looked up, Xing Wu was startled to see her face was deathly pale: “What’s wrong?”

Qing Ye held the hot water cup and opened her mouth but didn’t speak.

Xing Wu frowned and asked her: “Where are you uncomfortable?”

Qing Ye remained silent. Xing Wu was spooked and pulled away the practice paper she was crumpling: “Say something.”

Qing Ye said in a very low voice: “Do you… know where your mom keeps those things?”

“What things?”

Qing Ye looked up and glared at him. Xing Wu suddenly realized: “You mean…”

“I’ll go look.”

He then rushed into Li Langfang’s room and soon brought back a pack of sanitary pads, handing them to her. Qing Ye grabbed them without daring to look at Xing Wu and rushed downstairs, not coming back for a long time.

Xing Wu finished an entire game, checked the time, went downstairs, and knocked on the bathroom door. When Qing Ye opened the door, she looked completely drained, like someone who had just been fished out of water. Xing Wu asked, “How are you?”

“Not feeling well.”

“Told you not to drink cold stuff.” His tone carried a hint of anger.

Qing Ye had no energy to argue with him now, so she just quietly followed him into the room. Xing Wu felt uncomfortable with this and turned back to glance at her. Rarely seeing her so docile and obedient, he couldn’t help but tug at her hair.

Qing Ye finally looked up and glared at him with kitten-like fierceness: “Itchy hands?”

Xing Wu just smiled at her without speaking. The dim light on the stairs fell into his deep-set eyes, like a whirlpool drawing people in endlessly. Qing Ye quickly withdrew her gaze.

As soon as she entered the room, she got into bed and wrapped herself up tightly, saying to Xing Wu: “Are you free?”

Xing Wu leaned on the bed next to her and made a questioning sound.

“Can you help me copy some problems?”

“…”

Originally, Xing Wu thought copying problems, rather than solving them, shouldn’t be a big deal—just a small favor. But he realized he was being too naive.

What Qing Ye meant by copying problems was the key problems from the entire practice book, and she had eight such books, all completed—practice papers from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Henan, Guangdong, Sichuan, and other provinces’ past exam collections. He didn’t know if she was collecting all these books to summon Shenron with the Dragon Balls or what.

But he had already agreed, what could he do? Throw down the pen and quit? Make her get up and copy them herself in her condition?

In the end, Xing Wu couldn’t bear to do that. Well, let’s get to it!

Yao Yan – Chapter 36
Xing Wu felt like his hand was no longer his own an hour later. He had written more tonight than in his two years of high school combined.

He cracked open the window slightly and lit a cigarette, looking down at his messy handwriting. He wondered if Qing Ye would even be able to read it, then smirked slightly – she should be grateful he was copying for her at all.

He turned his head to look at the person lying on the bed. She was curled up in a ball, hadn’t changed position for ages, wrapped up like a little silkworm cocoon, somehow looking a bit silly.

Xing Wu took a cigarette break before continuing to copy. He had barely finished two problems when Quan Ya called, asking what he was doing.

While rapidly writing with one hand and holding his phone with the other, Xing Wu replied, “Doing homework.”

“…” There was a pause on the other end before Xing Wu heard an eruption of wild laughter.

“Wu-zi, next time you want to tell a tall tale, draft it first.”

Xing Wu hung up directly and took a photo of the mountain of study materials and problems, sending it over. Quan Ya immediately called back in disbelief, asking, “What kind of shock did you receive?”

“…”

The person behind him turned over, and Xing Wu looked back, lowering his voice to say, “Alright, I’m busy, stop calling.”

Just as he hung up, he heard Qing Ye weakly call out, “Xing Wu, I’m cold.”

Xing Wu got up and closed the window tightly, then went downstairs to boil water and fill a hot water bottle before bringing it up. He nudged Qing Ye, “Here, take this.”

Qing Ye mumbled something with her eyes closed, not moving at all. Xing Wu simply lifted the corner of her blanket and placed the hot water bottle inside. His hand accidentally touched hers – it was still ice cold, like touching a block of ice.

Suddenly feeling something warm, Qing Ye finally murmured, “What’s that?”

“Hot water bottle. Put it on your stomach.”

“Mmm…”

She moved to hug the hot water bottle, but before Xing Wu could withdraw his hand, he accidentally touched her… chest.

Qing Ye’s eyes flew open instantly, staring at him. Xing Wu had already pulled his hand back and was looking at her. Neither spoke, the atmosphere suddenly becoming mysteriously awkward.

Finally, Xing Wu stood up, cleared his throat, and walked back to the desk as if nothing had happened.

Qing Ye didn’t know if Xing Wu got any sleep that night. She had only meant for him to copy down a few valuable problems from several test papers, planning to review them herself during the day. She never expected him to copy all the important problems from eight workbooks – it made a thick volume that left her dumbfounded.

The truth was, whenever Xing Wu’s hand stopped writing, he kept feeling that soft sensation. Though he had always thought Qing Ye had a nice figure, actually touching it was a strange feeling, and it was intoxicating and impossible to forget.

This directly led to Xing Wu being gone the next morning when Qing Ye woke up, leaving only the copied notebook on the desk.

However, because of Qing Ye’s perfect impromptu translation performance in front of the entire school that day, her reputation at Anshan Middle School suddenly soared.

If before, students from other classes and grades had only heard that she was good at studying, had strong comprehensive abilities, and was good-looking, after this public display, everyone truly acknowledged her from the bottom of their hearts as Anshan’s current top academic star. Recently, more and more people have been asking Qing Ye for study advice, which troubled her somewhat.

But while this incident brought some troubles, it also brought something worth celebrating.

Zhazhating No. 38, Xuandao Hair Salon – the address that Qing Ye still felt was disastrously unfortunate and almost insulting – suddenly became popular. Who could have imagined that in just a few days, No. 38 would become well-known and gradually overflow with customers?

Originally, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan barely had any business after 5 PM, but recently, for some unknown reason, especially on weekends and after school, waves of students came to get perms.

Anshan Middle School was similar to Qing Ye’s former international school in one way – the teachers weren’t very strict about hairstyles. Generally, as long as it wasn’t too outrageous, teachers would turn a blind eye. This led to Qing Ye’s fashionable wool curls suddenly becoming a trend at Anshan. She was like a walking advertisement everywhere she went on campus, and recently even students from Anshan Vocational School and Jin Middle School came seeking their services.

So the previously struggling Xuandao suddenly became bustling with business. At first, Liu Nian and Du Qiyan didn’t think anyone would want to prepay for membership cards since people here generally weren’t keen on advance consumption, but surprisingly, quite a few people signed up for cards these past few days. Li Lanfang even stopped playing mahjong, her hands cramping from collecting money, and she even bought an extra two jin of ribs to make soup for Qing Ye at dinner.

Xing Wu couldn’t figure out how these three unlikely people suddenly managed to make the business successful – it was quite puzzling.

When they first got overwhelmed with business, Li Lanfang kept complaining to Xing Wu about being tired and in pain, so he had Quan Ya and the others come help for a few days.

Until Qing Ye came up with a solution – using numbers, limiting how many perms they could do per day, and having people queue up. This prevented the shop from being crowded and chaotic all day.

After optimizing the process, the busy situation improved. On Quan Ya and Hua Bi’s last day helping out, Xing Wu treated them to a meal. Being brothers, they weren’t too formal about it – they just had hotpot at home.

When Qing Ye came back in the evening, she learned from Du Qiyan that Xing Wu had invited them for dinner.

She first went upstairs to put away her things and wash her hands. When she came down to the backyard, the table was already full of people – even Shu Han and Da Hei had come. It was quite lively indeed.

Du Qiyan had saved a seat for Qing Ye beside her, so she went to sit between Du Qiyan and Liu Nian. Xing Wu sat across from her, with Quan Ya on his left and Shu Han on his other side.

Shu Han was dressed quite sexily today, wearing a black bodycon dress with bright red lipstick, adding a touch of coldness to her allure. Like Xing Wu and the others, she was drinking beer and seemed able to hold her liquor well. Because Qing Ye still needed to study later, she only drank soft drinks and didn’t say much, just keeping her head down while eating.

When she looked up, she met Shu Han’s observant gaze. After they made eye contact for two seconds, Shu Han suddenly raised her glass towards her: “We haven’t properly met yet. I’m Shu Han.”

Qing Ye raised her drink: “Qing Ye.”

Shu Han slightly furrowed her brow and smiled, “Orange juice, huh?”

Xing Wu said flatly, “She needs to study later, so she’s not drinking.”

Shu Han gave Xing Wu a meaningful look but said nothing, finishing her drink while Qing Ye took a sip of her juice and continued eating.

Shu Han cooked some lamb slices and passed them to Xing Wu. He was smoking and talking with Quan Ya when Hua Bi glanced over and suddenly interjected: “Sister Shu, Brother Wu, why don’t you two just get together? What’s the point of dragging it out like this?”

Xing Wu’s smile suddenly disappeared as he tapped his cigarette ash. Shu Han showed no expression as she took out a slim cigarette from the nearby pack and lit it. Liu Nian and Du Qiyan looked bewildered, glancing between Shu Han and Xing Wu. Quan Ya watched his sister with interest while Da Hei had an expression that suggested he was enjoying the drama.

At the table, only Qing Ye seemed completely detached, continuing to eat without stopping.

Hua Bi had probably been holding this in for a while, and since he’d brought it up, he decided to lay it all out: “We’re all family here, don’t blame me for being direct. It just makes sense – Brother Wu, your mom was just joking about accepting Sister Shu as a daughter-in-law. Why can’t you be more proactive? Wouldn’t that solve everything?”

Xing Wu raised his eyes and saw Qing Ye still calmly putting food in her mouth, showing no emotion whatsoever.

He suddenly put out his cigarette and glared at Hua Bi: “Isn’t all this food enough to keep your mouth shut?”

Shu Han lowered her head and smiled, her lips curving with a hint of coldness.

Quan Ya tried to smooth things over: “The monk isn’t as anxious as the eunuch. I haven’t even said anything – Ma Bin, did you take the wrong medicine today?”

“Boss Jiang wants Sister Shu.”

Hua Bi’s words made everyone at the table freeze, even Qing Ye stopped her chopsticks and looked up at them.

Quan Ya suddenly shouted: “Shut the fuck up!”

Hua Bi stared at Xing Wu with bloodshot eyes: “I’m going to say it today. Are you all afraid of making things difficult for Brother Wu? Well, I’m not afraid to be the bad guy. We all grew up together, wore the same pants, and ate from the same bowl. When we needed money, Sister Shu always helped us find ways. Everyone knows how Sister Shu feels about Brother Wu. Brother Wu has helped Boss Jiang before – if you just agree, Boss Jiang would consider that Sister Shu is your woman and wouldn’t touch her.”

With a loud “bang,” Shu Han suddenly slammed her cigarette on the table, shot Hua Bi a fierce glare, turned, and walked towards the kitchen, slamming the door shut.

Liu Nian and Du Qiyan looked terrified, Quan Ya glared at Hua Bi, and Xing Wu lowered his head with furrowed brows.

Even Da Hei was stunned and asked, “Is Sister Shu okay?”

Xing Wu drained his glass of alcohol, stood up, and walked toward the kitchen.

Qing Ye raised her eyes, following his figure as he entered the kitchen, opened the door, and then closed it.

Qing Ye quietly lowered her gaze and gradually put down her chopsticks, very calmly saying, “I’m going upstairs to study.”

Then she just left. No one paid attention to her, except Da Hei who muttered, “Brother Wu’s relative still has the mind to study at a time like this?”

Back in her room, Qing Ye closed the door and leaned against it, spacing out for a while. Then she mechanically walked to the window, sat down, opened a workbook, tore out a test paper, and began solving problems.

Qing Ye had always believed she had a special ability – no matter how agitated her emotions were, once she settled down to do problems, she could quickly block out everything and everyone around her.

But today, after two problems, she still couldn’t calm down. She even felt a kind of burning impulse, inexplicably wanting to get angry for some reason.

Halfway through the third problem, she suddenly crumpled up the test paper and threw it on the desk, standing up. She suddenly had a strange urge – she wanted ice cream, now, right this instant!

So without another word, she put on her jacket, grabbed her phone and money, and went downstairs. The backyard was still noisy, Quan Ya and Hua Bi seemed to be arguing, Da Hei was trying to mediate, the voices were loud, but she completely ignored all this commotion and went straight out through the front door of Xuandao.

After dark, Zhazhating lost some of its mundane atmosphere and instead resembled an abandoned small town from the 1980s, desolate and lonely. When she came here several months ago, she never would have imagined that such a small, broken-down place would have so many complicated matters happening every day.

She thought she was just coming here to study for a year, and her cheap aunt’s home was just a place to board. She wouldn’t have much contact with them, nor would she be affected by them in any way.

But tonight, she was disturbed by just one dinner, making Qing Ye find it laughable. Right now, she needed to swallow a big mouthful of ice cream to clear her head.

Qing Ye remembered seeing a dessert shop on the way to Electronics Street while riding the three-wheeler last time. She wasn’t entirely sure if they sold ice cream there, but she wanted to go look.

After Xing Wu and Shu Han talked for a while, when they came out of the kitchen, they both appeared very calm. Meanwhile, the group outside had been arguing for half the time. Xing Wu scanned the area and asked, “Where’s Qing Ye?”

Liu Nian said, “She went upstairs to study.”

Xing Wu said nothing. Seeing them come out and noting Xing Wu’s poor expression, the others stopped arguing, not wanting to push the issue further. Hua Bi’s intention was just to at least let Brother Wu know about this matter – as for how they decided to handle it, he certainly couldn’t control that.

Xing Wu sat for twenty minutes, then got up and went inside to pour a cup of hot water. Seeing Qing Ye’s cup still on the counter, he poured one for her too. However, when he went upstairs to deliver it, Xing Wu froze – Qing Ye wasn’t in the room. On the desk was only a crumpled test paper. His heart suddenly sank, and he rushed downstairs.

Da Hei had just walked in and asked what was wrong. He shouted, “Didn’t you say Qing Ye was upstairs? Where is she?”

Quan Ya also ran in asking, “What’s wrong? Qing Ye isn’t upstairs?”

Xing Wu pulled out his phone and rushed out of Xuandao…

Yao Yan – Chapter 37
Soon, Qing Ye’s phone rang. Seeing it was Xing Wu calling, for some reason, she suddenly didn’t want to answer, didn’t want to hear his voice, and even wanted to smash her phone.

So… she turned it off.

Qing Ye hadn’t thought too much about it. She just wanted to be alone for a while, to adjust her mindset. She felt this wasn’t good – she wasn’t someone with poor self-control. She believed she could quickly adjust her attitude, provided Xing Wu didn’t interfere right now.

After leaving Xuandao, Xing Wu got on his motorcycle and searched every possible path between Zhazhating and the school, but couldn’t find Qing Ye. She rarely went out, her activity range was limited to this area, and she wouldn’t randomly wander to unfamiliar places further away.

Standing at Anshan Middle School’s entrance, the school gates tightly shut and pitch black inside, the anxiety in his eyes burned like a great fire. In the rearview mirror, he could see the road by the school’s back gate, where the image of Qing Ye confidently riding her balanced car seemed to still be before his eyes.

He clenched his fists, suddenly thinking of Electronics Street. Besides Zhazhating, the only place Qing Ye had gone to on her own was Electronics Street. He swung his bike around and rode in that direction.

He didn’t know how long he’d been searching. He was even thinking that if he couldn’t find her along this route, he’d probably have to call out all his brothers to help search the entire county.

Until he turned a corner and saw a small figure sitting under a distant streetlight. He hit the brakes hard, almost thinking he was seeing things, but two seconds later when he confirmed it was indeed Qing Ye, he went crazy.

He turned and rode toward that figure. As he got closer, he could more clearly see her dejected silhouette, hidden in the sparse streetlight, as if covered by a layer of faint melancholy, head lowered, staring at her own shadow lost in thought.

He called out: “Qing Ye.”

When Qing Ye suddenly heard Xing Wu’s voice, she thought she was hallucinating. She slowly turned her head. The motorcycle rushed through the night like a swift meteor breaking through the dark sky and crashing into her heart, until it stopped in front of her with a sharp brake, tires screeching against the ground. Xing Wu looked down at her this way, his eyes so bright, like the most brilliant star had fallen into them, emitting dazzling light.

His voice carried undisguised anger: “Just leaving like that, really treating my home like a hotel? Running out so late without saying anything? Why didn’t you answer when I called? Do you know how long I’ve been looking for you? I nearly turned Anzi County upside down. Say something!”

As he spoke, he swung his long leg off the motorcycle and stood in front of Qing Ye, his tall shadow like a solid wall.

Qing Ye slowly raised her head to gaze at him, the dim light illuminating her flickering, uneasy eyes that pierced into Xing Wu’s heart. She slowly stood up from the stone stool, frowning: “I…”

The next second, she fell into Xing Wu’s embrace – without warning, catching her completely off guard, without any preparation. Xing Wu pulled her directly to his chest, tightening his arms, his warm breath falling by her ear: “Sister Shu has done me favors. I’ll help find a way to handle this matter, but I won’t be with her.”

Qing Ye’s arms hung at her sides, her body like a thin sheet of paper held tightly in his embrace. Her heart beat faster and faster, her mind blank, completely stopped functioning, only unconsciously blurting out: “Why?”

Xing Wu released her and lowered his head to look deep into her eyes, his breath hot: “Are you nearsighted?”

“No.”

“If you’re not nearsighted, why can’t you see why?”

Qing Ye lowered her gaze and bit her lip hard, her hands at her sides trembling slightly. Her nose stinging, she turned her head: “Why are you explaining to me? I didn’t go out because of you, I just… just wanted to get some ice cream…”

Xing Wu looked down at her, his gaze showing traces of indulgence: “Did you get any?”

Qing Ye’s eyes suddenly reddened, and she shook her head dejectedly: “Couldn’t find any.”

Seeing her like this, like a little girl about to cry because she couldn’t get candy, Xing Wu was completely helpless against her. He raised his hand and ruffled her hair. Qing Ye stood still, docile as a naturally curly little sheep, making Xing Wu’s heart itch. He bent down to look at her at eye level, the light in his eyes burning hot: “Ready to go home?”

Qing Ye sniffled but didn’t speak. Xing Wu turned and mounted the motorcycle. As Qing Ye walked toward him, he suddenly sat back and said to her: “I left in a hurry without a jacket. Sit in front and block the wind for me.”

“Why should I?”

“Because I’m cold.”

Qing Ye suddenly raised her eyes in displeasure, but Xing Wu just looked at her and smiled, wild and unrestrained.

Qing Ye walked to the front of the motorcycle with annoyance and sat down. Instantly, Xing Wu encircled her, his arms gripping the handlebars, giving them a slight twist. The motorcycle wove through the old streets, Qing Ye’s back pressed against Xing Wu’s solid chest. She had never known a young man’s chest could feel so steady and warm. The wind whipped past her ears while her cheeks grew increasingly red.

Xing Wu lowered his head, his breath falling among her hair strands, his voice husky: “Cold?”

Qing Ye absently “mmm’d” in response. Xing Wu’s arms tightened further, bringing her completely into his embrace. Qing Ye nestled against his chest, not daring to move at all. She felt she was done for – just minutes ago she had been trying to adjust her mindset, but now it had completely collapsed.

Little Angel stopped at Xuandao’s entrance. Qing Ye had been blushing the whole way and dismounted with her face still burning. Xing Wu locked the bike while she stood waiting beside it.

After securing the bike, Xing Wu turned and touched her hand – it was ice cold. He directly grabbed her hand and put it in his pocket. Qing Ye’s hands had indeed lost feeling from the wind, and only now in Xing Wu’s pocket did she feel the cold.

They were about to enter Xuandao when Da Hei and the others heard the sound and were walking out. They asked, “Found her?”

As they all walked out together, Qing Ye glanced at Shu Han and tried to pull her hand from Xing Wu’s pocket, but he firmly gripped it. His palm was warm and broad, holding her hand tightly in his grasp, giving her no chance to escape.

He joked with them: “She got hungry and went looking for food.”

Quan Ya glanced at their joined hands, then looked at Shu Han, but she just smiled faintly: “Good that you found her. Wang Min needs me for something so I’ll head out first. Da Hei can give me a ride since it’s on his way.”

“Alright.” With that, Da Hei got on his motorcycle and left with Shu Han.

Only after they turned the corner did Quan Ya throw away his cigarette and look at Xing Wu: “Let’s talk to Shun Yi.”

Hua Bi stood nearby with his arms crossed, saying nothing. Xing Wu released Qing Ye and turned to tell her: “Go inside. Lock the door and go to sleep, don’t wait up for me tonight.”

Quan Ya and Hua Bi had already instinctively moved to wait across the street for Xing Wu. Qing Ye glanced at them worriedly, but Xing Wu smiled at her: “It’s fine, go on.”

Xing Wu watched Qing Ye go inside, then pulled down the rolling door before turning to face his brothers across the street.

Yao Yan – Chapter 38
Half an hour later, Xing Wu was lying on a recliner in the back room of Shun Yi, with Quanya sitting across from him. Huabi tossed each of them a cigarette.

Xing Wu took him and lit it while lowering his head. Quanya placed the cigarette behind his ear and got straight to the point: “What are you thinking?”

Xing Wu took a mild drag from his cigarette and asked back: “What do you mean, what am I thinking?”

Quanya’s mouth curved into a crooked smile: “I heard from that blonde kid at your school. She’s got good grades and plans to study abroad?”

“Mm.” Xing Wu flicked his ash, expressionless.

Quanya leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees: “I’m not saying this for my sister’s sake. You’re not a fool – even if it’s for her good, you shouldn’t get involved with her.”

“I haven’t touched her,” Xing Wu raised his eyes to stare at him.

Quanya’s gaze swept across Xing Wu’s face: “Then what’s your plan? Have a pure romance? Or keep her here in Zhazha Ting?”

Xing Wu’s brows furrowed tightly: “I never planned to keep her here. She wouldn’t stay for anyone anyway.”

Huabi, standing nearby, grew more confused as he listened and interjected: “Then Brother Wu, are you saying you’ll go abroad with her?”

“I won’t leave,” Xing Wu extinguished his cigarette viciously.

Quanya shook his head and sighed deeply, saying nothing more. As brothers for so many years, he understood Xing Wu’s situation better than anyone.

Xing Wu didn’t go home that night. The next day, Qing went to school as usual. Xing Wu didn’t show up all day. During breaks, she drafted several messages asking where he was or if something unpleasant had happened with Quanya and the others last night, but she deleted them all.

Qing had thought Xing Wu wouldn’t come to school today, but surprisingly, during the third afternoon period, just before school ended, he sauntered in through the back door. As soon as he sat down, Qing turned around and asked: “Why even bother coming at this hour?”

Xing Wu smiled and mouthed two words without making a sound: “Pick you.”

Qing’s face flushed with a suspicious blush, and she quickly turned back to focus on her exercises.

After school, Qing rode her self-balancing scooter, sometimes passing in front of Xing Wu, sometimes sliding back to ride beside him, and asked: “Why can’t you just attend classes properly?”

Xing Wu kept his head down, his profile clear and bright in the sunset glow, carrying an inexplicable air of casualness: “Attend classes and then what? There’s no university here.”

The wheels of the self-balancing scooter glided silently across the ground. Qing said nothing more, but she understood. There was no university here – to attend university meant leaving for another city. But if he had been able to leave Zhazha Ting back then, perhaps he wouldn’t need to prove himself through college entrance exams today.

So the words “attend classes” were deeply paradoxical for him. This wasn’t Xing Wu’s way out; he was different from her. He couldn’t escape his current life through education.

Qing suddenly accelerated ahead of Xing Wu because she didn’t want him to see the loss and confusion in her eyes.

Xing Wu continued to follow slowly behind her, watching her back. The sunset had set the evening clouds ablaze, reflecting in his eyes like a raging fire, intense and burning, yet his expression remained extremely grave.

Qing would occasionally look back at him, and he would smile at her, but once she turned away, his smile would vanish again.

When they reached Xuan Island, Qing was startled – before they even reached the entrance, a bag suddenly flew down from the second floor, followed by a washbasin, slippers, and surprisingly, even a man’s wig.

What was going on? Qing stood at the entrance clutching her bag, not daring to go in for a long while, thinking Xing Wu’s house had been robbed. Then she heard Li Lanfang’s pig-slaughter-like crying coming from upstairs.

Qing saw Liu Nian and Du Qiyan standing ramrod straight inside the store, looking confused. She rushed in to ask them what was happening, and Liu Nian said with a constipated expression: “Boss Li’s husband is back, he’s upstairs right now.”

Qing suddenly understood – Xing Wu’s father had returned home, that legendary man who barely came back twice a year.

She turned around, and Xing Wu had just stepped in, his expression dark.

Previously, Qing had imagined what Xing Wu’s father might look like. Given Xing Wu’s height, build, and looks, his father should have been a handsome, tough middle-aged man, perhaps like Zhang Hanyu or Duan Yihong, or at least someone like Sun Honglei. Who could have imagined that Xing Wu’s father looked like Ben Shan’s long-lost brother?

So when the family gathered around the table for dinner that evening, Qing couldn’t take her eyes off Xing Wu’s father’s weathered face. The key point was that he was wearing a wig – the same one Li Lanfang had thrown downstairs earlier. The style of the wig was identical to their school principal Principal Zhong’s – if you didn’t know better, you’d think they’d bought them together in a group purchase.

However, Xing Wu showed no warmth toward his father. More surprisingly, although Li Lanfang and Xing Wu’s father had been fighting like crazy in the evening, with such house-destroying intensity that Qing hadn’t dared to go upstairs, now they were acting as if nothing had happened. Li Lanfang was even serving rice to Xing Wu’s father, which left Qing bewildered.

Even more puzzling was Xing Wu’s grandmother. Since his father’s return, she wouldn’t even let Xing Wu feed her anymore, just staring eagerly at her son. You’d think she was brain-damaged, yet somehow she seemed to recognize people, and when Xing Wu’s father fed her, she ate.

Even Xing Wu found it amazing. In all the time Qing had lived here, the old lady had always been incomprehensible to her. For instance, despite being brain-damaged, she always wanted to watch TV. Speaking of watching, Xing Wu had set up an old TV in her room, and though she didn’t focus on the screen if anyone turned off the TV, the old lady would make an inhuman sound that made one’s hair stand on end. So the TV in Xing Wu’s grandmother’s room was practically on year-round.

Although Xing Wu’s father had returned for the Mid-Autumn Festival, the meal didn’t have any taste of a family reunion. Instead, Xing Wu was the first to slam his bowl down and go upstairs.

Meeting Qing for the first time, Xing Wu’s father had a few drinks and chatted with her briefly, opening with: “When did your mother die?”

“…” Qing had never met someone so terrible at conversation.

Since his father’s return, Xing Wu hadn’t left his room, just lying on his bed wearing headphones and watching game livestreams. After Qing finished her exercises, it was already late, so she turned off the lights and went to bed.

After lying down, Qing couldn’t help but ask: “Why do you have such an attitude toward your father?”

Xing Wu didn’t respond. Qing simply pulled open the curtain between them. She thought Xing Wu was still gaming, but actually, he wasn’t in any game – he was just staring blankly at his darkened phone screen.

Qing called out to him softly again: “Hey.”

Moonlight crept silently through the window, illuminating his absent-minded profile with stark clarity. He glanced at her sideways: “You want to know?”

Qing blinked, and then… he suddenly started removing his pants.

This startled Qing, who sat up abruptly and asked: “What are you doing?”

Xing Wu looked at her tense expression with exasperation, simply pulling down his track pants to reveal his hip bone, showing a long scar that was shocking to behold.

Qing immediately got off her bed and went closer to look. In the moonlight, she could vaguely see what appeared to be a knife wound, quite long, seemingly extending down to his thigh. She couldn’t help but poke it and ask: “How did this happen? Does it hurt?”

Xing Wu’s breath hitched – he hadn’t expected Qing to not only look but touch him. Just a fist’s width away from sensitive areas, his expression suddenly tensed up.

Seeing his silence, Qing looked up at him and noticed his awkward demeanor. The scene from moments ago suddenly replayed in her mind – the clear V-line beneath the scar. Her face instantly turned red, and she quickly dove back under her covers, hiding half her face.

Xing Wu’s voice came calmly from beside her: “When I first started middle school, I was tall and stood out too much. Some third-year students tried to cause trouble. Several guys cornered me in an alley to beat me up. I had to fight back to protect myself. One of them missed his punch, lost his balance, fell, and got his eye pierced by a thumbtack.”

“What?” Qing stuck her head out in surprise.

Xing Wu twirled his phone, a hint of bitterness curling his lips: “After I ran home, his family caused a huge scene at school, saying I blinded their son, demanding compensation and my expulsion. I said a hundred fucking times they were the ones who came after me, that he fell on his own – what the hell did it have to do with me? But no one listened. They all said I was lying. My father, Comrade Xing Guodong, the nation’s pillar of talent, to force a confession from his son, locked me in the bathroom and gave me a loving beating, demanding I tell the truth and personally apologize to that family. I’m tough-skinned, and wouldn’t bow my head. When he saw the belt wasn’t working on me, don’t know what got into him, he ran to get a knife from the kitchen next door.

When I saw him with that knife, I thought, might as well fight him to the death, goddammit.”

Qing turned her head to look at him. His expression was half casual, half cold as if recounting someone else’s story. But having gone through adolescence herself, she understood clearly how extreme middle school children’s emotions could be – desperate to be understood by the whole world, yet afraid of being seen through. She could almost imagine Xing Wu’s despair and anger when he saw his father with the knife, and perhaps fear too – he was so young, only 13.

Xing Wu turned to look at Qing and said: “I’m going to smoke,” seemingly asking for her permission.

Qing leaned against the headboard, watching him: “Go ahead.”

Xing Wu got up and opened the window. His figure sat at the desk, his face hidden in darkness, making it difficult for Qing to see clearly.

She heard him sigh: “Guess I was stubborn, refused to admit it no matter what. Comrade Guodong got enraged, said he’d cripple me, and swung at my family jewels. I don’t know what he was thinking then. Lucky I dodged quickly, or I’d have become a eunuch.”

Though Xing Wu recounted the incident jokingly, Qing didn’t find it funny at all. She suddenly remembered how Xing Wu had spoken of his father when installing the air conditioner – “dead,” he’d said. Perhaps at the moment, his father swung that knife at him, his father had already died in his heart.

Qing remained silent, sliding completely under her covers, suddenly feeling a suffocating discomfort. She couldn’t describe this feeling; she’d never experienced anything like it before – this feeling of utter helplessness.

Qing didn’t hate being cursed at, envied, or even ostracized, but what she hated most was being wrongly accused. Fortunately, while her father might not have been the best husband, he was at least a good father. No matter what happened, he would always patiently listen to her thoughts, understand the whole situation, then rationally analyze it, give advice, and help her solve problems. He never blamed or scolded her without understanding the full picture. Because of this, though young, Qing lived with more confidence and self-assurance than many of her peers.

But Xing Wu was different. She couldn’t imagine how helpless he must have felt at just 13, facing accusations and interrogations from school leaders and parents, being framed. In the end, even his parents, who should have protected him, cast their doubts upon him. She felt that if this had happened to her, she probably would have torn that blind kid’s mouth apart and gone down with him. It was a miracle Xing Wu had survived to this age.

She couldn’t help but ask: “How was it resolved in the end?”

Xing Wu took a drag from his cigarette, gazing out the window as he spoke flatly: “Scraped together five thousand yuan in compensation. I was put on probation at school.”

Qing figured five thousand yuan must have been a significant amount for their family back then. She’d heard Li Lanfang say Xing Wu’s grandmother had become brain-damaged four or five years ago – calculating the timing, it was around when Xing Wu had just started middle school.

While this incident wasn’t completely catastrophic, for a kid it was earth-shattering. And at that time, his grandmother, who had been kindest to him, fell ill – for Xing Wu, that must have meant true isolation.

In Xing Wu’s life trajectory, this incident was both his making and his undoing.

After this incident, Xing Wu’s reputation at school soared. Everyone knew about him – the first-year student who blinded a third-year’s eye. Nobody dared to mess with Xing Wu. He was already tall, and his gaze carried a hint of danger. Even the troublemakers would take detours to avoid him.

But because of these things, more and more trouble found its way to him. That’s when he understood a principle.

In this place, no one would listen to what you said; they only cared if your fists were strong enough. As long as he was powerful enough that no one dared to mess with him, no one would throw dirt on him anymore. Therefore, studying became increasingly irrelevant to him, because survival came first.

Neither spoke anymore. Qing didn’t know what Xing Wu was thinking – perhaps after so many years, he’d become numb to it. But having just heard this story, she was still quite shocked. She couldn’t help but recall Yellow Hair’s words about how Xing Wu’s grades had been decent in middle school before he stopped learning. If Xing Wu hadn’t grown up in such an environment, if his parents had given him some support, even just a little confidence, he might not have become what he is today. With Xing Wu’s intelligence, he might not have been worse than her – think about it, he barely attended school yet still scored 72 points.

While Qing was lost in thought, suddenly the entire building began to shake. It shook, accompanied by strange “creaking” sounds.

Qing immediately stuck her head out from under the covers. At first, she wondered if it was an earthquake – did this place even have earthquakes?

However, when she suddenly heard an indescribable sound, she froze completely.

Yao Yan – Chapter 39
Actually, from the moment she saw Xing Wu’s father that evening, Qing had been pondering a profound question: what exactly had Li Lanfang seen in such an unusual man?

He had neither looks nor height, his emotional intelligence was negative, and he was so poor that even charity organizations wouldn’t look his way. What had bewitched Li Lanfang?

At this moment, Qing finally had her enlightenment – so he was strong in that way, exceptional in that particular aspect.

Originally, Qing had thought that at their age, wouldn’t ten or fifteen minutes be enough? But this went on for over twenty minutes. Perhaps because Qing had turned off the lights, they assumed everyone was asleep and became more uninhibited. The rickety second floor wasn’t very sturdy, and they were making such a commotion – it was impossible to sleep.

It was already embarrassing enough, but what made it worse was that she was sharing the same space with Xing Wu, both of them listening to these indescribable sounds. The situation couldn’t get any more bizarre.

Qing had never experienced anything so awkward in her life, but her unofficial aunt and uncle were like newlyweds reunited after a long separation. It would be rather heartless to stop their passionate reunion – she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

So she turned over very slowly, very quietly, and secretly looked at Xing Wu. He hadn’t made a sound since the noises started. He was leaning against the headboard with his eyes closed, completely still, but Qing knew he must be awake. With this racket, anyone who could sleep through it would deserve her respect.

After a while, seeing that the noises showed no signs of stopping, Qing finally spoke: “Have you… done it?”

As Qing had expected, Xing Wu wasn’t asleep. He slowly opened his eyes and turned to look at her: “Done what?”

“Love.”

Everything froze – their gazes, the air around them, everything stopped in that instant.

After a long moment, Xing Wu looked away and answered: “No.”

“With Sister Shu?”

“No.”

Xing Wu’s answer remained crisp and clear. He suddenly raised an eyebrow and glanced at her: “Do I look like that kind of casual person?”

Qing laughed: “What’s wrong with that? Some people in my old class did it too. There were lots of foreigners in our international school, so… they were pretty open-minded. Quite a few people dated in middle school, and teachers weren’t very strict about puppy love and such. Sometimes when couples formed in class, teachers would even joke about it privately.”

“So you are from an international metropolis, with such progressive thinking.”

“That’s not what I mean. Of course, teachers didn’t encourage it, but they would properly educate us about sex. My former homeroom teacher even said it was a necessary stage of life – rather than suppress it, it’s better to guide it correctly.”

Xing Wu stayed silent. He just found it amazing – it was his first time hearing about teachers discussing such things with students. If this happened at their school, it would cause an explosion.

Qing continued making conversation: “I heard my American classmates say you can get addicted to this. Is it the men who get addicted, or the women, or both?”

Xing Wu suddenly felt the room getting very hot.

He raised his eyebrows: “How do good students like you even talk about these things?”

“It’s academic discussion! A mature top student should explore knowledge in all areas, thoroughly implementing the spirit of asking when you don’t understand. If you only know what’s in textbooks and nothing else, wouldn’t that make you a bookworm? You’d get taken advantage of in society without even knowing how it happened.”

Xing Wu remained silent for a long while, then suddenly called out without warning: “Qing.”

Qing responded with a puzzled “Hmm?”

“Are you sure you want to discuss this topic under these circumstances?”

He turned to stare at her, his eyes like those of a wolf in the night, carrying an intense predatory quality that startled Qing. She hurriedly turned away, saying hastily: “I’m tired, going to sleep.”

Qing had thought that since things were already so awkward, they might as well talk it out openly – fighting poison with poison might make it less awkward. But clearly for Xing Wu, hearing his parents doing this in the dead of night was bad enough, and having the girl sleeping beside him discuss it with him made it even worse. What made it most unbearable was that this girl held a fatal attraction for him.

Qing fell asleep quickly enough, after all, she had to get up early the next day. But unexpectedly, what woke her the next morning wasn’t her alarm, but the sound of arguing downstairs. She jumped straight up from her bed and then heard Xing Wu’s roar. Truthfully, in all the time she’d known him, although his temper wasn’t great, she’d never heard him this angry. It startled her. Just as she was about to rush downstairs to see what had happened, she heard the sound of a motorcycle outside – Xing Wu had stormed out and ridden away.

Initially, Qing thought Xing Wu had been arguing with his father until she went downstairs and saw Li Lanfang crying inconsolably. Only then did she realize Xing Wu had been yelling at Li Lanfang.

Qing hurried over to ask Li Lanfang what had happened. Li Lanfang started cursing, saying that last night Old Xing had told her about a big business deal in another city and needed money, so she gave him her card. But this morning she discovered he had also taken all the money from the cash register. What made it even worse was that Du Qiyan had given Li Lanfang the money he owed Xing Wu yesterday afternoon, and before Li Lanfang could give it to Xing Wu, his father had taken that too.

Qing hadn’t quite processed it all and asked: “Where’s Xing Wu’s father?”

Li Lanfang cried out between sobs: “Gone.”

On her way to school, Qing was still in a daze. She couldn’t understand – last night Li Lanfang and Comrade Xing Guodong had been passionately intimate until the early hours, and this morning he just took the money and ran. What kind of bizarre operation was this?

No wonder Xing Wu would say emotionlessly that his father was “dead.” This behavior was indeed worse than being dead. The key point was – he abandoned his wife, mother, and child. Just left like that? This behavior was fraud and seduction!

That entire day, Xing Wu didn’t come to school. Qing kept looking back, worried about him.

After school, Qing saw Yellow Hair at the school gate and specifically asked him where Xing Wu was.

Yellow Hair said: “Brother Wu called at noon, and said he had business at Shun Yi.”

Qing had already started heading back but decided to make a trip to Shun Yi.

Shun Yi was open, and quite a few people were standing at the entrance, some Qing didn’t recognize, though she knew Huabi. As she approached, Huabi had already seen her and asked: “Looking for Brother Wu?”

Qing nodded, and he called inside: “Quanya.”

Quanya walked out from Shun Yi. Qing felt somewhat awkward seeing him this time, after all, he was Shu Han’s brother. Although she didn’t know what they had discussed that night when they returned to Shun Yi, Qing knew it must have been about her.

Quanya came out and told Qing: “Wu’s working. He doesn’t let people in when he’s working.”

“Oh…” Qing stretched her neck to look inside, and indeed, the wooden door behind the curtain was tightly closed.

Quanya looked at her and asked: “Have you eaten?”

“No, just came from school.”

Quanya simply walked toward her: “Let’s have some noodles next door. He’ll be a while.”

So Qing followed Quanya to the nearby noodle shop. Quanya asked Qing what she wanted to eat. Qing ordered a bowl of three-delicacy noodles. The shop wasn’t very big, mostly filled with men working in the nearby electronics street. While Qing was waiting for her noodles, a young man was about to sit next to her with his stool, but Quanya coldly said “Go elsewhere,” and the man, seeing Quanya, left without a word and moved to another table.

Among Xing Wu’s friends, Quanya gave Qing the most steady impression. Although her first impression was that he looked quite refined, different in temperament from people like Da Hei and Huabi, ever since Qing saw him kick a stool at Da Cao that day, she knew he wasn’t what he appeared to be. Some people have very deceptive appearances but are not to be trifled with – Quanya should belong to this category.

The noodles came, but the portion was very large, and Qing could only finish half.

Quanya had also finished eating but showed no signs of getting up, so Qing asked: “Why doesn’t Xing Wu let people in when he’s fixing things? Is he afraid they’ll steal his techniques?”

Quanya raised an eyebrow, then suddenly smiled: “Fixing things? He’s not fixing anything.”

“Then what’s he doing?”

“Playing games for others.”

“For others? You mean as a substitute player?”

Quanya glanced at her but didn’t speak.

Qing frowned and asked: “If he has the skill, why doesn’t he participate in competitions himself instead of playing for others?”

Quanya said flatly: “Quick money, less trouble, freedom.”

“But he’ll always be underground. No matter how well he plays, no one will know him. Success requires sacrifice.”

“Success?” Quanya suddenly seemed to find this amusing, twirling his Zippo lighter in his hand before saying mockingly: “If he had chosen success, he would have been at the peak of professional competition two years ago. Not everyone can choose success as freely as you can. You don’t know what price others have to pay for choosing success. No one wants to display their shame in public.”

Qing stared at Quanya, her heart suddenly tumbling. It was as if she was suddenly looking through a layer of fog – many things became unclear.

She asked directly: “If I hadn’t appeared here, would Xing Wu have accepted Ma Bin’s proposal that night?”

“Yes.” Quanya’s answer was definitive.

Qing’s eyelashes trembled. Quanya lit his lighter and a cigarette: “If he hadn’t met you, he wouldn’t have any regrets, nor any hopes. With Wu’s abilities, even staying in Zhazha Ting, he could make money on his own, enough to keep life from being too bad.

He’s not a greedy person. He would be content with the status quo. After graduating high school, perhaps after a few more years, he would have given Shu Han an answer too. After all, we grew up together, there’s an emotional attachment there. His life would have been stable like most people’s.

But because you appeared, he started having desires, wanting more. Once a person has desires, they fall into endless suffering. Perhaps this sounds cruel, but I don’t have high hopes for you two. You’re on different paths.”

Qing lowered her head and added another large spoonful of chili oil to her bowl, took a sip of the soup, and immediately her mouth burned, even her chest felt burning hot. She raised her head to stare at Quanya: “I’ll pull him onto another path.”

Quanya carelessly extinguished his cigarette and said meaningfully: “We can bet on it – you won’t be able to pull him away.” His confident gaze suddenly caused an inexplicable panic in Qing’s chest.

She straightened her back, staring steadily at Quanya, her mouth curving: “We’ll see.” With that, she stood up and strode out of the noodle shop.

Before she reached Shun Yi’s entrance, Xing Wu called. Just as he called, he saw Qing, hung up, and said to her: “What did you eat? Your mouth is all red.”

“Had some chili.”

“…You can’t handle spicy food but you still ate it.”

Xing Wu glanced at Quanya behind Qing. Quanya maintained an unconcerned expression and asked: “How did it go?”

Huabi nearby laughed: “With Brother Wu on the job, an easy five thousand yuan.”

Xing Wu told them: “I’m leaving first.”

He mounted his motorcycle, and Qing walked over and sat behind him, putting her hands in his jacket pockets. At this moment, she only felt cold, as if winter’s chill was approaching, cold to the bone.

Huabi and the others smiled suggestively. Xing Wu looked down but said nothing. Qing turned her head to stare expressionlessly at Quanya, who just stood by the curb with his arms crossed, smiling, as if nothing had happened between them.

Yao Yan – Chapter 40
Xing Wu didn’t go home for dinner, but instead took Qing Ye to a small casual restaurant. If it weren’t for him bringing her there, she wouldn’t have known there was such a quaint place in this area.

Since Qing Ye had already eaten noodles, Xing Wu ordered a steak for himself and some snacks for her – sago dessert and french fries.

He wasn’t very talkative today, and there was a hint of fatigue in his expression. It wasn’t clear whether this was because he had just finished a competition or because of what happened this morning.

Qing Ye felt she should say something about what happened at home this morning. Some things were better said than kept bottled up, but finding the right way to start was the problem.

So she chose a seemingly insignificant opening: “You don’t look like your father at all.”

Xing Wu lifted his gaze to look at her, then turned his head aside, casting an indifferent glance out the window. “Haven’t you heard of genetic mutation?”

“…” Well, those must have been some incredibly powerful genes then, almost like a Transformer-level mutation.

When the sago dessert arrived, Qing Ye took a sip through the straw, watching the tiny sago pearls line up like a string. At that moment, several things that had seemed odd to her suddenly connected.

Genetic mutation, attacking him with a knife, staying away from home for years, Li Lanfang’s tolerance – none of these things seemed normal to Qing Ye. For instance, genes couldn’t mutate to the point of complete dissimilarity, and even a tiger wouldn’t eat its cubs. It was rare for a father to threaten his son with a knife, let alone try to destroy him. Despite his long absences from home, even though Li Lanfang might have been angry, she still gave him her card.

Yes, none of these things made sense, but if you changed the premise – suppose Xing Wu wasn’t Xing Guodong’s son, or Li Lanfang had betrayed Xing Guodong and given birth to Xing Wu – then everything would make sense. Of course, he wouldn’t look like him, of course, Xing Guodong would hate him enough to draw a knife, and of course, Li Lanfang could only endure silently all these years, not daring to make a scene. Looking at it dialectically, everything seemed logical.

“You don’t know what price others have to pay for their success. No one wants to display their shame in public.”

Quan Ya’s earlier words suddenly floated into Qing Ye’s mind. She looked up at Xing Wu, whose features were shrouded in an impenetrable mist. At that moment, Qing Ye seemed to faintly see an invisible mountain weighing on his shoulders. Though she couldn’t see it clearly, her heart twinged, both because of this speculation and because of him.

So instead of offering comfort, Qing Ye changed the subject: “I heard from Quan Ya that you fight matches for others? Do you get these opportunities often?”

The steak arrived, and Xing Wu answered while cutting it: “Not often. I know some people who formed a team, and occasionally they take on unofficial private matches and ask for my help. They make some money from it. I can’t participate in official or professional matches.”

“Why not?”

“Most matches now are live events, no substitutes allowed, and some even require facial recognition.”

Qing Ye kept staring at Xing Wu’s hands. His fingers were well-defined, and the way he held the knife and fork was particularly pleasing to the eye. Noticing her constant gaze at his steak, Xing Wu simply forked a piece and offered it to her mouth. Qing Ye was startled for a moment before taking a bite. It was quite tender, so after finishing, she pointed at his plate again.

Xing Wu fed her another piece and said, “Let me order another one for you.”

Qing Ye shook her head: “No need, I just want to eat yours.”

“…” And so this young lady who claimed to be full ended up eating half of his steak.

The next day, although it was the weekend, Xing Wu said he had something to do and left early in the morning.

In the afternoon, as the store got busier, Qing Ye went upstairs to work on problems. Around six o’clock, Du Qiyan suddenly rushed upstairs calling for her: “Qing Ye, Qing Ye, there’s a man looking for you, says he’s from Beijing.”

Qing Ye yanked out her earphones and stood up. Her first thought was Uncle Sun, and she wondered why he hadn’t called ahead if he was coming to see her.

When she hurried downstairs with quick little steps and saw Meng Ruihang standing at the entrance of Xuan Dao, she froze.

Seeing Meng Ruihang again, and at Zha Zha Ting of all places, felt somewhat unreal to Qing Ye. He wore a khaki woolen coat, looking elegant and handsome, with a small black wheeled suitcase beside him and a paper bag on top.

When he saw Qing Ye coming down from the second floor through the glass door, his face broke into a long-missed warm smile, tinged with relief and excitement.

Qing Ye was startled when she suddenly saw him, not expecting Meng Ruihang to come looking for her. After just a few seconds, she walked out of Xuan Dao with her hands in her hoodie pockets.

Face to face again, both felt somewhat awkward. Meng Ruihang’s discomfort came from fear that his sudden visit might upset her, while Qing Ye’s unease stemmed from him seeing her in such a humble place.

They stood in silence for a moment, until Qing Ye’s gaze fell on the familiar paper bag. This reminded Meng Ruihang of something, and he turned to hand her the bag: “From that place you always went to – lemon cheesecake. I was worried the shop wouldn’t be open for today’s earliest flight, so I queued up yesterday afternoon. I thought you might be missing it since they probably don’t sell it here.”

Qing Ye lowered her eyes as she took the bag, noticing from the corner of her eye that Li Lanfang and the others were all craning their necks to look outside, grinning and watching. She awkwardly said to Meng Ruihang: “Wait for me a moment.”

Qing Ye returned to Xuan Dao, put down the cake, and asked Liu Nian: “Where’s the nearest hotel around here?”

Liu Nian told her: “In Fourth Alley, on the road to your school. Before you reach your school, turn left at the first intersection. There’s only one hotel there, you’ll see it when you get there.”

Qing Ye nodded and told Li Lanfang: “I won’t be back for dinner tonight.”

Then she hurried out. Li Lanfang watched Meng Ruihang and Qing Ye’s retreating figures with gossipy delight, grinning from ear to ear: “What a handsome young man, you can tell he’s from a wealthy family just by looking at him. That coat is made of good material.” Du Qiyan and the others also craned their necks to look outside.

Once outside Xuan Dao, Qing Ye said to Meng Ruihang: “Let me take you to eat first, though you probably had trouble finding this place.”

Meng Ruihang’s eyes hadn’t left Qing Ye’s face, and he smiled: “Yes, it was hard to find. After getting out of the car, I had to ask for directions many times, passing this intersection several times before circling back.”

Qing Ye kept her eyes on the ground and responded with a quiet “mm.”

There weren’t many decent restaurants in the Zha Zha Ting area, so Qing Ye found a relatively clean small restaurant that served stir-fry dishes. The place had only four tables. After sitting down, she handed the menu to Meng Ruihang: “It’s a small place, hope you don’t mind.”

Meng Ruihang took the menu, looking at her with complex emotions: “Why so formal?”

Qing Ye turned her head away without responding. Meng Ruihang ordered several dishes, all of which were Qing Ye’s favorites. The owner poured them two cups of tea, and Qing Ye played with her disposable plastic cup. She wore a loose, casual hoodie, with her curly long hair draped over her shoulders, her porcelain-white face soft and pure.

After handing the menu back to the owner, Meng Ruihang looked at her and remarked: “You changed your hairstyle?”

Qing Ye glanced up at him, brushing her hair behind her shoulders, and asked: “What time is your return flight tomorrow?”

Meng Ruihang was taken aback: “I just got here and you’re already trying to get rid of me? You really…”

“Don’t come again, it’s not good.”

Meng Ruihang suddenly leaned back in his chair and smiled: “What’s not good about it?”

Qing Ye shrugged indifferently: “Nothing’s good about it. Do you have that much free time?”

“I thought if I didn’t come see you now, I’d have even less time later.”

As the dishes arrived one after another, Meng Ruihang asked about her recent monthly exam results and said: “That’s not bad. Don’t push yourself too hard. About studying abroad, I can help you find a way…”

“Ruihang,” Qing Ye suddenly interrupted him with a smile: “Don’t worry about my affairs.”

Meng Ruihang opened his mouth but didn’t continue. They chatted about school matters for a while. When they left the restaurant, it was already dark, and Qing Ye said to him: “Let me take you to the hotel.”

However, Meng Ruihang insisted on seeing Qing Ye’s school, so she took him on a detour to An Zhong for a look around. On this weekend night, the main gates were closed. Meng Ruihang stood at the entrance, gazing at the teaching building, and suddenly said: “I bet you have quite a few admirers at school?”

Qing Ye replied coolly: “No one dares.”

Meng Ruihang turned to look at her in surprise, then smiled: “True, the boys here…”

He looked back at the buildings shrouded in darkness, his voice becoming somewhat heavy: “Probably can’t keep up with you.”

Qing Ye curled her lips into a smile, lifting her chin: “Says who?”

Meng Ruihang turned his gaze back to her, but Qing Ye had already turned around, saying: “You’ve seen it, let’s go.”

They arrived at the hotel Liu Nian had mentioned, and both were dumbfounded when they stood at the entrance. A dilapidated sign with flickering lights due to faulty bulbs read “Welcome Grand Hotel” – though there was nothing grand about it. There was just a dark, narrow staircase that could barely fit one person, and you couldn’t even see where it led. The walls were covered with dark, sketchy advertisements, making it look like a shady establishment.

Qing Ye cleared her throat and said to Meng Ruihang: “Should we go to the county town instead?”

But Meng Ruihang picked up his luggage: “No need for the trouble, this will do.”

They climbed up the narrow stairs to the second floor, where a middle-aged woman sat at the front desk playing spider solitaire on an old computer. Qing Ye approached and asked: “Do you have any rooms available?”

The woman didn’t even lift her eyelids as she said: “ID card.”

Qing Ye turned around to see Meng Ruihang had already placed his ID card on the counter. The owner finally looked up at them after taking his ID card and said to Qing Ye: “Yours too.”

Qing Ye quickly explained: “I’m leaving soon, not staying here.”

The middle-aged woman gave them a meaningful look, then registered the information and handed them a key. Qing Ye took it and looked at it curiously – why wasn’t it a key card? Well, whatever.

She turned to Meng Ruihang and said: “213.”

The corridor had a depressingly low ceiling, and the carpet on the floor looked unsanitary. Qing Ye walked in front while Meng Ruihang followed with his luggage. She stopped at 213: “Here.”

When she unlocked the door, they found it was a standard room with two single beds. The bathroom had a shower, though all the facilities were old, and there was no TV.

Qing Ye looked around and turned to Meng Ruihang: “Make do with it for one night. I should head back now.”

Meng Ruihang put down his things and said: “Wait, I brought some things for you.”

Then Qing Ye watched as he opened the small suitcase. Instead of clothes, it contained several sets of study materials and books. Qing Ye could tell from the covers that they would be useful to her.

Meng Ruihang took out the materials and packed them properly, saying: “It’s too heavy. How about I bring them to you tomorrow?”

Qing Ye took one review book: “I’ll take this one back to look at first.”

Suddenly, Meng Ruihang said to her: “Since you’re living on your own, if you need money, I can give you some first.”

Qing Ye kept her head down, flipping through the review book without responding. Meng Ruihang stood in front of her, watching. She closed the book and put it aside, suddenly looking up at him: “Is this amusing to you?”

Meng Ruihang frowned in confusion: “Qing Ye, I know my family’s decision was hurtful back then. Do you think these past few months have been easy for me? I’ve argued with my father countless times. His position is sensitive right now, with so many eyes watching him. He couldn’t openly keep you there, but he’s already working on your father’s situation.”

Qing Ye just nodded and calmly said to him: “Thank your family for me. Whether my father gets out this time or not, I, Qing Ye, will remember this kindness and will repay it in the future.

As for you, please don’t come looking for me again. If He Leling finds out, she might think something’s going on between us. That’s not good.”

Meng Ruihang froze: “He Leling? What does she have to do with this?”

Qing Ye suddenly gave a cold laugh, putting her hands in her hoodie pockets and stepping back: “That’s why I asked if this was amusing to you. Do you think I’m stupid or what? Ruihang, don’t make things so awkward that we can’t even be friends.”

With that, she picked up the book and turned to leave, but Meng Ruihang grabbed her arm: “Explain yourself clearly. What does He Leling have to do with this?”

Qing Ye looked back at him once, then simply took out her phone and showed him the photo. Meng Ruihang barely glanced at it before pulling Qing Ye back into the hallway: “That day was He Leling’s birthday party. I wasn’t the only one who took photos with her – almost everyone who attended did.”

Qing Ye put her phone away and gave him a cold look. She wasn’t stupid; if nothing was going on between them, Jesse wouldn’t have deliberately sent her that photo.

The room suddenly fell silent. Meng Ruihang, seeing Qing Ye’s icy gaze, abruptly sat on the bed and lowered his head: “Yes, after you left, she confronted me. I was in a mess during that time and was shocked by the whole thing, so I didn’t give her an answer. At her birthday party, she asked to date me in front of everyone. Out of consideration for her face, and because it was her birthday, I didn’t reject her right there. I only cleared things up with her the next day. I handled it poorly, but Qing Ye…”

He lifted his head and looked at her steadily: “I truly never even held her hand.”

…

When Xing Wu returned home after eight o’clock, Du Qiyan had already left work, while Liu Nian and Li Lanfang were still tidying up. Xing Wu washed his hands and went upstairs to look around, but didn’t see Qing Ye. He came back down, poured a glass of water, and casually asked: “Where’s Qing Ye?”

Li Lanfang excitedly said: “A handsome young man from Beijing came looking for her this afternoon. Could he be Qing Ye’s boyfriend? They seemed close and left together. She didn’t come back for dinner.”

A dark current gradually welled up in Xing Wu’s eyes as he threw back the large glass of water. He heard Li Lanfang muttering: “I wonder if Qing Ye is coming back tonight? Wuzi, should I call and ask her?”

Xing Wu put down the glass and asked quietly, turning his head: “Where did they go?”

“Probably to the hotel in Fourth Alley.”

Xing Wu looked at Liu Nian, who told him: “Qing Ye asked me where the nearest hotel was before she left. She probably took that guy there to get a room.”

Then he turned to Li Lanfang: “Boss Li, I think it’s better not to call. What if he is Qing Ye’s boyfriend? Wouldn’t it be awkward to call? They rarely get to meet.”

Although Li Lanfang felt it wasn’t appropriate for a girl to stay out overnight, she thought about how Qing Ye was different from other thoughtless young girls. She always knew what she was doing and wouldn’t act recklessly. She was afraid calling would just make herself look foolish, especially since Qing Ye usually didn’t care what others said.

However, while Li Lanfang was still pondering this, Xing Wu had already grabbed his motorcycle keys and strode out. Li Lanfang called after him: “Where are you going when you just got back?”

Xing Wu didn’t answer her. His motorcycle made a sharp turn in the darkness, heading straight for Fourth Alley.
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Qing Ye sat at the foot of the bed next to Meng Ruihang, quietly listening as he explained the situation to He Leling. He said he had only vaguely sensed that He Leling seemed to have special feelings for him, but since she was Qing Ye’s friend and they naturally spent time together, he hadn’t thought much of it.

It wasn’t until Qing Ye’s family troubles forced her to leave Beijing that He Leling finally gathered her courage to confess. He had been troubled by this and, afraid of Qing Ye’s misunderstanding, hadn’t mentioned it to her at all.

Moreover, the day after He Leling’s birthday, when he clarified things with her, she attempted suicide at home. Her family even confronted Meng Ruihang about it. He was now completely overwhelmed.

With the college entrance exam approaching and everyone under pressure, he had been forcing himself to reply to He Leling’s recent messages, fearing she might attempt suicide again if her emotions became unstable.

Qing Ye was shocked to hear about He Leling’s suicide attempt over Meng Ruihang. Back when she was still in Beijing, the three of them often hung out together at the library and went for meals. If He Leling had harbored such feelings then, how had she managed?

Later, Qing Ye concluded that someone who had suppressed their feelings for too long might have suddenly burst forth, especially during such a crucial period, leading to an emotional breakdown.

Qing Ye could understand why Meng Ruihang hadn’t told her. Stuck in this remote place, even if he had told her, she couldn’t have done anything except worry more. Like now, knowing about it made her heart heavy. She almost wished the two would just get together – at least that would be better than one party attempting suicide. What a mess.

Qing Ye checked the time – past nine. She stood up and said to Meng Ruihang: “It’s getting late, I should head back. I’ll come see you tomorrow morning. What time works for you?”

“How about ten? Get some extra sleep.”

Sleeping in was a luxury for her now, but she didn’t say anything.

Meng Ruihang walked her downstairs. Still pondering He Leling’s suicide attempt, Qing Ye casually asked while standing by the road: “So what are you going to do now?”

Meng Ruihang turned to face her seriously: “Her family came to plead with me, asking me not to upset her before the college entrance exam. They want to gradually provide her with psychological counseling after this period passes.

So… that’s how things stand for now.”

Qing Ye remained silent, but she understood their current situation. Perhaps Jesse hadn’t misunderstood – whether due to He Leling’s family’s request or Meng Ruihang’s fear of her doing something drastic, they were indeed maintaining this ambiguous relationship.

Qing Ye lowered her eyes and suddenly said: “If that’s the case, you shouldn’t contact me for a while, and don’t let her know you came to see me. We don’t want to trigger her again.”

Meng Ruihang’s brows furrowed: “Once this period passes, we’ll go to Canada. We won’t have to worry about anyone here anymore.”

Qing Ye suddenly smiled lightly: “You go your way, I’ll go mine.”

Across the street, Xing Wu took a final drag of his cigarette, watching Qing Ye chatting and laughing with that guy, showing no signs of leaving. He finally honked his horn twice.

Qing Ye turned her head as a spark cut through the night sky. Xing Wu tossed away his cigarette and rode his motorcycle straight toward them.

Qing Ye awkwardly stepped back, clasping her hands behind her. Meng Ruihang sensitively noticed Qing Ye’s sudden distance and turned to look at Xing Wu.

Wearing a black leather jacket, Xing Wu came to an abrupt stop in front of them. He met Meng Ruihang’s gaze with a cold glance, then looked at Qing Ye, who said in surprise: “Why are you here?”

“Taking you home.” The four words carried steady authority.

Meng Ruihang looked at Qing Ye questioningly: “He is?”

Qing Ye introduced him: “Xing Wu… um, I’m staying at his place.”

Meng Ruihang immediately understood, holding his collar with one hand while extending the other to Xing Wu: “You must be Qing Ye’s relative? Hello, I’m Meng Ruihang.”

Xing Wu glanced down at the extended hand without moving. Qing Ye cleared her throat, and only then did Xing Wu briefly tap his palm in greeting.

At first glance, Meng Ruihang thought Xing Wu didn’t look like a good person – crew cut with a rebellious stripe in his sideburns, and cold, sharp eyes. He shot Qing Ye a surprised look.

Qing Ye said to him: “Well, I’m going.”

She then climbed onto the motorcycle and got settled. Just as she was about to say goodbye to Meng Ruihang, Xing Wu suddenly accelerated, startling her. She instinctively wrapped her arms around his waist, exclaiming: “Slow down!”

Xing Wu replied coldly: “Can’t.”

Qing Ye shifted back slightly, clutching his clothes, and said: “He just arrived today, I only took him to dinner.”

“You’re good at returning evil with kindness.”

“About that incident before, I might have misunderstood. Well, not exactly misunderstood, but it’s complicated.”

She then told Xing Wu about He Leling. Xing Wu was riding incredibly fast, with the cold wind rushing into Qing Ye’s collar, causing her to curl up behind him.

Soon they reached the intersection in front of Xuan Dao, but instead of continuing forward, Xing Wu suddenly braked and got off the motorcycle. Qing Ye followed, looking at him in confusion. He simply said: “I’m buying cigarettes.”

He then walked straight into a small store in the alley. The temperature difference was particularly stark on this late autumn night. Qing Ye rubbed her hands while waiting at the alley entrance. Xing Wu bought his cigarettes and walked toward her, stopping a few steps from the alley entrance. He lit a cigarette, his tall figure casting a long shadow in the narrow alley. His features, half-lit and half-shadowed, carried an intense pressure as he stared at Qing Ye and suddenly asked in a low voice: “What are your plans?”

Qing Ye replied, puzzled: “What do you mean, what are my plans?”

Xing Wu’s deep eyes emanated an unavoidable intensity as they fixed on Qing Ye: “Now that the misunderstanding is cleared up and he’s come looking for you, what are your plans?”

Qing Ye stared at him for a few seconds, and then suddenly her lips curled into a subtle smile as she walked toward him step by step. Standing before him, she looked at him playfully: “What do you think my plans should be? Accept his long-distance affection and be with him?”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Xing Wu suddenly threw away his cigarette. Qing Ye only felt a dark shadow descends, her head held in his hand as warm lips covered hers. His tongue invaded while she was completely defenseless, dominating her breath, plundering her alluring softness, conquering her remaining will, and breaking through her final defenses. The faint nicotine scent numbed her thoughts, leaving her mind instantly blank.

In the dim alley, Qing Ye’s cheeks flushed with an enticing red, making her even more beautiful. Xing Wu, seeing her dazed expression, deepened the kiss.

At that moment, Qing Ye was stunned. She had climbed snow mountains, ridden helicopters, and gone bungee jumping, but no extreme sport had ever made her heart race and breath catch like this. Though she hadn’t been drinking, she felt intoxicated.

Xing Wu’s gaze swept across her heart, causing her to tremble. His breath was scorching, burning every nerve. Qing Ye felt dizzy, her legs weak – what was happening?

So when Xing Wu released her, she nearly lost her balance, clutching her chest. Xing Wu steadied her waist, and she looked up at him in shock. He quickly averted his gaze and strode toward the alley entrance, mounting his motorcycle and telling her: “I’m going to Shun Yi.”

Then he turned around and was gone, leaving Qing Ye staring dumbfounded as he disappeared like a whirlwind, coming and going without a trace.

Qing Ye thought Xing Wu was truly the world’s most genuine jerk. Just one inexplicable kiss, then leaving without a word, and now she couldn’t sleep.

It was her first kiss! Her first kiss! Who has such an inexplicable first kiss?

Qing Ye was still cursing him as a jerk even after lying in bed. Trying to recall how her first kiss felt, she found her mind was still blank, only able to remember Xing Wu’s dark, burning eyes, and then… nothing after that.

But thinking of how Xing Wu had looked at her then, Qing Ye slid under her covers in embarrassment, completely hiding herself.

Then she tossed and turned all night, unable to sleep – angry one moment, embarrassed the next, then finding it amusing – various complex emotions interweaving, leaving her almost sleepless all night.

At dawn, she simply got up to work on practice problems. She had planned to see Meng Ruihang later, but he came early instead, saying he wanted to bring over those materials.

Qing Ye took him around the neighborhood, though there wasn’t much to see. All morning she was somewhat distracted. Although she tried her best to suppress thoughts of last night’s scene in the alley, they kept surfacing. Each time they did, her face would flush strangely, causing Meng Ruihang to ask twice if she wasn’t feeling well.

Meng Ruihang had to leave in the afternoon, as he only had the weekend. After walking around briefly, Qing Ye accompanied him back to Xuan Dao to get his suitcase. They happened to run into Xing Wu, who had just returned. The moment Qing Ye saw him, her face turned red, spreading to her ears – it was as if she’d seen a ghost.

Xing Wu and she exchanged a glance, and suddenly there was an inexplicable awkwardness between them, both silently averting their eyes.

When Li Lanfang heard Meng Ruihang was leaving in the afternoon, she insisted he stay for lunch before going. Qing Ye said it wasn’t necessary, but Li Lanfang, perhaps having a mental lapse, asked Qing Ye in front of Meng Ruihang while Liu Nian and Du Qiyan were in the store: “Is he your boyfriend?”

Xing Wu turned to look at her, making Qing Ye extremely uncomfortable, feeling as if she were covered in thorns. She quickly replied to Li Lanfang: “No, he’s my childhood friend.”

Li Lanfang nodded in understanding, but at that moment Xing Wu came over and said to Qing Ye: “I’ll take you both out to eat.”

Qing Ye remained silent, so Xing Wu called a car. About ten minutes later, the car arrived. Meng Ruihang and Qing Ye sat in the back, while Xing Wu sat in the front passenger seat and told the driver: “Go to Baifa in the county.”

On the way, Meng Ruihang told Qing Ye about their classmates, and she occasionally asked about how certain people were doing or which universities they planned to apply to, though her attention was focused on the person in front.

Meanwhile, Xing Wu sat in the front seat looking down at his phone without lifting his head once, so Qing Ye, while talking to Meng Ruihang, quickly sent him a message: Why are you ignoring me?

The phone in the front seat rang, and Qing Ye suddenly felt a very subtle atmosphere in the cramped space. Soon her phone vibrated, and when she looked, Xing Wu replied: You’re busy with your affairs, I won’t disturb you.

Qing Ye glanced at Meng Ruihang beside her, then suddenly sat up straight, pretending to adjust her position while deliberately bumping the front seat with her knee. This made Xing Wu look up, watching her through the rearview mirror. Qing Ye became self-conscious, a silent smile playing on her lips as she looked out the window.

To Qing Ye’s surprise, after getting out of the car, Xing Wu took them to quite an upscale restaurant. The entrance’s decoration alone exuded elegance – she hadn’t seen such a presentable restaurant since coming to this country.

She fell back to pull at Xing Wu’s sleeve, lowering her voice: “This place must be expensive, right? Any regular restaurant would do, why come to a place like this?”

Xing Wu smirked: “Your childhood friend came all this way to show his care, how could we not treat him properly?”

He strode in, asking for a private room. Qing Ye followed, speechless.

The private room was indeed elegant, with wooden windows overlooking an artificial pond. Though the lotus flowers floating on it were fake decorations, when lit up, they created an illusion of being in Jiangnan.

Qing Ye went to the restroom first, but when she returned, she found herself in an awkward situation. The private room had a long table with seats facing each other, positioned by the window to enjoy the view. However, when she entered, Xing Wu and Meng Ruihang were each sitting on opposite sides, presenting her with a multiple-choice question of where to sit.
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Qing Ye glanced at Xing Wu, who kept his head down scrolling through his phone. Meng Ruihang looked toward her and handed her the menu, saying, “Come see what you’d like to eat. I’ve ordered a few dishes.”

Qing Ye paused for only two seconds before walking directly over and sitting beside Xing Wu. She bumped his arm with hers, gesturing him to move inside. Xing Wu glanced at her from the corner of his eye and shifted slightly.

Only then did Qing Ye respond to Meng Ruihang: “You order. I’m fine with anything.”

Though it was just a small gesture, the natural casualness between her and Xing Wu surprised Meng Ruihang.

While waiting for their food, Meng Ruihang lifted his teacup and said to Xing Wu, “Thank you and your family for taking care of Qing Ye during this time.”

Xing Wu glanced at the raised teacup, picked up his own with one hand, took a sip, and replied, “It’s what we should do.”

After setting down his cup, Meng Ruihang continued, “She tends to crave cold drinks when under pressure, and with upcoming exams getting more frequent, I hope you can keep an eye on her.”

Qing Ye frowned oddly at this, while Xing Wu, eyes half-lowered, said, “I have a bad temper. I won’t spoil princesses.”

He then poured Qing Ye’s cold tea into his cup and replaced it with hot tea, leaving Meng Ruihang stunned. Even more surprising was Qing Ye’s reaction – she held her cup with a smile.

Meng Ruihang awkwardly shifted his gaze back to Xing Wu’s face: “Qing Ye won’t trouble you for too long.”

Xing Wu leaned back against the sofa, speaking carelessly, “How long is ‘not too long’? A week? Or will you take her away in a month?”

Qing Ye kept her head down, fingers tapping silently on her teacup’s rim.

Just as Meng Ruihang opened his mouth to speak, Xing Wu cut him off: “If you can’t, then you have no say in her matters. She’s living in my home, and I’ll take responsibility for everything, good or bad.”

Meng Ruihang suddenly felt an overwhelming pressure. Although Xing Wu’s posture was casual and his tone indifferent, his dark eyes were sharp and piercing when he looked at people, striking straight to the heart.

Despite being at the most upscale restaurant in the county, neither Qing Ye nor Meng Ruihang had much appetite. Only Xing Wu maintained his composure.

When they were almost finished, Meng Ruihang got up to pay, but the server pointed to Xing Wu, saying, “Your friend already paid.”

Qing Ye turned to look at Xing Wu: “When did you pay?”

Xing Wu picked up his jacket and calmly glanced at the QR code on the table.

As they walked out, Qing Ye pulled at him and asked, “How much was it? I’ll pay you back.”

Xing Wu frowned and stared down at her. Qing Ye fell silent, knowing he’d be displeased if she insisted further.

Qing Ye looked back to find Meng Ruihang walking behind them, lost in thought.

The long-distance bus station was nearby in the county town. Meng Ruihang’s 2 PM bus would get him to the city in time for his evening flight. He remained quiet throughout the walk.

At the station entrance, Meng Ruihang looked up at Qing Ye, seeming to have something to say. Xing Wu tactfully turned away and walked to the side to smoke.

Meng Ruihang glanced at Xing Wu before finally asking, “Qing Ye, who exactly is he to you?”

…

After taking a couple of drags, Xing Wu turned back to look at them. They were talking about something, and after a while, Meng Ruihang finally went inside with his luggage.

Qing Ye turned and walked toward him. Xing Wu extinguished his cigarette, and they started walking back. The atmosphere hadn’t felt awkward before, but now with just the two of them, Qing Ye inexplicably remembered last night’s kiss. Though she wasn’t sure if Xing Wu felt the same way, there was an undeniable strangeness between them.

They stopped at the roadside as Xing Wu looked down at his phone to call a car. While Qing Ye kicked at nearby pebbles, Xing Wu asked while scrolling, “What took so long to talk about?”

Qing Ye, hands in her overall pockets, replied quietly, “He asked if you were my relative.”

Having ordered the car, Xing Wu turned his phone in his palm and glanced at her: “What did you say?”

Qing Ye smiled without answering. As the car stopped in front of them, she finally said lightly, “I told him you’re my man.”

She immediately got into the front passenger seat, leaving Xing Wu staring at her in shock until the driver honked twice, prompting him to get in the back.

Neither spoke during the ride. Xing Wu suddenly lost interest in his phone, instead watching Qing Ye through the rearview mirror while she scrolled through her phone.

The car stopped at Xuan Dao’s entrance. As soon as they entered the store, they saw Li Fanzhang bent over at the refrigerator. Seeing them return, she took out a bag: “Qing Ye, these are snacks your childhood friend brought yesterday. Remember to eat them before they go bad.”

She took the bag, glanced at Xing Wu, then smiled and handed the cake back to Li Fanzhang: “You eat it.”

Li Fanzhang asked in confusion: “Why won’t you eat it?”

“Suddenly don’t like it anymore,” she said before heading upstairs.

Li Fanzhang held the cake bag, puzzled, and asked Xing Wu: “Is Qing Ye feeling unwell?”

Xing Wu’s lips curled into a smile: “You eat it.”

In the evening, Huang Mao and Fatty came to the store again. Li Fanzhang was in good spirits and started making dumplings. Huang Mao helped knead the dough at the table, and Qing Ye came over to watch, giving him a thumbs up: “You’re pretty good at this!”

Huang Mao grinned and said, “I’ve trained these arms, see the muscles?”

He deliberately pulled open his jacket to show off in front of Qing Ye, who tilted her head and laughed at his biceps, which were only the size of steamed buns.

Huang Mao laughed with her. Qing Ye’s bangs had grown longer, and she had tied them in a crooked little ponytail on top of her head while studying earlier, finding them bothersome. When she smiled, she looked pure and adorable.

Huang Mao couldn’t help saying, “Qing Ye, you look like a little girl like this, kind of cute.”

Qing Ye responded proudly, “I am a little girl, how old did you think I was?”

Huang Mao quickly explained, “No, I mean you look even younger like this.”

Qing Ye peeked into the kitchen where Xing Wu and Fatty were busy, then pulled her stool closer to Huang Mao and asked in a low voice, “Do you have someone you like?”

Huang Mao’s heart suddenly jumped, and he stared at Qing Ye with wide eyes: “What… what do you mean?”

Qing Ye waved her hand casually: “Nothing special, just wondering what it feels like when you like someone?”

Huang Mao suddenly found it hard to breathe, his mouth dry and his heart racing as he gazed at Qing Ye: “It’s like… you can’t help but keep looking at her, never getting enough, finding her more and more beautiful the more you look. When you can’t see her, you keep thinking about her. When you see her with other guys, you feel upset and want to get angry, but you’re too embarrassed to tell her.”

Qing Ye rested her chin on her hand, listening quietly with a thoughtful, somewhat worried expression. Huang Mao asked hesitantly, “What about you?”

Qing Ye turned to him with her large eyes: “I think I feel similar to what you described.”

Huang Mao suddenly felt like he might faint. He had planned to wait until after Qing Ye’s college entrance exam to tell her, never expecting happiness to arrive so suddenly.

He nervously scrunched up his face: “So what should we do?”

“I need to think about it carefully.” Then Qing Ye went inside.

Huang Mao immediately started hyperventilating, and after catching his breath, he rushed into the kitchen shouting, “Qing Ye just confessed to me!”

Upon hearing that Qing Ye had confessed to Huang Mao, Fatty’s first reaction was: “Did… did Qing Ye hit her head today?”

Meanwhile, Xing Wu, who was cutting cabbage, turned his head coldly with the knife in hand and frowned: “Confessed?”

Huang Mao ran in with flour-covered hands: “Really! She said she feels the same way I do, thinks I’m getting more handsome, misses me when she can’t see me, and said she needs to think carefully about our relationship. My goodness, should I go home?”

Fatty scratched his head in confusion: “Why… why do you need to go home?”

“To tell my mom! If my mom finds out Qing Ye likes me, she’ll think our Hao family ancestors are blessing us!”

“???” Fatty was completely bewildered.

Xing Wu put down his knife, washed his hands, and said, “Are you sure she was confessing to you?”

Huang Mao replied confidently: “Ah, she must have been too shy to say it directly, so she asked roundabout questions about whether I had someone I liked and what it feels like to like someone. Isn’t that what it means? I’m so smart, I understood right away.”

Xing Wu dried his hands and patted Huang Mao’s shoulder, wiping his hands dry on it: “Brother, I think you’re overthinking this.”

But Huang Mao remained extremely excited all evening. Qing Ye didn’t come downstairs, as she needed to make up for the day’s lost study time, but Huang Mao thought she was avoiding him because she was shy.

The next day at school, the second monthly test results came out. Qing Ye scored 685, with perfect scores in Math and English. Among high scores, gaining even 10 points is usually very difficult, but Qing Ye had improved by thirty points from the previous test. This progress shocked everyone, and the whole An Zhong school was buzzing. The Vice Principal even announced this good news at the morning assembly, using such solemn phrases as “going down in history.”

Qing Ye thought it was a bit exaggerated. She had many issues when school first started, and possibly hadn’t adjusted well, affecting her performance. This monthly test just showed her normal level, but she needed exceptional performance to smooth her future path. She knew she still had a long way to go to reach her goals.

The Vice Principal specially invited Qing Ye to the stage during the assembly to say a few words, either to encourage everyone or to share her study methods.

Since she hadn’t been told beforehand about speaking on stage, she was completely unprepared. Teacher Yang quickly ran over to tell her: “Don’t be nervous, just say whatever comes to mind.”

Teacher Yang knew that with the 685 score, the Vice Principal just wanted Qing Ye to make an appearance to motivate the second and third-year students. What she said wasn’t important; a few perfunctory words would suffice.

However, Qing Ye wasn’t nervous. She had hosted evening events with thousands of people before; how could a few words intimidate her?

So she walked confidently to the podium, took the microphone from the Vice Principal, and moved to the center. The Vice Principal, a woman, smiled and stepped back a few paces to watch her.

Qing Ye scanned the sea of An Zhong students below and suddenly felt pleased to notice many students now sporting trendy permed hair. Her first thought was… should she find time to change her hairstyle again?

Then she raised the microphone and said her first words: “No study method will work for any of you.”

“???” A flock of crows flew across the field. The huge soccer field fell completely silent, not a single sound as everyone stared at the front in confusion, while the Vice Principal behind her, whose smile had gradually frozen on her face.

Only Qing Ye continued calmly: “Anyone willing to study shouldn’t score below 450. The key issue isn’t study methods, it’s whether you’re willing to give it your all. There’s still half a year until the college entrance exam. If you start now, everyone has a chance. Why give this unique life opportunity to someone else? Look at the people around you – who annoys you the most? Use real action to make them realize they can’t measure up to you. If you don’t even have this determination, you have no right to complain when you’re laying bricks in the future.”

Huang Mao had walked from Class 4 to behind Class 2, wiped his face, and said to Xing Wu: “Brother Wu, why do I feel so excited? How can someone who can’t even pass one subject feel this excited?”

Meanwhile, Fatty had become fired up: “I must get into a technical college.” His tone, his gaze, his spirit – as if he were aiming for Peking University.

Qing Ye’s speech was indeed brief, but her inherent charisma seemed to instantly affect everyone. As she turned, Xing Wu felt her glance in his direction. Despite the great distance and many students between them, Xing Wu could still feel her gaze, so intense and bright, like the dazzling sun.

After returning to class from the morning assembly, Shi Min seemed to have something on her mind all morning, unusually quiet and staring at Qing Ye absent-mindedly. At noon, Qing Ye finally couldn’t help asking: “Do you have something to say to me?”

Shi Min adjusted her thick round glasses and said dejectedly: “Qing Ye, you said this morning that anyone willing to study shouldn’t score below 450, but why can’t I reach that even though I’ve always been willing to study?”

“…” Qing Ye wanted to tell her, “You’re a special case, baby!” But she couldn’t bear to hurt her feelings, damage her confidence, or deny her efforts.

So she quickly tore a page from her notebook, filled it with problems from various subjects, and slapped it on Shi Min’s desk: “Finish these by tomorrow.”

As a result, Shi Min spent the whole afternoon seriously working on the problems Qing Ye had assigned.

Xing Wu received a phone call at noon and seemed to have something to attend to, so Qing Ye hadn’t seen him all afternoon. However, when returning home after school, she saw a yellow Porsche sports car parked in front of Xuan Dao.

Honestly, seeing a Porsche in Zha Zha Ting was like seeing the sunrise in the West. Sure enough, all the neighbors around Xuan Dao were gawking from their doorways, windows, or second floors, taking photos of the car.

As Qing Ye got closer, she saw two men standing in front of the car, dressed head to toe in designer brands, clearly not locals. Indeed, Qing Ye glanced at the license plate – it was from Shanghai. Even more strange was that Xing Wu was standing with them, talking.

He stood there with a cigarette in his mouth, his gaze indifferent. Then, seeming to notice Qing Ye in his peripheral vision, he turned to look at her. The two men quickly noticed Qing Ye too and stopped talking. One wearing a CLOT black thorn hoodie suddenly smiled and said, “You have beauties here?”

He raised his chin at Qing Ye, but she ignored him and looked at Xing Wu. Xing Wu directly threw the jacket he was holding to her: “Take this home for me.”
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After Qing Ye took the jacket, the two men standing opposite Xing Wu finally realized he knew this beauty. They smiled at Qing Ye, who merely nodded slightly before entering Xuan Dao.

One of them said playfully, “Hey, Wu-zi, when did you meet such a stunning girl?”

The other chimed in, “Your girlfriend?” Xing Wu remained silent.

A moment later, Qing Ye heard loud exhaust sounds from outside Xuan Dao as the sports car drove away. When Xing Wu came in, Li Fanzhang called him to chop some ribs, and he walked straight to the backyard.

Qing Ye followed him. Xing Wu had just washed his hands and rolled up his sleeves when he glanced sideways at Qing Ye leaning against the doorframe. He picked up the cleaver as Qing Ye sipped milk and watched him, tentatively asking, “Your friends are from Shanghai?”

“Mm,” Xing Wu replied with a single syllable.

“They seem to be doing well.”

Xing Wu didn’t respond, the cleaver coming down with a “bang” on the cutting board.

Qing Ye asked directly, “Did they come specifically to see you?”

Another “bang” as Xing Wu chopped another piece. He turned to look at Qing Ye as she bit her straw and said, “They came to recruit you for esports?”

Xing Wu stared at her for a few seconds: “Asked me to play professionally.”

Qing Ye pressed her lips together as she looked at him: “What did you say?”

“Turned them down.”

Qing Ye immediately frowned: “Why?”

“No reason.”

As Xing Wu picked up the cleaver again, Qing Ye bit her lip and walked over to him: “I heard from Huang Mao that they came looking for you before, and you had a falling out with your family over it. Why didn’t you persist?”

Xing Wu continued chopping the ribs silently, head down. Qing Ye grew anxious, putting down her milk: “Xing Wu, are you content? Content to be stuck in this small place forever? I don’t believe you are. Everyone here knows you as the ‘Sniper King,’ able to defeat professional players at age ten. You were born for this, and shouldn’t be buried here, bowing to life’s circumstances. Why should you doubt yourself just because everyone around you doubts you? I don’t believe you don’t want to leave, don’t believe you don’t love that profession. If you could let it go, why do you follow all the news? Why haven’t you missed a single live match? Tell me!”

“Bang!” Xing Wu slammed the cleaver onto the cutting board. When he turned his head, there was a frightening light in his eyes as he coldly glanced at Qing Ye: “My business is none of your concern.”

Qing Ye suddenly lifted her chin, enunciating each word: “I’m making it my concern!”

Xing Wu’s sharp eyes darkened as he suddenly asked in a deep voice: “What about my grandmother if I leave? She won’t even eat for a week if she doesn’t see me. What about my mother? She’s forty years old and still makes a fuss about everything, falling apart at the slightest problem. She can barely take care of herself – how can I expect her to care for my grandmother?

Do you think I can count on my father? If our whole family had depended on him, we’d have starved long ago!

Sure, I could just leave, but tell me, what about them?”

Qing Ye’s eyes instantly welled up as she gazed deeply at him, her voice trembling: “Then what about me?”

At that moment, Xing Wu stared at her blankly, swallowing all his words as he took in her distressed expression. Qing Ye turned and left the kitchen, going straight upstairs to her room. She closed the door, sat quietly at her desk, took out a test paper, and held her pen – but didn’t write.

She kept spacing out as if suddenly understanding the certainty in Quan Ya’s eyes.

“If he had chosen success, he would have been at the peak of professional competition two years ago. Not everyone can choose success as freely as you can. You don’t know what price others must pay for choosing success. No one wants to expose their inadequacies to others.”

“We can bet – you won’t be able to take him away.”

These words suddenly echoed in Qing Ye’s mind again. She finally understood Xing Wu’s price: his family, the grandmother who raised him, his mother who had no one else to rely on, and perhaps even his difficult-to-speak-of-birth. All of these would become the price of his success. He had no way out.

Qing Ye suddenly burst into tears. She felt like she was standing in a cage with walls on all sides and no exit. In that instant, she seemed to understand Xing Wu’s always casual attitude and indifferent gaze. It wasn’t that he didn’t care, but that life hadn’t given him the right to choose. So he would rather suppress all his sharp edges and merge into this place where he was rooted.

This feeling made Qing Ye very uncomfortable. The scene appeared in her mind again – him sinking deeper and deeper into the swamp, countless hands pulling him down into the lightless abyss, and then… he chose to close his eyes and let his body sink continuously.

Qing Ye’s hands gradually clenched into fists. She suddenly wanted to break through this cage, wanted to rush over and pull him up, but she didn’t know what she could do now, in her current predicament, when she could barely protect herself.

About ten minutes later, there were two knocks on the door behind her. She lowered her head and wiped away her tears. Xing Wu entered and looked at her back, his voice softer as he called out: “Qing Ye.”

Qing Ye didn’t move or turn around, just made a small “mm” sound, her voice carrying traces of hoarse choking that tugged at Xing Wu’s heart.

He said to her: “Let’s go for a walk. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

Qing Ye sat for two more minutes, composing herself before going downstairs. Xing Wu’s motorcycle was parked at the entrance. When she came out, Xing Wu handed her a white ladies’ helmet that looked quite cool. Qing Ye took it with surprise: “Did you just buy this?”

Xing Wu straddled the motorcycle, took the helmet back from her hands, and helped her put it on, adjusting the position and looking down as he fastened it, replying: “Afraid you’d be cold.”

Throughout the process, Xing Wu’s gaze never met hers. He couldn’t bear to look at her red eyes that showed she’d been crying.

After getting on the motorcycle, Xing Wu took her around Zha Zha Ting and beyond. Qing Ye had never been down this road and didn’t know where Xing Wu was taking her. Anywhere would do, even to the ends of the earth.

After riding for a very long time, the motorcycle turned onto a narrow path. Xing Wu told her: “Hold tight.”

Just as Qing Ye wrapped her arms around his waist, Xing Wu made a nimble turn and the bike went up a dirt road. The ground was full of potholes, making for an extremely bumpy ride, kicking up clouds of dust. That dry feeling became increasingly apparent, even the air seemed filled with particles. Qing Ye held tightly to Xing Wu’s waist and asked: “Where are we going?”

Xing Wu told her: “Look to the right.”

The moment Qing Ye turned her head, she saw a sight she would never forget in her life. In the distance, the vast and boundless Gobi Desert stretched majestic, now set ablaze by the setting sun, like a raging fire burning across this great land.

Xing Wu stopped the bike, and Qing Ye dismounted and ran a few steps forward, her eyes brightening: “No wonder it’s so dry here – you’re right next to the Gobi Desert! It’s so beautiful!”

Xing Wu leaned against the motorcycle, watching Qing Ye’s back as he said to her: “I discovered this place when I was 13. I sometimes come here alone, but usually only when the sun is about to set. What do you see?”

“Defiance.”

Xing Wu’s pupils suddenly dilated. For so many years, he had been trying to find the right word to express this feeling, but his poor command of language left him unable to express it. Yet now Qing Ye had used such a precise word that struck straight to his heart. He stared at her, transfixed as if his whole being had caught fire.

Qing Ye turned back to meet his gaze, with countless rays of sunset glory behind her as she stood between heaven and earth, her gaze intense: “Originally a desolate wilderness without any signs of life, only at this moment of the day does it come alive again, shouting at heaven and earth. Is this why you come at this time?”

Xing Wu just smiled at her, his smile dazzling in the sunset’s reflection, but the light in his eyes was strong and vigorous. He had never met someone who could stand so close to his heart, understanding his feelings, his thoughts, his desires.

He gradually lowered his gaze to look at the shadow at his feet, falling into some memories as he said: “When I was five, I was playing with other kids outside my house. It was raining heavily, and I remember there was mud everywhere. Many frogs jumped out from the roadside, startling a big dog. That dog was fierce, and some kids would throw stones at it. We were all small then – who could have thought the dog would break its leash and charge at the kid who threw the stone? I was brave when I was little, and seeing something was wrong, I pushed that kid away. When I turned around, the dog bit my leg, dragged me into the mud, and wouldn’t let go, pulling me through the mud.

That day, my grandmother carried me through the heavy rain, walking more than twenty li to the county town for rabies vaccines.”

Xing Wu lowered his head and lit a cigarette, took a drag, then slowly exhaled the smoke as he looked toward the distant horizon: “During that time, every time we went for vaccines, my grandmother had to walk very far with me. When I couldn’t walk anymore, she would carry me on her back. When she couldn’t carry me anymore, we’d sit by the roadside while she told me stories, then continue carrying me after we’d rested enough. Once, when we came out of the hospital, we saw a bakery. It smelled so good, and I kept staring inside. She bought me a loaf of bread – that might have been my first time eating bread. I sat by the road eating it while she watched me. I wanted to share with her, but she said she wasn’t hungry.”

Xing Wu took another deep drag of his cigarette, his brows furrowing tightly: “Looking back now, I realize – how could she not have been hungry? She had carried me to the county town early in the morning and wouldn’t return home until afternoon, without even a sip of water. She just couldn’t afford to eat.

Not long after that, she developed rheumatism. Her joints would always ache, sometimes she couldn’t move, and then later…”

Xing Wu stubbed out his cigarette and raised his head to look at Qing Ye with a distant gaze. Qing Ye quietly returned his look, standing by the far-off Gobi Desert. Xing Wu’s words reminded her of her mother. She even imagined if her mother were still alive and in poor health, could she have gone abroad so easily?

The answer was no. Her father’s mistresses would cause trouble for her mother every few days. She couldn’t have left her most beloved relative when her mother had no one else to rely on.

She seemed to see the responsibility and pressure Xing Wu carried. This was his price – using his family as the cost. But the Xing Wu she knew valued relationships deeply, so how could he selfishly abandon everything in Zha Zha Ting? Even though he argued with Li Fanzhang every day, Qing Ye knew he couldn’t let go of even his unreliable mother.

So at this moment, she suddenly regretted what she had said to him at home earlier. She shouldn’t have made him feel troubled, conflicted, or distressed. She shouldn’t have used her own choices to measure Xing Wu. She had nothing, but he still had family. He was unfortunate, yet also fortunate.

Qing Ye suddenly smiled with understanding, then raised her hand to Xing Wu with five fingers up, brought it to her forehead in a salute, and then tapped her chest with her pinky several times. This was a universal gesture of apology. She didn’t know if Xing Wu would understand, but when she saw the bright light in his eyes and his slightly curved lips the next second, Qing Ye knew he had understood.

She stretched her arms straight up over her head, clasped her hands together in a stretch, and looked at where earth met sky as she said dreamily: “Some say the person you like in high school is someone you’ll remember for life. Do you believe that?”

She turned her head to look at him. He smiled at her, so light and breezy, yet his eyes were so complex. His voice carried faintly through the wind: “You’re too excellent to be ruined by romance.”

In that instant, Qing Ye seemed to radiate a dazzling, confident light as she turned around against the light, lifting her chin: “A lifetime is very long. There are many things to do, but I won’t use it to remember just one person. I, Qing Ye, won’t be ruined by anything. Xing Wu, I’m not a coward. If I dare to bet my future, would you let me lose?”

Qing Ye picked up the choice again and solemnly returned it to Xing Wu’s hands. She knew his worries and evasions, his concerns and hesitations. Whether it was his family, his birth, or his background that made him afraid to think about the future, Qing Ye laid her determination bare on this Gobi Desert, letting him feel it.

Xing Wu looked at her with a serious expression, his silhouette elongated by the sunset. At that moment, he only felt a powerful force crash into his heart, as if beams of overwhelming light were surging toward him, so intense, so determined.

Never before in his life had he met such a person – a girl who feared neither heaven nor earth, who wasn’t afraid of worldly constraints, a girl full of light who showed him the future, a brave and wise girl who held her destiny firmly in her hands.

He suddenly became very afraid of losing the girl before him, feeling that if he missed her, he would never meet anyone like her again in his lifetime.

If she dared to take the gamble, what reason did he have to retreat?

Just when Qing Ye thought she wouldn’t get an answer, he said: “Let’s be together.”

She smiled, in the silent space between heaven and earth, witnessed by the last rays of the setting sun.

Xing Wu strode toward her, lifted her off the ground, and pulled her into his embrace. They said nothing, just held each other until darkness fell over the land.

Qing Ye buried her face in the crook of his neck and said: “People say first love is bitter, but I don’t like bitter things, so no matter what happens, you’re not allowed to break up with me.”

Xing Wu tightened his arms around her, stroking her hair: “Alright.”
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The cold wind whistled across the Gobi Desert at night. Xing Wu, worried about her getting cold, held her hand and said, “Let’s go back.”

When they reached the motorcycle, he still didn’t want to let go of her hand. As Qing Ye turned to look at him, his kiss descended. Unlike their first passionate kiss in the alley, this time Xing Wu merely lowered his head and kissed her softly, yet it still left Qing Ye feeling somewhat flustered. Xing Wu picked up the small white helmet hanging nearby and put it on her. Qing Ye obediently lifted her head to look at him, her bright eyes sparkling as she suddenly asked, “Why did you run away that night after kissing me? I couldn’t sleep all night, thinking you might have gone crazy.”

A mischievous smile played on Xing Wu’s lips. It was the first time Qing Ye had seen such a roguishly handsome smile from him. She was momentarily stunned as she heard him say, “More or less, I did lose my mind for a moment.”

Qing Ye blinked and glared at him. “So you regretted it? That’s why you rushed off pretending nothing happened?”

Xing Wu fastened her helmet and patted her head. “I just wasn’t sure if getting involved with you would end up hurting you.”

Qing Ye tilted her head and smiled. “And now?”

Xing Wu mounted the motorcycle. “Now I know you have your immunity. Unless you want to hurt yourself, no one else can touch you.”

Qing Ye’s eyes curved into a smile as she sat behind him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist and leaning against his sturdy back. Xing Wu glanced down at the delicate white hands at his waist, his lips curling upward as he turned the bike around.

On the way back, Qing Ye asked in high spirits, “Hey, didn’t you say you wouldn’t date someone from your backyard? Is your face hurting now, Young Master Wu?”

“You’re not from my backyard. You’re a peony from Beijing.”

“…Why a peony?”

“The most brilliant among all flowers.”

“…”

Qing Ye reached to pinch his abdomen but found she couldn’t. Xing Wu held the handlebar with one hand and grabbed hers with the other. “Can’t you keep your hands still? You’ll distract me and we’ll end up in a ditch.”

“Would you dare?”

Xing Wu answered honestly, “No, I wouldn’t. You’re our county’s hope, and I’m counting on this safety star student to help clear my disciplinary record from last semester.”

After a while, Xing Wu told her, “The Zhazha Pavilion is just ahead.”

Qing Ye sat up straight and released her hold.

As soon as the motorcycle stopped, Li Lanfang heard the sound and rushed out, shouting, “It’s almost dinner time, where did you two run off to?”

Qing Ye suddenly felt inexplicably guilty and looked at Xing Wu. He simply pushed her toward the house and told Li Lanfang, “Watching the sunset.”

“Watching your head! Didn’t I tell you to chop the ribs? By the time we get to drink the rib soup, it’ll all be cold…”

Hearing Li Lanfang’s grumbling, Qing Ye turned back and made a face at Xing Wu behind Li Lanfang’s back. Xing Wu lowered his head and smiled, unusually not talking back. When Li Lanfang saw Xing Wu smiling despite her scolding, she suddenly paused and stopped complaining, thinking any more would be foolish.

After dinner, Qing Ye went upstairs. The rib soup indeed wasn’t ready until evening. Xing Wu sat alone in the kitchen, playing games while watching the fire. When it was done, he brought a bowl upstairs to Qing Ye, saying, “Take a break and have some soup.”

Qing Ye pulled off her headphones and turned around to take them, but withdrew her hand. “It’s hot.”

Xing Wu held the bowl and blew on it for her. Qing Ye squinted at him. “Didn’t your mom’s money get… taken by your dad? How can she afford ribs?”

Xing Wu looked at her, and she said softly, “Did you give her money?”

He handed her the bowl again. “I don’t want you getting skinny.”

Qing Ye smiled as she took the bowl. “Oh? So you plan to keep me plump and fair?”

Xing Wu leaned against the bed, picking up his phone with a slight smile. “A bit plumper… tastes better.”

His eyes gleamed, and Qing Ye’s face turned strangely red.

At night, they each lay in their beds. Qing Ye pulled back a corner of the curtain to look at Xing Wu. The room was dark, and though his eyes were closed as he lay facing up, he seemed to sense her gaze. His voice came softly, “Why are you peeping at me?”

Qing Ye reached out her hand. “My hands are cold.”

Xing Wu opened his eyes and extended his large hand from under his blanket to hold hers. His hand was warm like a heating pad. They fell asleep holding hands across the walkway between their beds.

Qing Ye didn’t know when she fell asleep, but she suddenly understood – so this was what love’s sweet stink smelled like!

The next morning, before dawn, Xing Wu saw Qing Ye sitting on her bed lost in thought. He was startled, propped himself up, and asked, “Are you sleepwalking?”

Qing Ye said to him very seriously, “Everyone at school thinks we’re relatives, the kind with blood ties.”

Xing Wu had just woken up and his mind wasn’t entirely clear. He asked her, “And?”

“If people find out we’re together, won’t they think we’re being incestuous and immoral?”

“…”

So Qing Ye’s conclusion was to be careful. Today they couldn’t go to school together; she would go first. Xing Wu watched her retreating figure, suddenly finding her unexpected train of thought incredibly adorable. Well, of course, she had to be adorable – if his girlfriend wasn’t adorable, who would be?

When Qing Ye arrived at school, Shi Min was already there, having waited for her for quite a while. She nervously handed Qing Ye the problems she had worked on yesterday, saying, “Can you check if they’re correct?”

Qing Ye twirled a pen in one hand while holding the paper in the other, alternating between looking at the problems and Shi Min. Shi Min felt unnerved by her gaze. Qing Ye hadn’t expected Shi Min to solve these problems correctly; she just wanted to specifically gauge her level. What she discovered shocked her – this girl’s fundamental problem was her weak foundation. Many basic concepts hadn’t been properly understood from the start, and as time went on, learning became increasingly difficult, leaving her mind in a muddle.

Take English for example – she could even make mistakes with the most basic grammar. How could anyone reason with that?

Qing Ye wanted to tell her to give up, to stop studying, that maybe academics just weren’t meant for her, and she should consider doing something else.

But before she could say anything, Shi Min anxiously said, “Are there a lot of mistakes? Starting today there’s no evening study session either. I’m worried I won’t get into any school at this rate.”

Qing Ye, who never attended evening study sessions, asked in confusion, “Why no evening sessions?”

Shi Min told her that last week, a girl from Class 6 had fainted right after getting home from evening study. At the hospital, they said it was from exhaustion. Last night, her parents came to make trouble at school, saying they needed to reduce the students’ workload, and that keeping students so late every day was no different from physical punishment. They threatened to report it to the Education Bureau. Several parents went to the principal’s office last night, and the principal had to rush back to handle it. The parents said if there were evening sessions today, they would report the teachers directly, so starting today, evening study sessions were suspended.

After hearing this, Qing Ye found it very strange. At this point, with An Zhong’s already relaxed management system, it was remarkable they hadn’t increased the workload, yet surprisingly, a group of parents were calling for reducing it. Even more surprisingly, other parents had no objections. If this were any other school, parents who cared about their children’s education would surely stand up and protest collectively.

But at An Zhong, everything was harmonious. The school leadership and parents quickly reached an agreement to suspend evening study sessions.

Shi Min anxiously drew circles in her notebook, muttering, “I’m finished now. What will I do if I can’t get into college…”

Qing Ye looked sideways at her notebook. She had noticed many times that whenever Shi Min spaced out, she would draw circles in her notebook, one after another, making Qing Ye’s scalp tingle.

She couldn’t help but ask, “What happens if you don’t get into college?”

Shi Min stopped writing and looked up at her, hesitating for a moment before leaning close and lowering her voice, “Don’t tell anyone else.”

Qing Ye nodded and heard Shi Min whisper, “My family says if I don’t get into college, they’ll either send me to work at the factory in the east of the county or marry me off.”

“Marriage? How old are you?” Qing Ye was somewhat shocked.

Shi Min said worriedly, “My father’s leg isn’t good so he can’t do hard work for money, and I have a younger brother who’s only in primary school. If I don’t get into college, I’ll have to go out and earn money. If I don’t want to work, I’ll have to marry someone with decent conditions.”

As she spoke, she started drawing circles again. When Qing Ye’s gaze fell on her notebook once more, she suddenly felt those circles looked like inescapable cages, giving her an eerie feeling.

She never imagined that this ordinary deskmate was in a situation similar to her own, both pinning their hopes on this college entrance exam to escape their current fate. It seemed like this was their chance to turn their lives around – success meant taking control of their destiny, and failure meant passively accepting whatever came their way.

Qing Ye stared at Shi Min for a while, then suddenly said, “Starting today, you might as well not listen in class.”

Shi Min immediately looked distressed. “Is there no hope for me?”

Qing Ye patted her. “Call me Sister and I’ll help you.”

“Sister.”

Qing Ye was startled – she had just been joking, but this girl called her so earnestly that she felt somewhat embarrassed. She cleared her throat and said, “When I tell you not to listen, I mean don’t waste time on things you don’t understand. It’s like building a house – how can you build a hundred stories if the foundation isn’t solid? Let’s work on the foundation first. Since we don’t have evening study sessions anymore, hang out with me after school today.”

Shi Min’s eyes suddenly lit up behind her glasses, as if seeing a lifeline, but then she worriedly said, “But won’t that waste your time?”

Qing Ye said casually, “It won’t waste anything. I have to study anyway.”

Shi Min suddenly became so moved she almost cried, clutching Qing Ye’s arm excitedly, “Qing Ye, you’re so kind.”

Heh, Qing Ye awkwardly pulled her arm away, feeling somewhat uncomfortable with this sudden enthusiasm.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Xing Wu coming up. Someone from Class 3 called out to him, and he stopped in the corridor to talk with two boys. As if sensing Qing Ye’s gaze, he casually glanced her way, his lips curving in a subtle smile. Although others couldn’t notice anything unusual, this kind of look that only they understood made Qing Ye’s heart suddenly start beating faster.

The class bell rang, and Xing Wu finally walked in through the back door. Just as he sat down, Qing Ye felt her hair being tugged. She leaned back in her chair, and Xing Wu placed something on her shoulder. Qing Ye felt warmth on her shoulder and turned her head to find a cup of hot milk tea. She took it naturally, and her gaze met Shi Min’s shocked expression. For a moment… she didn’t know what to say, so she simply said nothing.

After class, Qing Ye turned back. Xing Wu had been watching videos but looked up when he sensed her movement. Qing Ye used her eyes to gesture outside, indicating for him to go out. Then, like a secret agents meeting, she left the classroom first and walked around to wait for him behind the music teacher’s office.
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The music classroom was usually deserted when there were no classes, making it the only quiet place in their building.

Qing Ye leaned against a pillar, quietly waiting for Xing Wu in the sunlight. Soon she heard his footsteps coming from behind the pillar, moving toward the left side. As she leaned left to look, she suddenly felt a shadow press down on her right. When she turned back, Xing Wu had already bent down with one hand against the pillar, kissing her and gently biting her sweet lips, his voice low and magnetic: “Did you miss me?”

He trapped her between his arms, at such a close distance, in such a sensitive spot – was he pulling that wall-cornering move from TV dramas? While Qing Ye had seen it in dramas before, experiencing it herself wasn’t quite as romantic. She felt nervous, with a hint of excitement, worried that a teacher might suddenly walk by. Wouldn’t that be scandalous?

Xing Wu looked down at her somewhat flustered appearance, like a startled deer. Finding it amusing, he couldn’t help but pinch her cheek. Qing Ye noticed him getting bolder and raised her eyes: “You weren’t like this before.”

Xing Wu’s lips curled into a slight smile: “Before, I wasn’t your anything.”

Qing Ye turned her head, unable to suppress a smile. It seemed ever since they had entered “relationship mode” last night, someone had become increasingly uninhibited.

She gathered her thoughts and said to him: “I have something serious to tell you.”

“Do I look unserious?”

Heaven knows his eyes were brimming with laughter as he said this. Qing Ye could only ignore his expression and say: “Have you heard about the school canceling evening self-study?”

“Mm.”

Qing Ye hadn’t expected that while he wasn’t attending classes, he was quite well-informed. She continued: “I promised Shi Min I’d help tutor her after school, so I won’t be leaving with you today.”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows slightly in disapproval: “How is it that becoming my girlfriend means spending less time with me?”

The class bell rang. Qing Ye looked at him with a smile, suddenly stood on tiptoe to kiss his chin, then ducked under his arm: “I’m heading back to class first. You should wait a while before coming back.”

“…” Xing Wu watched her hurried departure, touching his chin with a slight curve to his eyes.

At dismissal time, Shi Min packed up her things and waited to leave with Qing Ye, looking rather anxious. Qing Ye asked her what was wrong.

Shi Min worriedly asked: “Where are we going?”

“Let’s go to my place. It wouldn’t be convenient for me to go to yours.”

Shi Min glanced at Xing Wu and his group of friends standing in the corridor and quietly asked: “Everyone says you’re relatives of Xing Wu and live at his family’s barbershop. So when you say your place, does that mean we’re going to Xing Wu’s house?”

Qing Ye understood now – after all this time, Shi Min was afraid of Xing Wu. She wondered why, as she’d been here for two months and hadn’t seen Xing Wu speak to Shi Min even once. Why was she so afraid of him? Was he really that scary?

Qing Ye peeked outside the classroom, puzzled. He wasn’t scary at all; wasn’t he quite handsome?

But to ease Shi Min’s tension, she reassured her: “Yes, it’s his house, but don’t worry. I’m not close with him, we can just ignore him.”

Just as she finished speaking, Xing Wu shot her a glance, making Qing Ye immediately feel guilty, wondering if he had heard.

As Shi Min linked arms with Qing Ye and left the school gates, Xing Wu and his group came down the stairs, keeping their distance. The group of boys was rowdy. Since there was no evening self-study today, there were particularly many students around, everyone in a holiday mood, acting uninhibited. Even Pang Hu was happily clinging to Huang Mao, singing “Let’s Be Companions in the Mortal World.”

Qing Ye couldn’t understand – usually Pang Hu would stutter through one sentence in three parts, but why didn’t he stutter when singing? And he sang quite well, though the song choice was… questionable. She thought Pang Hu should study opera; if he sang in daily life instead of speaking, it would sound much better.

Perhaps because the group of boys was so noisy, Shi Min kept turning back to look at them, then whispered to Qing Ye: “I’ve noticed Xing Wu is quite nice to you.”

Qing Ye laughed dryly: “Just normal.”

But Shi Min said seriously: “Really, I’ve never seen him smile at any girl at school before. If anyone tries to talk to him too much, he gets very impatient, so I never dare to speak to him.”

Qing Ye recalled when she first came to Xuan Dao, how Xing Wu would always look at her impatiently and say she was troublesome. Perhaps girls were just trouble in his eyes – so why was he now so willingly accepting this big trouble? Qing Ye’s eyes narrowed as she said to Shi Min: “Maybe he’s just infatuated with me.”

Though Qing Ye’s tone was casual, her words were true. Shi Min didn’t believe her and took it as a joke, as she liked Qing Ye’s unmasked confidence.

When they reached Xuan Dao, Qing Ye obviously couldn’t take her upstairs – if Shi Min saw her sharing a room with Xing Wu, the girl would probably short-circuit.

So she settled Shi Min under the shed in the backyard and ran upstairs to get their study materials.

Li Lan Fang, though unreliable most of the time, had one good point – she was hospitable. Seeing Qing Ye bring a classmate home, she actively invited her to stay for dinner.

Just as the two had settled down, Xing Wu returned. Pang Hu and Huang Mao followed him back. As soon as Huang Mao entered Xuan Dao, he noisily ran toward the backyard, saying he wanted to see Qing Ye, but Xing Wu grabbed his collar: “Just stay in the front, don’t disturb them.”

Huang Mao complained dejectedly: “What if I don’t talk, just watch from the back door?”

Xing Wu ignored him and brought the small heater to the shed, then connected an extension cord. The shed immediately became warmer. Qing Ye was explaining problems to Shi Min, looked up and smiled at him, and Xing Wu stared at her for a moment before leaving.

Pang Hu came over instead, standing silently behind Shi Min listening to Qing Ye’s explanations. At some point during the explanation, he suddenly blurted out: “Oh, so that’s how it works!”

Only then did Qing Ye look up and notice he was holding a notebook, already taking notes. She smiled and said: “Don’t just stand there, grab a stool!”

“Ok.” Pang Hu responded, pulling over a wooden stool to sit across from Qing Ye.

Qing Ye asked him: “Have you done your homework today?”

“Not yet, I brought Fang Lei’s homework to copy.”

“…” Qing Ye was utterly speechless. Fang Lei’s homework was copied from hers. She increasingly felt like a pyramid scheme leader – every day before school ended, her homework would be distributed, and almost the whole class would copy from her downstream contacts, leading to a suspiciously high homework accuracy rate in Class 2 recently.

Qing Ye teased: “As a class monitor, aren’t you ashamed to be copying homework all the time?”

Pang Hu scratched his head with an embarrassed grin.

“Why don’t you write it yourself? If you don’t understand, I can help explain.”

Pang Hu thought this was reasonable – studying homework together would be more motivating. Thus, Xing Wu’s family’s dining shed was suddenly filled with an atmosphere of diligent study.

Even Li Lan Fang tiptoed when passing by the kitchen, afraid of disturbing them.

Huang Mao and Xing Wu rode out to buy some braised dishes. After about an hour, Li Lan Fang told them to pack up their things and eat first.

They were all regular guests at Xing Wu’s home, except for Shi Min who was visiting for the first time, so she was very reserved, just picking at the white rice in her bowl without touching the dishes. Qing Ye moved the duck closer to her: “Don’t be shy.”

Shi Min looked up gratefully, but when her eyes met Xing Wu’s beside Qing Ye, she quickly lowered her head again. Qing Ye turned back to glare at Xing Wu inexplicably. Xing Wu shrugged innocently, indicating he hadn’t done anything.

Then they noticed Pang Hu’s predatory gaze fixed on the duck leg. Xing Wu calmly picked up the duck leg and placed it steadily in Qing Ye’s bowl. At this point, Pang Hu lost all hope.

As third-year students, their conversation inevitably turned to college applications. Pang Hu asked Shi Min what major she wanted to study. Shi Min said she wanted to study tourism management so she could travel to many places in the future.

Qing Ye looked at her – what an innocent thought. She even doubted if Shi Min knew what the core courses of tourism management were. Not everyone ends up as a tour guide. However, Qing Ye felt that although Shi Min’s circumstances were different from hers, they shared one goal: they both wanted to leave this place, unwilling to be bound by fate. The difference was that Qing Ye knew her path forward, while Shi Min was still essentially groping in the dark. That’s why Qing Ye was willing to help her.

Then Shi Min asked Pang Hu: “Monitor, what major do you plan to study?”

Pang Hu took a big bite of rice and thought: “I, I don’t know yet. It’s still questionable if I can get into a vocational college. If I can get into any school, I’ll just choose something randomly.”

He looked at Qing Ye: “Qing Ye, wh-what do you think would suit me?”

Without hesitation, Qing Ye blurted out: “Musical theater.”

“…” Everyone around stared at her bewildered. She had just said it offhandedly, because she felt singing could cure Pang Hu’s stutter.

Huang Mao almost spat out his rice: “What does that major do?”

“Have you seen musicals like ‘The Phantom of the Opera’ or ‘Les Misérables’? It’s studying music theory, singing, performance techniques, and such.”

Huang Mao laughed: “My life is miserable enough, why would I watch ‘Les Misérables’?”

But Pang Hu seriously asked: “Qing Ye, wh-where can you study in-this major?”

Qing Ye thought for a moment: “As far as I know, the Central Academy of Drama has it, Beijing Dance Academy too, then Communication University of China, Shanghai Theatre Academy – these art-focused schools should have it.”

Huang Mao immediately laughed, patting Pang Hu’s big belly: “Come on, him at the Central Academy of Arts? He might try applying as a doorman. If he performs on stage, wouldn’t the audience demand refunds?”

Everyone burst out laughing, even Shi Min covered her mouth and giggled while looking down. Pang Hu himself laughed foolishly, but Qing Ye said matter-of-factly: “Have you ever seen a play succeed solely on handsome actors and beautiful actresses? Every successful play has various types of key characters. Try naming any play – would it be good if you removed all the brilliant supporting roles?”

Unable to argue with Qing Ye, Huang Mao nodded: “That’s true, flowers need green leaves to complement them. Brother, I see you as a voluminous green leaf.” Pang Hu just laughed along.

Qing Ye looked at Huang Mao again and asked: “What about you? What will you do after graduation?”

Huang Mao said: “Get a driver’s license.”

“…” What a grand ambition.

Huang Mao continued: “I won’t get into university anyway. My dad’s been driving trucks his whole life, I plan to follow in his footsteps, get my license, and drive trucks with him.”

Qing Ye suddenly turned to Xing Wu: “You should get one too.”

Xing Wu said flatly: “No.”

Qing Ye pouted, and Xing Wu immediately smiled: “What do I need that for? I’m not going to drive trucks.”

“What if someone gives you a car in the future, can you drive it?”

Xing Wu said playfully: “Who the hell would give me a car? Are they crazy?”

Huang Mao interjected: “Wu Ge, don’t say that. Maybe when our Qing Ye makes it big, she’ll come back and give you a Mercedes.”

Qing Ye smiled at him, but Xing Wu threw his chopsticks at Huang Mao: “Get lost, my teeth are good, I don’t need to leech off others.”

Huang Mao found something odd about these words – how is a sister giving her brother a car considered leeching? His mind couldn’t quite figure it out.

Under the table, Qing Ye tugged at Xing Wu’s clothes and said: “Get one, okay?”

Xing Wu glanced at her sideways: “Why are you so insistent about me getting a driver’s license?”

“I don’t know, I just think you’d look cool driving.”

When your girlfriend says something like that, what can you do? Get it, of course.

Xing Wu stayed silent, taking hold of Qing Ye’s hand that was tugging at his clothes under the table. Though everyone at the table was eating and chatting, no one could see their little gestures under the table, but these secretive actions made them both share knowing smiles.
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After dinner, Qing Ye and the two others worked until past ten o’clock. Pang Hu offered to escort Shi Min home on his way.

After Xing Wu pulled down the rolling shutter, Qing Ye walked to the stairs and called up: “Are you on the second floor?”

Before she finished speaking, she fell back into someone’s embrace. Xing Wu hugged her from behind: “I’m right here.”

Qing Ye turned around in his arms: “How come I didn’t see you just now?”

“You need glasses. Wasn’t I just crouching there fixing the table corner?”

“What’s wrong with the table corner?”

“My mom keeps saying the mahjong table wobbles, so I’m adjusting it for her.”

Suddenly it was just the two of them at home, and the atmosphere became somewhat ambiguous. Xing Wu took the things she was holding, and Qing Ye told him: “I want to wash my hair.”

The winter here wasn’t like at her old home where she could shower every day, but if she didn’t wash her hair for two days, she’d go crazy. However, washing her long hair was such a massive undertaking that sometimes it would be easier to just take a shower.

Xing Wu glanced at the washing chair: “Lie down, I’ll put away the books and come back.”

So Qing Ye obediently let down her hair and lay on the washing chair waiting for him. Soon Xing Wu came back smoothly, pulled up a chair to sit at her head, tested the water temperature, and then wet her hair. He suddenly asked with amusement: “How did you come up with the idea of having Fatty study opera?”

Qing Ye closed her eyes contentedly and said: “Don’t you notice he doesn’t stutter when he sings?”

“That’s true. He even won our school’s Top Ten Campus Singers competition.”

“What?” Qing Ye opened her eyes in disbelief to look at Xing Wu. Just how casual was this competition?

But when she suddenly opened her eyes, Xing Wu’s face was right above her, so close she could see each of his distinct eyelashes. Her heart started racing chaotically, and then… she blushed.

Xing Wu caught her slightly shy expression, silently curved his lips, and applied shampoo, massaging her long hair while saying: “I heard him say he didn’t stutter when he was little. Later, one night a rat crawled onto his bed and scared him badly. After that, he seemed to develop problems speaking.”

Qing Ye muttered: “Strange.”

“But when he gets excited, his stutter improves.”

“???” So it comes naturally but improves randomly?

Xing Wu had finished rinsing out the shampoo and knew to apply conditioner now. Seeing Qing Ye’s contented expression, after rinsing the conditioner he asked: “Is madam satisfied? My service is very expensive.”

Qing Ye laughed and said domineeringly: “No problem, your lady has money.”

Xing Wu wrapped her wet hair around her front: “I don’t want money, I want the person.”

As he spoke, he bent down and gently bit her soft lips. Qing Ye opened her mouth with a slight gasp, and he took the opportunity to claim her moist lips and tongue. This was Xing Wu’s second time kissing her like this. Her breath carried a faint sweet fragrance – he didn’t know if all girls were like this, but this candy-like sweetness that wasn’t quite candy intoxicated him.

The moment Xing Wu kissed her, Qing Ye’s heart leaped to her throat, even seeming to stop beating from nervousness. That time in the alley had been too sudden, too chaotic, but now she could so clearly feel his kiss, his brows, his warmth, right before her eyes. She had never kissed anyone before, and though it looked simple in movies when it happened to her she was basically in a daze. But as an ambitious top student, how could she submit so easily?

So Qing Ye began to respond to him somewhat clumsily, but she didn’t know that her response made Xing Wu’s mind explode. His arms, somewhat out of control, went around her back and lifted her entire person into his embrace.

Qing Ye softly hooked her arms around his neck, feeling numb all over from his kisses, her body gradually becoming extraordinarily sensitive – so sensitive that through her thick coat, she could feel Xing Wu’s warm hands wandering at her waist. Suddenly a strange feeling arose in her heart, like many small insects gnawing at her heart, making her weak and limp. A soft “mmm” involuntarily escaped from deep in her throat.

Xing Wu’s whole body froze. He abruptly pulled away from her, looking at Qing Ye in his arms with her misty eyes, flushed cheeks, and delicate smooth skin extending into her collar. His blood rushed backward, and he suddenly released her, stood up, and strode out of the backyard.

Qing Ye propped herself up on the washing chair, raising her hands to her burning cheeks, her mind blank.

She sat there recovering for a long while before getting up and walking into the barbershop, plugging in the hair dryer, and sitting in the chair to unwrap the towel and dry her hair.

But seeing her flushed cheeks and hazy eyes in the mirror, Qing Ye felt both embarrassed and shocked. That had been too dangerous – had she and Xing Wu almost set off alarms? She didn’t know if it was that she was too sensitive to him or if his kissing technique was too good – how could a single kiss leave them both so disheveled?

Although Qing Ye had confirmed her feelings and intended to take this relationship seriously, she hadn’t thought about exploring the unknown world with Xing Wu so soon – after all, they had just gotten together.

After this incident, Qing Ye felt that Xing Wu was truly dangerous. Why did she lose all principles, bottom lines, and rationality whenever she encountered him? This person must be toxic.

Just as Qing Ye was lost in these thoughts, the toxic person in question came in. He glanced at her and walked behind her, naturally taking over the hair dryer from her hands. Qing Ye’s heart, which had just calmed down, suddenly started beating again at his proximity. It was as if he had some kind of fatal magnetic field that constantly interfered with her brain waves.

She didn’t know what Xing Wu was feeling now, but she felt she couldn’t stay in the same space with him anymore. Whenever he appeared, even the air became filled with ambiguous feelings, enough to drive one crazy.

To avoid making eye contact with him in the mirror, Qing Ye chose to close her eyes and pretend to sleep.

But after Xing Wu finished drying her hair and turned off the dryer, she fell asleep, just like that, head lowered against the chair back.

Xing Wu had originally intended to wake her to go upstairs to sleep but suddenly felt reluctant. Since school started, Qing Ye only got five hours of sleep each day, sometimes not even that if something came up. Although she could spring up like she was injected with chicken blood when the alarm rang in the morning, people weren’t made of iron after all, and he felt quite sorry for her.

So Xing Wu put down the hair dryer and lifted her in his arms, carefully climbing the stairs. Qing Ye hadn’t moved at all, just curled up in his arms. He thought she was still asleep, but just as he laid her on the bed, Qing Ye grabbed his sleeve with her eyes closed and said drowsily: “I’m sleepy, wake me at five.”

Then she turned over and fell asleep again. It was only just past eleven now – Qing Ye usually wouldn’t sleep until past twelve or one, but now she was so tired she couldn’t even keep her eyes open.

Seeing her this exhausted yet still remembering to make up that hour in the morning, Xing Wu had to admire how impressive good students were at time management. He tucked her in, set the alarm, and soon fell asleep himself.

At five o’clock, Xing Wu’s phone rang. He picked it up to turn it off, then called out: “Qing Ye, it’s five o’clock.”

Qing Ye was facing away from him, completely wrapped in her blanket, not moving. He simply got up and walked to her bedside, pushing her gently: “It’s five o’clock.”

Qing Ye finally got up groggily. When she walked out of the room, at the sink by the door, toothpaste was already squeezed onto the brush, the washbasin was beside it, and Xing Wu had prepared hot water for her. Qing Ye stretched and smiled – a beautiful day.

She had just finished reviewing all the content words, function words, and fixed phrases she had highlighted yesterday when Xing Wu returned, carrying tofu pudding without chili and steaming hot meat buns.

As soon as he entered, Qing Ye smelled the fragrance and turned to ask: “You went to buy breakfast?”

Xing Wu still carried the winter chill from outside. He put the food on the desk and said to her: “Eat first, then study on a full stomach.”

Xing Wu was a standard carnivore – Qing Ye noticed he couldn’t go without meat for any meal, yet never gained weight, though his body was quite sturdy.

She glanced at the meat buns and said to him: “I only eat the skin, not the meat.”

“Who eats meat buns without the meat?”

Qing Ye just smiled at him without speaking. Xing Wu split open the meat buns, eating the meat himself and giving her the skin. Qing Ye held her book in one hand and the bun skin in the other, eating with apparent enjoyment.

Xing Wu opened the tofu pudding. After she finished the bun skin, she started reciting classical texts from memory. Xing Wu urged her: “Eat the tofu pudding first, it’ll get cold later.”

Qing Ye turned her head toward him with her mouth open. Xing Wu raised his eyebrows: “Now you’re going too far.”

Qing Ye stared at him dissatisfied, even throwing a little tantrum. Xing Wu helplessly pulled over a stool, holding the tofu pudding to feed her. She would write one sentence, then turn her head to take a bite.

After Qing Ye finished reciting an entire classical text, she turned to him and said: “Xing Wu, you’re spoiling me. In the future, I won’t be satisfied with anyone else. Have you considered just feeding me three meals a day?”

Xing Wu stood up with a smile: “When you’re as old as my grandmother, I’ll feed you three meals a day.”

“Get lost!” Qing Ye reached out to hit him, but he dodged.

They suddenly fell silent, that phrase “when I go out in the future” suddenly landing in their hearts as if reminding them that time was counting down. But neither wanted to touch on this topic again.

Soon after, Qing Ye packed up her things and left for school. Before leaving, she said to Xing Wu: “Go back to sleep for a while.”

Xing Wu leaned against the headboard, opening his phone: “Can’t sleep anymore. I’ll help someone level up.”

“Do you charge for it?”

“Am I doing charity work if I don’t charge?”

“You’re quite hustling.”

Xing Wu lowered his head and smiled: “Be careful on your way.”

When Qing Ye arrived at school, she found everyone discussing the winter marathon. The class was in chaos, their excitement level matching as if the school was giving out money.

Qing Ye took out her book and asked: “Do third-year students have to participate in the marathon too?”

The class gossip in front turned around immediately, excitedly saying: “We weren’t supposed to, but remember that girl from Class 6 who fainted last week? The school said our physical fitness is poor, worried we might not make it to the college entrance exam, so they’re making us participate too. Plus, we run together with Invocation School every year. They have lots of beautiful girls there – it’s great fun!”

“…” Qing Ye couldn’t understand what was so fun about it.

Just thinking about the word “marathon” gave her a headache. She muttered: “Why do we even have a marathon? Don’t tell me there are spring and autumn trips too.”

Mentioning this made the gossip even more exciting: “We don’t have spring and autumn trips this year, but we have winter camp.”

“Winter camp? What’s that for?” Seeing his excitement, Qing Ye got a little hopeful – would the school take them somewhere scenic for a few days?

But Feng Bao, the usually quiet classmate who blushed whenever he saw Qing Ye, turned around and answered: “They’ll take us to Jin Zhong School for the county’s David Cup.”

The gossip added: “It’s a mathematics competition.”

“…” Qing Ye was speechless. If it’s a math competition, just call it that – why name it the David Cup? Those who know might think of the 20th-century mathematical genius David Hilbert, while others might think of that naked statue standing in the Florence Academy!

At least when Qing Ye first heard “David Cup,” she thought it was some art competition.

Then she inquired further: “Is it held every year? Who participates?”

Feng Bao told her it happened every year, going on for five or six years now, just between An Zhong and Jin Zhong schools, but their school had never won.

The gossip whispered secretly: “I heard from my dad, don’t know if it’s true, but they say Jin Zhong funds this competition, so they leak the questions internally beforehand. That way they can brag about winning the David Cup championship several years in a row and improve their school’s reputation. These past few years, many people from the county have been paying and finding ways to send their kids to Jin Zhong.”

Qing Ye said puzzled: “Why don’t we just not participate then? Why be stupid pacemakers?”

As soon as she said this, Qing Ye figured it out. With Jin Zhong having such good student resources here, it’s normal for them to have some connections. Money talks – when leaders step in to coordinate, saying it’s a county-wide event, how could An Zhong’s school leaders refuse to participate? Moreover, it doesn’t cost them anything, and participating in competitions looks good on paper. How did she end up at such a pathetic school?

She quickly changed the subject: “Then in previous years, our school should at least win the marathon against Anvocation School, right?”

The gossip’s face turned grave: “Never won that either.”

“…” Can I drop out? They’re no good at academics, no good at sports – Qing Ye suddenly felt that An Zhong was quite a peculiar existence in this country. They should scratch off the “Advanced” from that “Advanced High School” sign at the gate.

Sure enough, at noon, Teacher Yang came to class to announce that the marathon would be this Saturday. To demonstrate An Zhong students’ spirit and distinguish them from Invocation School students, everyone must wear their school uniforms.

Finally, he called Qing Ye to his office separately and gave her a brand new set of school uniforms. He earnestly told her that he had specially applied to the school for this and wouldn’t charge her, but asked her not to tell anyone, feeling that opening this backdoor for her was radiating with teaching ethics.

Qing Ye looked at the green and red uniform in her hands, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. She couldn’t escape it after all. She wanted to tell Teacher Yang she’d pay double if she could return the uniform.

When Qing Ye was carrying the uniform back to class, Xing Wu happened to be standing in the corridor talking to boys from the next class. He looked up to see Qing Ye’s dejected face, said goodbye to the others as they returned to class, and turned to face her. Qing Ye glanced back into the classroom and then walked up to him, saying pitifully: “Teacher Yang gave me a set of school uniforms.”

Xing Wu leaned against the corridor, the winter sun shining on his clear, handsome face. He said lazily: “Isn’t that good?”

But Qing Ye looked quite unhappy: “We have to run the marathon this Saturday. Can I not participate?”

Xing Wu looked completely relaxed: “Why not participate?”

Qing Ye looked up at him: “Running a marathon in this uniform would be the shame of my life!”

Xing Wu smiled, his lips curling into an attractive arc: “I’ll wear one with you.”

“You have a school uniform? I’ve never seen you wear one.”

“Isn’t it too ugly? I may be a country bumpkin, but I have aesthetic standards. I’ll look around at home, should be able to find it.”

Qing Ye frantically put both hands on the corridor rail and complained: “I hate running in winter. It feels hard to even breathe. I’d rather write several more classical texts.”

Xing Wu said playfully: “What are you afraid of? If you can’t breathe, I can always give you mouth-to-mouth.”

His burning gaze swept across her soft lips, and Qing Ye immediately blushed guiltily, raising her knee to bump him. Xing Wu didn’t dodge, as if her little action was just like a kitten’s tickle to him.

But their natural playfulness suddenly made everyone in the corridor freeze. Even the people at Class 6’s door across the way stared in horror – Xing Wu was smiling at a girl, smiling? Smiling so bewitchingly? And voluntarily standing there letting her hit him?

When Qing Ye finally noticed the strange looks around them, she immediately switched expressions like a Sichuan face-changing opera, instantly withdrawing her smile and turning back to class, clean and decisive.
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During those days, Shi Min always walked home with Qing Ye after school. Pang Hu also came daily to listen in, but Qing Ye noticed that Pang Hu was quite different from Shi Min. While Shi Min struggled with the basics, Pang Hu had some foundation. Although he appeared simple-minded, most of the time, when Qing Ye explained things, he would quickly understand, so their progress differed significantly.

During leisure time, Qing Ye would occasionally hear Pang Hu humming songs. Ever since Xing Wu told her about the Top Ten Singers competition, she has perked up her ears whenever Pang Hu sang, and she discovered that he had quite a pleasant voice.

Pang Hu bashfully confessed to her, “I… I have an account on Chang Ba, and I have hundreds of followers!”

“…”

Recently, Xuan Dao’s hair salon business has gotten on track, with an average monthly income more than tripling. Li Lan Fang claimed she had no time for mahjong anymore, though she wasn’t exactly idle in the evenings.

While not particularly clever, Liu Nian was hardworking and dedicated to learning. Perhaps being the early bird that catches the worm, within just a month, he had mastered these hairstyles increasingly well. Lately, even Qing Ye addressed him as Stylist Liu Tony.

Even people from the county town specifically sought out Stylist Liu for styling. To expand their promotion, Qing Ye extraordinarily spared two hours from her weekend to teach Du Qi Yan how to set up a public account, how to push notifications and edit content, and then add all their in-store members to the group. They regularly posted before-and-after photos. As a result, Liu Nian couldn’t understand how he suddenly became popular, with various young ladies constantly tagging him in the group, affectionately calling him “Stylist Liu.”

Qing Ye would sometimes browse through the group messages on her way home from school and find it amusing. Liu Nian, being straightforward and simple, didn’t know how to communicate with people, so Qing Ye had to teach him hands-on how to charm the young ladies – essentially public relations, building customer relationships, instilling marketing concepts, and so forth, making her quite the jack of all trades.

Du Qi Yan’s mother had surgery, which went fairly smoothly. Although Yang Gang hadn’t gathered the full amount within a week, he had gradually repaid twelve thousand.

Du Qi Yan earned considerable commission this month, with her salary doubling. Probably to show gratitude to Xing Wu and Qing Ye, she brought several boxes of dried sweet potatoes from home for them.

Xing Wu and Qing Ye were quite bewildered by these boxes of dried sweet potatoes – the quantity was too much to finish even if they ate until sick, and it took up space. They thought about giving some to Pang Hu and Shi Min, but they flat-out refused.

Dried sweet potatoes weren’t considered special in An Zi County. People made them during festivals, so everyone had grown up eating them and was practically sick of them.

To get rid of these troublesome dried sweet potatoes, one day after Shi Min and Pang Hu left, Qing Ye opened a bag of dried sweet potatoes, found the most intact plate in Xing Wu’s house, arranged them artistically, and even secretly plucked some artificial flowers from Li Lan Fang’s vase. She took a very sophisticated photo using beauty mode, posted it to her Moments with mouth-watering copy, and had Liu Nian and others share it.

Xing Wu, lying in his upstairs room, saw Qing Ye’s Moments post and thought she must have reached a desperate level of wanting to make money, even trying to sell ordinary dried sweet potatoes. He wondered if she’d soon be selling his father’s forgotten wig too.

So when Qing Ye came upstairs, Xing Wu just smiled at her while shaking his head.

Qing Ye looked at him dissatisfied and said, “You were sneaking looks at my Moments, weren’t you?”

Xing Wu waved his phone, “I looked at it fair and square.”

Qing Ye sat at the desk, picked up a book, and said to him, “Well then, share it.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“It’s embarrassing.”

“What’s embarrassing about it?”

“You want me, a graceful, handsome young man who strikes fear into people’s hearts, to sell dried sweet potatoes? What’s that about?”

Qing Ye suddenly laughed, imagining those little boys who usually avoided Xing Wu like the plague suddenly seeing him promoting dried sweet potatoes – the thought alone was amusing.

She stopped pressuring him, after all, he still had to maintain his reputation at Zha Zha Pavilion. At least in others’ eyes, he was still an intimidating figure.

But in her eyes, she turned back to him and said, “My feet are cold.”

Xing Wu beckoned to her, “Put them up here.”

The desk was right next to Xing Wu’s bed. Qing Ye turned and stuck her feet under his blanket. Xing Wu held his phone watching a live match with one hand while holding her pair of small feet with the other. His palms were burning hot, instantly dispelling her coldness.

But who could have imagined that the next day, one of Qing Ye’s former foreign classmates in Beijing saw her Moments post early in the morning and wanted to buy some? So Qing Ye sent some to him, specifically giving Xing Wu the international school’s address, asking him to take a few packages to Shun Yi Express in the afternoon to send to Beijing. She particularly emphasized that it must be sent via SF Express, honestly worried that the packaging was too simple and the shelf life too short – she feared other courier services might take too many days in transit and the items would spoil.

Xing Wu didn’t think much of it and casually helped her send it in the afternoon. Who knew that when this guy received it on Friday, he would become addicted to the chewy dried sweet potatoes and recommend them to his classmates? As a result, the boxes piled up at home were converted into cash by Qing Ye within a day.

As soon as class ended, she urgently turned to Xing Wu and said, “Skip your class, let’s go quick.”

“???” Xing Wu looked up at her leisurely with lifeless eyes.

Qing Ye told him someone wanted all the dried sweet potatoes and asked him to hurry home to ship them, so by evening, those things that had troubled them for days were grandly dispatched to the capital.

When Qing Ye very generously split half the dried sweet potato money with Xing Wu, he stared dumbfounded at the not-insignificant cash in his hand and asked her, “How much did you sell them for per pack?”

“Three packs for one hundred yuan.”

“…” That’s quite cutthroat.

Qing Ye still felt she was selling them too cheaply, while Xing Wu was thinking that he wouldn’t even take these things for free, yet somehow people were spending hundreds of yuan to buy them.

Xing Wu recalled during summer vacation when Qing Ye was drinking with them, mysteriously confident that she would make lots of money in the future. They all laughed at her then, but now looking at her natural talent for business, at least in this place that couldn’t get any poorer in their eyes, she always somehow managed to sniff out business opportunities.

Xing Wu suddenly looked at her adoringly like she was a treasure, stroking her fluffy curly hair. Qing Ye was still checking accounts at the counter while Liu Nian and others were busy nearby. She abruptly turned around and glared at him: “Why are you touching my hair?”

“I want to fleece some wool.”

“Want to die?”

As she said this, Qing Ye reached out to pinch him. Xing Wu grabbed her hand under the counter. Du Qi Yan had just returned from the bathroom and glimpsed them as she passed by. Qing Ye quickly withdrew her hand and looked at the forms as if nothing had happened.

Du Qi Yan walked back to her client somewhat startled, blow-drying the client’s hair while occasionally casting dubious glances at Qing Ye. However, Qing Ye maintained her composure, showing no signs of anything suspicious. When she looked at Xing Wu, he was playing games with his legs crossed as usual, also showing no irregularities, making Du Qi Yan convince herself she must have seen wrong earlier.

But shortly after, she noticed Qing Ye staring at her with a sharp look that suggested silencing witnesses. Du Qi Yan’s heart was racing, then she saw Qing Ye walk over and say to her: “Let’s talk after you’re done.”

Du Qi Yan remained anxious for quite a while. After finishing with her client, she followed Qing Ye to the backyard and immediately said: “I didn’t see anything.”

“???” Qing Ye was stunned for a moment before suddenly realizing what Du Qi Yan meant, and she burst out laughing.

“What? What did you think I wanted to talk about?”

Du Qi Yan lowered her head embarrassedly. Qing Ye stopped teasing her and asked: “Where did you get so many dried sweet potatoes?”

Du Qi Yan told Qing Ye that her mother’s factory wasn’t doing well, and when she got sick, the boss couldn’t offer much money, so they gave her family lots of factory goods as consolation.

“…” Consoling sick employees with dried sweet potatoes? What an interesting factory.

So Qing Ye asked Du Qi Yan where this factory was and if she could help contact the person in charge, as she wanted to discuss potential cooperation. But Du Qi Yan said her mother’s factory was about to close down.

“…” Huh? Qing Ye was confused again.

She thought for a moment and said to Du Qi Yan: “Try to help me make contact first. If possible, I’d still like to meet with the person in charge.”

So Du Qi Yan went to make the call. In the evening, she told Qing Ye they could go tomorrow, but since tomorrow was Saturday and Qing Ye had to participate in that damn marathon, they set the meeting time for 2 PM.

Saturday morning, Qing Ye reluctantly put on that hideously ugly school uniform, then her clean white sneakers. While combing her hair in the mirror, she saw a figure in green clothing pass by in the reflection. She turned around to see that Xing Wu had dug out his school uniform. It was probably from his first year and now fit a bit tight, so he simply left the zipper open, wearing a white casual sweatshirt underneath.

The green track pants with red stripes that Qing Ye thoroughly despised somehow looked exceptionally sporty and incredibly handsome on Xing Wu’s long legs, and coincidentally, he also wore white Yeezy shoes.

Qing Ye tied up her hair, once again marveling at how her boyfriend was truly the most fashionable country bumpkin on the entire street, managing to make such an ugly school uniform look like designer sportswear with a color-blocking effect.

She walked over to him, unable to hide the smile in her eyes, tugging at his uniform as she snuggled into his embrace: “Are you going to run a marathon or flirt?”

Xing Wu wrapped his arms around her waist: “Do I need to flirt? The girl’s already throwing herself at me.”

Just as he finished speaking, they heard Li Lan Fang getting out of bed. The two sprang apart as if struck by lightning. When Li Lan Fang opened the door and saw Qing Ye in her school uniform, she said with surprise: “Oh, Qing Ye, that uniform looks quite good on you!”

“…” How does it look good?

Xing Wu and Qing Ye left together and walked toward school. Although all An Zhong students on the road were wearing uniforms, Qing Ye felt like she and Xing Wu were wearing a couple of outfits.

The two walked facing the morning sun, sometimes she stepped on his shadow, sometimes he stepped on hers, neither willing to yield, walking to school in this childishly competitive way.

The teaching building was crowded with people, everyone’s faces beaming with excitement. Pang Hu waved to them from afar, then squeezed through to them, handing them their number tags: “I got them for you already.”

Qing Ye took her number tag and angrily threw it to Xing Wu: “Let’s switch.”

Xing Wu looked – 425? Two-five? Who’s two-five? Well, two-five it is then. What could he do when his girlfriend, as a science genius, was so sensitive about numbers? He could only be this two-five.

Then Qing Ye snatched his number tag, 518, and immediately beamed with joy: “This is good, suits me perfectly.”

Xing Wu reminded her: “That has my name on it.”

Qing Ye tilted her head and whispered: “Then I’m taking your name early.”

People were all around them. Xing Wu just looked down at her like this – her eyes bright and clear, her delicate face radiating an alluring pride. If it weren’t for all the people around, Xing Wu would have grabbed her for a proper kiss.

His thick eyelashes drooped down, concealing the smile in his eyes as he took her 518 number and pinned it to her back, then Qing Ye raised her arms to help pin 425 on him.

Yellow Hair had just squeezed over from Class 4 and exclaimed: “Damn, Qing Ye, I almost didn’t recognize you in uniform. I was wondering why Brother Wu was properly hanging out with a girl.”

Then he stepped back and looked again: “You could be An Zhong’s spokesperson in that uniform, really proves that good-looking people look good in anything. You and my Brother Wu are truly relatives, your family’s got those looks on point.”

He then pulled out his phone: “Let me take a photo of you two.”

Qing Ye looked up and exchanged glances with Xing Wu, both looking somewhat speechless at Yellow Hair. As Yellow Hair counted down “3, 2, 1,” Xing Wu placed his hand on Qing Ye’s shoulder.

After Yellow Hair lowered his phone, Xing Wu casually withdrew his hand. Yellow Hair was still admiring the photo when he created a WeChat group and added everyone, including Liu Nian and the others. He might have accidentally added Li Lan Fang too, so when Yellow Hair posted their photo in the group, Li Lan Fang immediately gave it an enthusiastic like, emphasizing that they got their good looks from me.

Thus, the group died right after its creation, with no one responding, silent as chickens.

Several PE teachers came to organize everyone for pre-race warm-ups and then announced the route and competition rules.

Qing Ye flexed her wrists and said to Xing Wu and Yellow Hair beside her: “Let’s discuss, how should we run later?”

The group of guys immediately laughed, with Yellow Hair responding: “Just run like how we walk home after school.”

At first, Qing Ye didn’t understand what they meant, but when the marathon began, she immediately got it.

At least she made an effort to assume a running stance, but those guys behind her just stuck their hands in their pockets and continued chatting, exactly like walking home after school.

An Zhong and An Zhi students were preparing on two parallel roads. They could see An Zhi’s people from far away, dressed in all sorts of ways – there were even girls wearing mini skirts and high heels in winter to participate. They must be here as cheerleaders.

In comparison, they looked more like a proper high school. The road between the two schools was cordoned off. After the signal, Qing Ye immediately rushed forward with the crowd. After sprinting about a hundred meters, she turned back breathlessly to see Xing Wu and his group strolling like elderly gentlemen. No wonder Xing Wu looked so relaxed when he heard about the marathon that day – how could he not be relaxed? It was just like walking to and from school twice.

Perhaps Qing Ye’s zealous effort amused Xing Wu, as he was now staring at her with a faint smile. The morning light fell on him, giving off a mysteriously lazy air. With his school uniform open, he looked somewhat roguish as the group magnificently brought up the rear.

Qing Ye turned back and continued running. Although she couldn’t get first place, she never liked being last.

Yao Yan – Chapter 48
After a while, the An Zhong students reached the intersection and gradually merged with the An Zhi students. Many teachers stood at the intersection, constantly shouting through megaphones about maintaining safety, keeping distance, and avoiding physical conflict.

Qing Ye found it quite puzzling that these two schools would hold a joint marathon, thinking it was just asking for trouble to bring together schools that didn’t get along.

Then Fang Lei told her beside her: “Because An Zhi’s campus is too small, they can’t hold their own sports meet, so they join this winter marathon every year.”

Already tired from running while talking with Fang Lei, Qing Ye felt the cold wind constantly rushing into her throat, making it unbearably dry. She said to Fang Lei: “You go ahead, I need to slow down.”

She then reduced her pace. While Qing Ye could handle writing tests or participating in debate competitions and knowledge contests, this kind of long-distance running wasn’t her thing. Yet surprisingly, even with her rookie-level endurance, she was still running ahead of the vast majority of her classmates.

At this point, she was mostly surrounded by An Zhi students, her uniform standing out conspicuously among their varied outfits.

She found herself wrestling with a decision: whether to sprint ahead to catch up with Fang Lei, or simply wait in place for her classmates behind her. Being sandwiched between An Zhi students made her feel extremely uncomfortable, like some kind of traitor.

Before she could decide, suddenly a male student jogged up from her left and bumped into her. Qing Ye was stunned and had just shifted to her right when another male student bumped her from that side. Soon, she found herself surrounded by An Zhi boys who, with teasing grins, asked: “Haven’t seen you before, which class are you from? Let’s get to know each other?”

Qing Ye stopped in her tracks, her expression instantly turning cold. The group of boys continued laughing: “Why so angry? Race comes second, friendship comes first. We just want to be friends with you.”

Just as they finished speaking, someone suddenly grabbed the back collar of Qing Ye’s uniform. She was about to throw an elbow backward when she turned to meet Xing Wu’s cold, narrow eyes firmly fixed on the boys who had just spoken. One hand in his uniform pocket, he used the other to pull Qing Ye slightly to his side, frowning slightly as he said without a hint of warmth: “Want to get to know me first?”

The boys’ expressions changed immediately. One muttered quietly: “Could she be Qing Ye?”

Another forced a laugh and called out: “Brother Wu, you’re participating in this kind of activity too? How rare.”

Xing Wu completely ignored them, and they didn’t push their luck further, turning to run away.

Qing Ye looked at Xing Wu with surprise: “How did they know my name?”

Xing Wu gave her a meaningful look: “Would I step in for other girls?”

Qing Ye nudged him lightly with her elbow: “So I just benefited from your reputation?”

He replied with a half-smile: “You’re welcome.”

Then he slightly raised his eyebrows: “Weren’t you running with Fang Lei and the others? How did you end up alone?”

Qing Ye looked at him with pitiful big eyes, saying softly: “I couldn’t run anymore.”

Xing Wu’s eyes curved with doting affection: “Then what should we do? Want me to carry you?”

“Can you carry me to first place?”

“If you want it, and if I can do it.”

Qing Ye deliberately put on a troubled expression: “Then would the first place count as yours or mine?”

Xing Wu replied seriously: “Of course, it counts for whoever’s feet touch the ground.”

“Then why should I let you carry me? I won’t get first place anyway.”

“Either way you won’t get first place, and I’m not interested in first place, so why should we run?”

“…” The logic seemed sound.

Then Qing Ye watched as those An Zhi girls, who were supposed to be participating in a marathon and should have shown some ceremony about it, suddenly all flocked to the roadside to buy milk tea while running. Where was their integrity?

Just then she heard Xing Wu ask beside her: “Want some?”

“Yes.” No integrity indeed.

The two walked toward the roadside. Originally crowded with girls, as Xing Wu approached the milk tea shop, the girls immediately felt a dark shadow looming behind them. At 182 centimeters tall, when not smiling, his features were cold, and the slash at his sideburns carried an untouchable wickedness. This exact roguish appearance was fatally attractive to these seventeen or eighteen-year-old girls.

The girls quickly began whispering among themselves, occasionally uttering “Xing Wu.” Qing Ye stood waiting for him on the road outside the crowd.

Suddenly, a group of noisy An Zhi girls deliberately pushed a heavily made-up girl toward Xing Wu. He had his hands in his pockets and was looking up at the menu when the girl crashed into him, falling directly against his arm. If he had moved slightly to the side, she would have fallen flat on her face. Xing Wu frowned and immediately turned to look at Qing Ye.

Qing Ye stood by the road watching this scene coldly, expressionless. Xing Wu looked away, his eyes immediately showing impatience. The girls stopped laughing, quickly pulled the made-up girl back, and actively made way, saying to Xing Wu: “You go ahead and order first.”

Xing Wu bought two milk teas. When these girls saw him order two, they turned around and saw a girl in An Zhong’s uniform waiting nearby. The girl was tall, and even in such a soulless uniform, her outstanding beauty couldn’t be concealed.

The group whispered, trying to find out who she was, then watched as Xing Wu walked over to her with the milk teas and offered her one. Qing Ye didn’t take it, instead glancing at his left arm where the made-up girl had bumped into him, then looking at him coolly.

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and smiled – his girlfriend was angry.

Without any fuss, he transferred both milk teas to one hand, took off his uniform jacket, and unhesitatingly threw it into the nearby trash can, put straws in the drinks, and offered them to her again. Qing Ye glanced at the heartlessly discarded uniform, took the milk tea, and then they walked away as if nothing had happened.

The An Zhi girls behind them were completely stunned. What kind of move was this? Throwing away his uniform just because someone touched it? Throwing it away? Holy crap!

Qing Ye sipped the warm milk tea, her eyes curving into crescents: “You don’t want your uniform anymore?”

Xing Wu replied indifferently: “Don’t want it.”

“Then what will you do in summer if you’re bare-chested?”

“Cut off the arm.”

Qing Ye laughed and reached out to pinch him. Xing Wu coughed, and Qing Ye’s half-extended hand casually withdrew. After all, students from both schools were around – if they flirted in the middle of the road, what would others think? That they were siblings with a great relationship?

Just then, Huang Zhi Ming from their class suddenly ran back from ahead, spotting Xing Wu and shouting: “Brother Wu, it’s bad! Small Lingtong got dragged into an alley by An Zhi students!”

Xing Wu frowned, asking puzzledly: “Why would they drag him away?”

“He was running too fast.”

“…”

Qing Ye finally understood why An Zhong students couldn’t win. Those who no one dared to mess with, like Xing Wu, Yellow Hair, and their group, were leisurely walking at the back of the pack like they were browsing a market. Meanwhile, those who actually tried to win and ran hard basically became cannon fodder, getting taken down by An Zhi students in no time. With this pattern, winning would be strange.

However, unfortunately, the person they caught today was Zhou Chen from Class Two, nicknamed Small Lingtong. Qing Ye had seen his footwork on the basketball court during PE class – though short, those little legs could run like the wind and were quite agile. Who would have thought he’d meet such a sad fate today, taken down because of his legs?

Xing Wu said indifferently: “Why don’t you go tell a teacher? Why tell me?”

Both Qing Ye and Huang Zhi Ming looked at Xing Wu, thinking “damn, that’s cold.” Even Qing Ye was worried about Small Lingtong being surrounded – after all, though talkative, he wasn’t a bad guy, sitting in front of her and always being friendly until they became friends.

Huang Zhi Ming pointed at the stripe on Xing Wu’s sideburns and said: “Bro, who else should I tell? You’re our school’s ‘Team Captain’!”

“…” Only today did Qing Ye understand Xing Wu’s hairstyle – while others put the captain’s badge on their arm, he cut it into his hair. Such arrogance.

Xing Wu looked at Qing Ye, who wore an expression saying “Wow, he’s from your class and you’re standing by? You beast!”

He only asked which alley the person was taken to. Huang Zhi Ming pointed to the road. As the kingpin of Zha Zha Pavilion, Xing Wu immediately knew the general location. He threw his milk tea in the trash and said to Qing Ye: “I’ll go check it out, you go tell Pang Hu and the others.”

Qing Ye nodded, and Xing Wu left with Huang Zhi Ming. Qing Ye immediately turned back to find Pang Hu and Yellow Hair.

People around stared at her curiously – someone running the marathon in the opposite direction was quite bizarre behavior. Occasionally, schoolmates would kindly remind her: “Qing Ye, you’re running the wrong way.”

“???” Qing Ye simply ignored these people. Did she look like someone stupid enough to run the wrong way?

After walking for quite a while without finding Pang Hu, she started jogging, and damn near ran back to the starting point before she saw a group of people squatting by the road smoking. She was impressed – this wasn’t a marathon, this was marking time in place.

Pang Hu saw Qing Ye come back and threw away his cigarette, standing up: “Why, why did you come back? Where’s Brother Wu? Didn’t, didn’t he go find you?”

Bent over and panting, she said: “Zhou Chen got surrounded by An Zhi people. Xing Wu and Huang Zhi Ming went ahead, and told you guys to hurry.”

Pang Hu was after all a class monitor – hearing that a classmate of three years was cornered by An Zhi students, he immediately led a large group charging forward furiously. Qing Ye followed behind, panting. As they turned the corner, they ran into Teacher Zhu Fen wearing a red armband. His body suddenly tensed as he raised his megaphone and shouted: “Under heaven, Class Two reigns supreme, accumulate strength and unleash power, victory is at hand, charge!!!”

Qing Ye, last in line, quietly wiped her cold sweat. If Old Zhu knew they were going to fight, who knows if he could still shout such a slogan?

Yao Yan – Chapter 49
When Qing Ye followed the group to the alley entrance that Huang Zhiming had mentioned, by coincidence, Da Cao and his people were approaching from the opposite direction, coming face to face with them.

The last time Qing Ye had seen Da Cao was during the Du Qiyan incident. Today, Da Cao wasn’t wearing slippers but was wrapped in a thick black down jacket that looked quite warm, and surprisingly, he was wearing a pair of extremely warm snow boots – quite an unusual sight.

However, his expression remained that same slovenly look, making it impossible to tell whether he was smiling or angry. Qing Ye disliked dealing with people like him, whose faces were full of craftiness, making them impossible to read.

He walked up to Pang Hu, and though he was noticeably thinner, his presence wasn’t any weaker. He mockingly said, “Little fatty, you run pretty fast despite all that blubber. Why’d you stop running? The trophy’s waiting for you.”

Pang Hu’s hands at his sides clenched into fists as he glared at Da Cao, breathing heavily.

Xing Wu called out from inside the alley: “Pang Hu.”

Pang Hu was gritting his teeth, his chubby face quivering with anger. Xing Wu impatiently clicked his lighter with a “pat,” and only then did Pang Hu reluctantly unclench his fists. Da Cao’s mouth twisted into a sneer as he raised his hand and slapped Pang Hu’s quivering cheeks twice, contemptuously calling him a “dog lackey.”

The cold weather and intense running had already caused Pang Hu’s pores to dilate, making his face red. Now, being humiliated in front of so many people by Da Cao, his entire face swelled up like it had been boiled.

As Da Cao walked into the alley, Qing Ye finally noticed Xiao Ling Tong with blood trickling from the corner of his mouth, though he was at least still standing next to Xing Wu. The worst off was the person lying on the ground – he wasn’t wearing a school uniform but had a huge cross necklace that looked cheap, his killer punk style clearly marking him as one of the troublemakers from An Zhi Vocational School.

Xing Wu glanced expressionlessly at Pang Hu’s reddened face, then stepped on Cross’s wrist, twisting his shoe. Cross let out an agonized cry – apparently, he was the one who had hurt Xiao Ling Tong, and judging by Xing Wu’s rolled-up sleeves, he had already taught him a lesson.

Da Cao’s face immediately turned cold, and he cursed at Xing Wu: “I’ve been giving you face repeatedly, and you fucking dare touch my people? Get your foot off.”

Xing Wu kept his hands in his school uniform pockets, continuing to step on Cross’s wrist without moving. He grabbed Xiao Ling Tong and pulled him in front of Da Cao, his eyes devoid of warmth: “Giving me face means letting your people beat up my brother like this? It’s just a damn trophy – can’t handle losing?”

Da Cao spat and said coldly: “I’m telling you one last time, get your foot off.”

Qing Ye squeezed through to see Pang Hu’s teeth grinding audibly, his usually flabby cheeks now tense – like the Hulk about to explode.

She looked toward Xing Wu, who gave a cold laugh and lifted his head to look down at Da Cao, saying icily: “What are you going to do if I don’t?”

Just then, Qing Ye suddenly noticed an An Zhi student standing behind and to the side of Xing Wu giving Da Cao a signal. The next second, Da Cao suddenly swung his fist at Xing Wu. Almost simultaneously, Qing Ye saw the guy at the side pull something from his jeans pocket. She couldn’t even make out what it was, only seeing a flash of cold steel, and shouted: “Xing Wu!”

Xing Wu dodged Da Cao’s punch by turning sideways and hearing Qing Ye’s panicked cry, he immediately sensed something was wrong. Instinctively raising his arm to block, the knife that was meant for his body slashed his arm instead. Blood sprayed, and everyone froze. At that moment, Qing Ye felt her head explode with a “boom,” her vision turning crimson.

Xing Wu paid no attention to his exposed, bleeding arm and kicked Da Cao hard, sending him crashing backward onto the ground. In an instant, all the An Zhi students were stunned!

Xing Wu whirled around to glare fiercely at the knife-wielding student, who cowered and kept backing away. But just as Da Cao was getting up from the ground, Pang Hu, who had been standing next to Qing Ye, suddenly seemed to lose his mind. With a Tarzan-like roar, he bellowed: “I’ll fuck your ancestors back eighteen generations!” and charged at Da Cao, grabbing his neck with one hand and his leg with the other, somehow managing to lift Da Cao completely off the ground.

A 1.8-meter tall fat guy lifting up a 1.8-meter tall skinny guy – the scene was so shocking that the surrounding air seemed to freeze instantly.

Qing Ye suddenly believed what Xing Wu had said – Pang Hu didn’t stutter when he got excited, even cursing so fluently.

No one knew what he was going to do, even Xing Wu looked at Pang Hu in confusion. But the next second, Pang Hu slammed Da Cao onto the ground like a dumbbell. For a moment, the whole earth seemed to shake, and Qing Ye could visibly see Da Cao bounce once on the ground, raising a cloud of dust.

A row of crows flew overhead as everyone stared in disbelief. With a “clang,” the knife-wielding guy dropped his weapon and stared at Pang Hu in terror, as if looking at a monster, completely paralyzed with fear.

Qing Ye could hardly believe her eyes. In all the time she’d known Pang Hu, he’d always been that foolish-looking guy who never got angry no matter how much people teased him, so good-natured he seemed to have no temper at all. This was the first time Qing Ye had seen Pang Hu explode, and such a Tarzan-like explosion at that – his combat power was off the charts!

The air remained still for about two seconds before they suddenly heard a megaphone behind them. Many teachers wearing red armbands rushed over, with Teacher Zhu’s voice being the loudest, shouting: “Everyone separate! Is any student injured?”

Then he saw Da Cao lying on the ground and crouched down concernedly to ask: “Young man, can you still move?”

Da Cao pushed away Teacher Zhu’s hand and cursed with a black face: “Get lost, you dead baldy.” Then he staggered up, supporting himself against the wall.

In all his years of teaching, although Teacher Zhu had argued with students before, he’d never been cursed at like this by any student. He immediately raised his megaphone and shouted: “You ungrateful brat, you’re asking for it, just wait until your parents…” (in dialect)

This outburst not only the teachers and students in the alley but also the continuous stream of onlookers outside coming to watch the commotion. The entire street suddenly fell silent. Qing Ye never expected that when Teacher Zhu got excited, he’d burst into dialect. Although she couldn’t understand a word, judging by his manner, he was cursing.

Da Cao had always walked around An Zhi like he owned the place, not even respecting school leaders. Being suddenly cursed out by a bald teacher from An Zhong while being pointed at, he immediately got fired up and went to attack Teacher Zhu while holding his waist. Teacher Zhu didn’t hesitate, raised his megaphone, and brought it down on him, his voice cracking: “How dare you?”

The An Zhi teachers came up to break up the fight, hurriedly separating the two groups. Teacher Zhu turned around and shouted again: “Are any of our An Zhong students injured?”

Everyone looked at Xing Wu. Teacher Zhu walked a few steps to Xing Wu, saw the knife on the ground, and said anxiously: “You need to get that treated right away. Who will accompany Xing Wu?”

“I’ll go!”

Qing Ye forcefully squeezed through the crowd of boys. When Teacher Zhu saw it was Qing Ye, he solemnly instructed her: “Alright, you accompany Xing Wu to get his wound treated first, and ask the doctor if he needs a tetanus shot.”

“Okay, I understand.”

Qing Ye immediately supported Xing Wu’s injured arm like she was helping an elderly person, and concernedly said: “Let’s go now, take it slow.”

Xing Wu looked down at her exaggerated expression, a string of ellipses running through his mind.

Just as they left the alley, Pang Hu and the others called out from behind: “Teacher Zhu, can we go to the hospital with Xing Wu too?”

Teacher Zhu shouted through his megaphone: “He’s the one who’s injured, none of you are going anywhere. Whether you’re from An Zhong or An Zhi, you’re all coming back to school with me for investigation.”

…

To be fair, Qing Ye’s show of concern in front of Teacher Zhu wasn’t entirely fake. As soon as they left the alley, she immediately lifted his arm and asked: “Does it hurt?”

Xing Wu said helplessly: “If you lift it any higher, it’ll hurt more.”

“…” Qing Ye quickly and carefully lowered his arm, not daring to touch him again.

She moved to his other side and kept urging him: “Walk faster!”

His arm was still bleeding, but he remained composed, while Qing Ye was as anxious as an ant on a hot pot. Although she was supposed to be taking him to the hospital, she didn’t know the way, basically following behind Xing Wu as he took shortcuts through the alleys. The alley was very narrow, with Xing Wu walking in front and her following behind, watching his back. His tall figure almost completely blocked the light ahead, filling her vision.

Xing Wu suddenly felt Qing Ye, who had been following behind, pull at him. He turned around to see Qing Ye’s anxious, flickering eyes. She didn’t say anything, just looked up at him like that, but Xing Wu knew she was scared. It was the first time he had seen such fear in Qing Ye’s eyes. Thinking of how she had called out his name in panic when the knife appeared earlier, Xing Wu’s heart suddenly clenched completely. He turned around and pulled Qing Ye into his embrace, wrapping one arm around her, domineering yet gentle as he said: “I’ll be fine. I’ve been in fights like this since I was little – haven’t you heard that bad people live forever?”

Qing Ye buried her face in his chest. Xing Wu sensed her unease and released her to lift her chin: “Worried?”

Qing Ye looked at him with complex emotions and said: “Next time, can you try solving things differently? I just… feel so anxious.”

Xing Wu suddenly laughed: “Solve it how? Have a heart-to-heart talk? Do you think anyone would listen?”

Seeing Qing Ye’s serious expression, Xing Wu frowned and looked at her earnestly: “When everyone around you solves problems this way, if I don’t use the same method, I’ll end up like Xiao Ling Tong, getting beaten while standing there. Do you think I’d let others hurt me?”

Qing Ye understood the logic; she knew very well that Xing Wu’s influence in the Zha Zha Ting area meant he must have been in countless fights like today’s. But ever since she saw that person thrust the knife at Xing Wu, she felt her heart stop. She hadn’t felt such fear in a long time – not since she watched the doctor cover her mother with a white cloth.

Suddenly, Qing Ye clutched Xing Wu’s clothes with distress, like a drowning person desperately grabbing onto a life-saving piece of wood. She never knew she was so afraid of something happening to Xing Wu. Although he was still standing here perfectly fine, that lingering fear threatened to overwhelm her.

Xing Wu stroked her hair and said with forced lightness: “Big sis, can you let me stop the bleeding first? I’m about to die from blood loss.”

Actually, his wound had mostly stopped bleeding, but that one sentence still made Qing Ye extremely nervous. She immediately straightened up: “Then hurry!”

Xing Wu took her directly through an alley to Doctor Zhuang’s clinic – the same place where he had carried her when she fell down the stairs at his house when she first arrived here.

The old man looked at Xing Wu’s wound as if it were a common sight, had him sit down, and began disinfecting and stopping the bleeding. Meanwhile, Qing Ye anxiously asked from the side: “Does he need a tetanus shot?”

“Doctor, aren’t you going to give him a tetanus shot?”

“Isn’t a tetanus shot necessary?”

Finally, Doctor Zhuang looked at Xing Wu, who helplessly touched his forehead. The doctor sat down and wrote a prescription: “For a wound of this severity, after treatment, it’s not necessary, but if you insist…”

“We want it,” Qing Ye immediately interjected.

So Xing Wu was arranged to get the shot. He rolled up his entire sleeve and offered his arm to the doctor giving the injection. Then he looked up at Qing Ye, who had practically pressed her whole body against the needle, and said with a slight smirk: “Are you deliberately trying to make me suffer? If you…”

Before he could finish speaking, Qing Ye suddenly wrapped both hands around his head, pressed them against her chest, and said: “Don’t be afraid, be good.”

“…”

At that moment, the needle went in, but Xing Wu didn’t notice at all because his face was buried against her stomach, his nose filled with her sweet scent, making his blood rush – probably causing his wound to strain again.

After the injection was done and Qing Ye released Xing Wu, the young man who had given him the shot was staring at him like he was some kind of pervert. Xing Wu turned around with a dark face, pressing the cotton ball to his arm. Qing Ye stood in the corridor with her hands in her school uniform pockets, smiling harmlessly at him, her clear features and slightly swaying ponytail making her look like a mischievous little girl.

So Xing Wu stood up and walked toward her with a stern face. Qing Ye suddenly stopped smiling. His tall figure approaching carried an irresistible presence, and since he looked quite terrifying when not smiling, Qing Ye just stood there watching him. Xing Wu directly grabbed her hand and strode out of the hospital.

Qing Ye called out: “Hey, press the cotton ball longer!”

As they passed a trash can, Xing Wu threw away the cotton ball. Qing Ye knew he was going to seek revenge after discarding it, so she ran ahead first. Sunlight filtered through the narrow alley from above, its rays falling on her ponytail, making it sparkle brilliantly as it swayed. Xing Wu followed behind her casually, calling out: “I won’t do anything to you, stop running.”

Qing Ye turned around, walking backward at a distance from him, saying defensively: “Then promise you won’t take revenge on me.”

Her cheeks were tinged red in the sunlight, her school uniform zipper pulled up to her collar, her fair and beautiful features radiant and captivating.

Under his thick eyebrows, Xing Wu’s eyes softened as he smiled and said: “No revenge.”

Qing Ye looked at him skeptically and stopped running. Xing Wu strode toward her with his long legs, his lips curling up. Qing Ye suddenly sensed an aggressive aura, and just as she was about to run again, Xing Wu’s long arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her into his embrace as he bent down and directly sealed her lips with his. Qing Ye’s heart instantly jumped to her throat, and any thought of escape completely melted away under his domineering kiss.

The winter sun gently gilded their figures as Xing Wu’s gentle tongue explored every corner of her mouth, turning and lingering like handling a precious treasure he couldn’t bear to let go. He kept his eyes open, the tender light in them gradually melting Qing Ye. She softly yielded to him as his large hand caressed her waist, making her body tremble slightly.

Her response made Xing Wu’s breathing gradually become hot, moving from gentle to passionate. He suddenly pressed Qing Ye against the wall behind her, deepening the kiss continuously, capturing her breath. Just as they were caught up in the passionate moment, they suddenly heard hurried footsteps, followed by a “clang!” They abruptly separated and turned their heads to see… Huang Mao was completely paralyzed with shock.

…

Speaking of where Huang Mao had been at this time, we need to go back about an hour. When Qing Ye ran back to find Pang Hu and the others, Huang Mao had just gone to find a bathroom due to stomach trouble. When he returned after solving his stomach issues to find Pang Hu and the others, he learned that An Zhi students had hurt a male student from Class 2, and Pang Hu and the others had gone to confront them.

How could Huang Mao tolerate this? How could such a chance to demonstrate heroic spirit miss the battlefield of Hao Chenggong? So without another word, he ran all the way to find Xing Wu and Pang Hu.

However, the situation was quite chaotic at that time, and neither Xing Wu nor Pang Hu answered his calls. He asked someone on the way if they had seen Xing Wu and the others, but whoever gave him directions must have pointed wrong because Huang Mao just kept running frantically. He should have turned at two more intersections to meet Pang Hu and the others, but he ran so fast that he completely overshot it.

The crowd thinned out along the latter part of the route because everyone had gone to the alley to watch the conflict between the two school bosses. Huang Mao wondered why he hadn’t met anyone along the way when he saw a red line on the ground ahead. He charged right across it, causing the An Zhong school leaders to erupt in excitement. Somehow the trophy was inexplicably handed to him, with Principal Zhong enthusiastically grabbing his hand for a commemorative photo, asking him to smile.

Heaven knows how confused Huang Mao was when he held that first-place trophy, forcing himself to show eight teeth in a smile.

The student council had even arranged for some young reporter from the broadcast station to interview him and ask for his acceptance speech. But how could Huang Mao have any mind to give an acceptance speech? He just said four words to the camera: “Pure skill and ability.”

Then he ran back again. Pang Hu and the others, all disheveled, were being taken to school. From far away, they waved at Huang Mao, telling him not to come over – what would be the point of getting needlessly involved and possibly getting disciplined?

So Huang Mao could only go find Xing Wu, especially after hearing he was injured. He rushed anxiously to the clinic, where old Doctor Zhuang said they had just left, so Huang Mao, carrying the trophy, took his familiar route back to find them.

And so that “clang” was the sound of the trophy hitting the ground.

Yao Yan – Chapter 50
Huang Mao thought he might be hallucinating. If Xing Wu had been kissing anyone else, he would have been shocked, but not to the point of losing control. However, when he saw Qing Ye’s face, his brain went into paralysis, completely stunned – this was far beyond his comprehension.

Qing Ye’s face instantly turned pale as she stood rigidly against the wall. An eerie silence suddenly fell over the quiet alley. Xing Wu broke the deadlock first, pulling Qing Ye over and helping dust off her back, telling her: “You go back first, I need to talk with Huang Mao.”

Huang Mao was still basically petrified. By now, Qing Ye’s face had turned bright red, and she felt like jumping down a manhole. She was about to explode from embarrassment. Xing Wu squeezed her hand: “It’s okay, go on.”

Qing Ye walked anxiously toward the alley exit, too embarrassed to even look at Huang Mao as she passed him.

Out of the alley, Qing Ye’s heart was still beating frantically. Only at this moment did she realize how crazy she and Xing Wu had been, making out in an alley in broad daylight. It was fortunate that it was Huang Mao who came running by – what if it had been Li Lanfang? Or Director Gu? Wouldn’t they have been shocked enough to need smelling salts a hundred times over?

She frantically patted her head, her heart anxious with regret. After walking a bit, she suddenly remembered she’d forgotten to tell Xing Wu about going to Du Qiyan’s mother’s factory in the afternoon, so she turned back.

However, just as she reached the alley entrance, she heard Huang Mao’s shocked voice: “Holy shit, so after all this time, Qing Ye isn’t your relative?”

Qing Ye’s footsteps stopped at the alley entrance. Feeling it wasn’t appropriate to go in now, she decided to wait by the entrance until they finished talking.

Huang Mao asked in confusion: “Then why does she call your mom ‘Aunt’? I just don’t understand. What’s the relationship between your mom and her mom?”

Xing Wu gave him a cigarette and lit his own, taking a drag before saying: “Her maternal grandfather ran a business in Chang City and was quite well-off. But Qing Ye’s mom was sickly since childhood, always ill, and hospitals couldn’t help her. Someone suggested to her grandfather that they should adopt a girl with compatible birth signs to extend her life or some such nonsense. They found my mom through connections in the countryside.

My mom had one older brother and five younger siblings. Rural families favored sons over daughters, so they were eager to give my mom away, especially since they were paid some money.

Then my mom went back to Chang City with Qing Ye’s grandfather, calling her grandparents ‘Mom and Dad’ and her mom ‘Sister.’ The whole family treated my mom well, especially since Qing Ye’s mom’s health improved within two years after my mom arrived.

But you know my mom – vain and prone to comparison. She always felt they treated their biological daughter better than her. Later she became quite rebellious, often running away from home as a teenager, and relations with the family became strained. Her grandfather’s family had status and wanted to save face. When my mom got pregnant at nineteen, they completely disowned her.”

Qing Ye leaned against the wall, her large eyes trembling slightly, her breathing seeming to grow quieter as she silently listened to everything.

Huang Mao took a heavy drag on his cigarette: “So your mom was with your dad in her teens? She married straight away?”

Silence. Qing Ye didn’t hear Xing Wu answer Huang Mao’s question, only vaguely saying: “Anyway, after leaving Chang City, she came here. She hasn’t had contact with them all these years.”

Qing Ye’s hands gradually clenched into fists. Something wasn’t right – Xing Wu had omitted a crucial piece of information. Perhaps Huang Mao hadn’t noticed, but considering Qing Ye’s previous suspicions, she was almost certain Xing Wu had deliberately concealed a contradiction: the reason for Li Lanfang’s frequent teenage escapes. And behind that reason, if Qing Ye wasn’t mistaken, he had deliberately omitted that person – the person he found difficult to speak about.

Qing Ye’s brows furrowed tightly as she slowly crouched down, hugging her arms and quietly staring at the ground.

Huang Mao let out a long sigh: “Brother, let me process this. I need to process this. I always thought… never mind. I think your mom is pretty good to Qing Ye. I mean, they disowned her, but she’s still willing to take Qing Ye in now. Does Qing Ye know about what happened between her family and your mom?”

“Probably not.”

Xing Wu took a drag on his cigarette, his gaze deep as he said quietly: “If you knew your family had thrown someone out and disowned them all these years, and now you had to depend on them, would you feel comfortable?”

Huang Mao suddenly understood. Given Qing Ye’s proud personality, if she knew that her mom and grandfather had refused to let Li Lanfang return home and cut off all contact with her, she probably wouldn’t be willing to trouble their family now. Huang Mao glanced up at Xing Wu, suddenly understanding so clearly how Xing Wu had always been considering Qing Ye’s feelings, her situation, everything.

Before, he had always thought Xing Wu was Qing Ye’s relative – blood is thicker than water, so it was all natural and proper. But today, upon learning their true relationship, Huang Mao felt utterly inadequate. Compared to Xing Wu’s care and protection of Qing Ye, what did his admiration amount to? He gave a bitter smile.

Meanwhile, Qing Ye hugged herself, staring at her shadow, lost in thought.

Just as Qing Ye was deep in contemplation, several An Zhong students were heading home after the marathon and passed by the alley entrance, calling out: “Qing Ye, you haven’t left yet?”

Xing Wu and Huang Mao both startled, exchanged glances, and strode toward the exit. Before they could reach the alley entrance, Qing Ye had already turned to face them, looking at Xing Wu with complex emotions and giving a somewhat bitter smile.

Xing Wu frowned and clenched his jaw. Qing Ye walked step by step until she stood before him, looking directly into his eyes. Huang Mao stamped out his cigarette, picked up the trophy from the ground, and said to them: “I’m tired from running, going home to rest. See you Monday.”

He turned, waved his hand at them, and disappeared from the alley entrance.

The long alley returned to silence. Xing Wu looked down at her, his voice low: “You heard everything?”

Qing Ye honestly answered with an “Mm.”

Xing Wu half-lowered his gaze, his brows slightly stern. After a long while, he let out a long breath: “Well, since you heard it, just remember – you’re staying at my place not just because of my mom’s connection, but more importantly because you’re my girlfriend.”

Qing Ye’s previously gloomy mood suddenly lightened at Xing Wu’s words. Truthfully, she was someone who didn’t like owing favors. If she had known from the start that her family had cut ties with Li Lanfang when she was at her lowest, she would never have had the nerve to seek her help. Perhaps this was why her mom had never told her any of this.

Then she tugged at Xing Wu’s clothes sadly: “How could my grandparents be so heartless? They drove your mom away while she was pregnant?”

Xing Wu looked down at her for a long moment before saying: “Actually, they did give her a choice. Your grandfather’s position was that if my mom was willing to abort the baby, they would still accept her. It was my mom’s choice, so you can’t blame anyone.”

Qing Ye let go of Xing Wu’s clothes, and after a few seconds, she suddenly stiffened and looked up at him: “So… the baby my grandfather wanted your mom to abort was… you?”

Xing Wu didn’t respond, only raising his hand again to press Qing Ye’s head against his chest. He knew she would feel upset after learning the truth. If not for today’s accident, he had never planned to mention this to her.

Qing Ye wasn’t very familiar with her grandparents. After her mom married and moved to Beijing, she only went back once a year at most. When Qing Ye was very young, they didn’t want to tire her with the back-and-forth travel, so visits to the old home were few. Her grandfather passed away when she was in kindergarten, and she had no real memories of him.

The only memory she had was of her grandmother passing away three years after her grandfather. Her parents took her back home for the funeral, and on the way, her father kept telling her that if her mom cried, she should comfort her. But little Qing Ye didn’t understand how her father could predict that her mom would cry when they got there.

At the funeral, when she saw all the adults crying, she was confused about why they were singing while crying.

Then her father told her to cry too. Little Qing Ye had tried to squeeze out a few tears for appearance’s sake, but her grandparents were such strangers in her life. She knew she would never see her grandmother again, but she couldn’t cry.

So she didn’t have any deep impressions of her grandparents and had always thought her mom was their only child. Her mom had never told her about Li Lanfang’s existence, as if everyone was deliberately erasing this shameful past.

And what they found shameful was the child of unknown origins in Li Lanfang’s womb. Qing Ye’s emotions were in turmoil now. If she hadn’t come to Zha Zha Ting, hadn’t met Xing Wu, hadn’t had these experiences, perhaps she would have felt like her grandparents did – that Li Lanfang’s actions weren’t worthy of sympathy. But now she suddenly felt hurt by her mom’s family’s decision, because that child in Li Lanfang’s womb who brought them shame was Xing Wu!

He was the boy who had brought her comfort when she was at her lowest, who had made her smile again when she was depressed and lonely, who could keep her warm in the darkness. If it hadn’t been for Xing Wu constantly picking fights with her and then helping her adapt to life here when she first came to Zha Zha Ting, she probably wouldn’t have lasted even a month.

But her own family had almost demanded to take his life – that feeling hurt.

She clutched Xing Wu’s clothes tightly and said sadly: “For the first time, I think your mom is truly amazing, just for having the courage to give birth to you.”

Xing Wu stroked the back of her head and said with a smile: “You can hug me all you want when we get home. Aren’t you hungry?”

Qing Ye quickly released him and looked up: “Let’s eat out, and afterward, you can come with me somewhere this afternoon.”

Xing Wu and Qing Ye didn’t return to school, but after eating, they went home to change clothes. Qing Ye didn’t want to wear her school uniform for another second – it was like clothes rented from a two-yuan store. Besides, going to negotiate business deals wearing a school uniform would be stupid. People would probably throw them out as kids.

So Qing Ye wanted to command strategic respect, dominate the atmosphere, and create psychological pressure. That way, even before negotiations began, she would have some control over the situation.

Therefore, to appear more mature, she even put on light makeup. Xing Wu had already changed into a leather jacket and black pants and was sitting in the living room waiting for her. He waited for what felt like ages before she was finally ready.

When Qing Ye appeared before Xing Wu wearing a dress-style coat and high-heeled ankle boots, he was stunned for a moment. He stood up, his eyes fixed on her, looking her up and down: “You… put on makeup?”

Qing Ye played with her loosely curled hair and asked him with glossy lips: “How do I look?”

Xing Wu stared at her, the corner of his mouth curling up.

As they went downstairs, Li Lanfang ran out from the backyard to exclaim to Qing Ye: “I was wondering who this beauty was with such a familiar silhouette. Qing Ye, I almost didn’t recognize you like this.”

Qing Ye had delicate features that were clear and gentle without makeup, but with just a bit of eyeliner and eyeshadow, she became incredibly refined and sophisticated, exuding the air of a wealthy young lady.

Even Liu Nian and the others gathered around. Xing Wu stood at the Xuan Dao entrance smoking a cigarette, the corners of his eyes curved as he waited for them.

Qing Ye hadn’t brought many winter clothes here, and this was her only presentable battle outfit. After calling Du Qiyan, the three of them headed toward Du Qiyan’s mother’s factory, which wasn’t far – just in Target Factory District Four.

Who knew that despite the bright morning sun, wild winds had suddenly picked up by the time they left? The skirt of Qing Ye’s coat was blown up by the wind, and she wondered aloud: “How did the weather change so suddenly?”

Du Qiyan said: “There’s a typhoon coming this evening.”

Qing Ye thought they’d better hurry there and back then.

On the way, Xing Wu playfully asked Qing Ye: “You’re not planning to resell sweet potato strips, are you?”

Xing Wu was quite puzzled by Qing Ye dressing up so elaborately to discuss the sweet potato strip business. But Qing Ye said nonchalantly: “Could you not use the word ‘resell’? Makes it sound like I’m speculating. I’m going to properly negotiate for national distribution rights.”

“National what?” Xing Wu immediately burst out laughing and reached out to rub her head: “Has anyone ever told you that you look a bit silly when you’re being serious?”

Qing Ye shook her long hair: “Don’t mess up my hair.”

Du Qiyan secretly glanced at them, feeling that recently the relationship between Qing Ye and Xing Wu seemed quite good, but she didn’t dare make assumptions.
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The Fourth District of the target factory wasn’t in the same location as the Second District they visited last time. This Fourth District seemed slightly more populated than the Second District. Right at the entrance was a logistics company, with cardboard boxes scattered messily at the doorway, making it look like a recycling station.

This was Qing Ye’s first time formally discussing business cooperation with someone. She remembered how her father always carried himself with distinction when meeting business partners. Her father had told her that this way, people wouldn’t dare underestimate you at first glance.

Qing Ye remembered her father’s words and wanted to establish dominance from the start, but upon arrival, she finally understood Xing Wu’s mocking gaze. She had overthought things.

She hadn’t expected the food factory to be large, but at least it should be a proper factory with production lines. Instead, it was just a shabby courtyard, like a small workshop. As soon as they entered, a huge wolf dog lunged toward Qing Ye, barking aggressively. She was so frightened that she jumped behind Xing Wu, nearly hanging onto his neck.

Xing Wu frowned, walked over, and quickly pinned down the dog, swiftly gripping its muzzle. Animals’ instincts can keenly sense others’ aggressive nature, and when they realize they’re outmatched, most animals choose to submit. Like this wolf-dog, now whimpering weakly under Xing Wu’s control, no longer daring to bark.

Someone walked out from the courtyard and called out, “Gou Dan!”

“…” What a refined name.

The large black dog then dropped its fierce demeanor and started wagging its head, prompting Xing Wu to release it.

Qing Ye finally met the legendary person in charge – a middle-aged man about 1.6 meters tall, wearing a jacket reminiscent of the 1990s factory worker style in a shit-brown color, with his hair slicked back. Upon seeing Xing Wu, he said with surprise, “Oh my, Manager Xing, you’re here to see me?”

“???” Qing Ye looked back at Xing Wu – since when did he become a manager?

Xing Wu, hands in his pockets, casually replied, “I’m not here for you, just accompanying them.”

Qing Ye suspiciously watched them, wondering how there could be anyone in this shabby place who didn’t know Xing Wu. How did everyone seem to know him wherever they went?

The person in charge of this food factory – if you could call it that – had the surname Xie, the same slick-haired man. He looked Qing Ye up and down, perhaps thinking she appeared wealthy and ended up being quite enthusiastic towards her.

When Manager Xie heard that Qing Ye wanted to distribute sweet potato chips, he properly showed them around the food factory. There wasn’t much to see – just a 500-square-meter workshop with a few old machines, and that was it.

Then he showed Qing Ye their food products – all simply packaged snacks and dried vegetables thrown into dirty baskets, completely unappetizing.

But Manager Xie was very polite, inviting her to try whatever she liked. Qing Ye didn’t usually eat such rustic snacks. She could barely understand the taro strips, but dried mushrooms? What kind of weird snacks were these? No wonder they were going bankrupt.

However, Manager Xie kept praising his products, saying they were much better than those from large factories, with no additives, and raw materials sourced directly from his hometown, claiming the taste was unbeatable.

Since he insisted, Qing Ye felt obligated to try. She picked up one of the peculiar dried mushrooms – truly dried, rock-hard. She chewed it, and surprisingly, despite its odd appearance, it was crispy and quite fragrant. How bizarre.

Manager Xie eagerly offered her dried dates next. Qing Ye had eaten dried dates before, but she’d never seen such large ones. What were these?

But when she bit into one, it was crispy and full-bodied, clearly made from a perfect date.

After the tour, Manager Xie took them to drink tea in a shed next to the courtyard. Qing Ye got straight to the point: “I can take your products, but the packaging must change. With your current packaging, nobody outside your county would want it.”

Manager Xie stroked his slicked-back hair and poured tea for Qing Ye: “We’re selling inexpensive items. Changing the packaging would increase costs.”

Qing Ye stared at the teacup he’d placed before her after touching his hair, not daring to touch it. She frowned and said, “First, your current packaging has a short shelf life. Unsold stock becomes a loss. Moreover, appearance matters. Food goes into people’s bodies – who wants to buy something in dirty-looking packaging? This vicious cycle makes business difficult.

People in big cities have different consumer mindsets than here. Sometimes unique packaging can make ordinary products popular – that’s the visual effect.”

Well, seeing Manager Xie’s blank expression, Qing Ye realized discussing visual effects with him was pointless. Then Manager Xie asked, “How do you want to change the packaging?”

Qing Ye pointed at the sweet potato chips by the door: “Everything needs individual vacuum packaging.”

Manager Xie suddenly burst out laughing, as if hearing something ridiculous: “I can package them by the pound or two pounds, no problem, but individually vacuum-sealed? These aren’t gold bars. Young lady, you’re too naive.”

Qing Ye stared at him expressionlessly, saying without humor, “You consider your products worthless, how can you expect consumers to value them?”

Manager Xie replied directly: “I can’t do that packaging. I don’t have vacuum-sealing machines, and honestly, this place isn’t profitable now. I can’t spend money on new machines. How about this – if you’re interested in our products, you can buy our existing machines. I’ll give you a good price.”

Qing Ye lowered her eyes, thinking: “How much for all the machines?”

At this point, Manager Xie glanced at Xing Wu, who seemed uninterested in these matters. During their tour and discussion, he’d been sitting in a lounge chair in the courtyard.

Qing Ye didn’t understand why Manager Xie kept looking at Xing Wu, so she turned to look too. The previously fierce wolf-dog was now docilely lying beside him as he lazily petted it with half-closed eyes, his long legs stretched out casually.

Then Manager Xie lowered his voice and showed Qing Ye five fingers: “This amount and all machines are yours, plus I’ll provide raw material sources.”

Qing Ye thought about it – she had no use for the machines, nowhere to put them, and no workers. It wasn’t practical. So she just exchanged contact information with Manager Xie and prepared to leave.

After leaving, Qing Ye muttered, “Fifty thousand for all the machines isn’t expensive. If I had people and space, I’d do it myself.”

Xing Wu gave her a sidelong glance, with a meaningful smile. Qing Ye sensed something wasn’t right and immediately turned to glare at him: “Why did Manager Xie call you Manager Xing?”

Xing Wu said nonchalantly, “Because I’ve repaired most of the machines in his factory. Know how much they’re worth?”

Qing Ye blinked, and seeing her looking like an easy mark, Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly: “These old second-hand machines wouldn’t sell for more than twenty thousand as a package.”

Qing Ye froze – so earlier when she asked Manager Xie the price, he looked at Xing Wu because he felt guilty. What a crafty old man!

She’d dressed up especially only to be taken for a fool. If she’d known, she would have borrowed clothes from Li Lanfang to look like a local. Damn!

Qing Ye hugged her coat tightly, pouting. The wind had grown stronger, and the sky had darkened ominously. They were about to hurry back when Xing Wu suddenly received a call from Quan Ya, saying Shu Han had been summoned by Manager Jiang, and they feared for her safety. They wanted Xing Wu to come check on the situation.

After hanging up, Xing Wu planned to go straight to the county town. Qing Ye said worriedly, “I’ll come with you.”

Le Zhi Xing was a questionable place, and Xing Wu didn’t want Qing Ye there, so he told her, “It’s not a good place.”

Qing Ye remained silent, just looking at him. Since it concerned Shu Han, he didn’t want Qing Ye to worry too much, so he didn’t insist on her staying behind.

Du Qiyan returned to Xuan Island first, while Xing Wu took a car to pick up Quan Ya. When Quan Ya got in and saw Qing Ye there, he stared at her for a moment but said nothing.

Xing Wu asked him what happened. He explained that in the afternoon, some friends went to Le Zhi Xing looking for Shu Han, and coincidentally Manager Jiang’s people came to invite her. She refused to go, which led to a conflict. Manager Jiang’s men beat up Shu Han’s two brothers, and later Shu Han’s friend frantically called Quan Ya, saying Shu Han had been forcibly taken to Manager Jiang.

Xing Wu frowned, his face dark. Qing Ye asked, “Is this Manager Jiang very powerful?”

Quan Ya, sitting in the front passenger seat, replied, “All the notable entertainment venues in the county town belong to him. Le Zhi Xing, where we’re heading, is backed by Manager Jiang.”

Qing Ye realized they were in trouble and turned to ask Xing Wu, “Are you familiar with Manager Jiang?”

“Met him years ago at a shooting competition he organized. It’s been over ten years. We have some connection, but aren’t close.”

Qing Ye suddenly remembered what Yellow Hair had mentioned before about a big boss in the county town who had organized a CS competition, where Xing Wu, just a kid then, had gone to challenge them. That boss must be this Manager Jiang.

When they parked outside Le Zhi Xing, it was completely dark. As soon as Qing Ye got out, her hair was blown wild by the wind. Xing Wu turned back and offered his hand, and she quickly grabbed his arm, feeling like the wind might blow her away.

Before entering, Xing Wu instructed her: “Stay close to me, don’t wander off.”

Qing Ye looked up at the large “Le Zhi Xing Club” sign, with a KTV logo behind it. Once inside, she discovered it was huge, decorated in a nouveau riche gold style – probably considered high-end for this county town.

A suited manager came to greet them, and Xing Wu directly asked him to inform Manager Jiang that he was Xing Wu.

His straight-ahead gaze was cold and sharp, looking quite intimidating. The manager didn’t dare delay and contacted Manager Jiang’s people. Soon he received a call inviting Xing Wu over.

So Qing Ye followed behind Xing Wu and Quan Ya, occasionally looking around. They passed through a long corridor lined with KTV rooms. At first, Qing Ye thought this was just for singing, but later she realized how naive that was. After the KTV rooms, they took an elevator up to a dance floor.

It was like a club, with performers in the middle, booth seating around the perimeter, and a DJ. Since people probably finished their nightlife activities early in this area, places like this started operating in the afternoon.

Qing Ye had been to KTV in Beijing with classmates before – those rich kids would often rent luxury rooms for wild parties with food and drinks. But she’d never been to a place like this that wasn’t quite a proper KTV or a proper club.

Along the way, several scantily-clad young women flirtatiously teased Xing Wu and Quan Ya. Xing Wu looked back at Qing Ye, who had her hands in her coat pockets and a calm expression. Seeing him turn around, she asked, “Those girls are…?”

“Exactly what you think.”

Seeing Qing Ye’s tense expression, he slowed down to walk beside her and asked, “First time here?”

“You think my dad would bring me along when he visited prostitutes?”

“…”

She looked up at Xing Wu: “What about you? Come here often?”

Xing Wu looked down at her playfully: “Don’t be silly, I’m still a student.”

“…” Student my foot.
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Rounding the stairs, Qing Ye saw someone performing pole dancing in the middle of the dance floor, wearing next to nothing. Xing Wu turned his head to look as well. As the dancer slid down the pole with a provocative leg sweep, Qing Ye immediately turned to glare at Xing Wu: “Enjoying the view?”

Xing Wu withdrew his gaze with a smile: “Not as good-looking as you.”

After saying that, he truly didn’t look that way again. The manager led them to the innermost booth, where Qing Ye, following behind Xing Wu and Quan Ya, saw Shu Han standing by the coffee table. Two long rows of full drink glasses were arranged before her. She threw her head back and downed one quickly and decisively, quite fiercely.

There were already over ten empty glasses on the table, and who knew how much she’d drunk before being brought here? Her eyes were unfocused, her vintage floral jacket falling off her shoulders, revealing a sexy fitted tank top and short skirt underneath. With a cold expression, she picked up another glass, about to down it when suddenly her wrist was seized. Xing Wu snatched the glass from her hand and threw it on the table.

When Shu Han turned around, there was a hint of an indescribable emotion mixed with her surprise. Xing Wu immediately pushed her toward Quan Ya and faced Manager Jiang.

Manager Jiang, chomping on a cigar, smiled warmly: “Wu-zi, what a rare guest! How’d you find time to visit your big brother today?”

Xing Wu gave a faint smile: “Just needed to see Brother Jiang about something.”

Manager Jiang enthusiastically patted the man beside him and made room for Xing Wu. Xing Wu walked around the coffee table and sat next to Manager Jiang. The two didn’t seem unfamiliar with each other.

Manager Jiang offered Xing Wu a cigar, but he waved it away: “Not used to them.”

Manager Jiang smiled and gestured to the manager standing at the booth entrance, who immediately understood and left to make arrangements.

Quan Ya supported Shu Han, frowning: “How much have you had to drink?”

Shu Han remained silent, clutching her chest with a strained expression. Qing Ye had seen Shu Han drink before – given her tolerance, it was unimaginable how many drinks she must have been forced to consume to reach this state.

Quan Ya helped her sit on a nearby sofa and asked the server for water. Qing Ye stood at the edge of the booth before finding an inconspicuous corner to sit in.

Soon the manager returned leading two sexy women in low-cut dresses. Qing Ye immediately sensed something was off. Sure enough, at Manager Jiang’s signal, the two women went straight to Xing Wu and sat on either side of him. Manager Jiang smiled: “Since my little brother made a special trip to see me, big brother must show proper hospitality. It’s been a while since we last met, hasn’t it?”

Xing Wu looked up at Qing Ye, who was leaning in her obscure corner with an ambiguous smile, very quiet, showing no emotion on her face.

Just as one of the women was about to take Xing Wu’s arm, he raised it away and said to Manager Jiang: “Brother Jiang knows I’m not into this.”

Manager Jiang laughed heartily and patted Xing Wu’s leg: “There’s no man who isn’t into this. You just haven’t tasted the sweetness yet. How about experiencing some heavenly pleasure at Big Brother’s place today?”

Qing Ye lowered her eyes, one hand resting on the sofa back. Xing Wu replied half-jokingly: “Well alright, since big brother insists, I won’t be polite.”

Qing Ye raised her eyes slightly, her expression instantly vanishing without a trace. Even Quan Ya looked at Xing Wu with surprise.

But then they heard Xing Wu continue: “However, I have a particular preference – I like intelligent women, preferably those who excel in math, physics, and chemistry. And they can’t be more than three days older than me.”

“…”

Qing Ye’s lips twitched as she concealed her amusement.

His words made all the women laugh, and Manager Jiang roared with laughter, slapping Xing Wu’s shoulder: “Little brother, that’s not a preference – that’s preparing to become a monk!”

Manager Jiang didn’t take it seriously at all, treating it as Xing Wu’s nonsense, not knowing Xing Wu had never been more serious.

But after Xing Wu’s banter, the tense atmosphere in the booth gradually relaxed. Qing Ye suddenly admired Xing Wu – he could maintain perfect control over his peers and move freely among these old hands. In such a situation, he had managed to break the deadlock in just a few moves.

Qing Ye secretly breathed a sigh of relief, watching as Xing Wu placed a drink in front of himself and said with a smile: “I hear Sister Shu had some unpleasantness with Brother Jiang today. You know, she’s my brother’s sister.”

Manager Jiang’s eyes swept across the room as he shook his head: “Xiao Han has worked here for so long, and I value her highly. She’s always understood the rules. Last time at a dinner party, someone touched her leg, and she kicked him in the groin – wasn’t that embarrassing for me?”

Qing Ye’s gaze moved to Shu Han sitting opposite. She was leaning against the sofa, legs crossed, head down, with that alluring fox tattoo below her knee-high boots, her expression aloof and cold.

Qing Ye had never asked Xing Wu what Shu Han did. She was older than Xing Wu and his friends, probably in her twenties and no longer in school. Qing Ye had sensed she had some connections, but never expected she would work here.

Shu Han felt Qing Ye’s gaze and looked up at her. Even for someone like Shu Han, who understood many things clearly, she didn’t want to be looked down upon, especially by someone as untainted as Qing Ye. In this situation, the contrast was quite ironic.

From the first time she saw Qing Ye, Shu Han had sensed an unprecedented radiance about her. She had seen many girls, but none had that kind of composed pride. More ironically, her composure didn’t come from social grinding like Shu Han’s – it came from within, pure and clean.

Though Shu Han’s expression remained blank, Qing Ye seemed to detect a barely noticeable embarrassment on her face. Qing Ye immediately looked away toward the dance floor as if nothing had happened.

Xing Wu and Quan Ya exchanged glances. Quan Ya shook his head, and Xing Wu knew there must be more to the story. Shu Han had dealt with these big bosses often and was always smooth – she wouldn’t have embarrassed Manager Jiang unless they’d gone too far.

Xing Wu smiled slightly, downing his drink in one gulp, and said leisurely: “I see Sister Shu has already had quite a lot to drink. What would it take to appease Manager Jiang?”

Manager Jiang shooed away the girl sitting between them, put his arm around Xing Wu’s shoulders familiarly, and raised another glass: “She’s been talking about quitting lately – isn’t that an international joke? All the girls at Le Zhi Xing follow her orders. If she just says she’s done and takes people with her, who am I supposed to reason with?”

Xing Wu immediately knew this was just Manager Jiang’s excuse and smiled: “Who would dare touch Brother Jiang’s people in this territory? Unless they’re taking them out of town?”

Manager Jiang laughed loudly and slapped Xing Wu’s shoulder hard, deliberately using force, saying with a false smile: “Isn’t that exactly what I’m afraid of – someone trying to take my people?”

As Manager Jiang downed his drink, the booth fell silent. Though both men were smiling, the atmosphere had become strange. Qing Ye instantly felt a chill.

As Shu Han uncrossed her legs and was about to stand up, Quan Ya pressed down on her shoulder. Manager Jiang still had his arm around Xing Wu familiarly. Xing Wu kept his eyes down, and Qing Ye couldn’t read his expression. She frowned – this bastard Manager Jiang was forcing Xing Wu to take a stance. If Xing Wu said he wouldn’t touch Jiang’s people, he’d be throwing Shu Han to the wolves. But if he said he would, given the current situation, if a fight broke out, Qing Ye wondered if calling 110 would help their disadvantaged group.

Either way, with just the four of them – one drunk, one with basically zero combat value, just Quan Ya and Xing Wu – they weren’t getting out today. Should they just surrender?

Just then, a staff member rushed in hurriedly, calling out: “Manager Jiang, something’s wrong! Teacher Fang says her child has food poisoning and needs to go to the hospital, she can’t come!” The young man was so flustered he hadn’t noticed the atmosphere in the booth.

Manager Jiang’s expression changed as he put down his glass and stood up: “Has Manager Jia arrived?”

“Manager Jia’s group is already arranged in the upstairs booth.”

Manager Jiang walked to the booth entrance and looked upstairs. Qing Ye, sitting in the corner sofa by the door, followed his gaze. Sure enough, there was a unique open luxury booth upstairs, filled with middle-aged men who looked distinguished.

Manager Jiang immediately cursed: “You’re all useless! Can’t even find someone to play piano? Is it that hard to find someone to play Mozart for Manager Jia? Go ask around who can play, quickly!”

The young man said with a bitter expression: “I’ve asked everyone backstage, but the girls only know how to play ‘Two Tigers.'”

“…”

Setting aside “Two Tigers,” Qing Ye found it bizarre that someone would come to a place like this and make such a ridiculous request as wanting to hear Mozart – it was pretentious with a strong hint of tackiness.

She craned her neck to look and saw people indeed moving a piano onto the stage where dancing had been earlier. She didn’t know who this Manager Jia upstairs was, but he seemed to be someone Manager Jiang valued highly.

Qing Ye stood up and asked calmly: “Which Mozart piece?”

It seemed only then did others noticed Qing Ye’s presence, all looking at her bewildered. She wore an expensive ripple-pattern wool coat, her expression carrying an incongruous nobility. She didn’t look like she worked here. Manager Jiang turned to look at the manager, presumably asking who she was.

But the young staff member said to Qing Ye: “Just Mozart, you know? That famous Mozart song!”

“…” Qing Ye wanted to tell him Mozart was a person, for fuck’s sake.

Then she lowered her head and started unbuttoning her coat, leaving everyone completely confused. Who was this girl? Where did she come from? Why was she undressing?

Qing Ye ignored them all as she undid her coat buttons, took it off, and walked straight to Xing Wu, throwing the coat to him. Xing Wu caught it, narrowed his eyes, and asked softly: “Are you sure?”

Qing Ye raised an eyebrow at him and smiled confidently. He suddenly remembered the photo he’d seen on Qing Ye’s computer – her home in Beijing had an expensive grand piano.

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a smile as he watched Qing Ye walk elegantly in her high-heeled ankle boots to the young man and say calmly: “Lead the way.”

The young man looked at Manager Jiang in surprise. Manager Jiang turned to glance at Xing Wu, then nodded to the young man.
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Qing Ye followed the DJ downstairs and walked directly to the center stage. Many eyes focused on them, with numerous VIP room patrons leaning against the railings. While singing and dancing performances were daily occurrences here, they had never witnessed a piano performance.

Such a high-end performance didn’t quite fit the atmosphere of this place, and in this small county town, one could hardly find anyone skilled at piano. If it weren’t for that pretentious Boss Jia trying to show off today, they would never have seen a live piano performance.

Qing Ye approached the piano but didn’t sit down immediately. She looked around as the entire venue dimmed. The DJ stopped mixing and leaned on his console, watching her intently.

The spotlight suddenly illuminated Qing Ye, making her long white wool dress with its high collar shine brilliantly. A thin black belt at her waist accentuated her perfect proportions. Her slightly curled long hair fell naturally beside her delicate face, gleaming black and lustrous under the light beam.

Her brilliant eyes seemed washed by rain, radiating pure clarity. As her eyelashes flickered, her gaze remained calm and composed. Though her figure appeared so slight, when she stood alone on stage, she exuded a unique presence that made it difficult to look away.

Qing Ye turned slightly to face the exclusive VIP room upstairs, nodding with a smile in acknowledgment, giving proper respect to Boss Jiang’s status.

She then sat down gracefully, opened the piano lid, and lightly touched the black and white keys, suddenly experiencing a long-forgotten feeling.

For someone like her who had achieved Grade 10 before elementary school and began competing everywhere afterward, piano was just one of the necessary skills in her competitive upbringing, nothing extraordinary. Almost any of her former classmates could play several instruments.

So Mozart’s classic pieces were second nature to her, though she hadn’t touched the piano since her mother’s passing. It had been a long time since she’d touched these black and white keys.

Her finger landed on a key, producing an abrupt “ding.” Then she placed her left hand and pressed another key. Boss Jiang anxiously glanced back at Xing Wu: “Wu, does your friend know how to play?”

Xing Wu leaned against the second-floor railing, calmly watching below.

Just as Boss Jiang finished speaking, a series of lively, fluid melodies suddenly burst forth from below. Qing Ye opened with Mozart’s universally familiar “Turkish March.” The eighth notes flowed seamlessly, with variations that were sprightly and graceful. The fast-paced piece instantly captured everyone’s attention. Her hands moved swiftly and skillfully across the black and white keys, as if in a transcendent state. In the second movement, as the sixteenth notes accelerated, Qing Ye’s hand speed increased, like an unstoppable torrent rushing forward, continuously building to a climax before directly transitioning into another Mozart piece, “Sonata in C Major.”

Since Qing Ye didn’t know exactly which Mozart piece Boss Jia wanted to hear, she simply performed a medley. As she continued playing, she became increasingly fluid. Although the piano was terrible, apparently sourced from who knows where, her feel for the music gradually returned, making her play with increasing passion.

Without sheet music and no time to prepare online, she could only play from memory. For parts she couldn’t quite remember, she improvised freely. To the audience, there was no sense of discontinuity; rather, her elegant posture and flowing music created a thoroughly enjoyable experience.

Xing Wu lit a cigarette, his figure standing in the shadows, the light in his eyes intensifying. He remembered when Da Hei got a girlfriend last year from the vocational high school – she was painful to look at. When Flower Arm and the others saw Da Hei, they would tease him about not being picky, saying he must have closed his eyes and imagined Diao Chan. Eventually, Da Hei became too embarrassed to bring his girlfriend out, feeling she wasn’t presentable.

Xing Wu had always believed that when it came to choosing women, personal preference was all that mattered. But at this moment, he finally understood the pride of having a girlfriend one could show off. As the graceful music flowed from Qing Ye’s fingertips to every corner of the room, Xing Wu felt proud of her.

Finally, Qing Ye ended with the melody from Mozart’s opera “The Pretense of Kindness.” She couldn’t remember the exact score anymore, but she was certain that nobody in this venue could tell whether what she was playing was Mozart or their elementary school music teacher’s composition. So she improvised based on the fragments of melody she remembered. As for why she chose “The Pretense of Kindness” as the finale, she struck the last note, raised her hand, and looked toward Boss Jiang with a satirical smile.

Thunderous applause erupted. She stood up with natural grace, bowed, and walked back to the VIP room entrance with composed dignity. As soon as she entered, Boss Jiang enthusiastically said, “Wu, your friend saved the day. Let me introduce myself.”

Xing Wu stood up, took his coat, walked behind Qing Ye, draped it over her shoulders, and took her hand, leading her to Boss Jiang: “Qing Ye, this is Boss Jiang.”

Qing Ye addressed him with neither servility nor arrogance: “Boss Jiang.”

Boss Jiang’s gaze lingered on Xing Wu holding Qing Ye’s hand, and he suddenly said with amusement: “Oh? When did Wu get a girlfriend?”

Xing Wu didn’t respond, simply pulling Qing Ye closer to his side. Shu Han looked up at them, her expression heavy with concern. She hadn’t expected Xing Wu to impulsively get involved with this girl. Having known him for so many years, though Xing Wu was younger than her, he was much more mature mentally.

While he appeared indifferent to everyone on the surface, Shu Han knew very well that he was more sensitive than anyone, careful and thoughtful in his dealings with people. Perhaps that little girl had some attraction for him, but Shu Han never thought Xing Wu would be so irrationally impulsive as to risk everything for her. It wasn’t like his usual style. Yet now, seeing how Xing Wu protected her by his side, Shu Han suddenly felt extremely uncomfortable.

She took out a cigarette and lit it. Her hand holding the cigarette trembled, either from drinking too much or some other reason. Quan Ya’s hand pressed heavily on her shoulder.

Qing Ye wasn’t someone who liked to cause trouble. The reason she had helped was something Xing Wu understood well. He immediately spoke up: “As for saving the day, it’s not like this is the first or second time I’ve helped Boss Jiang.”

Boss Jiang immediately understood – Xing Wu’s people had just helped him out of a tight spot, so making things difficult for them now would be inappropriate.

The reason Boss Jiang’s business kept growing was primarily because he knew how to handle people. When a face needed to be given, he would naturally give it.

Perhaps earlier Boss Jiang had mistakenly thought Xing Wu was standing up for Shu Han with other intentions, but with Qing Ye’s appearance, Boss Jiang suddenly dropped his guard and resumed his brotherly manner with Xing Wu.

Qing Ye sat quietly beside Xing Wu, listening. She could sense that Boss Jiang genuinely appreciated Xing Wu, even inviting him to come work as a leader in his organization after graduation, promising to treat him well, and so on. Xing Wu didn’t take it too seriously, saying graduation was still far off and they could discuss it later.

After sharing a couple of drinks with Xing Wu, Boss Jiang didn’t pressure them further. Xing Wu soon stood up, saying he had matters to attend to and needed to leave.

As they were leaving, Boss Jiang suddenly remembered something and mentioned: “Wu, did you beat up Little Cao from the shooting range this morning?”

Xing Wu frowned slightly. Boss Jiang sat on the sofa and said meaningfully: “An Tong’s people came asking around here. Find a chance to settle things with Little Cao.”

Xing Wu nodded without speaking and turned to leave. Quan Ya and Shu Han also stood up and followed him out.

Outside Le Zhi Xing, the sky had completely darkened. Though it was only evening, the wild wind made it seem like night, kicking up dust from the ground in the distance and getting in their eyes. Qing Ye immediately covered her nose and mouth.

Shu Han, wearing over-the-knee boots, lit a cigarette against the wind and stared at Xing Wu. Xing Wu turned to Qing Ye and said, “The wind is strong. Wait inside with Quan Ya. I need to talk with Sister Shu.”

Qing Ye glanced at Shu Han’s empty gaze and nodded to Xing Wu without saying anything.

She and Quan Ya returned to Le Zhi Xing’s lobby. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, they could see Xing Wu and Shu Han talking at the alley entrance nearby. Even the hem of Xing Wu’s leather jacket was lifted by the wind. He didn’t wear much in winter and was never heard complaining about the cold. Against the fierce wind, his lean figure stood sharp and clear.

Qing Ye watched them for a moment, then suddenly asked Quan Ya, “What exactly was the county sports meet that Da Cao mentioned last time?”

Quan Ya casually took out a cigarette and said flatly, “It’s the county youth sports meet held every March.”

“Why did he want Xing Wu to participate?”

Quan Ya turned to look at Qing Ye: “Their grudge goes back many years. Since Da Cao wants him to participate, it can’t be that simple.”

Qing Ye suddenly frowned, her gaze falling on Xing Wu: “Will he go?”

Quan Ya blew smoke against the glass, his gaze cold: “Some things are beyond our control. It’s not like everything will be fine if he doesn’t go. His beef with the An Zhi crowd started in middle school. Da Cao grew up at the shooting range with An Tong’s people backing him. Wu has known Boss Jiang since childhood, and An Tong’s people need money too, so they won’t easily offend Boss Jiang.

But Boss Jiang’s words just now weren’t without reason. He’ll have to settle things with Da Cao sooner or later. After all, two tigers can’t share the same mountain. If Wu doesn’t plan to work for Boss Jiang after graduation, then Boss Jiang won’t protect him anymore. Many things are just that realistic.”

Qing Ye suddenly understood the earlier conversation between Boss Jiang and Xing Wu – inviting him to work there after graduation, and telling him to quickly settle things with Da Cao. What seemed like a casual conversation was actually Boss Jiang sending Xing Wu clear messages.

So perhaps Qing Ye had been too naive before. She thought Xing Wu could walk tall in Zha Zha Ting because he could fight, was fierce, and no one dared provoke him. But today she realized this was only part of the reason. As one grows older, fists carry less weight in the adult world, replaced by the influence that gives you a voice.

The influence behind Xing Wu was Boss Jiang. However, while this mountain could protect his peace temporarily, it could also vanish if he chose the wrong path. Just as Quan Ya said, many things were just that realistic. Qing Ye suddenly felt an inescapable worry clouding her heart.

At that moment, through the glass, she saw Shu Han getting into an argument with Xing Wu. She suddenly threw down her cigarette and roughly pushed Xing Wu’s injured arm. Xing Wu’s face tensed, but he didn’t move. Qing Ye’s face instantly went pale, and she rushed outside.
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When Qing Ye ran to the alley entrance, she witnessed a scene she would never forget. Shu Han, in her over-knee boots with her hair flying wildly, stood surrounded by yellow sand swirling between her and Xing Wu, like an unstoppable vortex forming between them.

Even from a distance, she could see Shu Han’s desperate eyes as she looked up at Xing Wu, her expression beneath heavy makeup utterly desolate: “You think I want to dance between all these men every day? Jiang Hai Tao talks pretty and tells me to be with him, but he has countless women. I’ve had enough. I don’t want to live like this anymore.”

Qing Ye gradually stopped, the fierce wind disheveling her slightly curled hair. Her feet felt like lead, unable to move a step, as she stared at the tears falling from Shu Han’s eyes. She had never seen Shu Han like this before. She was still smiling, a bewitching smile, as she raised her head and grabbed Xing Wu’s leather jacket, mustering her last bit of strength, her eyes cold: “Wu, I always thought I could wait for that day.”

The wild wind still whistled past her ears, but Qing Ye felt as if it had pierced through her body and into her heart. She suddenly felt this woman’s desolation and struggle, presented so raw before her. This was Shu Han’s most genuine fear, hidden within her shell for who knows how many years, finally erupting in this sandstorm.

Quan Ya also ran out, stopping beside Qing Ye to watch them. Xing Wu kept his eyes half-lowered and finally removed Shu Han’s hand, his voice terrifyingly low: “Stop waiting.”

Shu Han’s expression froze on her face, and then she suddenly laughed, actually breaking into audible laughter. She immediately pointed at Qing Ye and demanded: “Because of her? Wu, have you lost your fucking mind? Nobody wants to take the work in the east county. I’ve told you so many times not to go where there’s radiation. Are you choosing money over your life?

Are you planning to fund her studies abroad, huh?”

Xing Wu suddenly raised his head to look at Qing Ye. She stood frozen in shock, her dark eyes flickering wildly. The wind grew stronger, and her body trembled more violently as if she could hear her teeth chattering.

Shu Han couldn’t understand Xing Wu’s impulsiveness and even less could she comprehend how he could be willing to risk so much for a girl he’d known for such a short time. This wasn’t just about her personal feelings for Xing Wu – even considering their years of friendship, she couldn’t bear to see him being so irrational.

Shu Han angrily raised her fist again and struck Xing Wu’s shoulder hard. She didn’t know he was injured and didn’t hold back her strength. Xing Wu let out a low groan, veins bulging on his forehead. Shu Han suddenly lost control and shouted at him: “You’re such an idiot! Are you short of money? Would you be working this hard if it weren’t for her? Do you think she’ll come back to this dump to find you after she goes abroad? She might understand a little about love now, but once she steps out of the country, she won’t even remember your name. Wake the fuck up!”

Xing Wu clenched his jaw, his eyes covered with a layer of detachment, and dropped: “That’s my business.”

He turned and strode toward Qing Ye, firmly grasping her ice-cold hand, then patted Quan Ya: “Take your sister home.”

Then he hailed a cab and left with Qing Ye.

The sandstorm grew stronger. Qing Ye wasn’t sure if this was the beginning of a dust storm. She had experienced dust storms in Beijing too. The worst one was when she was still in elementary school. Her mother had picked her up from tutoring class, and the afternoon sky had turned terrifyingly dark as if it were the end of the world. She had curled up in her mother’s embrace, clutching her tightly, saying she was scared, and her mother had buried her face in her clothes.

Years had passed since then, and her mother was no longer by her side. Now, as the dust storm swept in again, the only person she could count on, could rely on, was this boy beside her – this boy… whom she had known for merely a few months.

But dust storms eventually pass. What would happen between them when she no longer needed to rely on this boy? She had never thought about such long-term questions before.

When she first came to Xing Wu’s home, she hadn’t intended to be a burden to them. Uncle Sun had given Li Lan Fang some money, and although she had found this despicable at the time, feeling like the relationship was bought with money, she later realized it made things psychologically easier, without too much burden. It was like an agreed-upon transaction – once complete, she would leave, and they would continue their lives, owing nothing to each other.

But today she realized that everything wasn’t as simple as she had thought. She had unknowingly become Xing Wu’s burden; he was even making plans for her life after studying abroad. She had never wanted to be anyone’s burden, especially when his shoulders already carried such heavy responsibilities.

When she heard Shu Han mention he had taken such dangerous work, Qing Ye’s heart clenched. She remembered what Quan Ya had once told her – he could have lived an easy life, like most people here, even if aimlessly, taking each day as it came. At least his life wouldn’t have been so full of ups and downs, so difficult.

She even felt that if she hadn’t appeared, Shu Han wouldn’t be suffering like this now. Honestly, although Qing Ye understood Shu Han’s feelings for Xing Wu, she didn’t dislike Shu Han. Rather, she felt some things were quite helpless, especially her situation. Perhaps she too wanted to find a man and marry like normal girls, but once you’ve waded through the river, many things aren’t so easy to escape from.

Maybe Xing Wu was her only hope, but everything had been disrupted by her appearance. She had disrupted everyone’s lives, and their life trajectories, and might even eventually just walk away leaving behind a mess. The more Qing Ye thought about it, the more her head hurt, almost wishing she could just explode on the spot.

So on the way back, she was very quiet, many strange thoughts running through her mind, making her very anxious. Xing Wu was also silent, staring out the window without a word.

The only constant was that he never let go of her hand, holding it tightly.

After getting out of the cab, they found Xuan Island had closed early today. Due to the dust storm, Du Qi Yan and Liu Nian had gone home early, and Li Lan Fang had gone next door to play mahjong at Zhao Ma Zi’s place.

Back home, Qing Ye went straight upstairs and started working on test papers. Often when she couldn’t find a way out, she could only relieve her anxiety by solving problems. Although others might find her method of relieving anxiety strange, it worked well for her.

When she came downstairs after finishing a test paper, Xing Wu was changing his bandage. She saw that the bandage Dr. Zhuang had applied at noon had been torn off and thrown aside, stained with fresh blood. He was struggling awkwardly to wrap it with one hand.

Qing Ye walked over and took the bandage, lowering her head as she redressed his wound, her voice muffled: “Couldn’t you dodge?”

Xing Wu glanced up at her and said flatly: “She was drunk. Let her vent her anger, and she won’t look for me anymore.”

Qing Ye said nothing, silently finished bandaging him, and went back upstairs.

That night, Xing Wu stayed downstairs alone, not going up to disturb Qing Ye’s studying. It was rare for them not to chat nonsense before bed, or hold hands. They just turned off the lights and went to sleep, each lost in their thoughts.

On Sunday, Qing Ye left early, saying she was going to Shi Min’s house. Pang Hu went too. Xing Wu didn’t see her all day, and when he returned in the evening, she had already gone to bed.

On Monday morning at school, Qing Ye learned that the An Zhi student with the knife had been sent to the police station. The others were fine, and no parents had come to complain about their children fighting at school.

This alone was quite remarkable. At Qing Ye’s former international school, conflicts between students were inevitable, but their fights were usually about money, always coming down to money in the end.

But here, as long as things didn’t get too extreme, nobody would call the police over getting punched or demand compensation for emotional distress. That didn’t exist here. Running to the police to complain was considered shameful in these hot-blooded young men’s eyes. A fight was just a fight – if you lost, you accepted it, like Da Cao did.

But Qing Ye knew Da Cao wouldn’t let this loss of face go easily.

During the morning assembly, student Hao Cheng Gong was invited to the stage – the only time in his three years of high school that he wasn’t there to read a self-criticism.

This time Yellow Hair was on stage to receive school-wide recognition. After all, he had broken An Zhong’s long-standing record of coming last in the marathon, miraculously finishing first. Principal Zhong felt extremely proud and had specifically asked Class Four’s homeroom teacher last night to tell Yellow Hair to bring the trophy to school for a showing before all teachers and students.

However, because the scene Yellow Hair had witnessed in the alley that day was too shocking, he had dropped the trophy, denting it badly. He had tried to hammer it back into shape, but the trophy’s quality was so poor that not only did it not regain its shape, he ended up putting a hole in it.

So when he held up the broken trophy on stage, Pang Hu stood at the back of Class Two scratching his head in confusion, saying to Xing Wu beside him: “This… this year’s trophy design is quite… unique, huh.”

“…”

Xing Wu glanced at Qing Ye standing at the front. Due to her proper appearance and excellent academic performance, ever since she arrived, Old Witch always arranged her at the front of any formation. Now with her ponytail, he could only see the back of her head. Xing Wu remembered that morning when Yellow Hair had come to Xuan Island at six o’clock with his broken trophy, saying he hadn’t slept well for two nights.

Xing Wu had thought he was excited about getting first place, but it turned out he had spent two nights puzzling over Qing Ye and Xing Wu’s relationship, still unable to figure it out.

So when Qing Ye left that morning, she saw two guys squatting at Xuan Island’s entrance in the cold, chain-smoking without speaking, just squatting there smoking – quite a peculiar scene early in the morning.

She adjusted her bag strap and looked at Xing Wu. Xing Wu felt she had wanted to say something then, but after glancing at Yellow Hair, she left without saying anything.

Yellow Hair had asked him puzzledly: “Huh? Weren’t you two all lovey-dovey yesterday? Did you fight? It wasn’t because of me, was it?”

“…” Where did this sense of importance come from?

At noon, when Xing Wu and Yellow Hair’s group came out of the school store heading toward the playground, they saw Qing Ye sitting alone lost in thought by the basketball court. Yellow Hair muttered strangely: “Isn’t that Qing Ye?”

Pang Hu immediately called out: “Qing, Qing Ye, why aren’t you doing practice problems today?”

When Qing Ye turned her head, Xing Wu, who was at the back, happened to look up at her when he heard the voice. Their gazes briefly met in the air before Qing Ye turned away, continuing to wear her earphones while leaning against the chair by the basketball court, staring blankly at the boys playing basketball.

Yellow Hair fell back a step and said to Xing Wu: “Brother Wu, something seems off with Qing Ye today?”

Xing Wu said nothing and walked toward her. Soon, a dark shadow fell over Qing Ye. When she looked up, Xing Wu stood before her against the light, extending his hand to give her a drink. She took it, opened it, took a sip, and placed it by her feet.

Xing Wu sat down beside her, his sharp features and flying sideburns attracting glances from girls on the other side.

Neither spoke, just quietly watching the second-year boys running wild on the court.

After a long while, Qing Ye suddenly spoke: “Don’t take that job.”

Xing Wu straightened up, leaning sideways against the chair back, watching her. Qing Ye turned her head and suddenly smiled faintly, revealing a dimple at the corner of her mouth that seemed ethereal in the sunlight: “Really, it’s not worth it.”

Xing Wu’s gaze was indifferent, his voice carrying a hint of carelessness: “What’s not worth it?”

Qing Ye’s lips still held that seemingly relaxed smile, her gaze returning to the playground in the sunlight, saying somewhat wistfully: “Nobody can be certain about the future. Don’t invest too much in me. It’s not worth it.”

After a moment, Xing Wu stood up, hands in his pockets, turned around with a “Heh.”

“???”

Watching his retreating figure, Qing Ye suddenly felt like she was being a terrible person.

From the moment she decided to be with Xing Wu, she didn’t want any regrets in life. Otherwise, looking back after twenty years, having liked a boy in high school but never telling him throughout her life – that kind of thing seemed too awful to Qing Ye. It wasn’t her style, so she had bravely taken that step.

But this didn’t mean she could see their future. Many things she was taking one step at a time, just as she had told Xing Wu before – she was gambling with the future, and gambling naturally had wins and losses. She didn’t know what would happen in the future.

But one thing was certain: no matter what happened, she didn’t want to hurt Xing Wu. If he had to shoulder the pressure of sending her abroad alone, Qing Ye couldn’t bear it, nor could she promise to return to this place after finishing her studies to repay this favor. Moreover, she had always disliked owing favors, especially one this big. She felt it wasn’t fair to Xing Wu.

Xing Wu had an irresistible attraction for Qing Ye. She liked his roguish smile, his fierce dominance, his playful teasing. She enjoyed being with him; he gave her a sense of having someone to rely on. Qing Ye thought their current relationship was quite good – there was no need to burden one person with both their futures. Live in the present.

So ever since hearing about Xing Wu taking such dangerous work, her mood had been quite heavy.

However, now that she had spoken to Xing Wu about it, it made her seem like she was planning to dump him after going abroad – quite cruel and heartless. Especially that “Heh” Xing Wu had thrown at her was quite haunting.

Qing Ye felt like she had wronged him, and couldn’t bring herself to look back at him all afternoon.
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After school, as usual, Fat Tiger came to wait for Qing Ye and Shi Min. Feng Bao, the student who would blush at the sight of Qing Ye, turned around and asked shyly, “Where do you all go to study after school every day? Could I… join you?”

Qing Ye and Fat Tiger exchanged glances, both remaining silent. Fat Tiger was, after all, Xing Wu’s brother, and Shi Min was at least Qing Ye’s closest deskmate in class. Taking these two to Xing Wu’s house was barely acceptable, but with more people, even with Qing Ye’s relationship with Xing Wu, it would be awkward.

While Qing Ye was hesitating, Little Lington, his face still swollen, immediately turned around and declared proudly, “Where are you all going to study? I’ll come too! Damn, now that we don’t have evening self-study, my mom keeps nagging me like a machine gun every day when I get home.”

Qing Ye replied awkwardly, “The place is too small for so many people.”

Feng Bao said disappointedly, “I see… It’s just that… studying alone at home, I don’t know where to start, and when I don’t understand something, I don’t know who to ask.”

Qing Ye simply told him, “Well, if you really can’t figure something out, just take a photo and send it to me on WeChat.”

Feng Bao’s eyes sparkled like stars as he blushed while adding Qing Ye on WeChat.

When the three reached the school gate, they saw Xing Wu, Wolf Daze, and Yellow Hair gathered by the roadside.

Fat Tiger called out to them, “Are you coming?”

Xing Wu, with a cigarette between his lips, turned his head slightly. Qing Ye quickly glanced at him before turning away, linking arms with Shi Min as they walked ahead. Since Fat Tiger started hanging out with Qing Ye after school every day, he naturally joined Qing Ye’s side and stopped fooling around with Yellow Hair and the others. Seeing Qing Ye turn to leave, he hurriedly said goodbye to them and caught up.

Xing Wu took a drag from his cigarette and looked away. Yellow Hair glanced at Qing Ye, then at Xing Wu, and said meaningfully, “Anyway, I’m the only one who knows about this now. Don’t worry, Brother Wu, I’ll keep it to myself. You don’t need to feel awkward because of me and avoid talking. It’s making me feel uncomfortable.”

“…” Brother, where does your confidence come from?

That evening, Fat Tiger told Qing Ye that many classmates had been asking him about after-school tutoring. He felt it wasn’t right for the school to completely cancel evening self-study. Even though their grades were poor, some students wanted to learn, and it was especially unfair to the good students in each class. Qing Ye also thought the school leadership’s decision was ridiculous, constantly talking about college admission rates while being afraid to take risks for fear of trouble.

She muttered, “Actually, everyone could voluntarily stay for evening self-study, just make it optional.”

Shi Min shook her head, “You look at me, I look at you, voluntary will eventually become mandatory. Once parents see everyone resuming evening self-study, they’ll come to make trouble again.” Qing Ye had to agree.

That evening, Feng Bao sent photos of two problems to Qing Ye. She quickly solved them, sent the answers back with photos, and sent voice messages explaining the solution process. It only took her a few minutes anyway.

After Fat Tiger and the others left, Qing Ye carried her things upstairs. When she went downstairs with clean clothes to take a shower, she ran into Xing Wu, who had just returned from outside.

On the narrow staircase, one going up and one going down, neither yielding, they met halfway. Both stopped and looked at each other in silence.

Qing Ye moved first, pressing against the wall to make space for half a person. Then Xing Wu looked away and also shifted his body. Face to face they passed, the narrow staircase forcing their bodies almost together. As their breaths intermingled, Qing Ye’s heart suddenly raced and she lowered her head. She could almost feel Xing Wu’s unique scent washing over her, leaving her flustered. For a second, she almost couldn’t resist grabbing him.

But seeing how Xing Wu kept his eyes straight ahead, she didn’t want to lose face by speaking to him, so she simply hurried into the bathroom with her clothes and locked the door.

When she stood alone in the bathroom, her mood instantly plummeted. This was their first cold war since getting together with Xing Wu, though she wasn’t sure if it could be called a cold war.

When she heard from Shu Han about Xing Wu’s plan to support her studying abroad, Qing Ye was shocked. Faced with Xing Wu’s unreserved devotion, she admitted she wasn’t as reckless as him, so her “not worth it” seemed to suddenly pull them back to reality.

But in just two short days, she felt like they had been in a cold war for a century. Just now, face to face with him, she couldn’t suppress her racing heart. Xing Wu’s fatal attraction to her gave her an almost maddening impulse. Qing Ye considered herself a rational person, but her rationality always seemed to crumble when it came to Xing Wu. She suddenly felt her nose tingle and her heart ache with sadness.

When she went upstairs after her shower, she found Xing Wu already asleep on the bed. Qing Ye stared at his high bridge nose and deep, stern features for a while, sighed and returned to her own space.

Qing Ye had never dated before. She thought liking someone meant being together, and not liking meant breaking up, but she didn’t know that emotions were very complicated. For example, she didn’t want Xing Wu to lose out on this relationship, and she didn’t want to take advantage of him, but she wondered if Xing Wu would think she was just playing with him, without any intention of being responsible.

Objectively speaking, she hadn’t thought that far ahead. Qing Ye could no longer face herself, thinking more and more that she was just a heartless player who would run away after having fun. How did it come to this?

The next day during PE class, they were organized to throw shot puts. Everyone lazily lined up one by one at the designated spot to throw, while PE Teacher Dong stood to the side with a clipboard recording everyone’s scores.

Fang Lei squeezed next to Qing Ye and asked, “Has the old witch talked to you about the winter camp?”

Qing Ye, who hadn’t slept well last night due to the cold war with her boyfriend, was drowsy and covering her mouth while yawning, “No, isn’t that during winter break?”

Fang Lei said, “Seems like it’s been moved up. This year they say it’ll take up two days after New Year’s Day. I’m planning to sign up.”

Qing Ye gave her a sidelong glance, “You’re quite ambitious.”

Fang Lei wasn’t embarrassed at all and said, “No, the person I like is from Jin Zhong School. He’ll be participating this year, I want to find a chance to push him down.”

“???” Qing Ye was unable to process how calmly Fang Lei told her this. Was she that capable?

Then it was Qing Ye’s turn to throw. Fang Lei specifically pushed her, “Stop spacing out, it’s your turn.”

Qing Ye responded with an “Oh,” bent down to pick up the shot put, even ground her sneaker into the dirt, flipped her ponytail – her posture was both pleasing to the eye and standard.

The classmates who had been chatting in groups behind her stopped talking and all looked over. It seemed the students from Class 2 had some inexplicable expectations of Qing Ye, always feeling she was exceptionally good at everything.

However, possibly because she hadn’t slept well last night, Qing Ye wasn’t in good form. As soon as she raised her hand, she felt something was off, and when she threw, her hand slipped.

Everyone was dumbfounded. Teacher Dong even rubbed his eyes, thinking the sun had dazzled him. After looking for half a day without seeing a parabola, he finally noticed that not only had the shot put not been thrown, it had rolled backward from Qing Ye’s feet.

Instantly, the whole class burst into laughter. When Qing Ye turned her head, she found that even Wolf Daze’s group sitting at the edge of the field was laughing at her. From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed Xing Wu, propped up on a blue rest chair, wearing a black baseball cap that covered half his face. Though his expression wasn’t clear, the corner of his visible mouth was curved in a smile.

Qing Ye, puffing up angrily, raised one finger to Teacher Dong, requesting another try.

Teacher Dong nodded with a smile and called out, “Come on, Qing Ye!”

A classmate behind picked up the shot put and handed it to her. This time Qing Ye focused, flexed her wrist, her eyes concentrated into a beam of light as she swung and threw. Immediately, everyone around burst into laughter again.

She did throw the ball, and quite far, just not in the right direction. The trajectory was diagonal, flying straight toward the side of the field, frightening Teacher Dong. He had never seen such poor aim before.

Then the shot rolled on the ground straight toward Xing Wu. Qing Ye swore she had just thrown it randomly, with absolutely no intention of revenge. One could only say this was a very spiritual shot.

Xing Wu maintained his lazy demeanor, lightly stepping on the ball when it rolled to his feet to stop it. Then everyone watched as he carelessly bent down, picked up the shot put, bounced it in his hand a couple of times, and then… raised it toward Qing Ye’s direction.

Qing Ye didn’t move an inch, standing in place with her chin raised, looking at him sideways, but the classmates around her scattered in fear. Teacher Dong shouted at Xing Wu, “Don’t throw at your classmates!”

As soon as he finished speaking, Xing Wu changed direction and aimed at him. Teacher Dong shouted while dodging, “I told you not to throw at students, not to throw at teachers!”

Everyone laughed together. Xing Wu tossed the shot put without even looking and got up to leave the field. However, the classmates and teacher behind were all amazed – he had somehow thrown the shot put right into the equipment bucket by the field. Teacher Dong had never seen such distance and accuracy before.

Although it was winter, the sun was quite strong. After PE class, everyone had taken off their jackets. Qing Ye felt parched and planned to buy a drink from the school store. Right after class, the store was packed with people. Just looking at the crowd gave her a headache. This was why she never went to the school store, but before she could have Xing Wu and others bring things for her. Now… would she lower her pride for a drink? That would be too undignified.

Qing Ye finally squeezed to the counter and said to the shopkeeper, “One jasmine milk tea.” Suddenly she felt the people squeezing behind her disperse. She turned her head and met those sharp, slender eyes.

Qing Ye’s eye twitched. What a coincidence, running into him even here. No wonder those people didn’t dare squeeze anymore, obediently waiting in line behind.

Xing Wu leaned forward and pointed at the counter, saying to the shopkeeper, “Lighter.” The space was too small, his arm inadvertently brushed Qing Ye’s shoulder, making her shudder as if electrocuted.

Xing Wu lowered his gaze to look at her, and she quickly pretended nothing happened, looking at the bottom of the counter.

Just as the shopkeeper brought over the milk tea and reached under the counter for a lighter, Xing Wu scanned a code and glanced at the milk tea, saying to the shopkeeper, “Together.”

Qing Ye picked up the drink and turned around. Xing Wu had just received the lighter and was testing it. He stood right in front of Qing Ye, so close that if she moved forward slightly she would bump right into his chest. She suddenly found it hard to breathe, especially in such a chaotic environment with students constantly streaming in to buy things.

But Xing Wu wouldn’t let her pass, she couldn’t get out, trapped in the cramped corner of the school store, feeling awkward. She quickly looked up at him, and he happened to put away the lighter and look down at her. It was just an ordinary, unremarkable eye contact, but Qing Ye felt a fire burning inside her body, her blood boiling with this… torturous love.

Xing Wu turned and left first, and only then did Qing Ye let out a heavy breath. As soon as she left the school store, she frantically unscrewed the cap and gulped down the water, trying to calm her wildly beating heart.

Then she heard Yellow Hair shout at her, “Qing Ye, drink slower! My god, you look like you haven’t had water in three years.”

She spat out a mouthful of drink, turned her head, and found that Xing Wu hadn’t left at all. Yellow Hair and the others were all waiting outside the school store. Now everyone was staring at her unusual behavior, especially Xing Wu’s subtle gaze, which directly caused Qing Ye to choke badly, and then start coughing violently, bending over with her whole face red from coughing.

Yellow Hair looked at Xing Wu, who stood without moving, and couldn’t help walking over to ask her, “Are you okay?”

Qing Ye patted her chest, straightened up, waved her hand, and hurried back to class.

Yellow Hair turned back to look at Xing Wu’s gradually furrowing brows, feeling extremely guilty. They wouldn’t break up because of him, would they?

Yao Yan – Chapter 56
Qing Ye sat listlessly at her desk, twirling her pen. She felt as if she had choked on water and her whole body was drained of energy while listening to Teacher Yang enthusiastically promoting the winter camp from the podium.

From what Qing Ye gathered, this winter camp was somewhat similar to military training, though not as long – just two days. It was voluntary registration because of the eighty yuan fee per person, so they couldn’t make it mandatory.

However, Teacher Yang implied that, as per tradition, the winter camp was mainly for participating in the David Cup, so he hoped the top ten students in the class would eagerly sign up to bring glory to the school and add a brilliant achievement to their high school career.

As expected of a Chinese language teacher, his motivational speech was incredibly inspiring, as if they were heading to the frontlines of battle. However, everyone sitting below, including Qing Ye, was rather dispirited today.

During break time, she received a call from a foreign student who had previously bought sweet potato chips from her. His Chinese name was Huang Fei Hong – his parents were Turkish, and his father was a huge Bruce Lee fan who later moved the whole family to China for work. As for why he was named Huang Fei Hong despite his father being a Bruce Lee fan, Qing Ye couldn’t figure it out either.

She and Huang Fei Hong weren’t in the same class; they met during a school festival. He was quite funny and could even speak in a northeastern accent, so they added each other on WeChat at the time.

After Qing Ye visited that factory a few days ago, she contacted Huang Fei Hong to tell him she had other goods, but she wasn’t selling individual pieces – only whole boxes. If he could help her distribute in Beijing, she would give him some as a gift.

She had just mentioned it casually, but unexpectedly, Huang Fei Hong placed an order today. On the phone, he boasted about how he had talked his way into getting orders. Qing Ye just listened politely – many of her former classmates’ families were in business with extensive connections. If they really wanted to move wholesale goods, it would just take a single word – it was all about connections.

Qing Ye directly contacted that oily-haired Manager Xie to discuss shipping arrangements.

Including Liu Nian, since sharing Qing Ye’s moments, that young women’s group had also been placing scattered orders recently. Although the profit wasn’t much, because the orders were so varied, Qing Ye was busy consolidating them and negotiating profits with Manager Xie. She hadn’t even thought about signing up for any winter camp – anyway, from what Xiao Ling Tong had implied last time, there wasn’t much point in going, so why waste the time?

However, her leading role in not signing up received high attention from the school leadership. The very next day, she was summoned to Teacher Yang’s office. Teacher Yang earnestly and patiently persuaded Qing Ye that as a top student of the school, she should set a good example. If she had financial difficulties, he could consider applying for assistance for her.

Qing Ye found Teacher Yang’s urgent manner strange – did she look like someone who couldn’t afford eighty yuan? She was busy making eight thousand yuan deals, for heaven’s sake! Ignorant mortals!

Then Qing Ye was forcibly registered, basically against her will. On her way back to class, her mind was still full of profit calculations. She was still planning to discuss tiered profit margins with the old man and try to figure out his costs.

When she returned to class, she glanced at Xing Wu’s empty seat. She didn’t know where he had gone, just as her heart felt empty at that moment. Xing Wu hadn’t come home last night. It was normal for Xing Wu not to come home – when she first came to Zhazha Pavilion, he hardly ever stayed home at night.

But since they got together, Xing Wu hadn’t spent a single night away. No matter how late it was, he would come back to keep her company. Most of the time, Qing Ye had to study and do practice problems, so they didn’t spend excessive time together. Sometimes Xing Wu would even stay downstairs to avoid disturbing her.

But just knowing he was at home made Qing Ye feel secure, the kind where she wouldn’t be afraid even if there was a raging storm outside.

However, last night was so peaceful, yet because Xing Wu didn’t come back, she felt unsettled all night, even waking up in the middle of the night to look at the empty bed next door.

When Qing Ye woke up early this morning, she was quite annoyed, feeling a surge of grievance and anger. She had planned to give Xing Wu the cold shoulder when she saw him at school, but he didn’t even show up that day.

Qing Ye took out her notebook and opened her pen cap, initially wanting to calculate the tiered commission rates she had been thinking about on her way back to class. However, when she put pen to paper, she unconsciously wrote the character “Xing Wu,” inexplicably drew a heart around his name, then suddenly got angry and drew a big X over his name. Looking at his name, her nose inexplicably started to sting.

Xiao Ling Tong in front turned around again to chat with Qing Ye for no reason. She simply lay down on her desk, burying her face in her arms. She wouldn’t let others see her in such a disheveled state, but when her head was down and everything went dark, Qing Ye suddenly felt like crying from grievance. She had never felt this way before, feeling so tormented because of another person.

She figured it must be her period coming that made her emotions so unstable, angry one moment, wanting to explode the next, then feeling utterly miserable. Even after the class bell rang, Qing Ye didn’t lift her head from her arms. Shi Min didn’t dare call her either, worried that she was tired from not getting enough rest last night. After all, since entering senior year, the review pressure was intense, and teachers would occasionally allow these good students to rest for a while.

It wasn’t until Qing Ye felt a jacket fall on her shoulders that she slowly straightened up. But she quickly realized the jacket on her shoulders was a black leather jacket. She instinctively looked back – warm light streamed in from the back door, falling on Xing Wu’s white sweater, seeming to coat it with a faint golden glow. As he raised his eyes, his features were deep and handsome.

Although Qing Ye had always thought Xing Wu was quite handsome, this was the first time she saw him looking so purely handsome, without that usual wickedness and sharpness. His gaze was as gentle as mist, carrying the youthfulness of his age. In that instant, Qing Ye truly understood what it meant for one’s heart to skip a beat.

What Xing Wu saw was Qing Ye with slightly red eyes, a blank stare, and somewhat unusual behavior. He slightly furrowed his brows, but Qing Ye had already turned back around and wouldn’t look at him again. She didn’t look back for the entire class.

Qing Ye hadn’t paid attention in class either. Xing Wu was sitting right behind her; she knew she could see him just by turning around. She wanted to turn around and ask him where he had gone gallivanting last night. Why didn’t he come home?

But she was also holding onto her anger and didn’t want to talk to him, so she just kept writing his name on paper. Before she knew it, she had filled an entire page. When Shi Min was about to ask her a question and accidentally saw the page full of “Xing Wu,” she was stunned and glanced back at Xing Wu. Xing Wu inexplicably looked up from his phone, and Shi-Min quickly looked away, not daring to ask Qing Ye any more questions.

As soon as the bell rang, Qing Ye was pulled away by Fang Lei. Fang Lei was very excited after hearing that Teacher Yang had summoned Qing Ye, and linked arms with her saying she had a companion now. After Qing Ye signed up, more and more classmates started registering successively. Even Pang Hu and Shi Min planned to sign up – they had become Qing Ye’s little followers now, doing whatever Qing Ye did, firmly refusing to leave the organization.

Qing Ye figured that with their class’s ability level, about two-thirds of those signing up were just going along for fun.

Meanwhile, Yellow Hair and the others were already waiting for Xing Wu at Class 2’s door. Xing Wu walked out lazily from the back door. Before the group could go downstairs, they were suddenly stopped by Feng Bao. Despite being classmates for three years, Xing Wu had almost no impression of Feng Bao. This boy was one of those with basically no presence in class, introverted and shy. Xing Wu was also puzzled about what he wanted.

Then he saw him holding out a thick envelope to Xing Wu. Xing Wu lowered his eyes to glance at it – the envelope was addressed “To Qing Ye.”

Feng Bao gathered his courage and pushed the envelope to Xing Wu, saying: “Brother Xing Wu, please give this to Qing Ye after you get home, not at school. Please, thank you.”

Feng Bao kept his head down, not daring to look into Xing Wu’s eyes. He had been secretly watching Qing Ye for several months. These past few nights, chatting with Qing Ye on WeChat, although the conversations were brief and entirely about discussing problem types, Feng Bao felt that Qing Ye wasn’t as proud as she appeared, and was quite approachable in private, especially patient. He seemed to have found the feeling of love, even repeatedly listening to the voice messages Qing Ye sent him many times. So last night, he finally gathered the courage to write down his heartfelt feelings, expressing his admiration for Qing Ye.

Although he had written it, he didn’t dare hand it to Qing Ye personally and was too embarrassed to see her reaction when she opened it at school. So after much consideration, he finally decided to trouble Xing Wu to pass it on, specifically instructing him to give it to her after going home.

After Feng Bao finished speaking, he ran away. Yellow Hair directly asked: “Brother Wu, want us to go twist that kid’s head off?”

Xing Wu casually said: “No need.”

Yellow Hair found Feng Bao’s action amusing for quite a while. He thought this kid from Class 2 had quite the eyesight, and probably wouldn’t even know how he died after running into this situation.

Xing Wu simply stuffed Feng Bao’s love letter to Qing Ye into his pocket, and after finishing a cigarette, wandered back to class through the back door. Qing Ye had already put Xing Wu’s jacket on his desk right after class and was talking with Fang Lei and the others. When the bell rang, she turned to walk to her seat. Meanwhile, as Xiao Ling Tong jumped back from Huang Zhi Ming’s seat, she suddenly bumped into Qing Ye’s desk, accidentally knocking off the notebook at the corner of her desk. The notebook fell open, and Xing Wu, who was just walking back to his seat, saw the pages filled with his name.

Qing Ye was still some distance from her seat, watching this scene unfold helplessly. She rushed back urgently, roughly pushing aside Xiao Ling Tong who was blocking the way. Xiao Ling Tong bewilderedly sat down in her seat. By the time Qing Ye ran back to her seat panting, Xing Wu had already bent down and casually picked up her notebook. As he raised his eyes, there was an ambiguous light in them, as if he was about to smile but didn’t.

Qing Ye swore that at this moment, what she wanted to do most was turn around and directly KO Xiao Ling Tong. With a red face, she didn’t dare look at Xing Wu’s heated gaze. She angrily snatched back the notebook and was about to sit down when Xing Wu placed one hand on her desk, directly blocking her seat. Miss Yu was already walking from the back door to the front door, Shi Min fearfully raised her head to stare at them, and surrounding classmates gradually noticed the situation at the back.

Qing Ye broke out in a cold sweat and fiercely said to him: “Move.”

Not only did Xing Wu not move, he openly leaned closer to her, looking down at her: “How long are you planning to sulk?”

His voice was low and magnetic, that teasing hot breath falling on top of Qing Ye’s head, familiar yet heart-stirring, directly hitting her heart, suddenly making her unable to hold back her tears.

Miss Yu entered the classroom and looked back asking: “Class has started, why are you still standing?”

If it weren’t for Miss Yu’s words, when Xing Wu saw Qing Ye’s red nose, he almost pulled her into his arms. He looked up and swept his gaze around, only then realizing the whole class was staring at them with shocked expressions.

He casually turned his neck and nonchalantly withdrew his hand to circle back behind her. Qing Ye turned around and sat down, her fingers tightly gripping the notebook.

No one had heard what Xing Wu said to Qing Ye earlier, they only saw that Xing Wu had made Qing Ye cry. Everyone instantly assumed Xing Wu had bullied her. So their school bully was truly a villain – how could he be harsh to such a beautiful, graceful young lady? Was he a beast?

Then many people turned to stare at Xing Wu with resentful gazes, even Pang Hu was biting his pen and staring at him unhappily.

Xing Wu bewilderedly met everyone’s gazes. More dramatically, Feng Bao, sitting in front of Shi Min, actually took out a tissue and turned around to hand it to Qing Ye, along with a very unfriendly glance at Xing Wu. This action almost made Xing Wu laugh in anger.

He glared, and Feng Bao silently turned back around, not daring to look at him anymore.

Yao Yan – Chapter 57
Qing Ye had something to do today, so she didn’t call Shi Min and the others to walk together. She rushed home right after school. She needed to discuss shipping arrangements with Du Qi Yan, as she was a bit worried about that old geezer, but she didn’t have extra time. So she wanted to trouble Du Qi Yan to help monitor the information verification and logistics tracking when she had time.

Of course, she didn’t like to trouble others for nothing, so she directly sent Du Qi Yan a red packet, but Du Qi Yan refused to accept it. She said if Qing Ye felt uncomfortable about it, she could teach her how to coordinate outfits another day. She felt that Qing Ye looked good in whatever she wore, and sometimes when she deliberately tried to imitate her, she couldn’t quite pull it off.

Qing Ye sincerely told her that when it comes to clothing style, one shouldn’t copy others. Everyone has different body types and temperaments, and finding a style that suits oneself is what makes one most beautiful.

Seeing Du Qi Yan’s uncomprehending look, Qing Ye promised to help style her after she returned from the winter camp. Du Qi Yan was very excited to hear this.

After finishing her tasks, Qing Ye went upstairs to do practice problems. Around ten o’clock, she went downstairs for water. She had thought Xing Wu hadn’t come home and that she was alone, but when she walked down the stairs, she saw him sitting in the barbershop chair, his long legs casually propped up on another chair while looking at his phone.

Qing Ye’s heart skipped a beat, but she acted nonchalant as she poured a glass of water and stood by the cashier counter looking back at him. Xing Wu still hadn’t moved or looked up.

She took two sips of water without speaking to him. Just as she was about to turn and go upstairs, Xing Wu suddenly took out a letter from his pocket and held it out to her without lifting his eyes: “From Feng Bao.”

Qing Ye turned around puzzled, then walked over to take the letter from Xing Wu. She put her water glass aside and opened the envelope, wondering why Feng Bao would write a letter when he could just message her on WeChat.

When she saw the goosebump-inducing words in the letter, her first thought wasn’t about the content of the love letter itself, but rather that Feng Bao’s Chinese test score shouldn’t have been just under 100 – his word choice and sentence structure had room for improvement. Usually so quiet in class, yet able to fill three whole pages with a love letter – impressive.

She read it carefully through to the end. Xing Wu hadn’t expected her to read it so seriously and raised his eyebrows to give her a rather cold sidelong glance. Qing Ye finally reached the last line “Awaiting your reply.”

She looked up with a bewildered expression. Though her eyes met Xing Wu’s, her mind was wondering what Feng Bao wanted her to reply to.

Sorry, but her science-oriented mind didn’t have so many emotional elements. She quickly extracted that the letter’s main point was expressing Feng Bao’s admiration for her grades and intelligence – so was he asking her permission to join Pang Hu and Shi Min’s group?

She folded the letter in confusion and put it back in the envelope. Just as she turned to go upstairs, an arm suddenly wrapped around her waist. With no warning at all, her body fell backward, directly landing on Xing Wu. He tightened his arm, and Qing Ye ended up sitting on his lap. The sudden closeness made her heartbeat pound in her ears as if countless insects were crawling through her body.

Xing Wu lowered his head, his scorching breath at her ear, his voice devoid of warmth: “Not only playing with me but now playing with pure-hearted boys too?”

Qing Ye looked up in shock: “Who am I playing with?” But when she raised her head, she didn’t expect their faces to be so close, their noses almost touching.

The light in Qing Ye’s eyes flickered uneasily, like a startled rabbit, soft and adorable.

Xing Wu snatched the love letter from her hand and tossed it onto the counter, then lowered his head to press Qing Ye against his chest, lifting her chin to kiss her soft lips.

Her body was trapped in his embrace, and her breath was quickly stolen away by him. When his distinctive scent overwhelmed her, Qing Ye suddenly felt especially wronged and upset, as if all the frustration from their days of cold war exploded in her heart. She bit his tongue hard, and he retaliated by biting her lips. Qing Ye angrily cupped his face and bit back, very hard, until she tasted a faint metallic flavor in her mouth. Only then did she abruptly let go, staring dazedly at where she had bitten through his lip. Blood stained his lips, but he was smiling at her – a smile that was unrestrained, bewitching, deadly, and filled with an irresistible charm that made Qing Ye’s heart tremble.

In an instant, her tears spilled over. If it weren’t for these days of the Cold War, she wouldn’t have known how much she would miss him when she couldn’t see him, wanting to know what he was doing every minute he was gone. When he didn’t come home, she was driven crazy with worry yet refused to back down. She never knew love could be such a torturous thing.

Her wronged expression made Xing Wu’s brows gradually furrow. He raised his hand to hold her in his arms again, pressing his forehead against hers, saying softly: “Are you a dog? Why are you crying after biting me?”

Qing Ye pushed him away hard, trying to get up from his lap, but her waist was firmly held by Xing Wu’s large hands. Unless he let go, she had no way of getting up from him, so she angrily beat his chest, shouting: “Who told you to stay out all night? Getting cocky? Not talking to me is one thing, but not even coming home? Then why are you back now?”

Xing Wu licked his lips, lowering his eyes with a faint smile. His features were handsome and bold – when not smiling, his whole person was full of aggression. Qing Ye had only seen him lower his defenses like this in front of her, smiling freely, like a male demon, making her heart race.

The more he attracted her this way, the more her heart collapsed uncontrollably. She choked back tears and tugged at his collar: “Say something.”

Xing Wu gripped her hand, gently stroking the back of it, lowering his eyes to say: “There was a team competition last night, they were short a person and needed me to fill the AD position. It was past two when we finished, I didn’t want to come back and wake you, so I just slept at Shun Yi.”

Qing Ye turned her face away, her tone angry: “So you couldn’t even send one phone message?”

Xing Wu didn’t speak, just quietly held her in his arms. Qing Ye turned back to look at him. His thick eyelashes concealed the light in his eyes as he said in a deep voice: “You’ve been avoiding me these past few days, I wasn’t sure if you wanted to end this relationship.”

Qing Ye’s pupils suddenly dilated, her voice filled with disbelief: “If I wanted to end it? Could you let me go now?”

Xing Wu raised his eyes, his gaze complex: “No.”

Qing Ye’s tears immediately fell like rain, her voice trembling: “Aren’t you afraid I’m playing with you? The kind who plays around and leaves without taking responsibility?”

“I accept it.”

Those three short words made Qing Ye’s heart feel like it was being violently torn apart, painful to the point she couldn’t breathe. She just stared at Xing Wu, knowing he hadn’t felt any better than her these past few days. She seemed to see him after she left, standing alone in a sunless abyss waiting for her.

Qing Ye’s arms suddenly wrapped around his neck, burying her face in the crook of his neck as she said sadly: “But I can’t bear to.”

Xing Wu gently stroked her back, calling out: “Qing Ye.”

She made a hoarse “mm” sound in his arms.

He said to her: “You boldly walk forward, don’t look back. What Confucius can’t solve, Laozi will help you solve.”

“I’m a bottomless pit.”

He smiled and said: “I have hands and feet, I won’t let you starve.”

The more certain he was, the more sadly Qing Ye curled up: “Then what if… what if I go abroad later and fall for some handsome foreign guy and don’t want you anymore?”

A hint of amusement spilled from Xing Wu’s deep eyes: “Then don’t come back.”

Qing Ye straightened up and gazed at him with tears in her eyes. He was still smiling, his smile showing no flaws as he said to her: “Otherwise, I’ll definitely break that man’s legs, so never come back to let me see.”

Qing Ye bit her lip hard, her body trembling. She hadn’t expected that Xing Wu had already made up his mind, accepting whatever future situations might come. With her one sentence “Will you let me lose?”, he had thrown his all in, even if she truly never returned.

Such a person caused Qing Ye’s heartache. In this world, besides her parents, no one else had been so selfless towards her, regardless of the consequences. She couldn’t let go, she didn’t want to leave him, no matter what!

Qing Ye suddenly kissed Xing Wu’s lips fiercely, not caring that she had bitten through them, just kissing him so intensely and wildly. Xing Wu’s body tensed slightly before quickly taking control.

He had never experienced such a Qing Ye before – passionate and proactive, like a little wildcat showing her claws. He directly picked her up and pressed her against the barbershop’s mirror table. Their position was too suggestive – Qing Ye’s jacket slipped from her shoulders, her tight undershirt hugging her round shoulders and full chest, making Xing Wu’s blood surge.

He felt a deep desire in his heart about to break through his body. He suddenly pulled away from Qing Ye, his black eyes filled with barely controlled madness. Xing Wu paused, fixed Qing Ye’s clothes, straightened up, and coughed: “It’s past eleven, if you want to keep going with me, I might not be able to guarantee what I’ll do.”

Qing Ye showed a soft, sweet smile, raising herself to hook his neck: “What do you want to do? Something as joyful as immortals? After all, seems like besides me who can score full marks in math, physics, and chemistry, there’s no one else here. Have you been eyeing me for a while? Tell me.”

Xing Wu just smiled without speaking, the scattered light in his eyes like an early spring breeze, gentle yet alluring.

Qing Ye jumped down from the barbershop counter, picking up Feng Bao’s love letter as she lifted his arm: “Better now?”

“Mm, doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Such strong recovery ability?”

“Made of iron.”

Xing Wu glanced at the love letter: “How are you planning to reply to him?”

Qing Ye pretended to be troubled: “Can’t break a pure boy’s heart, right?”

“Looking to die?”

Qing Ye walked to the stairs and turned back to smile at him.

Yao Yan – Chapter 58
As she went upstairs, Qing’s previous gloom had already dissipated, and the drowsiness she’d felt these past few days instantly vanished. Suddenly she felt refreshed and energetic, ready to tackle three hundred more practice papers. Love truly was powerful indeed, bringing both joy and worry.

After finishing her homework, she called downstairs, “I’m going to bed!”

Actually, she would always call out these words to Xing Wu before sleeping, and these four words could basically be interpreted as “come up quickly.”

Sure enough, Xing Wu came up shortly after. He seemed to have just finished showering, his hair still half-dry. When he entered the room, Qing had already burrowed under the covers with only her head showing.

He directly took off his clothes and changed into clean pajamas. Usually, he would draw the curtain when changing, but today Xing Wu didn’t, just turning his back instead. Everything felt so natural that Qing shamelessly peeked at his bare back with just her eyes showing.

Although she had leaned against his back while riding on his motorcycle, seeing it with her own eyes was quite different. Broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist with smooth lines, a nice tan color – even more sensual than she had imagined.

Without turning around, Xing Wu seemed to sense her gaze and asked, “Seen enough?”

He then finished putting on his pajamas and turned around. Qing used the blanket to hide her slightly reddened cheeks. Xing Wu walked to her bedside, sat on his bed looked at her, and said with a slight smile, “I’m turning off the lights.”

She didn’t respond, so Xing Wu stood up and switched off the light. In the darkness, he leaned over and kissed her exposed forehead, but Qing suddenly wrapped her arms around him and consciously moved aside.

Xing Wu asked with some surprise, “What are you doing?”

“What are you thinking? I just can’t sleep and want to chat with you.”

“Can’t I hear you from that bed?”

Qing let go of him and turned away sulkily. Xing Wu laughed, lifted the blanket, and pulled her back: “Let’s chat then.”

This was Qing’s first time lying in the same bed with him. The single bed wasn’t very wide, but having two people squeezed together felt truly warm.

Qing had already forgotten what she wanted to talk about, just lying there with her head on Xing Wu’s chest, listening to his strong heartbeat while her own heart raced uncontrollably.

Xing Wu lowered his head, playing with her hair as he asked, “Didn’t you say you wanted to chat? Did you trick me into bed to help you sleep?”

Qing lifted her head with a smile and said, “Don’t take that job.”

Xing Wu continued absentmindedly playing with her hair, which tickled. Qing turned over in his arms, resting her chin on his chest as she said seriously, “Did you hear me? No matter how much money they offer, you can’t take it. What if we have a deformed child in the future?”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow: “You’re already thinking about having children with me?”

These words immediately made Qing feel mortified. She buried her face in Xing Wu’s arm in embarrassment: “What are you saying…”

Then she tugged at his clothes and said, “Did you hear me?”

“Mm, I’ll turn it down tomorrow.”

Only then did Qing raise her head in relief, draping her arm over his waist as she asked casually, “Have you ever participated in winter camp?”

“Do I look like someone who would compete in academic competitions?”

“…” Qing suddenly laughed.

She looked up, her eyes bright and sparkling in the darkness: “Teacher Yang talked to me today, insisting that I sign up.”

Xing Wu said matter-of-factly, “You’re our county’s hope. There’s nothing wrong with asking you to sign up.”

“There’s a big problem. I heard from Little Wireless that the David Cup is all predetermined. Jin Zhong already leaked the questions. We’d just be going there as extras. Do you think that’s true?”

Xing Wu furrowed his brows thoughtfully, pondered for a while, and finally replied: “Don’t know.”

“…”

“Don’t know. I’ve never been there, don’t even know how this cup competition works.”

“I heard they solve problems on-site, grade them, and announce scores. Should be similar to tests, just with harder math olympiad problems.”

Xing Wu was still frowning, lost in thought about something, looking quite focused. Qing waved her hand in front of his eyes: “Hey, let’s go together. We’ll have to stay overnight there.”

“What are you afraid of? You won’t be the only one staying overnight there. What could happen?”

Qing lowered her head and nuzzled against his chest: “That’s not what I mean. I just… you know.”

Xing Wu laughed: “You just can’t sleep without seeing me, right?”

Qing bit her lip and glared at him with adorable ferocity: “Don’t say it out loud.”

Xing Wu chuckled and pulled her up to kiss her cute little nose, then suddenly said, “Want to win?”

“Hm?” Qing tilted her head, “What do you mean?”

“You just mentioned the leaked questions. I have a way to handle it. Just perform normally when the time comes.”

Qing’s eyes suddenly lit up with curiosity as she stared at him excitedly: “What way do you have? Wow, tell me!”

She was almost climbing out of the covers, but Xing Wu pulled her back in, tucked her in properly, and said: “I haven’t figured it out yet, but there should be a way. I need to try first. It’s past one, time to sleep.”

He buried Qing’s head in his chest, preventing her from looking around anymore. Qing adjusted her shoulders, finding the most comfortable position, then curled up against Xing Wu’s chest. Breathing in his clean, crisp scent, she quickly fell asleep.

Before falling into deep sleep, she remembered Xing Wu’s words: “Walk forward bravely, don’t look back.”

She clutched Xing Wu’s clothes, knowing without looking back that he was behind her. She wouldn’t let go, no matter what!

But Xing Wu couldn’t fall asleep, and unusually, he just leaned against the headboard lost in thought without looking at his phone. After Qing’s breathing became steady, he stared at her sleeping face for a while and suddenly smiled in the darkness. When her eyes were open she would bare her teeth and wave her claws at him, but now with her eyes closed, she was as quiet as a baby, just curled up there.

He watched her for a while until he heard movement downstairs – Li Lanfang had returned from playing mahjong. He got up quietly intending to leave the bed, but discovered that Qing was still tightly gripping his clothes, not letting go even in her sleep.

He gently pulled his clothes from her hand, and she unconsciously grabbed at the air with closed eyes before turning over to continue sleeping.

The next morning, as soon as class ended, Qing turned around and urged Xing Wu: “Hurry up and register!”

Xing Wu looked up at her, and Qing glared at him. He half-smiled as he slowly put his phone in his pocket and meandered to Teacher Yang’s office.

Teacher Yang’s office was at the end of the third floor. In his three years of high school, Xing Wu had only been there a few times. Good things usually didn’t come his way, and when it came to bad things, even if Teacher Yang called him to the office, he generally ignored her. So even if something came up, these teachers had to personally come to the classroom to call him. He acted like some big shot, whether he’d pay attention to them depending on his mood.

The only times he did go were when their broken air conditioner stopped working, and they had to call Xing Wu to help fix it – without pay, of course.

So when Teacher Yang saw Xing Wu casually stroll into their office, she asked with surprise: “What are you doing here?”

Xing Wu pulled out a hundred yuan from his pocket, tossed it on Teacher Yang’s desk, and said: “Registering.”

Teacher Yang asked very surprised: “You want to participate in the winter camp?”

Xing Wu gave a casual “Mm.”

Before Teacher Yang could speak, Teacher Zhu, sitting diagonally opposite, turned around upon hearing this and said: “Don’t waste your money. The school is providing a bus, you’ll just be taking up a seat.”

“???” How come he wasn’t worthy of having a seat?

Xing Wu’s face dropped as he looked up at Teacher Zhu: “I’m going for the experience. Isn’t this voluntary registration? How come I’m just taking up space?”

Teacher Yang put the hundred yuan in her drawer, mediating: “Alright, alright, if you want to go then go. Just don’t cause trouble when you’re there.”

“…”

Teacher Yang had dealt with these problem students for almost three years but still felt uneasy seeing Xing Wu. This young man didn’t talk much, but his gaze when looking at people wasn’t very friendly. You couldn’t say he was bad though – whenever there were problems with the computer room or school hardware equipment needed fixing, he would help when called. Except for not caring about studies, his intelligence in other areas was exceptional.

The year he had just come up from junior high, the county promoted an integrated teaching platform. The school bought a set of servers through bidding, but after using it for a while, the campus network completely crashed. Even the newly set up website disappeared, and all the important data vanished. The principal was anxiously calling people everywhere.

At that time, Xing Wu had too many consecutive absences, and the school was considering expelling him. So they called him to the educational affairs office, and Principal Zhong rushed in telling Director Gu to quickly find someone on Electronics Street – the school’s server had crashed, there were open classes the next day that couldn’t be delayed, and he had heard this person might be able to help.

Then when Director Gu was calling this person, Xing Wu’s phone rang right there in Director Gu’s office. Later, Teacher Yang heard from the leaders present that he just leisurely answered his phone in front of the principal and other school leaders, looking at them as he said he could try, but he never did volunteer work unless he was a student at the school.

So the expulsion matter was dropped. The school leaders waited from morning until night, and he spent the whole day running data and restoring the server, recovering all the data. After that, Xing Wu became a unique and special existence at the school. Everyone knew he was there just passing the time, but they all turned a blind eye.

The impression he gave Teacher Yang was that despite his young age, he had an unfathomable maturity. So she didn’t bother him unnecessarily, maintaining a certain distance, just trying to peacefully see these students through to graduation.

Seeing Xing Wu still standing at her desk, she looked up and asked seriously: “Anything else?”

“My change.”

“…” Only then did Teacher Yang remember, quickly taking out twenty yuan to give him.

Xing Wu put the money in his pocket and strolled out unhurriedly, leaving Teacher Yang and Teacher Zhu clicking their tongues.

Yellow Hair was hanging around outside Class 2 during the break, craning his neck but not seeing Xing Wu. When he saw Xing Wu walking back from the corridor, he asked: “Where did you go?”

“Went to the office.”

Then they saw Qing sitting in the classroom looking up at him, mouthing: “Did you register?”

He nodded at Qing, and she immediately gave him a sweet smile.

Yellow Hair peeked in curiously: “Did you two make up?”

Then he hung on Xing Wu with a sly grin: “Who gave in first?”

Xing Wu touched his nose and said casually: “She is shorter than me after all.”

“???” Yellow Hair was completely confused as the class bell rang.

Xing Wu removed his hand and left with the words: “Of course, I had to bend down.”

Yellow Hair stood dumbfounded at Class 2’s door, inexplicably being fed dog food.

Yao Yan – Chapter 59
Throughout the day, Feng Bao felt extremely anxious. Several times he secretly glanced at Qing from the corner of his eye, thinking that after she read his love letter last night, she should have some reaction today. However, Qing acted just like usual, showing no special emotions, which left him feeling unsettled.

Just as he finally gathered the courage to turn around and find an excuse to talk to Qing, before he could even speak, he was forced back by Xing Wu’s intimidating glare. This went on all day, leaving him without a single chance to say a word to Qing.

After hearing that Xing Wu had registered for winter camp, Yellow Hair also wanted to join in the fun. However, Class 4’s homeroom teacher absolutely wouldn’t allow him to register. He tried twice but was ruthlessly rejected, and told not to go cause trouble. He couldn’t understand – others could register, so why was he labeled a troublemaker?

He dejectedly asked Xing Wu why the old witch let him register. Xing Wu seriously told Yellow Hair it was because he was key to An Zhong winning the David Cup. Yellow Hair didn’t believe this nonsense – Qing could probably score higher than them even with her eyes closed. What key role? They were all just shameless people who had abandoned him.

In the afternoon, most of the students around Qing had fallen asleep. The weather these days was warm with good sunshine – perfect sleeping weather. However, Qing still sat perfectly straight. The past couple of days, due to being in a cold war with a certain someone, she had been listless for several days. After reconciling yesterday, her condition quickly recovered, and she seemed intent on making up for lost time.

Near the end of class, Qing’s phone suddenly vibrated. She looked down and saw it was a transfer notification. Opening it, she saw it was from Xing Wu – fifty thousand yuan. She whipped her head around, but Xing Wu wasn’t in his seat. She anxiously watched the clock, and when the bell finally rang, before Teacher Zhu had even left, Qing called out to Fat Tiger: “Foodie, where’s Xing Wu?”

Fat Tiger turned around and told her: “He-he should be at the playground.”

Without another word, Qing grabbed her phone and rushed out the back door. Seeing Qing run out of the classroom alone, Feng Bao hesitated for a moment, thinking this was his chance. After much internal debate, he also left the classroom and headed to the playground.

Qing ran to the playground, panting, to find Xing Wu playing basketball. This was the first time she had ever seen him play.

To be honest, since school started, she had never seen him participate in any sports. During PE class, he would just lounge around with the other guys like some old master. The only marathon he participated in was done at a shopping pace.

However, the Xing Wu before her now skillfully dribbled the ball between his left and right hands, getting faster and faster, his eyes showing an unstoppable dominance as he locked onto those blocking his way. Suddenly he turned, and broke through, his figure flashing past elegantly with the ball, running like the wind toward the basket. His sweat-drenched form and athletic figure were vibrant under the sunlight.

In the blink of an eye, he had charged under the basketball hoop. As he jumped up, a tall opponent jumped up almost simultaneously, reaching out to block the shot. However, what happened next left Qing stunned – Xing Wu’s body leaned back in mid-air, forming an impossible arc that perfectly avoided the block. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the ball sailing over the opponent’s head and into the basket.

The crowd of high school students watching from the sidelines cheered, shouting: “Beautiful!”

Xing Wu pulled up his t-shirt to wipe his face, revealing clearly defined abs. As he turned, he caught sight of Qing standing at the edge of the basketball court. Her eyes were shining as she stared at him. Xing Wu smiled at her, and she waved her phone at him. Xing Wu looked back and waved at one of his buddies sitting courtside to substitute for him.

Then he walked straight toward Qing. By now, the group playing basketball had also noticed Qing and started whistling at her collectively. Qing turned and quickly left the basketball court. Xing Wu turned back and pointed at them, and they immediately shut up. He quickly followed after Qing’s retreating figure.

Around the corner of the basketball court were two rows of very short trees, sparsely grown and about person-height. Qing stopped and turned back to look at him, immediately asking: “Where did you get so much money?”

Xing Wu walked toward her against the light, wearing just a long-sleeve t-shirt in winter with the sleeves rolled up. As he got closer, his sweat mixed with his crisp scent carried an overwhelming dominance. He lifted the corner of his mouth and said: “Saved it.”

“If you saved it then keep it, why give it to me?”

His gaze was direct and frank: “This money was what my mom took from you. Three million was mine – business at Xuan Island has been good lately. The other two million was from my mom.”

Qing stared at him blankly, realizing it was the fifty thousand that Uncle Sun had given to Li Lanfang when he brought her to Xuan Island. But Qing knew that money should have been taken by Xing Wu’s father last time. She hadn’t expected that all the money Xing Wu earned recently from taking gaming competitions and boosting at Shun Yi had been saved up to repay her in full.

Qing frowned slightly and said to him: “No way, you have to keep this money. I’m living and eating at your house without paying any living expenses.”

Xing Wu smiled and said: “Would you pay living expenses to your parents if you were living at home? If not, then we can’t take your money either.”

Qing looked at him wordlessly, feeling an indescribable emotion in her heart.

Just then, Feng Bao had followed Qing to near the basketball court. As he turned his head, he caught sight of Qing’s back. Xing Wu glanced up at Feng Bao in the distance, suddenly raised his hand to grab the back of Qing’s head, and pulled her into his embrace while coldly watching him.

Caught off guard, Qing fell into Xing Wu’s embrace, her hands unconsciously pressed against his chest, even nuzzling softly.

Feng Bao’s pupils dilated suddenly. He rubbed his eyes, thinking he was seeing things, and stumbled backward in shock with his mouth hanging open. He stepped on his shoelace and nearly tripped, fleeing in complete panic.

Xing Wu watched his utterly shocked appearance and let out an amused “Heh.”

Qing looked up, saw the playful smile on his lips, and asked in confusion: “What are you laughing at?”

Xing Wu withdrew his gaze, acting innocent while hiding his smile as he pinched her chin: “Laughing at how you don’t mind my sweat. Still nuzzling?”

“…” Who said guys were all sweaty after playing basketball? Why did she find Xing Wu smelling so good? Had love already addled her brain and destroyed her sense of smell?

However, when Qing returned to class and met Feng Bao in the hallway, just as she was about to ask if he had registered for winter camp, Feng Bao looked at her like he’d seen a ghost, his face terrified as he ran away. Qing touched her face, completely bewildered.

Before school ended, Fang Lei rushed to Qing with her bag, mysteriously pulling her aside. She looked around and whispered in her ear: “You’re not in a hurry to leave, right? I need to talk to you about something. Hurry and pack up.”

So Qing packed her things and followed Fang Lei to the deserted music classroom doorway. After confirming no one was coming, Fang Lei took out a box from her backpack and said to Qing somewhat awkwardly: “Um, can I leave something with you? You can give it back to me at winter camp.”

Qing looked at the red box in her hands and stared at her in confusion: “What is it?”

Fang Lei grabbed her hand and directly stuffed the item into it. When Qing looked at it, she was so shocked she almost threw the Durex away, saying in disbelief: “Damn, why are you giving me this?”

Fang Lei quickly shushed her, pulling on Qing’s arm and pleading: “Help me out! I don’t dare keep it on me. My mom’s been suspicious lately. I’m dead if she finds it.”

Only now did Qing realize that when Fang Lei talked about “pushing down” that day, she meant it literally. How wild!

She immediately said: “Even if I bring it over for you, how are you planning to use it? There will be so many classmates and teachers around, it’s not appropriate, right?”

But Fang Lei smiled awkwardly: “Wei Dong plans to test for Xiamen University. If he gets in, he’ll be leaving next year. I don’t want to miss this chance. Qing, please help me.”

“…” Qing held the thing like it was a hot potato. Why did she feel like she was sinning?

So she said with difficulty: “No, if he’s planning to test for a university in another province, and you’re still so determined… if it doesn’t work out in the future, wouldn’t that make you foolish?”

But Fang Lei said calmly: “How is that foolish? It’s not about forever, it’s about having once possessed. At least I’ll have had him, successfully taken his virginity. Worth it!”

“…” She’s a wolf.

Under Fang Lei’s urging, Qing put the box in her bag. Although they were all adults now who could legitimately use their IDs to access internet cafes, it still felt somewhat sinful.

On New Year’s Eve, Yellow Hair, Wolf Dai, and the others all went to Xing Wu’s house, saying they wanted to welcome the last New Year of high school together. Since school was closed the next day for New Year’s Day, everyone temporarily shed their pressure.

Even Fat Tiger and Qing weren’t studying anymore. They also invited Shi Min along. The guys brought two cases of beer and set up a hotpot and barbecue in Xing Wu’s backyard. The barbecue was Yellow Hair’s suggestion – after all, they couldn’t let the grill Xing Wu won from gaming gather dust, it had to be put to use.

Qing and Fat Tiger discussed what to bring to winter camp with the others. Shi Min said she’d handle the snacks, saying she’d secretly bring a bag of food. Fat Tiger specifically requested spicy strips. Shi Min asked Qing what she wanted to eat, as she’d go buy tomorrow. Qing thought for a while but didn’t particularly want anything, so she casually said to bring a box of preserved plums, the sour kind, to stimulate the brain when bored.

Yellow Hair, probably drunk on beer, immediately interjected: “No no no, don’t eat that stuff. My bro Wu is afraid of sour things.”

“???”

Everyone at the table didn’t understand what connection there was between Xing Wu being afraid of sour things and Qing eating preserved plums. However, Qing lowered her head and blushed guiltily.

Yao Yan – Chapter 60
The winter camp was technically their last collective activity before the college entrance exam battle, so everyone was excited – except for Huang Mao who was weak, helpless, and pitiful, watching them chat enthusiastically with longing eyes. He couldn’t understand why Fat Hu and Xing Wu could go while he couldn’t. It was simply inhumane!

The excitement continued until midnight when Xing Wu checked the time and said to Qing Ye, “Isn’t your phone ringing inside?”

Qing Ye looked up, “No, my phone is with me.”

Xing Wu gave her a meaningful look, and she quickly caught on, pretending to pat her pockets before saying, “Oh, I might have left my phone inside.”

Just as she stepped through the back door, a dark figure suddenly emerged and cornered her against the doorframe. He bent down and sealed her lips with an all-encompassing kiss that felt like a storm. In the dim light, his deep features made Qing Ye’s heart race. Amidst the confusion, she could hear wild cheering from outside as Xing Wu murmured against her lips, “Happy New Year.”

Qing Ye glanced at the clock on the wall – exactly midnight. This was her first time crossing into the new year with a kiss, and she suddenly felt as if she’d been dropped into a pot of honey. Rising on her tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his neck and whispered, “Happy New Year.”

Xing Wu’s eyes glimmered mysteriously in the darkness, his voice carrying an alluring magnetism, “What’s your New Year’s wish?”

Qing Ye chuckled to herself, burying her face in the crook of his neck, “I hope we can spend next New Year together too.”

They held each other tightly, suddenly falling into silence. After a while, Xing Wu tightened his embrace, his warm breath falling on her ear as he said, “Alright, no matter which corner of the world you’re in this time next year, I’ll be with you to welcome the new year.”

Qing Ye looked at him excitedly, just staring at him, unable to speak.

She suddenly choked up and said, “I’ve always felt that this was probably the worst year of my life, but you made everything different, Xing Wu. Were you sent by heaven to save me?”

He pulled her into his embrace and said firmly, “No, you were.”

Outside, Lang Dai kept calling, “Brother Wu, Qing Ye, it’s New Year’s, what are you doing?”

Xing Wu and Qing Ye went outside, where everyone raised their glasses together. Huang Mao stared at them with a knowing smile, earning a glare from Qing Ye.

Fat Hu raised his glass cheerfully and said with his stutter, “I, I wish ev-everyone, as long as there’s life, there’s ho-hope. Even if we all go our separate ways after graduation, we’ll still be young at heart when we re-return. We won’t say goodbye!”

Huang Mao immediately wiped tears from his eyes and cursed, “What’s wrong with you, fatty? This isn’t a graduation speech, why are you being so emotional?”

Everyone raised their glasses and shouted in unison, “We won’t say goodbye!”

Qing Ye felt her blood boiling with emotion. Although she hadn’t known these people as long as her former classmates, perhaps being in adverse circumstances made her feel things more deeply. Their genuine simplicity and lovable nature brought her a different kind of joy, making every day at the shabby Zha Zha Pavilion colorful. She suddenly felt a sense of camaraderie with them.

Thinking back to her first day at Zha Zha Pavilion when she saw these alternative-looking youth, she thought she could never get along with them. From her initial divine contempt to gradually letting down those barriers and becoming one of them, she realized how resilient her adaptability was. Of course, it was mainly because they were all such lovable people.

The celebration finally ended amid collective scolding from the neighborhood, led by Aunt Zhao.

On New Year’s Day, Qing Ye was busy. She woke up early to tackle the three-day holiday study assignments. By the time Xing Wu got up, she had already completed three test papers, leaving him amazed.

By evening, Qing Ye had finished everything and started packing. Xing Wu lounged on the bed watching her pack facial cleanser, towels, electric toothbrush, facial creams, and various other items scattered on the bed. Growing confused, he kindly reminded her, “It’s just one night, you don’t need to bring so much.”

Qing Ye took out her bag, emptied the books, and told him, “These are all necessities, I need to bring them.”

Then she looked up puzzled, “Why aren’t you packing?”

Xing Wu crossed his arms casually and said, “I’m already packed.”

Qing Ye, seeing that he hadn’t moved all afternoon, asked, “Where are your packed things?”

Xing Wu pointed to himself, “Just need to bring myself. I’m a grown man – why would I move the whole house for one night out?”

Qing Ye laughed. The sunset streamed through the window – the houses at Zha Zha Pavilion were all low, mostly just two-story buildings, so you could see the setting sun melting into the earth with just a glance up. This was Qing Ye’s favorite time of day, with the rosy clouds filling the sky, delighting both heart and eye.

Moreover, someone was wearing a hoodie with teddy bear prints today. Qing Ye couldn’t keep her eyes off him all afternoon.

Usually, Xing Wu’s style was clean-cut and fashionable. Today, perhaps because they weren’t going out, he’d dug out this peculiar teddy bear hoodie from somewhere, creating a striking contrast with his usual demeanor that was oddly endearing.

Now with the sunset’s glow falling on him, his flawless features and lazy posture gave him an anime boy vibe.

Qing Ye dropped what she was holding and suddenly jumped in front of him, tugging at the teddy bear print on his chest, asking, “Where did this come from?”

Xing Wu pulled her into his arms, “From middle school.”

She laughed, “You can still wear middle school clothes?”

“Used it as basketball wear back then, fits just right now.”

Xing Wu looked down at her eyes curved like crescents, her pure and gentle face so close, and finally couldn’t resist. He held her and turned over, kissing her deeply.

The bed was too narrow – with one turn, Qing Ye was already at the edge, half suspended in air, feeling like she might fall at any moment. She instinctively hugged Xing Wu, the position awkward until he finally showed some conscience, his warm palm supporting her waist, taking all her suspended weight.

When Qing Ye raised her arms to hug him, her sweater rode up revealing a strip of waist. His calloused fingers slid across her delicate skin, sending tingling sensations through her body. The boy before her had upturned eyes full of spring warmth, the sunset’s glow falling on his refined profile, turning even his thick eyelashes golden. At this moment, Qing Ye wondered if such good looks were reasonable in a place like Zha Zha Pavilion.

If she went abroad later, could she take him with her?

Curled in his arms, weakened by his kisses, her thoughts wandered. However, Xing Wu suddenly lifted his head, staring at something on the floor by the bed. Qing Ye, cheeks flushed, watched as he slowly got up from her and picked up a red box from the ground.

Qing Ye blinked and turned her head. When she saw what Xing Wu was holding, the previous intimate mood instantly vanished. She suddenly sprang up, jumped off the bed, and snatched the box of Durex that had fallen out sometime earlier, awkwardly twitching her eye corner, “Um… if I said these belonged to someone else, would you believe me?”

Qing Ye saw disbelief in Xing Wu’s eyes. Never mind him – even she felt guilty saying it. Who would reasonably carry condoms in a girl’s belongings? It didn’t make sense!

The key was that these weren’t hers, but she couldn’t just expose Fang Lei – after all, these were a girl’s private matters, and it wouldn’t be ethical to just tell others. But how to explain this box of Durex?

Then she saw Xing Wu silently walk to the window and light a cigarette, occasionally glancing at her. Qing Ye stood in the room feeling like she might explode on the spot. What kind of messed-up situation was this?

Xing Wu probably thought she’d bought these herself, planning to do something with him.

At that moment, Qing Ye felt she needed to find a hole to crawl into immediately. She couldn’t look Xing Wu in the eyes anymore, so without another word, she pulled up the curtain between their beds, blocking his unnerving gaze. Then, holding this hot potato, she was truly troubled!

Subjectively, Qing Ye felt she couldn’t take them to winter camp – wouldn’t that be aiding and abetting? But if things got heated and Fang Lei still wanted to go all the way, wouldn’t not bringing protection also be irresponsible?

After much thought, Qing Ye tossed the items into her bag. What a mess!

That entire evening, Qing Ye was too embarrassed to talk to Xing Wu, even eating at different times to avoid his meaningful glances that made her heart flutter.

The next morning at seven-forty, they left home on schedule. Xing Wu wore all-black sportswear and carried a black backpack, which puzzled Qing Ye – she’d never seen him properly carry a backpack before, and he looked quite handsome like this.

She touched his bag, “Didn’t you say you weren’t bringing anything? What’s so heavy?”

“Laptop.”

“Why are you bringing a laptop?”

Xing Wu glanced at her, took her bag, and slung it over his shoulder, avoiding the question and asking, “Did you bring them?”

Qing Ye asked bewildered, “Bring what?”

“The condoms.”

After a night, Qing Ye had forgotten about it and never expected Xing Wu to bring it up again. Her face instantly turned red to her ears. How should she answer? If she said she brought them, wouldn’t Xing Wu think she signed up for winter camp with impure motives?

Qing Ye wanted to scream and sprint away at top speed, but in reality, she could only lower her head as far as possible and repeat, “Those aren’t mine, really, I’m just holding them for someone else.”

“Oh…” Xing Wu dragged out this “oh” for a very long time.

To Qing Ye’s ears, it carried multiple meanings. Does someone else need help carrying these? Keep making excuses!

Qing Ye’s mental state had exploded – she was completely unable to explain herself, feeling like even jumping into the Yellow River wouldn’t clear her name.

Then they saw Fat Hu and Shi Min waiting at the intersection. Fat Hu concernedly asked, “Qing-Qing Ye, why is your fa-face so red?”

“…” You’re the one who’s Qing-Qing Ye, your whole family is Fan Fan Tong.

Qing Ye grabbed Shi Min and quickly moved away from these two.

Yao Yan – Chapter 61
A bus was already parked at the entrance of An Zhong. Teacher Dong led the team, accompanied by two mathematics teachers from the senior year group: Old Zhu and a female teacher surnamed Hu.

Teacher Dong was checking the attendance list when they approached. After finding their four names and marking them off, he told them, “If you need to use the restroom, go now. Otherwise, get on and find your seats.”

None of them needed the restroom, so they boarded the bus one after another. Upon entering, they found that everyone had arrived early. Students from various classes were present, creating a noisy atmosphere. Most were seniors, with a few high-performing second-year students mixed in.

When people saw Qing Ye and Shi Min board, they waved and called them over. However, when Xing Wu and Pang Hu followed behind, everyone fell silent as chickens.

Both boys were over 1.8 meters tall, their heads nearly touching the bus ceiling, instantly creating an unspoken pressure throughout the cabin. Pang Hu was acceptable as the Class 2 monitor, but no one expected Xing Wu to join this year’s winter camp. It was completely unexpected, and his presence alone changed the entire atmosphere of the bus. Those who had been chatting fell silent with awkward expressions, while girls from other classes became visibly uncomfortable.

Qing Ye sensitively noticed the tension and turned to Xing Wu, saying, “Why don’t you smile?”

He lowered his head expressionlessly and replied, “Why should I smile?”

“Don’t you know how scary you look when you don’t smile?”

He remained expressionless, so Qing Ye reached back and tickled his waist. Xing Wu lazily pulled up the corner of his mouth, and others politely smiled back in greeting.

Pang Hu found two rows of connected seats and said, “Brother Wu, sit here. Shi Min, you all sit behind.”

The three of them sat down, while Xing Wu stood in the aisle, placing Qing Ye’s bag overhead before adding his black backpack. Just then, Teacher Zhu brought up a box of mineral water and announced loudly, “Those who want water can come get it from the front. We’ll depart precisely at 8:10.”

Shi Min glanced at Qing Ye and said, “I’ll go get some water.”

As she got up and walked past Xing Wu toward the front, he took the opportunity to sit beside Qing Ye, who turned to him in surprise: “That’s Shi Min’s seat, you should sit in front.”

The bus seats were quite narrow, and he slightly bent his long legs while adjusting the backrest, saying quietly, “Why?”

“…” His posture indicated he had no intention of moving.

Shi Min returned carrying four bottles of mineral water, surprised to find Xing Wu in her seat. He reached out his long arm and took two bottles from her, saying “Thanks.”

It wasn’t clear if he was thanking her for the seat change or the water, but Shi Min could only return to sit beside Pang Hu.

Although Qing Ye had never been to Jin Zhong before, she had assumed it wasn’t far. She was surprised to learn it was in the development zone on the other end of the county, understanding now why the school had arranged bus transportation.

The bus quickly drove past Zhazha Pavilion, with small saplings lining both sides of the road. Warm sunlight streamed through the windows, creating a cozy atmosphere. When Qing Ye turned from looking out the window, she found Xing Wu watching her. They shared a smile, experiencing a sweet sense of secrecy.

Teacher Zhu couldn’t stay still for a moment, standing at the front of the bus organizing everyone to sing “Defend the Yellow River.” As he explained, they were representing An Zhong in the competition, so everyone needed to show spirit and demonstrate the character of An Zhong students. He suggested starting with a familiar and powerful group song to boost morale.

Initially, no one wanted to sing, but Teacher Zhu’s leading voice was so unbearable that everyone had to join in just to drown him out.

Among them, Pang Hu, sitting in front of Qing Ye, sang the most enthusiastically, with powerful lungs and overwhelming vigor, acting as if he were the lead singer.

Qing Ye and Xing Wu didn’t join in, just smiling as they watched Pang Hu’s cheeks quiver. Soon, Qing Ye felt a hand grasp hers beside her. She turned to look at Xing Wu, suddenly feeling nervous, and tried to pull away slightly, but Xing Wu held firm, giving her no chance to escape, his eyes full of teasing light.

Qing Ye suppressed her smile and looked out the window, no longer struggling. She felt an inexplicable thrill holding hands secretly in such a crowded environment.

Forty minutes later, the bus stopped at Jin Zhong, where a banner for the Eighth Winter Camp was already hanging at the entrance. Everyone rose eagerly, and Xing Wu retrieved both his and Qing Ye’s bags. Qing Ye walked off the bus empty-handed with Shi Min.

Unexpectedly, they faced their first challenge immediately after disembarking. Without even putting down their belongings, they followed Jin Zhong’s receiving teachers to the sports field, where they saw the Jin Zhong students standing in battle formation, all wearing dark red windbreakers, arranged in perfect order.

In contrast, their group was scattered and disorganized. Since it was during the holiday, the school didn’t require uniforms, and many wore bulky cotton jackets due to the winter weather. They had already lost significantly in terms of presence, despite singing “Defend the Yellow River” the entire way.

In terms of numbers, they had scraped together fifty students across all grades and classes, while Jin Zhong’s international senior class required full participation, making their numbers double An Zhong’s. Qing Ye immediately felt like heading back home. Looking around at her fellow teammates, she felt they were just there for laughs.

Just as she was lost in thought, a whistle suddenly drew everyone’s attention to the center of the field. An instructor in camouflage uniform took up a megaphone and announced: “Hello everyone, I’m Instructor Wang Bin, and I’m the training instructor for today. Welcome to An Zi County’s Eighth Winter Camp, students from both Jin Zhong and An Zhong.

Instructor Wang continued, “Instructor Zheng and I will be in charge of today’s three activities. These three activities will be conducted as competitions between the two schools, with the winning side receiving the An Zi County Eighth Winter Camp medal.

This winter camp will continue to use camping as our method. Please notice the two boundary lines on the ground in the distance – the red area is Jin Zhong’s camping ground, and the blue area is An Zhong’s. The tents you’ll need for tonight’s camping are already prepared in your respective areas.

Each tent can accommodate eight people, so please form groups of eight. Instructor Zheng and I will now demonstrate how to set up these military tents. Please pay close attention.

Meanwhile, teachers from both schools should arrange the eight-person group lists. After the demonstration, the competition will officially begin. This is a timed competition – the first three groups to complete their tent setup will receive first–, second-, and third-place prizes. The school with two teams placing in the top three will win the first activity’s team victory. Now, please watch carefully how to set up these military tents…”

Qing Ye suddenly felt deeply regretful. Who told her the winter camp was for a mathematics competition? She had thought they would just take a test and be done with it. How did they end up having to pitch tents right after getting off the bus, without even putting down their bags?

The only tent she had ever dealt with was an automatic pop-up one she used when barbecuing with friends in a Beijing park. She had never encountered anything as complex as this. If she had known they would be pitching tents, she would have just pretended to be sick and slept in this morning.

So she began inching, bit by bit, closer to Xing Wu’s side. She tugged at his sleeve, and Xing Wu lowered his head with a questioning “Hmm?”

Qing Ye whispered, “You know how to do this, right?”

Xing Wu looked at her lazily, giving her a look that seemed to say “What do you think?”

Qing Ye said miserably, “I don’t care, I want to be in your group.”

Xing Wu’s lips curled into a smile: “I don’t want to be in your group.”

Qing Ye glared at him fiercely, saying, “You’d better be in my group. Didn’t they say there are two more activities? Who knows, I might be useful somewhere.”

Xing Wu’s eyes crinkled with amusement: “You’re not even slightly embarrassed about openly planning to slack off.”

Qing Ye made a face at him before sneaking to the back to discuss group arrangements with Teacher Zhu. She had thought it through – even if she watched the demonstration, she wouldn’t be able to contribute much. It would be better to use this time to find capable teammates and increase their chances of winning while helping Teacher Zhu figure out the group assignments.

According to Instructor Wang’s competition rules, they needed two teams to place in the top three to win the team prize. Unfortunately, most of their An Zhong participants were girls, with fewer than twenty boys total, making the distribution challenging.

Each team needed at least two boys, but there weren’t enough remaining boys to form two complete teams. Analyzing the probability of getting two teams into the top three, Qing Ye suggested concentrating on their strength since they were short on numbers anyway. Shamelessly, they put six boys in one team to increase their chances of winning.

Initially, Teacher Dong thought Xing Wu looked physically capable and wanted to put him in the six-boy team, but Qing Ye immediately objected: “We can’t arrange it like that – it would be such a waste. We’ll lose if we do that. Take Xing Wu out and let him lead a separate team. That’s our only chance of getting two teams to place.”

Her confident tone made all the teachers look at her in surprise. Qing Ye laughed nervously: “It’s just… a suggestion, you know?”

After some discussion, the teachers decided to put Xing Wu in a separate team, and of course, Qing Ye managed to slip into his team as well.

So when Teacher Dong announced the groups, she was already standing beside Xing Wu with a smile, earnestly telling him: “It’s all up to you, Boss.”

At her words, everyone assigned to Xing Wu’s group gathered around, calling out: “Boss, can we slack off?”

Xing Wu looked speechlessly at the five girls and two boys before him, really wanting to tell them that his life motto was “never carry when you can lie down,” but today he was faced with seven people wanting to slack off, setting him up to carry the entire team.

After a whistle blew, everyone started running around like headless chickens gathering materials. Although they had seemed confident watching the instructor’s demonstration, when faced with the pile of equipment, they were all at a loss.

Only Xing Wu remained standing in place, hands in his pockets, not moving at all. Qing Ye turned back anxiously and called out: “Are you planning to give up?”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow: “Give up? That word doesn’t exist in my battlefield.”

As soon as he finished speaking, he called out two girls’ names, assigning them to sort all the support poles, designated another girl for rope-tying, had the two boys spread out the tent, and assigned someone else to mark according to his instructions.

Qing Ye pointed to her nose and asked, “What about me?”

Xing Wu glanced at her sideways, his lips curling into a smile: “Stay with me.”

So while everyone else was still running around like headless chickens, their team had already efficiently divided the work and begun moving in an orderly fashion.

Perhaps due to Xing Wu’s naturally intimidating presence, while other groups got into arguments or endless discussions about what pieces were for what, their team had no such problems. No one dared contradict Xing Wu – when he gave an order, everyone’s execution was incredibly high, afraid he might kick them if they didn’t do well.

Qing Ye truly did slack off following behind Xing Wu, though she wasn’t completely useless. Probably to give her some sense of participation, Xing Wu would have her pass things or help with small tasks.

Qing Ye discovered that Xing Wu was a real hands-on genius – everything that seemed extremely complex to her, he only needed a glance to know where it went and how to use it.

While other groups were still building and rebuilding, trying to figure things out, they hadn’t taken a single wrong step and their military tent was already taking shape, causing the Jin Zhong students across from them to jump with anxiety. Even Instructor Wang ran over with his megaphone, and seeing Xing Wu’s technique in securing the poles while crouching, asked, “Student, have you set up this kind of tent before?”

Xing Wu didn’t even acknowledge him. As the boss’s assistant, Qing Ye appropriately raised her head and answered for him: “Whether he’s done it before isn’t important. His only flaw is that he’s naturally gifted at everything.”

“…” Instructor Wang stared at these two students in bewilderment.

Xing Wu’s lips curled into a smile as he glanced up at her: “Come help.”

“Right away!”
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Twenty-two minutes – as soon as they laid down the moisture-proof mat, their group erupted in cheers. A military tent capable of housing eight people was completely erected, sturdy and orderly, at an astounding speed. Everyone turned to look at them, and their group members jumped with joy, while only Xing Wu crouched in an inconspicuous corner, rolled up his sleeves, and drank mineral water.

The An Zhong students were immediately energized, while the Jin Zhong teachers across from them started shouting at their students to speed up.

Since nobody dared approach Xing Wu, they all gathered around Qing Ye to celebrate. Xing Wu finished an entire bottle of water while watching the scene of her surrounded by admirers, his lips curling into an amused smile as he watched Qing Ye brazenly accepting everyone’s worship.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Pang Hu’s large rear end sticking up in the air as he held a support frame with a constipated expression. Xing Wu threw his water bottle at him, cursing, “Idiot, that’s the ground frame support, slide it in!”

As if suddenly enlightened, Pang Hu quickly got to work. Due to competition rules, Xing Wu couldn’t help directly, so he crouched not far from Pang Hu’s group, occasionally calling out a word or two. Years of brotherhood with Pang Hu had built enough rapport that with just a slight hint, Pang Hu could quickly understand his meaning and lead his team members into action.

Their group had six boys and was the team the three teachers had placed their hopes in. They had decent fighting power, just lacking leadership earlier, with everyone working independently without coordination. But now they had finally found their rhythm.

However, at that moment, cheers erupted behind them. Xing Wu turned his head to see Jin Zhong had completed one tent, taking forty-one minutes. The most intense moment had arrived, and despite the winter cold, Pang Hu and his team were sweating, their hands becoming unsteady.

Xing Wu turned back, calling out calmly: “Stay steady.”

Unexpectedly, all six boys looked up and responded in unison: “We can win.”

Xing Wu’s lips curled as he stood up, arms crossed, giving measured instructions.

“Six diagonal beams, one missing. Find it.”

“That’s a door post, not a crossbar, are you blind? They’re different lengths.”

“Fatty, get up there and tie the guy ropes.”

“Throw the ground stakes to Qin Wei.”

Xing Wu kicked a hammer from beside his foot over to him.

In the end, Pang Hu’s group finished in fifty-three minutes, just two minutes faster than Jin Zhong’s second group, successfully placing in the top three.

With the outcome decided, the bunch of rascals from An Zhong cockily gave thumbs up to Jin Zhong, then collectively lowered them with a chorus of boos. Little Linglong got carried away, running to the boundary between the two schools, jumping and turning his back to Jin Zhong’s people, wiggling his bottom – looking as obnoxious as possible. Even Qing Ye wanted to slap him when she saw it.

Surprisingly, the display made some Jin Zhong girls cry. After all, this was their home turf, and Jin Zhong had always completely dominated An Zhong in previous years. For An Zhong to win the first competition this year despite being outnumbered completely crushed the Jin Zhong students’ morale. Plus, the An Zhong students weren’t content just winning – they had to provoke them in various ways, making the Jin Zhong school leaders frown and their students increasingly stressed.

The remaining groups mostly took over an hour to finish. After all tents were erected, the boys and girls chose their tents and settled their belongings.

Five girls from Class 2 had come, and they all slept in one tent – specifically, the one Xing Wu’s group had built. The reason was simple: this tent felt secure. Some of the others were crooked, and they worried about collapse during the night.

Teacher Dong called through a megaphone outside the tents: “Those who’ve stored their things, quickly gather and head to the dining hall.”

While others hurried out, Fang Lei grabbed Qing Ye, nervously glancing outside before asking: “Did you bring the stuff?”

It felt like an underground transaction. Qing Ye handed over the items from her bag, advising concernedly: “You should take it easy, there’s plenty of time. Is he even that handsome?”

Fang Lei’s face showed a mix of nervousness and excitement as she told Qing Ye: “I’ll point him out to you during lunch.”

The two were last to leave the tent. The main group had already headed to the dining hall, while Pang Hu and his male friends still sat talking at the edge of the field. As the girls walked past, the boys leisurely stood up.

Qing Ye walked to Xing Wu’s side, smiling: “Were you waiting for me?”

“What were you doing? Took forever to come out.”

“Just… something.”

Xing Wu glanced at Qing Ye’s guilty expression, his eyes crinkling slightly as he said nothing more.

However, when the group entered the dining hall, they were dumbfounded. They had expected prepared food – Pang Hu, who’d skipped breakfast, had been complaining of hunger the whole way – but upon entering the dining hall, where was the prepared food?

Ten people to a large round table, with a big bag of flour, cutting boards, knives, meat, a large Chinese cabbage, and nothing else.

Qing Ye stared at these items in confusion: “What’s this supposed to mean? Are we meant to swallow raw flour and meat?”

Xing Wu glanced at her sideways: “Could you even swallow that?”

Qing Ye gulped, indicating she absolutely could not!

Pang Hu immediately brightened: “Let’s make dumplings!”

Qing Ye’s vision darkened – this wasn’t a winter camp, it was boot camp! They even had to be self-sufficient for lunch. Why had she come to experience such worldly hardship?

After they lined up to wash their hands, Pang Hu immediately entered the meat-chopping mode. His chopping stance truly carried the serious air of a butcher in the market.

Qing Ye immediately thought of Huang Mao: “It’s too bad Huang Mao couldn’t come, he’s good at kneading dough.”

Xing Wu carelessly rolled up his sleeves, revealing taut, flowing forearm muscles, and took the flour, pouring it out. One hand kneaded while the other adjusted the water ratio, his movements experienced. Qing Ye stood beside him, occasionally poking and asking: “Is it ready?”

“No.”

“Can we make dumplings now?”

“Not yet.”

“It must be about done, right?”

“Not ready.”

Finally, Xing Wu couldn’t stand it anymore and dabbed flour on her nose tip, saying: “Shut up.”

Seeing Qing Ye’s cute white-tipped nose, everyone across the table broke into laughter. Angry, Qing Ye got some flour and stood on tiptoe to reach Xing Wu, but he slightly tilted his head and she couldn’t reach him at all. Frustrated, she grabbed his clothes and messily smeared flour on his chin.

Xing Wu looked down at his black hoodie, now pulled down to reveal his clear collarbones, making the girls across the table blush in unison. He curved his lips playfully, his eyes enchanting as he said: “Go ahead, keep pulling. Why not strip it all off?”

Qing Ye quickly withdrew her hand, and at that moment, someone finally said: “You siblings get along well.”

Xing Wu and Qing Ye both froze for a moment, while Pang Hu, still chopping meat, added innocently: “They sure do!”

“…”

Xing Wu and Qing Ye consciously separated, stopping their play. Qing Ye even nervously shuffled away, moving to Xing Wu’s opposite side to stand with Shi Min. She had already wiped the flour from her nose tip, but seeing the white flour still on Xing Wu’s chin, she felt like laughing – how was it possible that his devilishly short hair combined with his sharp eyebrows and eyes, plus the white flour on his chin, still looked so handsome?

Xing Wu raised his eyes almost imperceptibly to glance at her, and though his expression hadn’t changed, Qing Ye just wanted to laugh.

After the dough was ready, Shi Min took charge of rolling the dumpling wrappers, and Qing Ye naturally joined the dumpling-wrapping team.

She had only wrapped dumplings once when she was very young, following her mother back to their hometown for New Year’s. But at that age, it couldn’t be called dumpling wrapping – more like playing with dough – so this skill could be considered nonexistent for her.

To avoid exposing her shortcomings, she properly took up a dumpling wrapper, staring intently at Fang Lei, trying to learn on the spot. Unfortunately, Fang Lei herself was only half-skilled, making dumplings that barely resembled sleeping dumplings. And beside her, Qing Ye, learning by observation, made something that was unidentifiable.

When she set down her dumpling, everyone gathered around to look: “What is this?”

Laughter erupted around the table, and even Teacher Zhu came over laughing: “Qing Ye, are you making xiaolongbao instead?”

Qing Ye’s face reddened as she looked up at Xing Wu. He beckoned to her, and she sheepishly retreated from the crowd to return to his side. He handed her a dumpling wrapper, and when Xing Wu finished his first dumpling, Qing Ye felt like her eyes must be playing tricks – she hadn’t seen how he did it at all, just saw his hands close and a perfect dumpling appear.

She gaped at him in surprise: “Is this your secret technique?”

Xing Wu nodded seriously: “I only teach girls, not boys. Watch carefully.”

Then he began teaching from hand positions. Qing Ye had always been a quick learner, especially with a reliable teacher. The sniper master beside her was very patient, lowering his gaze to tell her which fingers to use and how to shape the wrapper, nearly reaching out to guide her hands directly.

However, halfway through reaching out, he seemed to remember their supposed sibling relationship, so he withdrew his hand, keeping things at a technical exchange level. Qing Ye tried two dumplings and quickly got the hang of it, even Pang Hu praised: “Qing Ye, you learn so fast, so, so clever.”

“Thanks, Fan Fan Tong.”

With everyone’s efforts, the Chinese cabbage dumplings were soon wrapped. Pang Hu and another boy took them to line up for cooking.

The dining hall had over ten tables set up, all bustling with noise. Qing Ye observed that while An Zhong’s students might not excel at other things, they all seemed quite capable of food preparation. Perhaps it was true that children of poor families learned to manage households early.

Other tables had people making noodles or steamed buns, clearly more skilled than the Jin Zhong side. Qing Ye was surprised to find everyone so capable – they were like little Chinese master chefs.

Seeing her looking around, Xing Wu asked: “Hungry?”

Qing Ye didn’t respond but rubbed her stomach. Xing Wu suddenly pulled out a chocolate bar and handed it to her. Qing Ye’s eyes lit up: “Are you a magician? Where did that come from?”

“Worried you’d be hungry, prepared it in advance.”

Qing Ye unwrapped the chocolate, broke off a piece, and put it in her mouth, the sweetness making her smile. Fang Lei was already starving, her eyes fixed on the chocolate. Qing Ye broke off another piece and distributed the rest to everyone else. When she turned back, while others were sharing the chocolate, she tilted her head and held her piece to Xing Wu’s lips.

As his thin lips parted to accept the chocolate, they barely brushed against her fingertips, creating a wonderful flutter that made Qing Ye’s heart race and face flush even in such a chaotic environment.

She lowered her head, not daring to look at anyone, while beside her, Xing Wu curved his lips, turning his head to smile at her.
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The eagerly awaited dumplings were finally ready. Pang Hu and another person brought up two large bowls. As soon as they placed them on the table, everyone pounced on them like hungry wolves, dividing them all up in less than a minute.

Qing Ye sat in her seat completely dumbfounded. She was still holding her bowl but hadn’t had a chance to take any – they were all gone. Gone?

While she was still in a daze, Xing Wu grabbed her bowl and directly poured half of his seized dumplings into it, whispering in her ear, “You were quite foresighted. If I hadn’t come, you could have starved to death.”

“…”

Since everyone had made them themselves, they all found them especially delicious. Even Qing Ye, who rarely ate dumplings usually, thought the ones they had wrapped were particularly tasty.

After she finished eating, she glanced to the side and realized Xing Wu’s bowl was already empty. He was sitting next to her looking down at his phone, waiting for her. Qing Ye asked him, “Are you full?”

He stood up with his long legs: “More or less.”

Qing Ye stood up too and said, “You aren’t full.”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “Missing one meal won’t kill anyone.”

Qing Ye knew his appetite well – these few dumplings weren’t even enough to fill his teeth.

After leaving the dining hall, there was half an hour of free time. Some people walked towards the tents, while most stood chatting in the open space by the dining hall entrance.

Fang Lei pulled Qing Ye aside: “Will you come with me to find Wei Dong?”

Qing Ye turned to look at the group from Jin Zhong School. Fang Lei said somewhat nervously, “I’m a bit embarrassed to go alone.”

Qing Ye turned back to Xing Wu and Pang Hu, saying, “Fang Lei and I have something to do.”

Xing Wu nodded slightly. Fang Lei immediately linked arms with Qing Ye, looking very nervous. Qing Ye found it amusing – usually when she saw Fang Lei at school, whether in their class or facing the girls from Class 4 like Cao Fan’s group, she had never panicked. But now she had such an anxious expression. Indeed, even the fiercest women could instantly turn into little girls when facing someone they liked. Qing Ye felt she had deep personal experience with this point.

Even during free time, the clear division between the two schools was apparent – all the Jin Zhong students huddled together. So when two An Zhong girls walked in their direction, everyone turned to stare at them.

Qing Ye asked quietly, “Which one?”

Fang Lei told her, “The one on the left wearing glasses.”

Qing Ye looked over and saw just one guy wearing glasses in that area – tall and thin, with delicate features, giving off a very refined impression.

Fang Lei called out to him: “Wei Dong.”

To Qing Ye’s great surprise, this young man blushed. She had always thought that given Fang Lei’s wolf-like temperament, the guy she liked would have to be quite manly, but who knew the one she was so infatuated with would turn out to be this cream puff type?

When the Jin Zhong boys around Wei Dong heard Fang Lei call him, they all started teasing and pushing him. He was embarrassed and ran over in two steps. Fang Lei said to Qing Ye, “Wait for me, okay? I just need to say a few words to Wei Dong.”

“Go ahead.”

So Qing Ye stood waiting. Fang Lei and Wei Dong walked a few steps away. Qing Ye wondered if they weren’t plotting the time and location for some scheme – the more she thought about it, the more she couldn’t bear to watch.

But there she stood alone next to the Jin Zhong group, wearing a crisp olive green fitted coat with a large fur collar – warm but not bulky – with black skinny pants and short Martin boots, her slightly curled ponytail giving her a clean and neat look with an unapproachable cool air.

Her natural grace and pure, gentle features soon had the Jin Zhong students whispering among themselves, many trying to find out her name.

Just then, a boy from the crowd walked directly up to Qing Ye and said, “Hello, Qing Ye, what a coincidence that you signed up for the winter camp too?”

Qing Ye turned to see Ye Ying Jian, whose hairstyle looked hurricane-proof. Mixed in with all the Jin Zhong students wearing the same clothes, she hadn’t even noticed him.

She looked him up and down, a faint smile playing on her lips. This guy was truly ridiculous – coming to a winter camp with his hair styled like he was attending a wedding. If it weren’t for all his classmates around, she wanted to take a photo to send to Liu Nian for a good laugh.

Of course, despite mentally mocking him a thousand times, Qing Ye’s expression remained mild: “Not really a coincidence, since it’s just our two schools participating. Given our respective grades, as long as you don’t have health issues, the probability of us meeting is 100%.”

Ye Ying Jian asked in surprise, “Why would I have health issues, not you?”

Qing Ye tilted her head, smoothing her ponytail: “Who knows?” She had just said it randomly.

Her clear expression carried an air of casual indifference, her skin glowing fair and rosy in the light, quite beautiful.

But Ye Ying Jian took it seriously. He puffed up his chest, patting what he considered to be his robust chest, and very seriously told her: “Qing Ye, I think you might have some deep misunderstanding about me. I’m a person with a very regular lifestyle. I wake up half an hour early every morning to run, ensuring daily exercise. Also, I take swimming lessons on weekends. I haven’t had a cold or fever for over half a year.”

“??? Why are you telling me all this?”

Ye Ying Jian probably didn’t want to leave Qing Ye with the impression that he was weak and sickly, so he gave this explanation. But now he didn’t know why he had explained, so he just stood there awkwardly staring at her.

Seeing this, Qing Ye couldn’t help but laugh, having mentally called him an idiot no less than ten times.

Ye Ying Jian touched his rock-hard hairstyle and said very seriously to Qing Ye: “I’ve heard about your score in last month’s exam. One good performance doesn’t guarantee every performance will be good. In tomorrow’s David Cup, I’m determined to win and won’t show you any mercy.”

“…” What kind of person was this?

After last month’s exam, Qing Ye had heard that Jin Zhong’s highest score was 639, from the international class – presumably this was this “my family owns a mine so I’m awesome” Ye Ying Jian.

Face to face with a worthy opponent, Qing Ye made a gesture of invitation, smiling as she said: “Don’t show any mercy at all, we have no friendship to speak of.”

Ye Ying Jian saw Fang Lei walking back towards Qing Ye and turned away with an unconvinced expression.

Qing Ye asked Fang Lei, “All done?”

Fang Lei nodded: “Let’s go.”

Just as Qing Ye was about to turn around, she suddenly heard someone in the Jin Zhong crowd say: “It looks quite nice, I want to buy one too.”

Another girl said in a sarcastic tone: “I saw the same parka online, it’s only one or two hundred yuan, what’s there to be so proud of?”

Qing Ye turned back to look at the short-haired girl, her face expressionless as she withdrew her gaze. Fang Lei also looked at Qing Ye’s coat.

As they walked back, Fang Lei couldn’t help asking: “Qing Ye, is your parka only one or two hundred yuan?” If it was, she wanted to buy one too.

Qing Ye asked with a half-smile: “What do you think?”

Fang Lei hesitated, touched the two-toned fur collar, and asked again: “Is your family very wealthy?”

“You’ve been classmates with Xing Wu for three years – don’t you know if his family is wealthy?”

“…” Fang Lei was left speechless.

Qing Ye walked towards Xing Wu, who was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. He gave her a sideways glance and said coolly: “Had a nice chat?”

Qing Ye looked at him in surprise: “You mean with Ye Ying Jian?”

“Mm, that rich family’s foolish son.”

Thinking of all the nonsense Ye Ying Jian had just said, Qing Ye instantly lost control and burst out laughing, covering her mouth and patting Xing Wu’s shoulder: “Don’t say that, I quite like him.” After all, there were odd people every year, but he was one of a kind.

Xing Wu’s face darkened. He turned his head aside, removed her hand, even dusted off his shoulder, stuck his hands in his pockets, and started walking towards the sports field.

Qing Ye quickly caught up and bumped into him: “Hey, you’re not very picky about who you get jealous over, are you?”

Xing Wu moved a step away to distance himself: “Please maintain your dignity, young lady.”

Qing Ye kicked at him. Xing Wu narrowed his eyes and gave her a sideways glance, leaving Pang Hu, Fang Lei, and the others following behind completely shocked – since when had Xing Wu become so good-tempered? Indeed, the big sister was truly the big sister!

When they reached the sports field, they found the afternoon’s competition events had already been set up – it turned out to be an insane obstacle course. Qing Ye slapped her forehead: “No way…”

But Xing Wu said indifferently: “Looks quite fun.”

“…” How was this fun?

Instructor Wang ran over, and called out “Fall in!”, and the Jin Zhong and An Zhong students lined up with red and blue lines as boundaries.

Instructor Wang announced that lunch had been their second competition item, called “Do It Yourself, Clothe and Feed Yourself”, aimed at cultivating everyone’s teamwork ability and self-reliance capability.

Based on observation, both Jin Zhong and An Zhong students had performed well in the second round, being able to fill their stomachs with the available ingredients, but since Jin Zhong had performed more excellently, they won the second round.

“???”

The An Zhong side immediately erupted in dissatisfied boos, while Jin Zhong refused to back down and started shouting. With their greater numbers, their shouts immediately drowned out An Zhong.

Qing Ye had no idea what the evaluation criteria were. In terms of hands-on ability, the An Zhong group made more varieties from the flour. Was it about who ate faster? If it was about eating speed, their table would be first.

She immediately raised her hand. Teacher Dong ran over and asked: “Qing Ye, what is it?”

“I’d like to borrow your megaphone.”

As soon as she said this, Xing Wu directly took the megaphone from Teacher Dong’s hand and passed it to Qing Ye. Without hesitation, Qing Ye raised the megaphone and asked clearly: “Instructor Wang, could you please announce the evaluation criteria for the second round? So we know where we fell short?”

A visible twitch crossed Instructor Wang’s face. Qing Ye’s lips curved slightly as she stared at him contemptuously.

Instructor Zheng beside him quickly took the megaphone and said very diplomatically: “The Jin Zhong students actively helped the cafeteria aunties clean up the tables after eating – behavioral habits are also one of our evaluation criteria.”

The smile faded from Qing Ye’s lips. Clean up my ass – when they left the cafeteria, those Jin Zhong people were also standing outside sunbathing. Qing Ye’s challenge plus Instructor Zheng’s response made it obvious to anyone with eyes that this was just an excuse.

Xing Wu said quietly beside her: “Let it go.”

Qing Ye said stiffly: “Thank you.”

As she turned off the megaphone and handed it back to Teacher Dong, she seemed to hear Teacher Dong sigh softly.

Then Instructor Wang began announcing the content of the afternoon’s third competition. Twenty female and male students from each school would participate in a “Brave Warriors’ Challenge”, including crawling through obstacles, walking across single-plank bridges, rock climbing, etc. During the process, both sides could arrange for non-participating students to throw sandbags from outside the ropes to interfere with the other team’s progress.

Xing Wu looked down at Qing Ye, who appeared to be holding back great anger.

He pulled her hair: “Is it worth getting so angry?”

Qing Ye pursed her lips unhappily: “I’m not angry about their unfairness, I’m angry that why are the people from our school such cowards? Look at those three teachers not daring to say anything. If we’d eaten our fill it would be fine, but the key is we didn’t even eat enough.”

“Still hungry?”

Qing Ye looked up at him: “I’m worried you’re hungry.”

Xing Wu’s eyes curved slightly: “I can handle hunger. Later, Big Brother will help you fly.”

“Little brother.”

Xing Wu gave her an unfriendly look to interpret as she wished.

Qing Ye told him very confidently: “I’ve done this kind of obstacle course before during military training.”

Xing Wu smiled without speaking. Sure enough, when it came time to discuss the list of participants, she volunteered to join the sandbag-throwing team.

She even seriously stamped her Martin boots in front of Xing Wu: “It’s just that I’m not wearing the right shoes, otherwise I’d compete.”

“…” What Xing Wu was thinking, however, was that given her accuracy when throwing the shot put that day, it would be thanks enough if she didn’t hit their people.
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After the competition began, the male and female teams took turns competing, with two people from each school going at a time. The competition was quite intense, with every participant giving their all. However, giving one’s all was one thing, but form was another matter entirely.

Especially during the crawling section, when Qing Ye saw Pang Hu’s corpulent body, it was like watching a large mass of meat humping along the ground. Eventually, his shirt even rolled up, exposing his fat belly – it was truly an eyesore. The surrounding female students were laughing so hard they forgot to throw their sandbags, and instead started chanting in unison: “Spirit boy!”

Pang Hu’s face turned red with nowhere to hide, and he quickly pulled down his shirt. This delay put him in last place. Fang Lei was already laughing uncontrollably, but since he was their class monitor after all, while it was funny, she still organized everyone to throw sandbags at the Jin Zhong participants to help buy Pang Hu some time.

Just as Qing Ye raised a sandbag to throw, suddenly one flew out of nowhere and hit her directly on the forehead. Although the sandbags were soft and didn’t hurt when hitting the body, being struck so forcefully on the forehead still had some impact. It startled Qing Ye, but she didn’t think much of it, looking around before rubbing her head and continuing to aim at the Jin Zhong students.

Though Pang Hu was slow at crawling, once he passed that section, he suddenly unleashed his inner Hulk. The An Zhong side was all shouting enthusiastically: “Fan Tong, go for it! Fan Tong, go for it!”

When the Jin Zhong side heard this name, they immediately burst out laughing and started chanting: “Rice bucket, leaking oil! Rice bucket, leaking oil!”

In the end, Fan Tong’s performance in this round wasn’t too embarrassing – he came in second. Next was the girls’ group. Fang Lei stretched her wrists and ankles, looking very determined. Qing Ye reminded her: “Your Wei Dong is watching you, give it your all!”

This reminder was like injecting her with chicken blood – as soon as the whistle blew, Fang Lei charged out first. They’d never seen her so committed during PE class before. Her energy was like two million yuan were waiting for her at the finish line – truly terrifying!

The next group was already in position at the starting line. Xing Wu was dressed all in black, his slanting sideburns exuding an unstoppable murderous aura. His eyes swept toward Qing Ye on the sidelines. She had taken off her coat and was wearing a black fitted knit top that showed off her perfect figure as she raised both hands to cheer for Fang Lei along with the crowd’s rising voices, full of vigor and vitality.

Qing Ye seemed to notice Xing Wu’s gaze and turned to give him a bright smile. Just then, Qing Ye’s vision went dark – before she could dodge, another sandbag hit her directly in the face, this time striking her left eye. She immediately covered her eye, feeling a stinging pain. Damn, this was too strange – why did she keep getting hit?

When Qing Ye opened her eyes again, she saw that Xing Wu’s expression had changed, his eyes emitting sharp wolf-like light as they swept continuously through the crowd.

Just from that one look, Qing Ye understood – could someone be deliberately targeting her? Both times hitting her face – did these sandbags have GPS tracking or something?

She immediately scanned the crowd, but with the competition in progress, the situation was too chaotic. Many sandbags were flying through the air, making it impossible to identify any suspicious individuals.

Qing Ye rubbed her eye, feeling sand from the sandbag had gotten into it. It was so uncomfortable her eyes had turned red. Xing Wu watched her from afar, his brows slightly furrowed.

Qing Ye shook her head at him, indicating she was fine. Just then, cheers erupted around them – Fang Lei had won first place in this round. She was so happy she started jumping up and down.

It was then that Qing Ye thought of a key issue – although Fang Lei wanted to show off in front of Wei Dong, she had ultimately won for their school. There was no room for romance on the battlefield; Wei Dong might not necessarily be happy for her.

Looking at Xing Wu again – well, at least they were on the same team.

So she quickly forgot about the earlier incident and raised her arm to give Xing Wu a thumbs up. Though Xing Wu wasn’t looking at her, a smile flashed across his lips.

This casual expression caught the attention of the Jin Zhong girls. Qing Ye suddenly noticed many of them starting to take photos with their phones. Damn!

A whistle blew, and Xing Wu’s athletic figure quickly leaped past the starting line. The first obstacle was crawling under barriers – the body had to stay completely flat on the ground. If you raised even slightly and touched the net above, you had to start over from the beginning.

Xing Wu kept his body tight against the ground, using the alternating force of his arms pulling and legs pushing to pass through the obstacles at extreme speed.

Qing Ye had learned low crawling during military training – it was quite an important skill in expansion training. But very few people could do it both properly and quickly. Most people were like Pang Hu, rolling and crawling along.

It was mid-afternoon with the sun blazing overhead. Under his black sportswear, Xing Wu’s agile form showed clearly defined lines of power even at the waist. His clean, crisp movements and arrow-sharp gaze made him look like an unstoppable black panther – fierce and handsome.

He successfully captivated a wave of girls from the enemy camp, who started shouting wildly: “Xing Wu, go for it!”

Indeed, these looks-obsessed girls truly had no principles or bottom line, infuriating the Jin Zhong boys who all started cursing.

Only then did Qing Ye realize Xing Wu’s reputation was quite good – even the Jin Zhong girls knew him. She had underestimated his charm.

By the time Xing Wu crawled out of the obstacles, the three people behind him had barely reached halfway. He immediately jumped onto the swaying rope ladder, quickly climbed up to the platform, and began the second stage – crossing the bridge.

The single log was positioned about two meters high with padding below. The tricky part was that the log was round and could roll. The vast majority of people got stuck at this second stage, having to cross repeatedly. This stage mainly tested balance, made especially difficult because many opponents chose to throw sandbags furiously at this point, adding challenge to an already difficult obstacle. Just one small sandbag could often instantly defeat a participant already in an unstable state.

So when Xing Wu had just climbed up the rope ladder, the Jin Zhong side’s sandbags were already poised to strike.

Just as everyone raised their hands ready to throw – in those two or three seconds, some people barely had time to blink – and then… Xing Wu had already crossed.

Even Qing Ye had to squeeze her eyes, thinking she must be seeing things. He really… just crossed like that, as if he had teleported!

Almost everyone who climbed up the rope ladder needed to pause for thirty seconds to a minute to find their balance point and observe the log’s rolling pattern before daring to step forward. Who could have imagined that Xing Wu wouldn’t pause for even a second after climbing up the rope ladder, instead directly sprinting across at wind-like speed?

Those still holding sandbags ready to throw all had confused black-person-meme faces. What just happened?

While the three opponents behind him were still stuck at the crawling stage, he had already jumped up to the third stage – the climbing wall.

The instructor attached his safety rope, and he leaped onto the climbing wall. His speed, his skill, his precise judgment – it immediately set the students from both schools into a frenzy.

Teacher Dong excitedly ran to the bottom of the climbing wall and shouted up at Xing Wu: “No rush, no rush, stay steady, you’ll win.”

Old Zhu stood at the very back, smiling as he said smugly to Jin Zhong’s Sun Guangquan: “My student.”

This was almost the only time in three years of high school that he had been willing to acknowledge Xing Wu as his student.

Xing Wu’s expression remained as calm as ever, showing no particular emotion. Qing Ye had stopped cheering by now and just stood at the edge, wringing her hands as she watched him nervously.

The safety rope around his waist outlined his narrow waist, his arms powerful and taut. Every foothold was precise and strong. The higher he went, the more difficult it became, with the distance between footholds gradually increasing. Previous participants had all chosen to move horizontally to the rightmost blue foothold before climbing up.

But Xing Wu’s body suddenly took an extreme position – with one long stride and using the support of his arms, he directly swung his body to the nearest yellow foothold, stunning everyone. Their hearts lurched and lifted with him. Even Instructor Wang below couldn’t help exclaiming: “Impressive.”

At this point, everyone was nervously watching Xing Wu, completely ignoring the three teammates who had just emerged from the crawling stage.

In the dazzling sunlight, his lean figure erupted with unstoppable power, shocking everyone and setting Qing Ye’s heart aflame.

Xing Wu had cleared the climbing wall and was preparing to descend when suddenly another sandbag flew towards Qing Ye. Her peripheral vision quickly caught the flying object. She jerked her head around, but the sandbag struck her directly on the bridge of her nose. Her nose stung, and tears immediately burst out reflexively.

Everyone watched as Xing Wu, who had only descended two-thirds of the way, suddenly jumped straight down from that height, undid his safety harness, strode towards the sidelines, grabbed a Jin Zhong boy by the collar, lifted him and threw him over the boundary rope into the field.

It all happened in a flash. People only heard Xing Wu’s fierce words: “Want to lose that hand?”

Nobody had even processed what had happened before Xing Wu directly punched him in the face.

This sent both schools’ teachers and students into an uproar. Instructor Wang hurriedly ran over shouting: “What’s going on?”

Xing Wu stood still, his presence intimidating. Teachers from both Jin Zhong and An Zhong also rushed over. The crew-cut boy who had been hit quickly shouted: “You all saw it, this guy just attacked me for no reason!”

Just as everyone turned their confused gazes toward Xing Wu, Qing Ye rushed in covering her face, stepping in front of him, and pointing at the beaten student while addressing the teachers and instructors: “He hit me in the face with sandbags, my eyes, and nose, three times!”

Qing Ye’s nose bridge was still stinging, and her eyes were red. The gazes that had been directed at Xing Wu all shifted to the Jin Zhong crew-cut boy.

“I didn’t throw anything!” The crew-cut boy looked back at a girl behind him. Qing Ye noticed it was the short-haired girl who had commented about her wearing a one-or-two-hundred-yuan parka at lunch.

She wondered what grudge this girl could have against her – they didn’t even know each other.

She simply withdrew her gaze, then squeezed out two tears for Instructor Wang. The tears were already in her eyes – she had been about to wipe them away, but seeing the situation wasn’t in their favor, she might as well let them fall.

Qing Ye was naturally fair and delicate-looking. Now with her red nose and pitiful expression, plus those tears, the male instructor’s heart naturally softened. He asked the crew-cut boy why he was throwing things at a non-participating girl. The crew-cut boy held back his anger without speaking.

Someone in the back called out: “Do you like her or something?”

The crew-cut boy immediately flared up. The short-haired girl stepped forward saying: “You’re saying Wang Yang threw things, but who saw it? He was next to me the whole time, and I didn’t see anything.”

“So you threw them?” Xing Wu cut off her words.

Faced with Xing Wu’s cold, fierce expression, the short-haired girl immediately fell silent.

Pang Hu and the others also gathered around. Teachers from both schools didn’t want to escalate the situation – after all, this was supposed to be a happy winter camp that only happened once a year. Competition naturally led to some friction, but with no major incident, the most important thing was to resolve it quickly.

So Sun Guangquan interjected: “Let’s not argue anymore. Whoever threw things at this female student, since we can’t figure it out now, we won’t discuss it further. This kind of thing is not allowed to happen again, or the school will impose serious punishment.

As for this young man standing up for his schoolmate, that’s understandable, but his methods were wrong – after all, you struck first. How about this: you apologize to our Wang Yang, and we’ll consider the matter closed.”

Immediately a wave of An Zhong students shouted: “Why should he? Make them apologize to Qing Ye first!”

“Right, apologize to Qing Ye first!”

The voices rose in a crescendo. Added to their inexplicable loss in the lunch competition, the An Zhong students’ pent-up resentment exploded.

Teacher Dong saw that the students were very angry and worried about being unable to contain a conflict between the two schools. She quickly shouted: “No more talking! You’re all in your third year of high school – let me remind you again, many of you are adults now and must be responsible for your actions.”

She finished and walked to Xing Wu’s side, telling him quietly: “Just apologize, let both sides find a way down from this.”

Xing Wu sneered and pulled at his lips: “Fine, I’ll apologize – but he has to kneel to hear it.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Pang Hu, standing behind the crew-cut boy, directly kicked the back of his knees. He immediately buckled and fell to his knees. Xing Wu stood before him, carelessly bent down, raised his hand to pat the boy’s head, and said condescendingly: “Sorry about that.”

Then he straightened up, stuck his hands in his pockets, and directly left the competition field. The crew-cut boy stumbled to his feet, furiously turning back to glare at the short-haired girl.

The other teachers quickly moved to calm things down and continue the competition.

Qing Ye watched Xing Wu’s retreating figure, said a few words to Shi Min, then ran after him.

Yao Yan – Chapter 65
Xing Wu strode across the field with his long legs. Qing Ye, panting heavily, chased after him and grabbed his arm. “Where are you going? Aren’t you competing?”

Xing Wu stopped and turned around. “It’s boring. I’m going to find a place to smoke. Why did you come out?”

Qing Ye looked at him and said frankly, “Then I won’t go back either.”

Xing Wu lowered his gaze and gently stroked her nose with his finger. “Does it hurt?”

Qing Ye immediately smiled. “What pain? It was just a stupid sandbag.”

“Then why did you cry like that?”

Qing Ye tugged at his sleeve, smiling mischievously. “Actually… I’m an actress.”

She pulled him toward the tents. Xing Wu’s long arm yanked her back, making her fall against his chest. Looking down at her, he asked, “Were you worried about me?”

Qing Ye gazed at him intently, her eyes flickering. “What do you think? This is their home turf. I was afraid they might give you trouble. Don’t be impulsive later.”

Then she tilted her head and stared at him. “But how did you notice someone hitting me while you were still rock climbing?”

Xing Wu’s lips twitched, his eyes enchantingly gentle. “I just happened to look that way.”

“Looking at what?”

“Checking if you were watching me show off.”

Qing Ye pulled him forward with a suppressed smile. “How could I not watch? Didn’t you hear all those girls screaming for you? Feeling proud of yourself!”

Xing Wu let her lead him, responding lazily, “Whatever you say. Where are we going?”

“To get food.”

Worried that Xing Wu hadn’t eaten enough, Qing Ye had asked Shi Min earlier where the food was kept, then led Xing Wu directly to their tent.

Since it was a girls’ tent, even though no one was there, Xing Wu didn’t go inside. He sat on the ground outside waiting for her.

Qing Ye went in and found an instant noodle cup, then poured hot water from the thermos. She also grabbed her preserved plums and walked out.

Their tent was positioned between several others, sheltered from the wind with warm sunlight streaming down. At this time, everyone was at the competition, and it was peacefully quiet. The two sat side by side, quite contentedly.

Qing Ye handed the prepared Sour and Spicy noodles to Xing Wu. When opened, the aroma wafted out immediately.

She watched him eagerly and asked, “Is it good?”

Seeing her hungry expression, Xing Wu picked up some noodles and held them to her mouth. Qing Ye took a bite and praised sincerely, “It’s really good.”

They took turns eating, and soon finished the cup of noodles, even splitting and drinking all the soup.

Qing Ye sighed and lamented, “Why are we so pathetic? Why did we pay eighty yuan to come here and eat instant noodles? I suddenly really want to go eat at that casual dining place. Wouldn’t steak be better?”

She popped a preserved plum into her mouth. Xing Wu leaned back on his hands, looking at her lazily. When she turned her head, the warm golden light danced in his pupils, reflecting a tiny version of her. His prominent Adam’s apple moved up and down, and his gaze swept across her lips as he suddenly asked, “Is it sour?”

“Mm… a little.”

“Let me taste.”

Just as Qing Ye picked up the jar of preserved plums, Xing Wu leaned forward and captured her lips, his warm tongue parting her teeth to easily steal the preserved plum from her mouth. He greedily slid across her lips and tongue, brazenly taking her breath away.

Qing Ye was still holding the jar of preserved plums, and by the time she realized what had happened, the plum in her mouth had vanished, and someone had thoroughly taken advantage of her.

She raised her small fist and punched him, saying, “How dare you do that?” Xing Wu didn’t dodge, just lowered his gaze with a slight smile.

She asked him, “Was it sour?”

“Sweet.”

Around four o’clock, people started returning. Pang Hu, wearing only a short-sleeved shirt due to the heat, spotted Xing Wu and Qing Ye sitting leisurely in front of the tent from far away and exclaimed, “I, I say, where did you two go? W-why didn’t you call me?”

They both gave Pang Hu mysterious smiles.

Qing Ye asked, “How did it go?”

Pang Hu angrily threw his jacket on the ground. “We l-lost. Brother Wu’s round wasn’t even counted. Otherwise, we might have had a chance. It’s so frustrating. I wanted to argue about it, but Old Dong wouldn’t let me. Said participation was what mattered. What b-bullshit.”

The others came back too, and Xing Wu noticed everyone’s angry expressions. He asked, “Did another conflict break out?”

Xiao Ling Tong ran over, lifting his shirt to wipe sweat as he said, “We cursed at them a bit. If we can’t win the competition, at least we can feel better verbally.”

Xing Wu coldly snorted, “How impressive.”

Then his eyes narrowed as he told him, “Pull your shirt down.”

Before Xiao Ling Tong could react, Pang Hu reached over and pulled his shirt down, saying, “Y-yeah, why are you lifting your shirt? There are g-girls here.”

Xiao Ling Tong finally noticed Qing Ye belatedly, but she hadn’t been paying attention to him at all, remaining quite silent. Xing Wu glanced at her, and though she showed no expression, he knew she was probably upset inside.

She wasn’t the type to care much about winning or losing in these unimportant competitions, but her sense of justice made her quite disapproving of this situation.

However, some teenagers exchanging insults would soon blow over, and it didn’t affect everyone’s mood to fool around together.

At dinner time, they finally had a proper meal to eat, but the annoying part was that before eating, they had to watch Jin Zhong award the medals for the 8th Winter Camp to stimulate the An Zhong students.

Although it was just a medal to wear around their necks, the Jin Zhong students each raised theirs to show off to the An Zhong students, their behavior no better than Xiao Ling Tong’s that morning.

This led to Pang Hu eating three big bowls of rice at dinner, as if he was trying to spite someone.

During dinner, Qing Ye learned there would be a bonfire party that night. Although the two schools were on bad terms due to the day’s competition, it didn’t affect these young people’s enthusiasm for the bonfire party. Take Pang Hu for example – after eating his fill, he became energetic again, hanging on Xing Wu’s shoulder and saying slyly, “Brother Wu, shall we try to hook up with some Jin Zhong girls tonight?”

Qing Ye was standing right next to Pang Hu, looking up at Xing Wu. Xing Wu felt her gaze and said with a half-smile, “Get lost, they’re all ugly anyway.”

Pang Hu immediately protested, “There’s one who’s quite c-cute.”

Since boys always get caught up in discussing girls, Pang Hu pulled Xing Wu aside, talking with animated gestures.

As night fell, the area used for the obstacle course in the afternoon had been cleared, with a large bonfire platform set up in the middle. Everyone gradually walked over.

There were quite a lot of people, and the bonfire instantly ignited that vague, ambiguous feeling between the young men and women, especially among so many unfamiliar peers from the two schools. Everyone’s faces were beaming with excited smiles during this bold, passionate time of their youth.

They gradually sat around the bonfire, with bursts of chatter rising and falling. The mobile speakers around them played popular songs on a loop. Without anyone noticing how it started, the two schools suddenly began to battle – Qing Ye was talking to Shi Min at the time and didn’t notice how it began.

When everyone around them suddenly started shouting excitedly, Qing Ye and Shi Min stopped their conversation and looked over together. They saw a short guy from Jin Zhong suddenly break into street dance along with the energetic music, making provocative gestures toward the An Zhong side while a crowd of Jin Zhong students behind him whooped and hollered.

Xiao Ling Tong ran around anxiously calling out, “Quick, quick, we need to show some special talents too!” Everyone looked at each other uncertainly.

Qing Ye thought they were just asking for humiliation. She wondered who had started this.

In her class in Beijing, it would have been hard to find someone without special talents. Parents there generally started developing their children in various directions from kindergarten. Just from the incident of An Zhong’s parents protesting to cancel evening self-study, you could see that people here generally didn’t place much emphasis on their children’s education, let alone developing other special skills.

However, what surprised Qing Ye was that while An Zhong students might not have any proper talents, they were incredibly skilled at peculiar tricks.

After one high school sophomore demonstrated the special ability to move his eyebrows up and down independently, there followed performances of swallowing fists, putting coins in nostrils, holding water in collarbones, and a Class 5 male student even showed the completely incomprehensible pose of sitting on the ground with his leg behind his neck, leaving the Jin Zhong students opposite absolutely dumbfounded.

However, since An Zhong had fewer people, dealing with Jin Zhong’s students required everyone to participate, so they simply went from left to right with each person showing a special trick.

Qing Ye asked Xing Wu with a dark expression, “What should we do? Should we sneak away?”

Xing Wu sat cross-legged, looking at her sideways. “Is that all you’ve got? Aren’t you supposed to be multi-talented?”

“I can play most instruments, but there aren’t any instruments here. What do you plan to do?”

Xing Wu turned his head and asked Fang Lei and the others, “Do you have paper and a pen?”

Fang Lei threw him a pen and then borrowed a notebook from a Class 3 girl.

Just as Xing Wu received them, it was Pang Hu’s turn, who was sitting to his left. Everyone turned to look at Pang Hu, who suddenly stood up, pulled up his down jacket that had ridden up, and suddenly sucked in his stomach, gathering his breath.

When he released his first note, everyone’s hearts – including An Zhong students, Jin Zhong students, and the surrounding teachers and instructors – jumped. The previously noisy environment instantly fell silent.

Qing Ye could never have imagined that he would open with the climax of “Nessun Dorma,” Pavarotti’s classic piece. Everyone’s emotions rose and fell with this magnificent, emotionally charged song. Pang Hu’s powerful voice seemed to have built-in amplification. When his rich, solid high notes came out, everyone instantly got goosebumps. Qing Ye stared at him in disbelief, as if even the flames in the bonfire were dancing and leaping with his voice.

His final “se tu” grew increasingly powerful, with continuously explosive high notes releasing his internal power like a bursting dam, igniting everyone’s passion and moving them deeply. Many people instantly had tears in their eyes. His gradually weakening ending allowed those tightly wound emotions to suddenly clear with his voice. The entire venue froze.

Pang Hu had been singing with his eyes closed, totally absorbed. When he opened his eyes and looked around, he was startled himself, cursing “Damn,” not understanding why everyone looked so stunned.

The next second, as a short guy from Jin Zhong stood up, almost everyone rose and frantically applauded and whistled at Pang Hu. Xiao Ling Tong and several other boys directly jumped on him.

At this moment, there was no distinction between Jin Zhong and An Zhong. Everyone was moved by the song and gave Pang Hu their applause. However much ridicule Pang Hu had suffered during the day, he now received that much praise.

Even Qing Ye gave him two thumbs up and shouted, “Amazing! You could debut right now!”

Pang Hu lowered his head with an embarrassed smile. Perhaps in all his life, except for his few hundred fans on Changba, this was the first time he had been praised so directly by people, and it felt quite awkward.

However, while everyone was excited for Pang Hu, Xing Wu remained seated on the ground, head lowered, writing something in the notebook that no one paid attention to. After several minutes, as the excitement gradually subsided, Xiao Ling Tong started taunting the Jin Zhong people again.

The next performer from Jin Zhong was a girl, small in stature with a round face and big eyes. Coincidentally, she also sang, performing “Girl with Fluttering Wings.” Although her voice was quite pure and clear, compared to Pang Hu’s explosive male soprano just before, she was outmatched.

As the girl sang toward the end, she became self-conscious and blushed, not finishing the song. Originally there was only scattered applause, making the girl feel quite embarrassed, but unexpectedly, Pang Hu suddenly led the applause and shouted, “Great!”

The girl looked up at Pang Hu gratefully. Pang Hu nudged Xing Wu beside him and said, “Look, look, this is who I was talking about. Isn’t she cute? I just found out she’s Jin Zhong’s school beauty.”

Xing Wu glanced up briefly then lowered his head again, capping the pen and returning it to Fang Lei. At this point, everyone’s eyes turned to Xing Wu.

Qing Ye leaned over and whispered in his ear, offering sincere advice: “Why don’t you break the speaker and then perform an on-the-spot repair?”

“Are you crazy or am I?”

“……”
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Everyone saw Xing Wu casually pick up the paper he had torn from the notebook. It clearly showed the scene from five minutes ago when Pang Hu stood up to sing – the surrounding classmates, the bonfire, and Pang Hu’s enchanted expression were all sketched out. The almost manga-like lighting effects made Pang Hu appear incredibly majestic!

This drawing was completed in just five minutes.

Qing Ye exclaimed in shock, “You can do speed sketching?”

Xing Wu just tugged at the corner of his mouth, “What speed sketching? It’s just drawing.”

Pang Hu was beaming with joy and leaned over to ask Xing Wu, “Brother Wu, can you g-give it to me?”

Xing Wu tossed the paper at Pang Hu, who became so excited he examined it carefully like a treasure, saying he would frame it when he got back.

It was Jin Zhong’s turn again. They seemed to have run out of real talents and started copying An Zhong’s nonsensical abilities. A tall girl with long arms and legs stood up and tried to touch her nose by wrapping her right arm around the back of her head.

Pang Hu snorted, “What kind of w-weird thing is that?”

Then he tried it himself but could only reach his ear.

Xing Wu turned to Qing Ye, “Why don’t you find some bizarre math problem and perform live problem-solving?”

Qing Ye opened her jacket and said to him, “That won’t work. The competition hasn’t started tomorrow yet. Can’t reveal my abilities.”

Xing Wu’s lips curled up as he watched her take off her jacket. Underneath she wore a black high-necked fitted knit sweater with black skinny pants and combat boots, her beautiful figure visible.

Everyone watched as Qing Ye walked to the edge of the arena, casually brushing up her hair and tying her long hair back with the black hair tie on her wrist. The firelight danced on her fair skin, her alluring figure paired with her delicate face quickly drawing everyone’s attention.

Xiao Ling Tong asked Xing Wu, “What’s Qing Ye going to do?”

Xing Wu shrugged, indicating he didn’t know.

Then they saw Qing Ye suddenly raise both hands, her figure long and graceful in the firelight. She suddenly stepped forward with her left foot, bent back, and did a handstand with a split, directly bridging forward. As her right leg landed, her left leg extended forward again, her weight continuing to shift forward, her waist flexible and slender. She split in the air, landed with pointed toes, and continuously performed three forward walkovers. Her beautifully fluid movements had the surrounding male students whooping wildly.

Finally, Qing Ye landed steadily, turned around, and struck a standard ending pose.

The An Zhong boys cheered passionately: “Qing Ye, Qing Ye, Qing Ye…”

As Qing Ye finished and walked back, many Jin Zhong boys who had learned her name also called out to her: “Qing Ye, look over here, over here!”

Qing Ye turned her head and saw someone pointing a camera at her, so she flashed a perfect smile. The Jin Zhong boys immediately erupted in cheers.

She walked back and sat beside Xing Wu, who said with an ambiguous smile, “You can dance?”

Qing Ye replied, slightly out of breath, “I studied Chinese dance but didn’t master it. I only know some basic moves to impress people.”

Xing Wu recalled her flexible movements and suddenly found he couldn’t bear to hear her breathless voice anymore. Damn!

He raised his eyebrows and lifted his chin, “Seems like your casual showing off has already caused massive casualties.”

Qing Ye heard a hint of sourness in his words. She held back a laugh and glanced at him, bumping against him and whispering, “I’m yours.”

These words made Xing Wu turn to stare at her. Though his expression was blank, Qing Ye saw in his eyes a whirlpool she had never seen before, carrying an unstoppable force and burning magic that made her heart instantly surrender. Her body trembled slightly. She thought she must be crazy – could Xing Wu’s mere glance now make her whole body weak? Was spring coming? Too scary.

The atmosphere had reached such a high that even the usually reserved and shy Shi Min went all out today, reciting an extremely difficult tongue twister that left everyone in awe. Qing Ye had no idea her speaking skills were so good. If she could overcome her shy personality, she might become a top tour guide in the future.

When it was Fang Lei’s turn, she took out a coin to perform magic. For fairness, she needed a Jin Zhong student to assist her. Many people raised their hands willing to help, and she shamelessly chose Wei Dong.

Qing Ye couldn’t understand what magic trick she performed, only seeing her constantly touching Wei Dong’s hands, making him very embarrassed and smiling shyly.

After a round of battles, the Jin Zhong students started making noise. Qing Ye didn’t know what they were excited about until she heard the music suddenly get louder, the bonfire leaps higher, and the whole atmosphere became more energetic.

Fang Lei turned to tell Shi Min and Qing Ye, “They’re talking about the bonfire dance. Quick, find a boy partner first.”

Shi Min said anxiously, “But I don’t know how to dance!”

“It’s very simple, just follow along. Whatever you do, don’t end up alone.”

In this situation with uneven numbers of boys and girls, being left out would be embarrassing.

Fang Lei had already set her sights on Wei Dong, while Shi Min looked around anxiously, completely at a loss for what to do.

Qing Ye turned to look at Xing Wu. He had heard Fang Lei’s words and turned his head, lips curling slightly: “What? Trying to hook up with me?”

Qing Ye suppressed a smile: “Do I need to hook up? Do you think I’ll be left alone?”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and nodded with a half-smile: “Fine, then we’ll each do our own thing.”

Qing Ye’s eyes flashed: “How about this – let’s make a bet. Whoever pairs up first, the other person has to do one thing they ask, no conditions.”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows and glanced at her: “Pretty confident, aren’t you?”

Qing Ye immediately straightened up, raised her hand to remove her hair tie, and instantly her soft, slightly curled long hair fell, looking stunning in the firelight. She smiled provocatively at him, the hint of a dimple at her lips exuding charm.

Xing Wu narrowed his eyes with a crooked smile: “Planning to use your beauty as a weapon?”

Qing Ye shook her hair and gave a mysterious smile: “A bet’s a bet!”

Xing Wu looked at the blazing bonfire with an almost smile. An An Zhong girl had already walked into the arena, first introducing the history and background of the bonfire dance, then explaining the format of their upcoming dance. When the music changed, everyone could freely find suitable partners and enter the arena to dance around the bonfire. Boys and girls would face each other, change two moves, then the girls would stay still while all the boys moved one position to the right to exchange partners.

In these passionate years, such group activities were undoubtedly the most anticipated moments for young men and women, especially with many unfamiliar peers present. Those about to face graduation and separation were particularly eager to use this opportunity to invite someone they admired. The air was filled with excitement and anticipation.

When the bonfire dance music started, the first to rush out from their side were Xiao Ling Tong and Shi Min, who disappeared instantly. Most others remained seated, observing.

The gentleman beside Qing Ye directly assumed a half-lying position with his hands behind him, looking casual and unruly. But unexpectedly, a girl walked straight up to him, stood in front of Xing Wu, and said nervously with a red face, “Xing Wu, um… can I join you?”

“…”

For two seconds, the air froze. Qing Ye turned her head in disbelief at this scene, while on the other side, Pang Hu exploded because the girl standing in front of Xing Wu was the school beauty they had been talking about all afternoon.

Following Pang Hu’s shout: “Holy shit, you’re Jin Zhong’s school b-beauty Tan Miao, right?” the An Zhong boys all came over to watch intensely.

The school beauty shyly tucked her hair behind her ear, her round face lowered as she smiled at Xing Wu.

Seeing that the school beauty had been inviting him for so long and Xing Wu hadn’t moved at all, Pang Hu anxiously pulled him up and urged, “Damn, Brother Wu, here’s your ch-chance, take it!”

Qing Ye’s brows furrowed into a “川” shape. Xing Wu got up lazily and glanced at her, pausing as he passed by her side to say, “Really don’t want to hook up with me? You still have a chance.”

“Hmph!” Qing Ye turned her head away proudly.

Then Xing Wu was pushed out by the group of boys, walking to the center with his hands in his pockets. The girl was quite petite, only reaching his chest, and stayed close to him, looking up at him admiringly.

Qing Ye blew her bangs in annoyance when suddenly a hand appeared in front of her. She looked up to see Ye Ying Jian, whose hairstyle even a level eight typhoon couldn’t disturb, standing before her. His left hand behind his back, he bent slightly and extended his right hand to her, saying very gentlemanly, “Classmate Qing Ye, may I ask you to be my dance partner?”

Qing Ye’s eyes immediately widened: “Are we that close? Why are you asking me? If you’re going to ask, couldn’t you walk faster? Is it that hard to walk these few steps?”

“???” Ye Ying Jian froze, looking completely bewildered.

Qing Ye slapped his palm to help herself up, walking toward the center with full swagger. Somehow her fingertips ended up on Ye Ying Jian’s hand, and him supporting her looked exactly like Little Jian Zi escorting the Old Buddha into the arena.

After Xing Wu and Qing Ye left, a space opened up between Pang Hu and Shi Min. They looked at each other awkwardly. Pang Hu scratched his head and stammered, “Well th-then, shall we go t-together?”

Shi Min nodded slightly nervously, so Pang Hu stood up and pulled her up. Although they saw each other every day after school and were classmates who were relatively familiar with each other, they inevitably felt somewhat unnatural in this atmosphere. After walking into the center and standing face to face, they both felt too embarrassed to look at each other.

Qing Ye’s gaze swept to the right. Xing Wu was five or six couples away from her. Even among a group of boys, even with his expression so casual, that undisguisable sharp aura still made Qing Ye spot him instantly.

At this moment, the school beauty was leaning forward, smiling as she talked to him. Xing Wu lowered his eyes to look at the ground. They were too far apart for Qing Ye to see his expression clearly; she could only see the school beauty’s infatuated look.

She looked away speechlessly toward the sky, but Ye Ying Jian standing opposite her suddenly became excited: “Qing Ye, how can you roll your eyes at me? Do you hate me that much?”

“??? What do you mean?” Qing Ye lowered her chin and looked at him with confusion.

Ye Ying Jian couldn’t help saying, “From the first moment I saw you, I felt a sense of one hero recognizing another. Don’t you feel that? Don’t you think we’re the same type of person?”

“…” Qing Ye’s face twitched with black lines: “Trust me, we’re not.”

But Ye Ying Jian became anxious: “How are we not?”

Qing Ye told him very calmly: “Last monthly exam I got 685, you got 639, that’s a 46-point difference. I can go to Peking University, Tsinghua, Fudan, or Jiao Tong, you can only go to Zhejiang University, Sun Yat-sen University, or Nanjing University. That’s the difference.”

Ye Ying Jian had lived for eighteen years always being imitated but never surpassed, considering himself a heaven-sent talent. From childhood to now on the path of studies, he had defeated all challengers, but for the first time, he was left speechless. Suddenly overcome with grief, he turned red-eyed with anger, and then… cried…
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Qing Ye stared at Ye Jingjian in shock, completely baffled as to how their conversation had made this guy cry before they’d even started dancing.

She awkwardly walked over to him and patted his shoulder in comfort. “Why are you crying? Just work harder for the next test. You’re something else.”

Xing Wu turned his head and saw Ye Jingjian covering his face while Qing Ye wore a motherly smile and was reaching out to him. His narrow eyes instantly darkened.

At that moment, Qing Ye suddenly felt a very unfriendly gaze from her left. She instinctively turned to look and met the eyes of the short-haired girl who had repeatedly picked on her during the day.

While earlier Qing Ye couldn’t understand why this girl she didn’t know kept targeting her without any apparent reason, seeing her expression now made everything clear. It seemed the girl had only started targeting her after Ye Jingjian had approached her at noon to talk. After a moment’s thought, Qing Ye figured it out – this girl had feelings for Ye Jingjian.

Qing Ye withdrew her gaze with amusement and tilted her head to tell Ye Jingjian, “Someone’s watching you. Aren’t you embarrassed? Smile at us.”

Ye Jingjian also realized that as a heaven-blessed talent, he shouldn’t appear so cowardly. He cleared his throat solemnly and forced a smile as if nothing had happened.

Qing Ye glanced from the corner of her eye and, sure enough, the short-haired girl was visibly upset seeing Ye Jingjian smile at Qing Ye. Her face turned green, confirming Qing Ye’s suspicions.

The music started playing, and partners had to join hands and switch positions while turning in circles. The steps were simple repetitive movements, and by the second partner switch, everyone had mastered them. Qing Ye expressionlessly looked at the boy who had just become her new partner, noting he was from her school, and casually asked, “Which class are you in?”

The boy replied eagerly, “Don’t you remember me? I’m Li Jintao from the class next door. We see each other every day.”

“…” Qing Ye began to deeply question herself. Did they see each other daily? Why didn’t she have any impression of him? Had she become so focused on Xing Wu that she automatically ignored everyone else?

She gave a dry laugh and said something that couldn’t possibly go wrong: “Oh… it’s you.”

Seeing that Qing Ye remembered him, Li Jintao suddenly broke into a grin. When it was time to join hands, he was too shy to touch Qing Ye’s hand, thinking he’d gather his courage in the next round – but there was no next round because it was time to switch partners again.

This group dance was truly a test of appearances. Basically, when it came to pretty girls, the other boys would eagerly watch, hoping it would quickly be their turn.

The third partner was Panghu. He grinned foolishly at Qing Ye: “I-I never thought I’d get to dance with you. When I tell Huangmao about this, he’ll be so jealous.”

Qing Ye raised her hand to touch Panghu’s chubby palm and said in surprise: “Damn, one of your fingers is as thick as two of mine. How did you manage to get even your fingers this fat?”

“…”

Panghu withdrew his hand and compared with her again, and so what should have been dancing turned into the two of them comparing hand sizes.

Qing Ye remembered his singing and suddenly said to him: “You sang well earlier. I never expected you to know songs like ‘Tonight I Can’t Sleep.’ Have you studied singing?”

Panghu replied sheepishly: “N-no, I haven’t studied. I just saw someone sing it on a foreign talent show in Bilibili, so I learned it myself. I don’t even know what the lyrics mean.”

“…”

“Fan Tong, your voice is suited for opera.”

It was time to switch partners again. Though Panghu wanted to continue discussing opera with Qing Ye, he had to step to the side.

After four more rotations, Xing Wu finally moved to Qing Ye’s right. They exchanged silent glances, their eyes concealing a passion only they could understand.

It was then that Qing Ye realized what terrible luck any girl had dancing with Xing Wu. This dance required partners to touch palms, yet this gentleman kept his hands in his pockets the entire time. When it was time to switch positions, he just strolled to the opposite side like he was taking a casual walk, completely lacking any sense of rhythm. It made all the girls who danced with him very uncomfortable. Qing Ye held back her laughter, though she matched well with this Jin Zhong student.

Finally, it was time to switch again, and Xing Wu lazily shuffled to face her. Qing Ye had wanted to tease him about whether he enjoyed dancing with the school beauty, but when he stood before her, his familiar smile and raised brows made her want to laugh instead.

As the new round began, Xing Wu finally decided to remove his precious hands from his pockets. In this dance, partners weren’t supposed to touch when walking toward each other, merely brushing shoulders and touching palms while changing positions. However, when Qing Ye raised her hand to touch his palm, he suddenly grabbed her hand and said in a low voice: “Enjoying yourself chatting and laughing with others?”

Qing Ye suppressed her smile: “Weren’t you enjoying yourself? With the school beauty.”

As they exchanged positions, Qing Ye had just tried to break free from his hand to return to her spot when Xing Wu suddenly pulled her in front of him, looking down at her: “Enjoy what? Just spinning in circles like idiots.”

The second set of movements began, and everyone else started circling again, while they just stood there. Qing Ye glanced sideways at the surprised looks from others, then looked back at him: “It’s time to switch partners.”

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a smile as he pulled Qing Ye out of the crowd. Behind them, a new round of switching began as his voice turned low and seductive: “Switch? You won’t get that chance anymore.”

The firelight danced on his face, making his features alternately bright and dark. Countless stars seemed to have fallen into his eyes, breaking into scattered light that kept sinking deeper, mesmerizing her. Qing Ye’s heart seemed to stop beating for a moment – in all of heaven and earth, there were only the two of them.

She smiled at him: “Then what do you want to do?”

“You lost,” he stared straight at her.

Qing Ye avoided his burning gaze, lowering her head with a smile: “And then?”

Xing Wu pulled her away with large strides. Behind them were the flames, the noisy atmosphere, and the passionate music. They quietly slipped away unnoticed. They started walking quickly, but unconsciously began to run, as if eager to escape from that silly circle-dancing, running faster and faster.

Jin Zhong was huge, like an unknown maze in the night. This was Qing Ye’s first time here, and following behind Xing Wu, she became disoriented after just a short run. Just as they rounded the teaching building, they suddenly encountered a security guard. Xing Wu quickly pulled Qing Ye into a dark corridor, and they ran like mad, though they didn’t know why they were running. There was just an inexplicable thrill to it.

Passing through the corridor and out the other end of the teaching building brought them to the small woods in the southeast corner. They both instinctively dove in, running deep into the woods until they were bent over, facing each other and panting heavily. Seeing each other’s disheveled state, they realized their behavior wasn’t any better than the “idiotic circle-dancing,” and they suddenly burst out laughing as if someone had pressed their laugh buttons.

Qing Ye punched him lightly: “Why were you running?”

Xing Wu stood with his hands on his hips, laughing: “I don’t know.”

They looked at each other and laughed for a while longer, but then the jingling of keys made them freeze. The security guard had come through the teaching building corridor with his flashlight, heading to lock the back door of the reception room.

Xing Wu made a shushing gesture to Qing Ye and pulled her quietly behind the largest tree at the back of the woods. Though they had nothing to be guilty of, being questioned by security in the middle of the night would still be troublesome.

The tree was surrounded by wild vegetation that perfectly concealed them. To be safe, Qing Ye pressed herself against the trunk for cover, but Xing Wu was still peering out. She pulled him back, and he responded by raising his hand to trap her against the tree.

The dappled moonlight fell through the dead leaves into Qing Ye’s pupils, creating an enchanting gleam. She looked at him, her sweet breath tickling his nose. He bent down to kiss her lips lightly, looking at her with smiling eyes.

Their bodies were very close, so close they could feel each other’s heartbeats. In the hazy moonlight, his handsome features and slightly roguish expression suddenly made Qing Ye feel nervous and unsettled.

She lowered her gaze, her eyelashes trembling anxiously as she asked softly: “What… did you bring me here for?”

Xing Wu’s smile deepened as he lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. His lips curved up as he stared at her intently, his meaning ambiguous: “You said you’d accept the consequences if you lost. You’re not going to back out now, are you?”

Qing Ye suddenly felt her heart rate skyrocket. Behind her, the jingling keys kept getting closer, and in front of her was Xing Wu’s inescapable gaze. She stared at him with trembling eyes, falling into endless confusion for the first time in her life, completely at a loss. Finally, she asked with a shaking voice: “Now? Here?”

Her long eyelashes seemed covered in mist, beautiful and clear, yet fragile as if she might faint from fright at any moment. When Xing Wu pressed closer to her, she shuddered violently. His lips fell on her ear, trailing hot kisses from her outer ear to her earlobe as he asked in an impossibly sexy voice: “Do you want to?”

Qing Ye felt this was beyond the question of wanting or not – this environment was completely beyond her acceptance range. She looked like she might cry at any moment. Under the combination of the jingling keys behind her and Xing Wu’s bewitching presence, she had to admit her legs had gone weak. Her mind went blank, and for several seconds she felt like she was floating, everything seeming unreal.

As the sound of keys gradually faded into the distance, Xing Wu slowly straightened up. Qing Ye’s face was red from her ears to her neck, and the air was filled with ambiguous tension. She raised her eyes to glance flusteredly at Xing Wu, only to find him smiling, looking completely innocent.

Qing Ye suddenly realized he had deliberately scared her. She raised her leg to kick him, but Xing Wu caught her leg and hooked it around his waist, pinning her against the tree trunk again as he said casually: “Still acting up? Aren’t you afraid I’ll do it for real?”

This position made Qing Ye’s brain short-circuit. She instantly turned into a curly-haired little lamb, lowering her head and not daring to move.

Seeing her looking so alluring, Xing Wu released her and stopped teasing. He quickly changed the subject, speaking to her in a low voice: “Remember when you said you suspected Jin Zhong of leaking questions for the David Cup?”

Qing Ye was still dazed by his sudden topic change and simply nodded.

“I hacked into Jin Zhong’s server a few days ago and changed their question bank.”

“What?” Qing Ye quickly covered her mouth after speaking and looked around before staring at him in disbelief: “Really? How did you hack in?”

Xing Wu stepped back, took out a cigarette, and lit it, leaning against the wall behind him as he said nonchalantly: “I hacked it once the year before last. When I checked a few days ago, they hadn’t upgraded their system. The vulnerability was still there, so I hacked it again.”

“Wait, how old were you the year before last? First year of high school? Why would you hack Jin Zhong’s server?”

Xing Wu glanced at her, taking a drag from his cigarette: “Some kid at Jin Zhong was spreading rumors that my nose was fake.”

“???” Qing Ye looked at his high, straight nose and couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

“So you hacked their school server because of that? I thought you would have beaten him up.”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows, his expression casual, and told Qing Ye that he had originally planned to beat the guy up. He and his friends had gone out, but the sand was getting in their eyes, so they went back. That night, Xing Wu was bored and started tinkering around. He found the kid’s ID and password for the school forum and used his account to post an article titled “The Principal in My Eyes.” The next day, the kid was called in by the principal for a talk. He heard they even called in his parents. To this day, that person still doesn’t know how that post happened.

Qing Ye smiled at Xing Wu, never imagining he could do something so devious. Then she thought of something: “So you brought your laptop because…?”

In the clear moonlight, Qing Ye saw an inscrutable smile cross Xing Wu’s lips as he said casually: “It’ll be useful.”

Qing Ye didn’t pursue that line of questioning, instead thinking of something else: “If there is question leaking, they wouldn’t leak it to many people. I think they’d only ensure one person wins. Others couldn’t possibly know about it.”

Xing Wu held his cigarette and asked offhandedly: “Could it be the landlord’s foolish son?”

Qing Ye thought for a moment: “Probably not him. Though Ye Jingjian is eccentric, he has strong self-esteem. He even declared war on me earlier today.”

“Oh?” Xing Wu stared at her meaningfully.

But Qing Ye suddenly asked: “Did you make big changes to the questions?”

“Not big ones. Changed a few conditions and numbers. If someone memorized the answers by rote, they’d notice something was off.”

“So, you’ve seen all the questions for tomorrow’s competition?”

Xing Wu exhaled smoke leisurely with a half-smile: “What good does knowing the question types do me? I can’t solve them anyway. Want to take a look?”

But Qing Ye firmly refused: “No, if I look at them, how am I any different from those who got leaked questions? I want to compete with my ability.”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows, his eyes showing traces of amusement. Just then, another set of footsteps approached the woods. Xing Wu alertly stamped out his cigarette and swiftly pressed against Qing Ye.
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Qing Ye and Xing Wu’s overlapping silhouettes were hidden behind the tree trunk as they heard the rustling of grass and branches behind them. Clearly, someone else had entered the grove.

Qing Ye’s eyes widened instantly as she held her breath. How could they have imagined that even in such a secluded corner, they’d still encounter people while just having a conversation? It was unbelievable.

Qing Ye looked up at Xing Wu in panic. He kept his eyes half-lowered, his brows slightly furrowed as he listened to the movement outside. Fortunately, the footsteps stopped halfway, perhaps deterred by the thick undergrowth, and whoever it was didn’t come in.

A light breeze blew through the grove, making it feel chilly. Qing Ye had left her jacket by the bonfire, and while their mad dash hadn’t left her feeling cold, now that they were standing still, she could feel the chill.

As she huddled her shoulders, Xing Wu looked down and simply pulled her into his embrace, his arms wrapping tightly around her. His arms were broad and warm, and as Qing Ye nestled in his embrace, she heard a male voice outside say, “Fang Lei, you…”

Qing Ye couldn’t hear what was said after that, as the voice was buried under some ambiguous sounds.

When Qing Ye heard Fang Lei’s name, she realized who the two people behind them were and what they planned to do.

Her face instantly turned crimson as she looked up at Xing Wu. His eyes showed understanding – connecting Qing Ye and Fang Lei’s secretive behavior during the day with that box of Durex that Qing Ye said she was helping someone with, he naturally guessed what was happening.

But the frustrating part was that even though they knew what the two people behind them were planning and how awkward things would become, they couldn’t leave now. First, catching people in such a situation would be embarrassing for all four of them, and second, if Fang Lei saw them hiding there so late at night, they couldn’t explain themselves either. Not wanting to be stubborn, their only option was to stay put.

Qing Ye never imagined she’d one day be forced to hide in a grove with Xing Wu, especially in such an awkward situation.

Though their bodies were pressed together, their breathing had become shallow. Their hearing was infinitely amplified in this environment, and even the slightest rustle of clothing from behind was torture for them.

Qing Ye’s heart was beating wildly as she wished she could just vanish into thin air. What kind of mess was this? They had only wanted to escape that stupid circle dancing, why did they have to encounter a live show? Jin Zhong was such a huge place – this wasn’t fair at all. Should they buy a lottery ticket tomorrow?

Though Qing Ye knew Fang Lei planned to seduce Wei Dong, she hadn’t expected it to be in such an environment. Was she really this bold?

Xing Wu’s lips gradually tensed. As the sounds behind them grew louder, his breathing became somewhat turbid. To make matters worse, Qing Ye’s soft body was completely pressed against him, and his palm on her waist grew increasingly hot as if some magical force was guiding his hand, making it hard to maintain self-control.

Soon, Qing Ye felt the change in his body. She stiffened and reflexively looked up at him. That look made things even more awkward – they both felt like they might explode. They turned their heads toward an unknown corner simultaneously, their mingled breaths becoming increasingly chaotic.

However, at that moment, Wei Dong suddenly said, “Fang Lei, don’t do this.”

“Don’t you like me?”

“I, I don’t mean that. It’s just that we can’t be together right now.”

“Why?” Fang Lei’s voice became somewhat shrill.

“Don’t overthink it. The college entrance exam is only a few months away. I don’t want to be distracted. You should work hard too. Can we wait until we get into the same university to be together?”

Fang Lei’s voice began to tremble: “Do you think I can get into the same school as you?”

An eerie silence suddenly fell around them, with neither person making a sound. After a while, Wei Dong said to her, “Don’t give up, okay? I don’t want you to regret it.”

“What makes you think I would regret it? Or are you afraid you’ll regret it?”

“Yes, I’m afraid I’ll regret it…”

“…”

Then Qing Ye and Xing Wu listened as the two got into an argument about this matter, ending with them parting ways unhappily, their footsteps gradually fading.

Qing Ye finally let out a long breath, relieved to no longer endure this torment. She looked up at Xing Wu, only to meet his burning gaze. With just one look, Xing Wu pressed her against the tree behind her and sealed her breath, his voice hoarse as he called out to her while nuzzling her lips: “Qing Ye…”

She responded with a soft “Mm?” that surprised even herself with its tenderness.

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a dizzying smile as he stared at her with liquid eyes: “That bet if it was this, would you give it?”

Looking at his dreamy eyes, Qing Ye could no longer tell if he was being serious this time or still playing with her. Her heart was pounding. Honestly, she hadn’t thought about this question, at least not at this stage. It wasn’t that she was conservative or unwilling to take the next step with Xing Wu, just that she wasn’t ready – everything was happening too suddenly.

Her eyes trembled even more than before as she weakly said: “I…”

“Silly.”

Xing Wu suddenly pinched her nose and laughed freely: “How can you fall for the same trick twice, Miss Top Student?”

Qing Ye suddenly realized she’d been played again. Again???

She immediately punched his chest: “Jerk!”

Just as she spoke, a figure emerged from behind the tree. They both stiffened and turned to look, only to see someone even more shocked than they were… Fang Lei.

They had heard the two argue for a while and had deliberately waited a bit after hearing no more movement before relaxing, but who could have guessed that after Wei Dong left, Fang Lei hadn’t gone anywhere. Now all six eyes showed expressions of shock.

Of course, the most shocked was Fang Lei. When she discovered movement behind the tree and saw that it was Qing Ye and Xing Wu, her worldview was instantly refreshed multiple times. She asked shakily: “Are you two… in an incestuous relationship?”

“…”

This was exactly why they hadn’t wanted to come out earlier. It wasn’t that they were afraid of Fang Lei knowing about their relationship, but some things were just difficult to explain. However difficult it might be to explain, now that she had discovered them, they had no choice but to try.

After the initial shock, Xing Wu quickly recovered his usual calm demeanor. Qing Ye awkwardly glanced up at him before telling Fang Lei: “Well… we’re not siblings. We’re not related by blood, our families just know each other.”

Fang Lei’s eyes grew huge as she quickly absorbed this information, then tentatively asked: “So you’ve been together for a while?”

Qing Ye lowered her eyes and told her: “For some time now.”

Fang Lei froze for a good while, seemingly trying to connect all this sudden information. After a long moment, she said: “No wonder.”

It was an ambiguous comment – no one knew what she meant by “no wonder.” No wonder their sibling relationship seemed so close.

As Fang Lei processed everything, she also felt somewhat awkward. She looked at the small red box in her hand that she had planned to throw away and said somewhat embarrassedly: “This is too sudden, and I’m not prepared, but why don’t you take this? Wishing you… early success in your relationship.”

She tossed the Durex to Xing Wu and ran away.

So after all that, the Durex that Qing Ye had carried for several days had come full circle back to them. Xing Wu looked down at the small box in his hand, confused as to why Fang Lei had run away.

He tossed the small red box up and down, squinting with a half-smile: “It would be rude to refuse such hospitality. Want to use it?”

“…” Not again? She wouldn’t fall for it a third time.

When they walked back to the bonfire, Qing Ye bumped him and asked: “Seriously, I can grant you one unconditional request. What do you want me to do?”

Xing Wu stood against the light, his Adam’s apple clearly defined. Though Qing Ye didn’t know why she noticed his Adam’s apple, she suddenly thought it looked very attractive, especially when it moved up and down – it was particularly sexy.

As she kept staring, she couldn’t help herself and reached out to touch it. Just as her finger was about to make contact, Xing Wu grabbed her hand, his gaze sharp as he looked at her: “You can’t touch a man’s Adam’s apple carelessly.”

“Why not?”

“It’s fatal.”

“Really?” Qing Ye instantly withdrew her hand, full of questions.

Xing Wu gave her an ambiguous look and said: “I haven’t decided what I want you to do yet. Let’s keep it as an IOU.”

“Well, hopefully, you’ll forget about it as time passes.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t forget.”

When they returned to the bonfire, the stupid circle dancing had finally ended. Some people who didn’t want to leave were still playing around – if the teachers hadn’t set a 9 PM curfew, these people looked ready to party all night.

Someone had connected their phone to the speakers via Bluetooth and was playing some intense music, with everyone dancing wildly.

Qing Ye thought it was fortunate that Jin Zhong was in a remote location with no residential areas nearby, otherwise, someone would have called the police.

She walked around the edge of the area but couldn’t find her jacket. Xing Wu also helped her look around and asked: “Still nothing?”

“No, I left it right here. My phone was in the pocket – try calling it.”

Xing Wu took out his phone and called Qing Ye’s number, but it showed as unreachable. Qing Ye went back to find Shi Min, who was filming Xiao Lingtong’s funny dancing with her phone.

Qing Ye ran over and asked: “Shi Min, have you seen my jacket?”

Shi Min turned her head to glance at where they had been sitting earlier: “Isn’t it there?”

“No.”

Panghu, who was nearby, heard them looking for the jacket and suddenly remembered something: “Oh… oh no, that jacket that was thrown into the fire earlier… wasn’t that yours?”

Qing Ye’s face instantly went pale as she asked: “Where?”

Panghu pointed to the bonfire pit. Qing Ye ran over and saw a small piece of military green trim at the edge of the fire pit. The fur on the hood had already burned away. Since she couldn’t find it anywhere else, this burned jacket was most likely hers.

Xing Wu also came over and asked: “What happened?”

Shi Min and Panghu both ran over. Qing Ye was quite angry, turning around with a dark face to look at Shi Min and Panghu: “Did you see who took my jacket?”

Panghu shook his head: “About, about half an hour ago, someone asked whose jacket was on fire, but no one answered, so I, I didn’t pay attention.”

Shi Min was still recording video on her phone. Xing Wu noticed her action and frowned, asking: “How long have you been recording?”

“I started recording right after the bonfire dance ended. Luo Xin from Class 3’s phone died, so she asked me to record it for her to give to the publicity department later.”

“Can you stop recording now?”

Shi Min suddenly understood Xing Wu’s intention and immediately stopped the video. Everyone gathered around Shi Min.
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The incident traced back to before Qing Ye performed the front bridge. She had taken off her jacket, and since it was inconvenient to carry her phone in the front pocket during the performance, she later removed it when dancing around the bonfire since she had no pockets. Naturally, she left the phone in her jacket. At that time, everyone’s coats were placed at the edge of the field. Since they were all their people, she never thought anyone would take her jacket.

However, the reality was that after Shi Min took over from Class Three’s Luo Xin for filming, the area where they had been became temporarily empty. As a result, no one noticed who took Qing Ye’s jacket.

Rewinding the video to more than half an hour ago, at the seven-minute mark, while people were laughing and chatting in the frame, Xing Wu, who was outside the frame, said, “Stop for a moment.”

Shi Min quickly pressed pause, but the camera was focused only on a group of people surrounding a dancing boy and wasn’t aimed at their previous location, showing nothing unusual.

So all three raised their heads and looked at Xing Wu questioningly, but Xing Wu just said to Shi Min, “Give me the phone.”

Shi Min didn’t dare take it lightly and handed the phone to Xing Wu. He quickly forwarded the video to that time, and after a few operations, he suddenly enlarged the video many times, focusing on the upper right corner.

At this point, Qing Ye saw that behind the crowd, a girl wearing a red Jin Zhong windbreaker flashed past, holding something military green in her hands.

Xing Wu rewound this shot, freeze-framing it. The profile was of a completely unfamiliar girl, not from their school, but when Qing Ye roughly saw the girl’s hairstyle, she suddenly looked up, her gaze darting around like arrows.

Then her eyes suddenly focused on a spot, and she snatched the phone from Xing Wu’s hand and strode toward it.

Xing Wu and Fat Hu exchanged glances and followed, while Shi Min’s face changed dramatically as she ran forward.

The Jin Zhong group was putting on their jackets and getting water, preparing to return to their tents to rest. As Qing Ye’s steps drew closer, people gradually stopped what they were doing to watch this imposing girl.

Qing Ye stopped abruptly when she was just one step away from the short-haired girl called Tian Wei, and demanded angrily, “Did you throw my clothes into the fire?”

Everyone around turned to look at Tian Wei, who looked left and right without showing any weakness: “Who are you?”

Qing Ye’s lips curled in contempt as she raised the freeze-framed image in front of her face. Fat Hu had already walked behind Qing Ye, and being tall and broad, his current unfriendly expression looked quite frightening. He directly cursed at Tian Wei: “Acting, acting like a damn white lotus.”

Xing Wu stood at Qing Ye’s other side, his brow stern and his face cold, his sharp slender eyes commanding authority without anger.

Tian Wei seemed frightened by such a confrontation, showing two seconds of panic before quickly raising her head and shouting at Qing Ye: “You’re cra-“

“Slap!” Before that “zy” could jump out of her mouth, Qing Ye’s raised hand landed a slap across her face.

The bustling ground instantly fell silent. Even those who hadn’t noticed the commotion turned their heads in shock at the sound of that resounding slap. Fat Hu and Shi Min were also startled by Qing Ye’s sudden action, never expecting her to skip the arguing and go straight for a slap.

Not to mention the unknowing onlookers nearby, even Xing Wu was stunned for a moment. In all the time he’d known Qing Ye, though he knew very well she wasn’t the type to swallow her anger, usually, she would endure temporary disadvantages and wait for a chance to get even. He had never seen her explosive side before.

As for Tian Wei who was suddenly slapped, she was completely dazed by the blow. By now, the people from An Zhong who were still making noise had also gathered around, forming layers of circles that enclosed this area tightly.

Qing Ye stepped closer to Tian Wei, her slender frame suddenly emanating the presence of a giant, pressing Tian Wei to look back in panic.

Two boys from Jin Zhong couldn’t stand it anymore and immediately stepped forward. Their hands had barely risen to point at Qing Ye when Xing Wu swatted one’s arm aside and stepped forward, while Fat Hu naturally protected Qing Ye’s other side.

Qing Ye glanced sideways at the boy who was about to point at her and asked, “I’ll give you another chance. Still want to stand up for her?”

This boy appeared to have a good relationship with Tian Wei, and his expression now wavered between defiance and cautious anger, looking constipated.

Qing Ye smiled contemptuously, and the next second, she raised her hand and landed another slap on Tian Wei’s face. Tian Wei clutched her face in disbelief, glaring furiously, her voice becoming shrill: “You dare slap me again? I’m calling the police!”

No one expected that the usually timid Shi Min would suddenly say from behind Qing Ye: “You say Qing Ye hit you, but who saw it? She was standing next to me the whole time, and I didn’t see anything.”

Shi Min returned Tian Wei’s own words from earlier that day verbatim. The An Zhong students immediately recalled what happened during the competition and all shouted: “Didn’t see it, didn’t see it…” They automatically formed a human wall tightly surrounding Qing Ye’s group, making it impossible for outsiders to see anything.

With An Zhong’s strong showing of support, the Jin Zhong students knew they were in the wrong and all kept their mouths shut.

Qing Ye showed no fear, instead stepping forward again, her gaze bearing down on Tian Wei as she raised her voice a few decibels: “Fine, you can call the police, or find a lawyer to sue me, but when it comes to settling scores, there’s an order to follow. I found you first, so I settled first.

The first slap was for the three sandbags you threw at my face today, returning the favor. The second slap was for burning my clothes.

Didn’t you say my Parker jacket was worth one or two hundred? I can tell you very clearly now that the original price was 3,889. I can get the bank statement anytime, and my phone was in the jacket pocket too, which if I remember correctly was worth over eight thousand.

You caused me twelve thousand in damages, now I’ll give you two options. First option, you go ahead and call the police, I’ll hand over the evidence I have, and I won’t let go of a single cent of the twelve thousand in damages. Intentional destruction of property worth over five thousand is enough to press charges – I wonder if you can take the college entrance exam from a jail cell.

The second option is if you don’t want to pay, that’s fine too. Consider the twelve thousand as my treat for buying your two slaps.”

Tian Wei staggered backward when she heard the words “press charges,” her face turning pale.

The surrounding crowd was in spectator mode, seeing such an operation for the first time – the slaps were delivered with such flair.

Twelve thousand was an enormous sum for these county high school students, impossible to pay themselves. Compensation would alert their parents. Tian Wei’s whole demeanor began to change, and her girlfriends quickly pulled at her, urging in low voices: “Don’t call the police, let it go.”

Tian Wei was trembling with anger but could do nothing against the person before her. Just then, Ye Jing Jian, who had been standing in the back, pushed through and stood in front of Tian Wei. He was quite tall and directly blocked Tian Wei’s figure as he faced Qing Ye’s imposing gaze.

All the Jin Zhong students held their breath. Ye Jing Jian’s father was the director of the Target Factory, considered quite wealthy and influential in this small county town. He was always picked up and dropped off by a private car, and being both academically excellent and the student council president, he carried considerable weight among Jin Zhong students.

Now seeing Ye Jing Jian step forward, the Jin Zhong students instantly became energized. Even Tian Wei was moved to tears, calling out weakly: “Ye Jing Jian, thank you.”

But to everyone’s surprise, Ye Jing Jian suddenly turned and stood beside Qing Ye, staring at Tian Wei: “Classmate Tian, I’ve always thought you were quite progressive. I completely refuse to believe you could do something like this.”

Qing Ye slightly furrowed her brow and glanced sideways at Ye Jing Jian, while Xing Wu coldly raised his eyes, planning to kick him aside if he said another word.

Tian Wei nodded vigorously, looking at him hopefully, but no one expected Ye Jing Jian’s next words: “Do you realize that in such collective activities, your behavior not only represents yourself but also represents our Jin Long Middle School, represents every teacher and student of Jin Long Middle School? I feel ashamed of your behavior. On behalf of the Jin Long Middle School Student Council, I formally warn you to settle this matter peacefully and stop making trouble, lest we become a laughingstock to An Zhong.”

Qing Ye’s furrowed brow suddenly raised, and Xing Wu nearly failed to retract his already-drawn hundred-meter blade.

Tian Wei stared in disbelief, her eyes turning red from anger, thoroughly humiliated. In the end, she was dragged away by a group of Jin Zhong girls.

Ye Jing Jian turned to Qing Ye and said: “If you don’t have a jacket, I can arrange for the student council to send you one of our school’s winter uniforms later. I hope you won’t catch a cold, and tomorrow we can have a proper competition.”

“…” So after all that, he was just afraid she would be too angry to compete with him tomorrow? What a peculiar fighter.

Qing Ye didn’t refuse, nodding: “Thank you for the trouble.”

Ye Jing Jian thought for a moment and added: “If you don’t plan to pursue Tian Wei’s responsibility further, the school won’t cover your losses. If you have any difficulties, perhaps I could provide you with a phone.”

Qing Ye’s eyes glanced over, meeting Xing Wu’s gaze. He was standing behind Ye Jing Jian, raising his hand about to slap down on his stiff skull when Qing Ye smiled and quickly stepped forward, grabbing his sleeve and tossing back to Ye Jing Jian: “No need, sis isn’t short on money.”

With that, she directly pulled Xing Wu away, while Fat Hu and Shi Min looked at Ye Jing Jian before following.

On the way back, Fat Hu kept saying: “Sa-satisfying! Qing Ye, I ne-never thought you’d hit someone too?”

Qing Ye turned her head and smiled: “I didn’t. You didn’t see anything.”

Shi Min immediately laughed: “Right, none of us saw anything.”

The group returned to the camping area in high spirits. Many people had already come back, and Xing Wu and Fat Hu stopped at the tent entrance after escorting them. Fat Hu said to them: “We-well then, get some early rest.”

Then he said to Xing Wu: “Br-Bro Wu, let’s go.”

“I need to say something to Qing Ye, you go ahead.”

Fat Hu said “Oh” and didn’t think much of it, turning to leave first. Shi Min said she was going to get hot water. With people coming and going around them, the two stood properly. Xing Wu had his hands in his pockets and said with a half-smile: “Didn’t you tell me not to be impulsive this afternoon? Is this you setting a bad example?”

But Qing Ye tossed her hair proudly: “I don’t fight battles I’m not sure of winning.”

She wasn’t short a jacket or a phone. Rather than making Tian Wei pay compensation, she preferred to vent her anger from the day. So when walking toward Tian Wei, she had already grasped the initiative, leaving her no room to make waves, forcing her to accept the slaps.

Xing Wu knew she had been quite angry today. This was the first time he had seen Qing Ye unleash her full power in front of others, like a fierce little lioness.

He had seen many fierce girls outside too, but those delinquent girls merely relied on numbers to act tough, giving an impression of mere aggression.

But Qing Ye’s composure under pressure and the mindset that supported her strike at the weak point showed people the powerful presence deep in her heart. She always had a way of surprising Xing Wu; he didn’t even know how many sides of her he had yet to discover.

Xing Wu just looked at her with curled lips and said: “Go in quickly, don’t catch cold.”

Qing Ye smiled brightly: “Good night.”

She had just turned around when Xing Wu looked around, seeing no one walking this way, and grabbed Qing Ye’s arm. When she turned back, he had already placed a light kiss, everything happening in the blink of an eye. He had already moved away from her, saying casually: “Good night.”

Qing Ye watched his nonchalant back, an alluring blush rising on her cheeks.

When Qing Ye entered the tent, she found that Fang Lei had already laid down at some point, sleeping alone in the furthest corner with her back to everyone, motionless. Thinking of what had just happened, Qing Ye didn’t disturb her.

Soon after, a Jin Zhong girl brought Qing Ye a winter school uniform, the same red windbreaker they were wearing, so Qing Ye had to temporarily don the enemy’s battle gear.

In the middle of the night, Qing Ye seemed to hear sobbing beside her. She opened her eyes and stretched to look at Fang Lei. Her voice was very small, but in the darkness, her shoulders could be seen shaking.

Qing Ye sighed quietly, got up to fetch tissues, and walked to her front. Fang Lei looked up at Qing Ye once, somewhat embarrassed, and covered her face with the blanket.

Qing Ye silently placed the tissues beside her pillow. Just as she lay down, Fang Lei suddenly sat up and looked at her.

Qing Ye just felt someone staring at her in the darkness, staring until her whole body felt creepy, so she simply sat up too and asked quietly: “Can’t sleep?”

Fang Lei pointed outside, so the two silently left the tent.

The camping area had long lost its bustle and noise, returning to complete silence, with only vast starry skies spread overhead. The development zone here was empty and uninhabited, making the night sky particularly bright.

Qing Ye saw that Fang Lei’s eyes were still red. To be honest, this was the first time since Qing Ye had known her that she had seen her like this, and she felt somewhat awkward, not knowing how to comfort her.

But Fang Lei wiped her eyes and grabbed Qing Ye, as if making a great decision, pleading: “Qing Ye, can you help me? I’ve been thinking all night, besides you, I don’t know who else to ask?”

“Help you with what?”

“I want to get into Xiamen University.”

Yao Yan – Chapter 70
When Qing Ye heard that Fang Lei planned to apply to Xiamen University, she was quite surprised. After all, in the time she’d known her, Fang Lei had been like most of the students at An Zhong who just coasted through school – casual about attendance, never doing homework without copying, and with total scores in the 300s. To raise that to around 600 in just a few months seemed impossible to Qing Ye, honestly.

But Fang Lei just looked at her that way, the bright moonlight reflecting in her determined pupils. Qing Ye couldn’t avoid it, nor could she directly tell her to give up.

She tentatively said, “It’ll be very difficult.”

But Fang Lei burst forth with unprecedented conviction: “I know.”

“It will be tough.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“You’ll have to sacrifice sleep, phone time, going out, even eating and bathroom breaks. You might go crazy.”

Fang Lei suddenly raised her hand and slapped it heavily on Qing Ye’s shoulder, saying stubbornly: “If I never see Wei Dong again, that would drive me crazy. Qing Ye, tell me what to do, I definitely won’t back down.”

Qing Ye glanced at her sideways and suddenly smiled as if infected by her midnight burst of passion. She looked up at the night sky and sighed deeply: “Let me think about it.”

It seemed only after Qing Ye agreed to help her did Fang Lei find her life direction again. Her utterly dejected mood finally transformed into motivation, and only then did the two return to sleep in the tent.

Before falling asleep, Qing Ye saw Fang Lei’s eyes wide open like brass bells, full of fighting spirit.

The next morning, after everyone finished breakfast, they were organized by the school teachers to go to the competition venue – the Jin Zhong athletic field that had been temporarily converted, where the David Cup was held almost every year.

Only upon arriving did Qing Ye learn that the David Cup had two trials. The first trial was 45 minutes, with questions as difficult as the anchor problems in their daily test papers, worth 100 points total. Anyone scoring below 90 would be eliminated; those scoring above 90 would enter the second trial. The second trial was an hour and a half, all extremely difficult questions that generally required Olympiad math thinking to stand out.

After finding her assigned seat, Qing Ye observed her surroundings. The hundred-some seats were all spread apart, competition discipline was very strict, with one proctor for every few students and cameras recording everything – cheating was basically impossible.

Xing Wu was far from her, sitting near the edge in the back. She turned to glance at him; he was looking down, idly spinning his pen. Seeming to sense Qing Ye’s gaze, he looked up and glanced at her. Fat Hu, not far from him, immediately waved and smiled at Qing Ye. She curled her lips and withdrew her gaze, taking a deep breath to adjust her state of mind.

The first round was casual for her, at most one or two questions more convoluted than the usual difficult problems, but none were an issue for her. Moreover, she knew that for the sake of competition fairness, Xing Wu had tampered beforehand – if she didn’t show some real skill now, wouldn’t that waste his risk in hacking their server?

So Qing Ye was especially focused today, carefully checking each question after finishing, resulting in her advancing to the second trial with a perfect score.

Four others also got perfect scores besides her. Apart from Ye Jing Jian, the other three were all from Jin Zhong, including one Qing Ye knew – Wei Dong, Fang Lei’s crush, who indeed showed some real ability.

What surprised Qing Ye was that Wang Yang, who had been beaten up by Xing Wu, also got a perfect score – truly can’t judge a book by its cover.

From An Zhong, only Qing Ye got a perfect score. Including her, just six people made it to the second trial, with the other five barely squeezing in with 90 points.

Among the students attending the winter camp, academic levels varied greatly, so there was an elimination round, which knocked out a large number of people.

Fat Hu excitedly signaled “82” to Qing Ye from far away, meaning he got 82 points. Though he couldn’t advance to the second trial, this score was a huge leap forward for Fat Hu. Qing Ye gave him a thumbs-up, which delighted him immensely.

Xing Wu walked to the edge of the platform to collect his backpack. As he walked out, he adjusted the strap. Qing Ye knew there was a laptop in the backpack, though she didn’t know why Xing Wu brought it. Soon these people gradually left the competition venue.

The huge venue suddenly had only twenty-nine people left. Besides An Zhong’s six people, the other twenty-three were all from Jin Zhong. The atmosphere suddenly became extremely strange, especially among the five people who got perfect scores in the first round, who couldn’t help but size each other up.

Qing Ye was wearing Jin Zhong’s school uniform – An Zhong’s only seed player wearing the enemy’s battle gear. Anyone who didn’t know better might think she’d defected, which was quite absurd.

Ye Jing Jian turned back to look at Qing Ye, mouthing “Good luck.” Qing Ye smiled confidently and returned: “Tank’s full.”

Turning to see Tian Wei also looking back, Qing Ye hadn’t noticed her this morning, not expecting her to make it to the second trial. Her cheeks were still red now – Qing Ye thought back, wondering if she’d hit too hard last night. She shamelessly gave Tian Wei a sickeningly sweet smile, angering Tian Wei so much that she gripped her pen tightly, trembling all over.

The second round began. As soon as Qing Ye got the questions, her fine brows furrowed. Indeed, compared to this, the first round could only be considered a warm-up.

Also worth 100 points total, the first major question was fill-in-the-blank, just writing answers directly. Qing Ye thought if she were Xing Wu, she’d tamper with the first question, because without showing work, even if predetermined candidates found the question wrong, they couldn’t plug answers into formulas without formulas to use, so the first question’s answers would likely be chosen for rote memorization.

However, she obviously couldn’t worry about that much now. She’d made assumptions before coming – even if predetermined candidates got perfect scores, as long as she also got a perfect score, An Zhong wouldn’t just be making up numbers.

But the more she worked through the questions, the less confident she felt about getting a perfect score.

No one turned in their paper early before the hour and a half ended. The entire venue was silent. When the competition ended, all participants remained seated while designated teachers collected the papers. Education Department staff sealed the name strips on site, then invited waiting students to enter.

Teachers from An Zhong and Jin Zhong graded according to the answers, with Education Department staff supervising. The entire grading process was projected onto the big screen. After all twenty-nine papers were graded, Education Department staff would unseal the name strips and announce the David Cup winners.

The whole process was quite exciting – if there hadn’t been leaked questions, the competition system seemed quite rigorous and fair. Even Qing Ye was eager to try. The entering students sat in their original positions.

This time, Jin Zhong Director Sun Guang Quan and An Zhong’s Teacher Zhu Fen were cooperatively grading based on the answer key unsealed on site, with Teacher Hu and another Jin Zhong math teacher doing review work.

Qing Ye saw Old Zhu holding an answer key, frequently gesturing at Director Sun. Something happened – they had intense arguments just grading the first paper, full of gunpowder.

Not just the students below, but even the surrounding teachers were dumbfounded. Old Zhu directly pointed at the answers saying, “This question is wrong, calculate it if you don’t believe me.”

Teacher Hu and several nearby teachers crowded over. A group of teachers were having a heated discussion, while below was also in an uproar. Qing Ye instantly understood what happened!

She suddenly turned back to look for Xing Wu, but saw his seat empty – he’d gone somewhere and hadn’t returned.

Qing Ye nervously looked back at the stage. Indeed, Xing Wu had thought the same as her – he must have tampered with the first major question, so Jin Zhong’s prepared answers didn’t match the current questions. Logically for such fill-in questions, teachers would usually grade directly from the answer key. Old Zhu discovered the questions and answers didn’t match on the first paper, not completely relying on the answer key – impressive!

This was the first time Qing Ye saw this irritable old man in a new light. Now she could only wait for the final decision from the teachers on stage.

She particularly noticed Director Sun’s expression – he kept arguing with a stern face, of course. Finally, after several math teachers’ calculations, the provided answers were indeed wrong.

Old Zhu directly crossed out the answers on the paper, wrote the correct answers beside them, and urged Director Sun to stop arguing and continue grading, not to waste time.

Thus the grading continued, but unexpectedly, probably because Old Zhu was suspicious, he redid every question himself. As a result, he discovered three more questions with wrong answers on the answer key. Old Zhu instantly became angry, slapping the answer key on the spot and demanding to know what was going on from Sun Guang Quan.

Qing Ye guessed that Director Sun must have discovered something wrong with the questions by now, but given the current situation, he could only grit his teeth and continue grading, his face alternating between red and black.

With all the students sitting below, Old Zhu couldn’t explode. If there weren’t so many people, he definitely would have cursed: “Garbage! As teachers can’t even get answers right, misleading students!”

In the end, Old Zhu angrily corrected the answers himself, with several math teachers gathering around to review. No one dared use that answer key anymore.

The second trial questions were difficult, so the group of teachers also discussed for a long time to determine standard answers, thus taking some extra time. However, the later papers were graded much faster.

Twenty-some papers down, mostly scoring seventies or eighties, without even one paper above 85 points. Qing Ye’s eyes were firmly fixed ahead, still not seeing her paper.

Around the thirteenth paper, suddenly an 88 appeared. The venue instantly erupted. Fat Hu almost stood up from his seat to call Qing Ye. Qing Ye didn’t hear – only when An Zhong people called her together did she turn back, with many people excitedly asking: “Is it yours? Is it yours?”

Qing Ye shook her head, and people disappointedly sat back down to continue waiting.

When she withdrew her gaze, she happened to meet Ye Jing Jian’s proud face. She immediately understood – this 88-point paper was his. Not bad.

More than half the papers were done, but Qing Ye still hadn’t seen hers. An Zhong people became increasingly anxious, asking Qing Ye with almost every paper: “Is this yours?”

However, Qing Ye herself sat steadily in her seat. Based on the teachers’ grading, she had already calculated her score, so wasn’t worried at all.

Just then, she suddenly received Old Zhu’s gaze. He looked at Qing Ye with a pen in his mouth like a cigarette, giving her an ambiguous smile. Though many students sat below, Qing Ye was almost certain the next paper would be hers – Old Zhu recognized her handwriting.

Sure enough, as the paper was turned, her neat and graceful handwriting appeared on the screen. Qing Ye’s lips curled as she nodded to the An Zhong students behind her.

Everyone stood up roaring as if injected with chicken blood. Even the teachers grading papers in front raised their heads, not understanding why these students were shouting.

Throughout the entire grading process, Qing Ye didn’t move a muscle while others wrung their hands, much more nervous than her.

When the last question was graded, Old Zhu showed a gratified smile – 96 points, the same as Qing Ye had calculated, with two small mistakes.

Not just An Zhong people, even Jin Zhong people exploded seeing this score. Ye Jing Jian was so jealous his eyes nearly popped out, looking completely unwilling to accept it. But facts proved that in such a high-difficulty competition, Qing Ye could still lead him by eight points – the gap between them was not small.

What no one expected was that right after Qing Ye’s paper, another high-scoring paper of 92 points appeared. The venue erupted in discussion again, everyone guessing who it could be. All papers were graded with no more high scores appearing.

The outcome was decided. An Zhong instantly began celebrating. Even Old Zhu stood up, leisurely capping his pen, patting Sun Guang Quan’s shoulder, just waiting for Education Department staff to unseal names.

However, at this moment, the test paper content being projected on the big screen suddenly went black.

No one paid attention, thinking some teacher had turned it off, but soon the blackened screen lit up again, and everyone’s gaze instantly turned back.
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Suddenly, a host page popped up on the big screen, with someone moving the mouse. After several operations, it displayed a folder named “8th David Cup Competition Questions.”

The folder was encrypted, but the person controlling the computer quickly opened it and clicked on a document. At this point, everyone discovered it contained the second trial questions from earlier.

However, Qing Ye stared at the screen, her fingers tapping rhythmically on the desk before suddenly stopping. Something was wrong – these weren’t their second trial questions, or rather, they were very similar but with some differences.

She carefully reviewed the questions and suddenly froze. These must have been the second trial papers before Xing Wu tampered with them. Somehow he had restored the question bank. Could the person remotely controlling it now be… Xing Wu?

Qing Ye nervously looked around. Though Xing Wu wasn’t here, she knew he must be somewhere nearby. Upon realizing this, her heart began racing, the excitement making her eyes bright, though she had to pretend to be as clueless as everyone else.

Old Zhu, who had already stood up, turned back. He discovered the oddity in the questions almost at the same time as Qing Ye. Unexpectedly, the next second he suddenly strode toward the Education Department staff member, snatched the unsealed papers, and quickly began searching through them.

No one realized what was happening, only seeing Old Zhu directly throwing the papers in front of Sun Guang Quan. This time Old Zhu didn’t mind the students’ presence and directly exploded with anger questioning him.

The nearby teachers and Education Department staff all gathered around. The stage erupted in chaos, and the students below, not understanding the situation, also erupted in discussion.

Only Qing Ye remained quietly seated, lips slightly curled, coldly watching everything unfold.

Old Zhu proved quite capable – having memorized the graded answers, he directly found among the papers the one with answers completely matching the questions on the screen and shoved it in front of Sun Guang Quan.

By now Old Zhu was too angry to deal with Sun Guang Quan and turned to argue his case with the Education Department staff member. The surrounding teachers’ expressions grew increasingly grave as they listened.

Qing Ye thought that since the matter had been exposed, these leaders would have to decide how to handle it. She guessed the worst outcome would be canceling all David Cup scores. Even if they came away without any rankings, exposing this behind-the-scenes manipulation would be satisfying.

Time ticked by minute by minute. Half an hour later, the Education Department staff member returned to the stage and announced the cancellation of the 92-point score from the second trial. This year’s David Cup winner was An Zhong High School Class 3(2) Qing Ye with the highest score of 96 points, and second place was Jin Zhong International Class’s Ye Jing Jian with 88 points.

Surprisingly, third place with 84 points was also from An Zhong – a short boy from the class next to Qing Ye, much to Old Zhu’s satisfaction.

An uproar erupted below, everyone asking why the 92-point score was canceled. Small Ling Tong in the back casually mentioned the leaked questions, and the incident quickly spread among students.

He just had a loose tongue, saying whatever came to mind, but this time he’d hit the mark. The 92-point paper that Old Zhu had singled out had answers matching their previously used, highly incorrect answer key. More strangely, it also matched the second trial paper shown on screen. All evidence indicated this student had advanced knowledge of the second trial content, so even with changed questions, they could still write answers identical to the answer key. Therefore, after discussion, this person’s score had to be canceled.

Other papers showed no abnormalities upon individual review, so after this 92-point disqualification, the David Cup proceeded as usual. Probably to protect student privacy, the leaders didn’t announce who the disqualified student was. Qing Ye didn’t know if there would be any subsequent punishment or explanation.

But after Small Ling Tong’s comment, An Zhong students who had long suffered unfair treatment directly exploded, pointing and cursing at Sun Guang Quan. Normally Old Zhu wouldn’t allow such behavior, being a role model teacher who couldn’t let his students be so disrespectful.

But today, he just stood aside with hands behind his back, too angry to intervene. After all, he’d long wanted to say some of these things himself but couldn’t as a teacher.

He had led students to several David Cups before. Though he’d previously suspected the competition’s fairness, without evidence he couldn’t make baseless accusations. Today with evidence before his eyes, Old Zhu felt thoroughly vindicated!

Qing Ye went on stage to receive the David Cup and certificate from the Education Department staff. Fat Hu was so excited he nearly stood on the table, shouting at Qing Ye: “Look here, smile!”

He held up his phone aimed at Qing Ye, with Shi Min and Fang Lei also raising their phones. Qing Ye looked at them over the crowd, showing a flawless smile – a perfect finish.

The Jin Zhong side was dejected, all looking at each other, with everyone except Ye Jing Jian appearing suspicious of question leaks.

This was An Zhong’s first David Cup victory. Even team leader Teacher Dong was excited, announcing through a megaphone before dispersal: “The bus is at the school gate. Go to the bathroom if needed – the bus will go straight back to school. Report to me if you’re not returning to school.”

Jin Zhong also began dispersing. Qing Ye walked toward Fang Lei’s group with the trophy but saw Fang Lei repeatedly pointing at Wei Dong in her direction. Probably because it was too crowded and noisy, he couldn’t hear her calling, so she asked Qing Ye to help call him.

Qing Ye happened to pass by Wei Dong and tapped him. Wei Dong, perhaps lost in thought, was startled and looked up at Qing Ye in surprise. She pointed toward the door and told him: “Fang Lei is calling you.”

Only then did Wei Dong belatedly turn back. Fang Lei waved to tell him she was leaving, and Wei Dong also raised his hand to wave back.

Qing Ye’s gaze fell on the scratch paper in front of him. Wei Dong withdrew his gaze, looked up at Qing Ye, quickly crumpled the scratch paper, and smiled: “Congratulations.”

Qing Ye also showed a faint smile: “Thanks.” Then walked toward Fang Lei’s group.

The group walked out of the venue chatting and laughing around Qing Ye. She asked Shi Min her first trial score – Shi Min embarrassedly said 76. Fang Lei got 65 and asked Qing Ye if there was hope for her.

Qing Ye looked down at her feet, lost in thought, not answering.

Fang Lei immediately panicked, grabbing Qing Ye and asking: “You’re not going to tell me to give up, are you?”

Qing Ye raised her head and suddenly looked at her strangely, making Fang Lei’s heart creep. But soon she showed a confident smile: “Take me as your teacher. Your master absolutely won’t let her disciple face an uncertain future.”

Fang Lei’s gloom instantly cleared as she clung to Qing Ye’s arm fawningly. Fat Hu wondered beside them: “Hey? Wh-where’s my Bro Wu?”

Just as he finished speaking, they saw Xing Wu sitting on the curb ahead waiting for them, sleeves rolled up. Fat Hu ran over in a few steps shouting: “Br-Bro Wu, where’d you go? How c-could you miss such an im-important moment? Qing Ye won the Da-David Cup!!!”

Bright sunlight fell on his clear profile as his lips curled into an arc looking at Qing Ye behind Fat Hu. Qing Ye’s gaze swept almost imperceptibly over the backpack beside him, and she smiled knowingly.

She walked straight to him and extended her hand. Xing Wu raised his hand to high-five her. To others, it looked like they were celebrating winning the David Cup, but only they knew they were celebrating their joint success in overthrowing this disgusting behind-the-scenes manipulation.

Xing Wu picked up his backpack and stood. Qing Ye smiled and glanced at him sideways, handing him the David Cup. Xing Wu lowered his eyes to look at it as he took it.

This was their shared trophy – he had cleared all obstacles for her, and she had seized the crown.

An Zhong’s people walked with heads held high, their two days of gloom swept away.

Xing Wu and Qing Ye fell behind the others. He asked: “What was the result?”

“Thanks to Old Zhu’s insistence, that person was disqualified.”

“Know who it was?”

Qing Ye looked at him silently for a moment before finally letting out a long breath and replying: “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

Then she playfully asked him: “What was your score?”

Xing Wu said leisurely: “62.”

Qing Ye excitedly said: “Damn, Shi Min finally surpassed you, not easy!”

“…” Xing Wu’s face darkened, suspecting her excitement wasn’t about him passing but about Shi Min surpassing him.

It was still early. Xing Wu asked Qing Ye: “Going to town?”

“What for?”

“Don’t you need a phone anymore?”

Only then did Qing Ye remember she was now phoneless, so she nodded decisively: “Let’s go.”

They reported to Teacher Dong and then parted ways with the group outside Jin Zhong. Jin Zhong was quite remote, making it hard to get a car. They stood by the road waiting for a while. Qing Ye bent her head to see him zooming out the map more and more without finding a single car.

She muttered: “Should we maybe take the school bus back first, then go to town?”

Xing Wu put away his phone: “Too roundabout. Let’s wait a bit.”

Just as he finished speaking, an Audi stopped in front of them. After the window rolled down, Ye Jing Jian got out from the back seat and asked: “You haven’t left yet?”

Qing Ye looked at him and replied: “We’re going to town.”

Ye Jing Jian was quite polite: “Oh, I’m heading home. Why don’t I give you a ride on the way?”

As soon as he finished speaking, Qing Ye grabbed Xing Wu’s sleeve and tossed back: “Thanks then.”

Then directly pulled Xing Wu into the Audi’s back seat and closed the door.

Ye Jing Jian stared dumbfounded at their lightning-fast operation before sheepishly circling to the passenger seat.

On the way, Ye Jing Jian asked why they were going to town. Qing Ye told him to buy a phone.

Speaking of buying phones, Ye Jing Jian specially wrote down his number for Qing Ye, asking her to add his WeChat after getting her phone – he had some questions he wanted to discuss with her.

Qing Ye’s lips twitched as she looked at Xing Wu. Xing Wu narrowed his eyes looking back at her. Having gotten a free ride, Qing Ye still symbolically accepted his note, casually putting it in her bag.

The car stopped at the entrance of the county’s largest mall. Qing Ye and Xing Wu got out. She turned back to greet Ye Jing Jian: “Thanks.”

Just as Ye Jing Jian was about to speak, someone suddenly called out from nearby: “Jian Jian.”

Ye Jing Jian looked out the window, then got out and said to the middle-aged man who had called him: “Uncle, what are you doing here?”

“Business.”

Qing Ye and Xing Wu looked over together, seeing that the man standing beside Ye Jing Jian’s uncle was Boss Jiang.

Before Boss Jiang could speak, Ye Jing Jian’s uncle suddenly pointed at Qing Ye: “Mozart?”

Qing Ye stared bewildered at this older man, certain she didn’t know him. Xing Wu turned to ask Ye Jing Jian: “What’s your uncle’s surname?”

“Jia.”

They both realized this uncle of Ye Jing Jian’s was President Jia who wanted to hear Mozart at the nightclub. Birds of a feather really do flock together – what a peculiar family!

Qing Ye and Xing Wu exchanged glances, smiling at them. Boss Jiang said to Xing Wu: “Here to play?”

Xing Wu replied: “Buying some things.”

Boss Jiang seemed to have business with President Jia and didn’t linger, opening the back car door. Only then did they see Shu Han walking out from the nearby mall, wearing an elegant wine-red fur coat, followed by a man carrying shopping bags in both hands. The man put the bags in Boss Jiang’s trunk while Shu Han walked directly toward Boss Jiang with her small purse.

When she got close, Boss Jiang put his arm around her waist and glanced toward the distance, saying: “Your Brother Xing.”

Shu Han turned her head. Seeing Xing Wu and Qing Ye, her gaze paused for several seconds before she finally just nodded at them expressionlessly and got directly into Boss Jiang’s car.

Boss Jiang closed the door, adjusted his jacket, and said to Xing Wu: “We’re off. Come drink at my place sometime.”

Xing Wu called out: “Take care.”

Boss Jiang went around to the other side and got in. Qing Ye and Xing Wu still hadn’t moved. After the car started, Shu Han lowered the window, staring emptily outside as Boss Jiang put his hand on her shoulder. Even in that brief glimpse, the car had already disappeared from their sight.

Qing Ye looked up at Xing Wu. His brows furrowed slightly, but it was just a fleeting expression before returning to normal as he said to Qing Ye: “Let’s go.”

But Qing Ye kept watching his expression, tentatively asking: “Are you feeling uncomfortable?”

Xing Wu turned to look at her: “Uncomfortable about what?”

“Sister Shu still ended up with Boss Jiang.”

Xing Wu smiled faintly: “That was her own choice.”

Regarding Shu Han, this was Xing Wu’s only comment. No matter how much Shu Han had struggled before, how much she regretted, in the end, she had given in. Though Qing Ye felt quite unfair seeing Shu Han get into Boss Jiang’s car, after all their previous worry about her situation, she still ended up with Boss Jiang.

But Xing Wu was right – in the adult world, there’s no right or wrong, only advantages and disadvantages. This was her own choice.

Yao Yan – Chapter 72
Xing Wu took Qing to the phone store and had the clerk show them a new model. It was expensive, and Qing simply smiled at the clerk, saying thank you and that they’d look around more.

She then pulled Xing Wu to the domestic phone section, but he grabbed her: “Trying to save me money?”

“Who said you’re paying? I’m buying it myself.”

“Is there something wrong with me buying my girlfriend a phone?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it, it’s just unnecessary.”

Xing Wu reached out his long arm and tugged her ponytail, smiling: “Keep your money saved for when you go abroad, understand?”

Despite the crowds of people coming and going, Qing felt an inexplicable wave of emotion at his words.

In the end, at her insistence, they bought a domestic phone for just over two thousand yuan. Since she started using phones, whatever new model came out, her father would buy it for her without ever asking about the price. This was her first time using a relatively inexpensive phone.

To be honest, she was just concerned about spending Xing Wu’s money, so on the way back, she kept showing off all the features of her new phone to him – how convenient it was, how user-friendly, how powerful.

Xing Wu just watched her performance. No matter how powerful this phone model was, it couldn’t compare to her previous high-end device, but he didn’t point this out. After getting off the bus, he stopped at the entrance of Xuan Island and suddenly pulled her close, saying: “Use this for now, I’ll get you a better one later.”

Qing lowered her head, feeling a mix of emotions she couldn’t quite describe.

After getting home, Xing Wu received a call. Something seemed to have happened with the Shun Yi boss, who called them all to come over. Xing Wu immediately grabbed his bag and let Qing know.

Qing stretched out her hand to him: “Give it to me.”

“What thing?”

“The little red box.”

Xing Wu suddenly realized what she meant and said with a laugh: “What do you want that for? You can’t use it anyway.”

Qing replied matter-of-factly: “Right, I can’t use it, but you can. Are you planning to find someone to use it with when you go out?”

Xing Wu threw the item to her while suppressing a smile at the corner of his lips.

He didn’t return until very late, saying Shun Yi might be closing down because the boss had some personal matters at home.

Before bed, they each lay on their bed chatting. Qing told Xing Wu about Fang Lei’s plan to apply to Xiamen University. Xing Wu responded coldly: “If she can get into Xiamen University, I could get into Peking University.”

Qing thought about it and realized he had a point, after all, one had 62 points and the other 65 points – their starting points were quite close.

Xing Wu turned his head when she didn’t respond and asked: “What do you think are the chances?”

Qing stared at the ceiling: “Want the truth? I think zero.”

“Then why did you agree to help her?”

Qing turned her head in the darkness to look at Xing Wu, her round eyes bright and dark: “Haven’t you heard this saying? Never extinguish someone’s hope, because you don’t know how that spark of hope might completely transform their life.”

“Which famous person said that?”

Qing turned to her side and said with a smile: “Me.”

“…”

Then she suddenly spoke seriously: “I want to visit the food factory sometime these days.”

“What for?”

Qing rolled onto her back. She had been thinking about this matter for a while. Both Xiao Ling Tong and Feng Bao had mentioned studying together with Fatty and the others after school. She couldn’t possibly bring everyone to Xing Wu’s house, and going to any of their homes wasn’t practical either. If Fang Lei hadn’t been pestering her these past few days, she might not have planned to find the old geezer yet.

It wasn’t that she had suddenly become altruistic. Before coming to Zhazha Pavilion, she had always been quite self-centered, never caring to meddle in others’ affairs. Of course, most people around her back then were the same way, only concerned with their own business.

But perhaps it was because of Xing Wu – because of his pure nature, his honesty, all the genuine qualities that Qing had never encountered before – that she gradually began to care about everyone around him.

She started to realize it wasn’t that these people didn’t want to study or were willingly letting themselves fall behind. It was just that being born in such an environment, they were all lost together, wandering together, sinking together in darkness, with no way out and no concept of what a way out might even look like.

At most, like Yellow Hair, they would follow in their father’s footsteps to make a living, never knowing what life planning meant.

She wasn’t sure if she had influenced them or if they were slowly influencing her, but she suddenly realized that the college entrance exam was an important turning point for many of them, not just for herself.

For example, Shi Min hoped to escape the fate of having to marry to supplement her family’s income, Fatty wanted to continue his education to not disappoint his family’s hopes, and Fang Lei was striving for her love. Success or failure all hinged on this crucial college entrance exam.

This was perhaps no longer just a simple exam for any of them, but their first life choice as adults. Before meeting Qing, these people from Zhazha Pavilion had all left their fate to heaven, but after meeting her, they realized that “fate” could be firmly held in their own hands. Qing also seemed to have rediscovered the belief in everyone working together toward the same goal, rather than feeling out of place and struggling alone like she did at the beginning of school.

Therefore, she needed to solve the venue problem, and the only place she could think of was the food factory, so she decided to find time to meet with the old geezer.

The days after winter camp ended felt like suddenly transitioning from scorching summer to bitter winter. Everyone could feel a different atmosphere. Although people were still laughing and joking around, it seemed like everyone had awakened from a dream. The final exams were just over ten days away, and after that, they would only have half a semester left of high school. The vast majority of people had to face the reality that their academic careers were coming to an end.

Perhaps only Xing Wu remained unaffected. He was still busy every day. Shun Yi closed down not long after, and he lost one source of income, so he took on more odd jobs. Sometimes when Qing turned around after class wanting to talk to him, she would find him sleeping on his desk from exhaustion.

At those times, she couldn’t bear to wake him up. Many times she wondered whether her arrival had been good or bad for him. He seemed to have become more tired. To support her studying abroad, he didn’t dare slack off at all. He had told her that although he couldn’t be by her side in the future, having more money prepared would give her more security.

To give her more security, he took jobs during the day and led practice at night, keeping very busy. Qing often wondered what she had given him in return. Fleeting memories? The bitterness and sweetness of youth? It seemed like nothing at all, but she couldn’t think about it too much anymore. For her now, there was no choice but to charge forward with her eyes closed.

After returning from winter camp, Qing spent some effort creating a mind map for Fang Lei, organizing all the question types, directions, and common mistakes, as well as knowledge points that needed to be memorized. This was an extremely difficult mountain to climb, especially the memorization part. Qing couldn’t help her with that; she had to face it alone to secure these easily obtainable points.

But Qing had marked time nodes for her, specifying what needed to be memorized by which day, and made it very clear to Fang Lei that her time was limited. If she couldn’t complete these tasks within the specified time, she would not waste any more time on her.

Fang Lei understood that although Qing was easy to talk to, she was a person of strong principles who would do what she said. She didn’t want Qing to give up on her, so during this period, she worked so hard that dark circles appeared under her eyes. Even when Li Wenxi and the others called her to go to the bathroom during breaks, she would avoid going if possible.

But what surprised Qing was that she had a very good memory and could memorize things quickly. She had always been puzzled about why Fang Lei didn’t choose liberal arts initially. Her answer was: “Afraid of writing.”

“…”

After returning from winter camp, Qing indeed kept her promise to help Du Qiyan transform her appearance. Du Qiyan’s figure wasn’t bad, but her clothes were too rural, always loose and baggy. Like Liu Nian, her pants couldn’t stay at her waist, sagging at the crotch. Even though Christmas was over, she still had trinkets jingling on her like a Christmas tree.

Qing had her remove all those cheap decorations and seriously told her: “If you’re ever unsure what to wear, subtract from your outfit, never add. Understand?”

Du Qiyan wondered why Qing could even connect this to addition and subtraction – perhaps she’d gone crazy from solving too many math problems?

Qing took Du Qiyan to try on a camel-colored leather motorcycle jacket. Du Qiyan initially refused, saying this style didn’t suit her, but at Qing’s insistence, she put it on. Finally replacing those baggy pants with skinny jeans and ankle boots, when they returned to Xuan Island, Liu Nian didn’t even recognize her and asked: “Cut or perm?”

When his gaze moved to Du Qiyan’s face, Liu Nian froze. Qing, watching from the side, smiled at his expression and said: “Perm, straighten, dye black… let me think… best would be black that shows a slight purple tint in the sunlight. You handle it.”

Liu Nian immediately smiled at Du Qiyan, showing his two cute little fangs, which made Du Qiyan feel shy.

Qing went upstairs to work on practice problems. Several hours later when she came back down, even she almost didn’t recognize Du Qiyan.

Perhaps because she had always preferred very puffy hairstyles before, it had given people the impression her head was big. But now with straightened hair, it became clear her head wasn’t big at all, her face was proportionate, and her legs were quite slim. The outfit showed off her figure well – she looked like a completely different person. Clothes do make the person.

For the final step, Qing threw her some makeup remover pads and had her take off that Li Lanfang-style makeup.

Then she spent twenty minutes giving her a very simple everyday makeup look. Done.

Just then, Xing Wu returned from outside carrying his toolbox. He glanced at Du Qiyan’s back before going straight to wash his hands. When he came back, Qing was blocking the back door. He reached out and pinched her face: “Miss me?”

But Qing mysteriously pulled him to the curtain and pointed outside: “What do you think of that beauty?”

Du Qiyan was sitting sideways on a high stool talking with Liu Nian. Xing Wu didn’t recognize her at all and seriously looked her over, asking: “Who is that? Your friend?”

Qing held back her laughter and urged him: “Just say, does she look good or not?”

But Xing Wu grabbed a tissue to wipe his hands: “Is this a trick question?”

Qing rolled her eyes, and Xing Wu laughed: “Whether someone looks good depends on their face.”

Qing immediately called out, and when Du Qiyan turned around, Xing Wu was startled: “Holy shit.”

Qing had removed all of Du Qiyan’s self-proclaimed beautiful packaging and restored her natural appearance with some refinements. While she couldn’t be called stunning, she looked much more pleasing than her original style.

So after saying goodbye to Xing Wu, she and Du Qiyan went to the food factory.

With Du Qiyan’s makeover, removing all those low-quality rural elements, she now only had three colors on her entire outfit. Finally not looking like a Christmas tree, she appeared clean and fresh, even a bit cool when standing still. Of course, this was only if she didn’t speak – once she opened her mouth, the effect was ruined.

Indeed, Du Qiyan got many more looks than usual today. When buying water, a young man even tried to chat her up. It was probably her first time being approached like this – she not only gave him her WeChat but remained excited about it for a long time.

So on the way to the food factory, Qing lectured her the whole way about not giving her WeChat to strangers when she didn’t know anything about them. Even if she did know who they were and was interested, she shouldn’t give it out so easily.

Du Qiyan thought Qing made a lot of sense – women shouldn’t be too forward, they should be reserved. Then she asked: “So when do you usually give out your WeChat?”

“…” Qing fell into a mysterious silence, as she seemed to recall that she had been the one to actively ask Xing Wu for his WeChat. This was awkward.

Qing had originally thought the old geezer would discuss rental fees for the venue with her. She had already estimated a price in her mind – it was only for a few months anyway, and as long as it wasn’t too expensive, she could ask everyone’s opinion about splitting the cost.

But unexpectedly, the old geezer was very warm towards Qing when he saw her, probably because she had recently helped move two batches of goods and earned him some money. This food factory was already on the verge of closing, with hardly anyone there during the day, let alone at night. So when the old geezer heard they wanted to use the factory building for evening self-study, he generously agreed. Probably because he was familiar with Du Qiyan’s family, he didn’t mention any fees, only asking them to pay for their electricity. Then he continued asking Qing about her customer sources.

Although Qing had never done business herself, growing up watching her father had given her some business sense. She knew that discussing customer resources was taboo between distributors and manufacturers, so she was very vigilant about this. Although she didn’t think the old geezer could poach her customers, she still kept some information to herself, especially regarding the local resources that Liu Nian held.

Just as they were leaving the food factory and passing by the back door of the target factory, a group of thugs were squatting by the roadside smoking. As Qing and Du Qiyan turned the corner from Zone 2, the group’s eyes locked onto them like wolves.

Following a call of “Hey beautiful,” Du Qiyan noticeably became uncomfortable, but Qing turned to meet the person’s gaze. Looking over, she saw a familiar face – wasn’t that Yang Gang the widower? After not seeing him for several months, his hair had grown long, making him look like Dick Cowboy, except that his face full of acne was too eye-catching – even those without trypophobia would develop it just by looking at him.

Qing pulled Du Qiyan, who stopped uncertainly. Qing nodded towards the group.

When Du Qiyan turned to look, she suddenly startled Yang Gang. He stood up in disbelief, staring intently at Du Qiyan before throwing away his cigarette and walking over with big steps, his face full of surprise and uncertainty: “Yanyan?”

Du Qiyan still seemed timid facing Yang Gang. Qing gave her a pat on the back, forcing her to straighten up and seemingly giving her some courage. She asked Yang Gang: “What do you want?”

Yang Gang looked her up and down and smiled: “You’ve become beautiful.”

Qing coldly watched him. While Du Qiyan had indeed become prettier after her makeover, this widower had become increasingly painful to look at. He wore a raggedy striped shirt with a lock hanging from his belt. Qing squinted carefully to confirm she wasn’t seeing things – it was a genuine lock as if he had a gold mine in his home’s vault and was afraid people wouldn’t know about it. Or was it now trendy in this county to hang locks from belts? What an anti-fashion trend.

In any case, he had a row of jingling decorative trinkets around his lock, like wearing a street stall. She suddenly understood why Du Qiyan had chosen Yang Gang from among all the people before – apparently, they both shared the beautiful vision of being Christmas trees.

Yang Gang changed his previous attitude and asked Du Qiyan how she’d been lately. Du Qiyan casually told him she was working, the same as before, and then this shameless Yang Gang started asking her to go play in the county town tomorrow.

Just as Du Qiyan was about to speak, Qing pulled her hair from behind. Her words caught in her throat, and she affected an attitude, saying: “Not free.”

Then she lifted her chest proudly: “Yesterday you ignored me, today I’m out of your league.”

“…” Sister, you’re overdoing the act.

The two of them walked away proudly, leaving Yang Gang cursing behind them.

Yao Yan – Chapter 73
After the winter camp, there were three unexpected developments. First, they heard from Teacher Zhu Min that after the school leaders of Anzhong made two visits to the education department, starting next year, the hosting rights for the David Cup would change from Jinlong Middle School to a joint hosting arrangement between Anzhong and Jin Middle School. All competition questions would follow principles of fairness and transparency, with both schools participating and supervising each other.

Although this no longer concerned the current senior class, they still felt excited upon hearing the news. As Tiger put it, they had built a Great Wall for future generations with their flesh and blood. While his words gave everyone goosebumps, they did mean something to help their junior schoolmates. Making a mathematics competition return to its essence made Qing Ye feel the eighty yuan was worth it.

The second surprise left both Xing Wu and Qing Ye stunned. Sun Guangquan from Jin Middle School had tracked down Xing Wu through various channels and called to inform him about suspected recent network security issues at the school, hoping he could come to Jin Middle School for maintenance.

Qing Ye laughingly asked Xing Wu if he would go. Xing Wu calmly replied that he would – why not earn some money?

Then he seriously went to Jin Middle School to fix their server vulnerabilities, even responsibly telling their staff that the servers needed regular upgrades and maintenance. The teachers earnestly accepted his advice, and each one kept Xing Wu’s phone number, saying they would contact him if any issues arose.

So he spent half a day there and earned a thousand yuan, returning quite leisurely. Qing Ye then realized that she and Xing Wu had already recovered their winter camp fee of 160 yuan – this venture wasn’t a loss at all.

She specifically asked Xing Wu if he had fixed their vulnerabilities. Xing Wu nodded.

She then asked if he had left any backdoors just in case. Xing Wu gave her a look of disdain and said he had to stay true to his profession.

Qing Ye wanted to ask what profession exactly. Universal repairman? The kind who digs holes just to fill them?

The third unexpected development was that their after-school study group, which originally had only six people, grew to over ten members in less than ten days before the final exams. Almost everyone in Class Two who had university aspirations joined.

The old man was quite thoughtful – seeing so many students studying so diligently, he specially moved the large round table from the courtyard into the factory building, cleaned it, and let them use it.

When the final exam results came out, Fang Lei cried hard looking at her scores. She had only improved by twenty-some points from the last exam, not even reaching 350 points. The Xiamen University admission line seemed unreachable for her.

Shi Min made slight progress – from being last in class in the previous exam, she now could score over 300, which was difficult for her.

Tiger showed the most improvement. Although he wasn’t articulate in daily conversation, he was quite clever and quick to understand. This time his total score approached 400. At this rate, with another half year of hard work, getting into a technical college would be stable. But once you get closer to your goal, you want even more.

After receiving his scores, Tiger thought for an entire evening before messaging Qing Ye to ask if he had any hope of reaching second-tier university standards.

Qing Ye quickly replied: “Definitely possible.”

She responded almost without thinking. Based on the province’s previous second-tier university admission lines, she felt it wouldn’t be a problem for Tiger to gain another 50 points in half a year.

Qing Ye went to sleep after sending that message, not knowing that Tiger was moved to tears reading it. He immediately put on his clothes and started attacking practice problems as if injected with chicken blood.

What amazed everyone was that Qing Ye scored 702 on this final exam, breaking the 700-point barrier. This was the highest score ever achieved in Anzi County. The school leadership, for whatever reason, even made a red poster with Qing Ye’s portrait and hung it in the display window. Whoever designed that poster had added golden shining effects around her face, making it look bizarrely like she was about to ascend to heaven.

Qing Ye only looked at it once before wanting to take an iron pick to smash the display window. Putting up a poster was one thing, but why did they have to write “Star of Hope” above her head, making her look like some kind of charity case?

So after her strong protest, the school took it down after a week, worried about causing her a psychological burden. Principal Zhong even personally consoled her, telling her not to feel pressured.

What pressure – she purely thought the poster was hideously ugly. If they wanted to hang her photo next time, couldn’t they consult with her first and find a prettier one? Although she considered herself photogenic from all angles, they should at least change the graphic designer – that five-cent special effect could be dispensed with.

During this period, Qing Ye studied with her friends at the food factory after school. Xing Wu was also very busy, and rarely seen in the evenings. Sometimes he would only leisurely ride his motorcycle to pick her up after she finished.

She asked what he had been busy with in the evenings, and Xing Wu said he was getting his driver’s license with Huang Mao. She found it strange – taking driving tests at night? Xing Wu just told her they had no time during the day because of classes, so they enrolled in night classes to practice driving.

Sure enough, while they were preparing for final exams, Xing Wu and Huang Mao would go practice driving as soon as school ended and were too busy to be seen.

Right after the final exams came the long-awaited winter break. Time had passed quickly – without realizing it, Qing Ye had already transitioned from summer break to winter break here. Although it had only been half a year, she felt like she had been here for a long time, met many friends, and experienced many things she thought she would never encounter in her life, like having a boyfriend before the college entrance exam.

When she called Uncle Sun again to ask about her father’s situation, Uncle Sun brought her good news. The witness had been contacted, but due to the approaching Spring Festival, the appeal would have to wait until after the new year. If things went smoothly, he would personally bring the witness back to China after the new year.

Although it was good news, thinking about her father having to spend the holiday inside made Qing Ye very dejected. This was the first time in her life she would spend the new year separated from her family, alone in a strange place. During normal busy days, she didn’t feel anything, but as winter break approached and everyone was preparing for the new year, even Li Lanfang was shopping for New Year goods these days, she began to feel a bit lonely.

So perhaps the only thing she could still do was occasionally help Tiger and others with problems. Regarding the college entrance exam, she had never slacked off in all her years of studying, and at this point, there was limited room for improvement. She would spend some time preparing language skills and pre-university soft skills content for studying abroad.

After the final exam, Fang Lei was very depressed, so Qing Ye and others didn’t call her. But unexpectedly, on the second day of break, when she thought few people would come, everyone showed up without exception. Even Fang Lei had sorted out her emotions and started anew.

Their spirit was subtly influencing Qing Ye as well, so she would leave Xuandao early every day and return late. She had a whole day to help them sort through basics, and with her years of practice problem experience, she could precisely identify key problems. At this point, every day was like racing for points – who knew how one point’s difference might affect their fate?

One day, Xiao Lingtong mentioned to Qing Ye that some people from Class One had heard about it and wanted to come, asking if that was okay.

Qing Ye had no objections, so after a week of winter break, the number gradually increased from over ten to nearly twenty people. With more people, it became more difficult for her to explain problems, and written materials had to be passed around, inevitably reducing efficiency.

However, the New Year was approaching, and the old man also needed to close the factory and return home for the holiday, so they had to temporarily disperse. As for when the old man would return, he hadn’t given a definite answer.

Therefore, the next day Qing Ye could only practice problems alone at home, look at materials and check some study abroad information online. Xing Wu returned before dinner – perhaps because of the cold weather, his grandmother’s appetite had decreased recently, and she often threw tantrums refusing to eat, so Xing Wu had been returning before mealtimes these days.

Qing Ye often saw him having to patiently coax his grandmother, and only then would she stop making those strange noises, although she didn’t know if his grandmother could understand what he was saying.

Sometimes his grandmother simply refused to eat, making Xing Wu sweat anxiously. Even Li Lanfang would angrily curse, “Just starve to death then, you old thing!” But Xing Wu would still patiently persist in feeding her.

Sometimes Qing Ye couldn’t bear to watch. She felt that dealing with such a difficult elderly person day after day would have made her break down long ago. When she first arrived, she thought Li Lanfang was too harsh with her grandmother, but after so long, she gradually began to understand Li Lanfang’s frustration.

Facing such an elderly person with no blood relation, who occasionally caused problems and needed help with toileting and bathing, even the most patient person would wear thin over time.

Sometimes seeing Xing Wu so tired, she wanted to help, but Xing Wu wouldn’t let Qing Ye assist. Over so many years, he had grown accustomed to bearing this burden alone.

Qing Ye would return to her room after eating, not wanting to continue seeing her grandmother in that state, but she also didn’t know when such days would end.

Soon after, Xing Wu came up. She turned and asked him, “Did grandmother eat?”

Xing Wu tiredly took off his coat and pulled up a chair by the window: “She ate a little, and went back to her room to sleep.”

Only then did Qing Ye let out a sigh of relief and ask, “Why has she been like this so often recently?”

Xing Wu seemed already used to it, looking down and turning the lighter in his hand: “It’s normal, the doctor said it’s caused by cerebrovascular disease.”

What seemed very tiring to Qing Ye, Xing Wu just brushed off lightly. Qing Ye looked at him and suddenly asked, “Are you tired?”

Xing Wu, eyes half-lowered, continued turning the lighter and said quietly: “When I was little, I was naughty and never sat still to eat properly, always running around. She fed me just like this. Do you think she was tired?”

Qing Ye fell silent and said no more. Seeing he had no intention of leaving, she put down her pen and looked at him: “Aren’t you going to practice driving tonight?”

“Not going, the driving school is on break.”

“How’s your practice going?”

Xing Wu looked up with a half-smile and said: “I have no flaws, except for being naturally gifted.”

Qing Ye finally smiled too. Xing Wu took her hand, looking at her clean, slender fingers, and said, “Let’s go to the county town tomorrow to buy new clothes. Children here all wear new clothes for the New Year.”

Qing Ye’s eyes gradually curved into crescents: “I’m not a child.”

Xing Wu’s rough fingertips slowly caressed the back of her hand as he smiled and said, “Child, your birthday is coming up.”

“Little brother, your birthday is coming up too.”

They looked at each other and started laughing, but just then a voice suddenly came from the doorway: “Wu Zi, go buy some Spring Festival couplets from the county town tomorrow, and also…”

Li Lanfang froze at the doorway, seeing their hands on the table, and changed course: “What are you doing?”

Qing Ye instantly turned pale with fright, but Xing Wu calmly turned Qing Ye’s palm over and replied steadily: “Reading her palm.”

“…Reading your mother’s head, talking nonsense all day, get out here and stop bothering Qing Ye.”

Xing Wu leisurely let go of Qing Ye and stood up. As he reached the door, he turned back and quirked his lips at her, leaving Qing Ye’s heart still pounding.
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In early February, every household began preparing for the New Year. The small county town had an even stronger festive atmosphere than big cities. When Huang Mao and Tiger heard that Xing Wu and Qing Ye were going to the county town to buy clothes, they tactlessly insisted on coming along, saying everyone should buy together.

Huang Mao and Tiger were truly like two peas in a pod – they even liked the same clothes. Each bought an identical blue down jacket, looking quite matching despite one being fat and one thin. Qing Ye chose a white fleece coat that was very cheap but looked warm and felt comfortable. However, Xing Wu didn’t feel the same way – one look at the coat and he thought it had Du Qiyan’s style written all over it, appearing very bulky.

Qing Ye smiled and said, “I’ll try it on for you to see.”

So she had the shopkeeper find her size and put it on. Strangely, the seemingly oversized bulky coat fit Qing Ye perfectly. Her fair, delicate features nestled in the white fluff made her look like an adorably cute snowman.

Xing Wu suppressed a smile at the corners of his mouth: “Let’s buy it.”

He paid and turned to leave, but Qing Ye held him back: “You should buy one too.”

“I’m not a kid.” Huang Mao and Tiger exchanged glances, feeling inexplicably targeted.

He asked Qing Ye if she wanted to buy some imported snacks, knowing there was a shop behind the mall – probably the only place in Anzi County that sold imported snacks. Qing Ye enthusiastically agreed to the mention of food.

So Xing Wu successfully diverted their attention and didn’t mention buying clothes again. But Qing Ye kept thinking about how he didn’t have new clothes for the New Year. Before the holiday, she told Xing Wu she was going to Shi Min’s house, but secretly went back to the county town and picked out a cool black coat for him. She thought it would look very handsome on someone with Xing Wu’s build. For the New Year, they could match in black and white – perfect. She planned to surprise him by giving it to him on New Year’s Eve morning.

The people of Zhazha Ting lived casually day-to-day, but they took New Year celebrations very seriously. Perhaps it was the only thing they treated with such ceremony all year.

In the days before the New Year, although Xing Wu was home every day, he wasn’t idle for a moment. Qing Ye would see him climbing outside to clean windows one minute, then dismantling and washing the range hood the next. Almost all the pre-New Year cleaning tasks fell to Xing Wu. Li Lanfang had also cleaned Xuandao somewhat, but Xing Wu thought she didn’t do a thorough enough job and sent her off to play mahjong instead.

Qing Ye went downstairs to look around and found that Li Lanfang’s efforts indeed looked like no cleaning had been done at all. For example, the messy items weren’t properly organized, just moved to different places to continue being messy. She didn’t understand what Li Lanfang had accomplished by spending all morning moving junk from left to right.

Even more frustrating was that Li Lanfang had used her ten-thousand-yuan Rimowa suitcase to dry salted fish. Well, with that fishy smell, she certainly couldn’t use it for clothes anymore.

No wonder Xing Wu couldn’t stand to watch. He usually didn’t bother with Li Lanfang’s mess, but before the New Year, he would still properly clean everything up.

Xing Wu’s grandmother had been very strange these days, occasionally making ghost-like calls from her room. Xing Wu had to check on her situation frequently, so Qing Ye took a cloth and helped him wipe the mirrors one by one.

When Xing Wu returned, Qing Ye had finished everything. He froze for a moment before striding over to her, snatching the cloth, and throwing it aside. He gripped her freezing red hands and said sternly, “Don’t do these things again. How will you write if you get chilblains?”

Qing Ye blinked and looked up at him: “I just saw you were too busy, and I don’t have much to review these days anyway.”

Xing Wu gave a faint smile: “Really want to help?”

Qing Ye nodded.

“Then help me finish my winter break homework.”

“…”

Over the past half year, Qing Ye’s biological clock had become fixed – even without an alarm, she would wake up precisely at 5:30 AM every day, never later than 6:30 AM even on weekends. It was as if there was a spring wound tight in her heart that never loosened.

But strangely, the day before New Year’s Eve, she slept until noon. Several times she tried to wake up but was too drowsy to open her eyes. In her confused state, she kept feeling like she was in her own home, her Beijing home. In her half-dream state, she could hear her mother’s voice directing the servants to prepare the New Year’s Eve dinner. Many people were going up and down the stairs, and her father was at her door asking her mother, “Little Ye isn’t up yet?”

Mother laughed and said, “Your little lazy pig is sleeping like a baby.”

In the dream, Qing Ye’s lips curved slightly upward. She desperately wanted to open her eyes, to push open her room door, to hug her parents and shout “Happy New Year, give me my red envelope!”

But when she finally broke free from that invisible shackle and opened her eyes, above her was the yellowed ceiling, and in her peripheral vision she could see the floral curtains swaying. The sound of three-wheeled vehicles on the street came and went, along with people’s loud voices and spitting sounds. Qing Ye had a moment of confusion – for that second, she suddenly forgot where she was.

When she came to her senses, the pain of losing her parents once again engulfed her like a fierce flood, making her emotions suddenly plummet.

But these terrible feelings were abruptly interrupted by cursing from downstairs. She could hear Li Lanfang continuously spewing vulgar words – everything was as usual, and she seemed to have grown accustomed to it.

When she went downstairs after getting dressed and washing up, Li Lanfang’s cursing had amazingly not stopped, she hadn’t even taken a drink of water. Qing Ye couldn’t help thinking that if someone ever organized a cursing competition, Li Lanfang would take first place with her skills.

Xing Wu sat alone on the other side smoking, his brows slightly furrowed. Seeing Qing Ye come down, he glanced at her sideways and said, “Go eat.”

Instead of immediately going to the backyard, Qing Ye poured a glass of water and listened for a while, finally understanding the situation.

The reason for Li Lanfang’s street cursing was apparently that Xing Wu’s father hadn’t returned for the New Year and couldn’t be contacted. So Li Lanfang was cursing that he might as well die out there, saying everyone would have peace if he died, and similar things.

Xing Wu slowly turned his head toward the street outside. Regarding Li Lanfang’s curses, he remained expressionless, showing neither expectation nor disappointment, as if Li Lanfang was cursing a stranger.

He extinguished his cigarette and went to the backyard to reheat the food for Qing Ye. She mumbled, “How did I sleep until now? Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You were sleeping so soundly, I couldn’t bear to wake you. You usually don’t get enough sleep, it’s not bad to catch up a bit.”

Qing Ye thought again of that vivid dream, of her mother talking with her father outside her room. That sense of reality, as if she could see her parents just by pushing open a door, still lingered in her heart, causing her emotions to fluctuate greatly all day.

Even more annoying was that her eyelid kept twitching non-stop, showing no signs of stopping.

So during dinner, she suddenly raised her head and stared at Xing Wu. He sat across from her and looked back puzzled: “What?”

“Look at my eye.”

After looking for a few seconds, Xing Wu suddenly burst out laughing: “Why is it twitching?”

“…I don’t know either.”

In Qing Ye’s memory, she had experienced such uncontrollable twitching twice before. The first time was before her father took her to the hospital to see her mother for the last time, and the second time was when Uncle Sun suddenly came to school to tell her about her father’s arrest.

So when Qing Ye’s eyelid started twitching uncontrollably again, she was worried and couldn’t sit still all afternoon.

She even made a phone call asking Uncle Sun to check on her father no matter what. She wondered if something had happened to her father. Was he being bullied in there? Was he sick? The more she thought about it, the more worried she became. Plots from “The Shawshank Redemption” and “Prison Break” all came flooding into her mind.

Since the next day was New Year’s Eve, Uncle Sun would need to find a lawyer to visit her father. He didn’t want to keep troubling people during the holiday, as there would be many more favors to ask after the New Year.

But unable to resist Qing Ye’s persistent pleading, Uncle Sun still asked a lawyer to make the trip, and before evening told Qing Ye that her father was fine. He had even asked the lawyer to pass on a message to her, telling her to take good care of herself and wait for him to come out.

However, Qing Ye’s frantically twitching eyelid didn’t calm down even after this phone call.

Xing Wu saw her running up and down countless times, spending the whole afternoon like an ant on a hot pan, and finally couldn’t take it anymore. He told her to put on her coat and took her out for a walk.

Qing Ye asked back: “Why do we need to go out for a walk?”

“You seem to have a lot of energy, help you burn some off. Are you excited about New Year’s tomorrow?”

“…” Qing Ye couldn’t explain her strange emotions and could only go upstairs to put on her coat.

So Xing Wu took his motorcycle keys and waited directly at the door after mounting his bike. Qing Ye put on her fleece coat, shouldered her small bag, and came downstairs.

Sure enough, after leaving Xuandao, that uneasy feeling improved greatly. Sitting behind Xing Wu, wandering through the streets, once they left Zhazha Ting, she wrapped her arms around Xing Wu’s waist and rested her cheek against his back, murmuring: “Xing Wu.”

“Hmm?”

“Xing Wu.”

“Hmm.”

“Xing Wu.”

“…”

“I miss my mom…”

The sky was a blank white, as if thick clouds blocked the horizon, without a trace of blue. As the sun set, even the slightest light disappeared from the earth.

Xing Wu finally stopped the motorcycle, turning back to look at her, but Qing Ye just buried her face in his back, unusually quiet.

He simply got off the motorcycle, and turned around to look at her: “Then what should we do?”

Qing Ye buried her face in his chest and said in a muffled voice: “Just let me lean on you for a while. I can find a feeling of my mom in you.”

“…” Xing Wu looked down at her speechlessly, helplessly stroking her head.

“Why are you still like a child, crying because you miss your mom?”

“I’m not like this in front of others.”

Xing Wu fell silent. This time last year, she must have been at home in Beijing, with her parents beside her welcoming the New Year. But in just one short year, everything had changed for her. None of the family members who had accompanied her for years were by her side now. That feeling must be hard to bear.

Xing Wu gently stroked the back of her head and said, “I’ll take you somewhere.”

Qing Ye finally nuzzled against his chest and looked up at him: “Where?”

“You’ll know when we get there.”

So Xing Wu started the motorcycle again, passing through narrow, dark streets, and taking Qing Ye to a street she had never been to before. There were still many stalls there at night, and it was especially crowded with people buying fireworks and firecrackers.

Qing Ye hadn’t played with these things for many years. In her memory, her father would set off firecrackers with her during New Year when she was very young. Later, when fireworks were banned, she never saw these things again.

Xing Wu stopped the motorcycle and held her hand, leading her into the crowd. Many people from surrounding cities had specially driven over to buy fireworks. There were many varieties – all kinds of fireworks, rockets, and small firecrackers.

Xing Wu said to her: “What do you like to play with? Buy more to set off tomorrow. In our area, we always set off firecrackers before the New Year’s Eve dinner.”

So he directly took two strings of those red long firecrackers. Qing Ye was interested in those peculiar small items – butterfly-shaped ones, beetle-styled ones. She kept curiously asking the vendor what they looked like when set off.

The vendor told her these were five yuan each, she could take one of each she liked to try at home, they were very pretty.

So Qing Ye excitedly took a plastic bag and started selecting, while Xing Wu went directly to another stall, squatting down to negotiate prices with the vendor.

Soon he came back carrying a big box and paid for the small items Qing Ye had picked. Qing Ye asked him what he bought.

He smiled and said: “Guess.”

Qing Ye kept trying to peek inside the box while holding her plastic bag, but Xing Wu was too tall. He had the box on his shoulder and she couldn’t see even when jumping. So she anxiously said: “Let me see!”

Xing Wu just couldn’t resist when she spoke with that whining tone. He had recently discovered this was truly his weakness, and clearly, Qing Ye had discovered it too. Now whenever things didn’t go her way, she would use this trick, leaving him completely defenseless.

He brought down the box and showed her a glimpse. Qing Ye’s mouth immediately formed an “Oh”: “These are the kind that blooms in the sky, right? You have these for sale here?”

Xing Wu said with a half-smile: “That’s just what big cities don’t have. Only small places like ours dare to sell these things.”

Qing Ye was extremely excited, walking backward in front of Xing Wu: “Is it very expensive?”

“Not cheap.”

“Why buy it if it’s not cheap?”

“I have to invest something to leave you some memories of me, in case you forget me later.”

He was still smiling, looking playful, but Qing Ye suddenly stopped angrily in front of him, stood on tiptoes, and bit his lip, saying: “You know I won’t.”

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows, his voice mumbling in his throat: “Are my lips that fragrant? Why not bite them off and take them with you?”

A young couple with a child nearby looked at them and smiled. Xing Wu glanced at them from the corner of his eye and said to her: “People are laughing at you.”

Qing Ye immediately let go of him, looking awkwardly to the side. When she saw the mother covering her three-year-old son’s eyes, her face immediately turned red to the ears. She grabbed her plastic bag and kept walking forward, not daring to look back.

After a few steps, she suddenly stopped again, looking at an ice cream machine by the street. Xing Wu directly put his arm around her shoulder and said domineeringly: “Don’t even think about it.”

As a result, Qing Ye refused to move, giving him her pitiful look again: “Just one bite. I don’t care, if you don’t let me eat it I won’t go back with you.”

Xing Wu laughed at her shameless appearance: “Fine then, you stay here, I’ll go back first. Call me if anything happens.”

Then he really turned to leave, and Qing Ye immediately hugged his arm angrily: “You’re abusing me, treating me badly, not caring for me, won’t even let me eat a two-yuan ice cream, stingy, miserly, I’m going to post about this on social media.”

Xing Wu helplessly pulled out his arm and drew her neck close: “You’ve gotten quite bold, huh? What if your stomach hurts again tonight?”

“You’ll hold me while I sleep.”

Xing Wu laughed, realizing he had no way to deal with her.

So Xing Wu squatted beside the motorcycle lighting a cigarette, while Qing Ye contentedly rummaged through the plastic bag holding her ice cream. Then she took out a small butterfly and handed it to Xing Wu. He used his cigarette to light it and threw it aside. The butterfly immediately started spinning in place, flashing a ring of colorful fireworks, crackling and popping.

He turned his head to look at Qing Ye, who was jumping around like a child holding her ice cream. The brilliant light reflected on her fair face as if her whole person had been lit up, beautiful and moving. She watched the fireworks while Xing Wu watched her, both breaking into smiles.

The fireworks died out, the small butterfly becoming a blackened mass. Qing Ye started rummaging in the plastic bag again and took out a dragonfly to hand to Xing Wu. He lit it for her again, and as soon as the fireworks started, her big eyes immediately lit up with spirit. Strangely, it reminded Xing Wu of that fairy tale, The Little Match Girl, who could only see her mother’s image through the light of the matches, falling back into darkness when the light disappeared.

So Qing Ye kept handing him fireworks to light, but each firework could only last a brief ten seconds or so. He stopped accepting them and said to her: “Are you sure you want to use them all up before New Year’s even arrives?”

Only then did Qing Ye remember, hurriedly putting the fireworks back in the bag. She squatted in front of him pointing at his little angel: “I’ve always wanted to ask you, why did you put a Doraemon sticker on your motorcycle?”

Xing Wu stamped out his cigarette and turned his head to exhale the smoke, his gaze distant as he said: “I didn’t put it there. Once when I was about to go out, I saw my grandmother squatting beside the bike. I didn’t call out to her but squatted beside her and asked what she was doing. She told me ‘My grandson loves Doraemon the most.’ By then she already couldn’t recognize people, but she could still remember I loved Doraemon when I was little. It’s quite amazing, so I never tore it off.”

Qing Ye couldn’t help but recall her first day in Zhazha Ting when she saw a big boy with a blue fatty sticker on his motorcycle and looked down at it. She never expected such a heartbreaking story behind that sticker.

Every time she heard Xing Wu talk about his grandmother, she felt melancholic. In Xing Wu’s brief descriptions, Qing Ye could always see a very naughty little boy, disobedient and causing trouble everywhere, giving his family headaches and making his parents angry. But only his grandmother repeatedly tolerated him, accompanied him, and brought him through the seasons’ warmth and cold. Yet when he finally grew up, no longer naughty and troublesome, becoming sensible and capable, his grandmother could no longer recognize him. This feeling inevitably tugged at one’s heartstrings.

She lowered her head to finish her ice cream. Xing Wu looked at the tempting white on her lips, suddenly leaning in to capture her lips, his tongue tip curling to take away the ice cream from her lips. He rubbed her head: “Let’s go home.”

On the way back, Xing Wu was afraid the wind was too biting, so he didn’t ride fast. He let Qing Ye put her hands in his coat pockets. The warm temperature made Qing Ye drowsy as she leaned against his back. She closed her eyes and said to Xing Wu: “Sometimes I think it would be quite nice to just stay here and live life with you, having food when I open my mouth and clothes when I reach out my hands. That’s all there is to life.”

Xing Wu smiled and said: “You’ve become decadent.”

“Mm, I’ve decided to be decadent these few days during New Year’s, no studying, no practice problems, just pure play.”

“Whatever makes you happy.”

“Xing Wu.”

“Hmm?”

“Xing Wu.”

“Hmm.”

“Xing Wu.”

“…Missing mom again?”

“I’m getting sleepy.”

“Don’t sleep, you’ll get cold. We’re almost at Zhazha Ting.”

Just as he finished speaking, suddenly a fire truck came speeding from a distant street. Qing Ye raised her head to look, saying curiously: “During New Year’s, I hope no one’s house is on fire?”

“Who knows.”

Then two fire trucks quickly turned onto the street heading straight for Zhazha Ting. Xing Wu and Qing Ye both froze.

Qing Ye urged him: “Ride faster to go check, could it be someone we know?”

At the same time, Xing Wu had already increased his speed riding back. Just as they passed the corner store, the sky-high flames lit up the night brightly, with neighbors from Zhazha Ting standing on both sides of the street.

Someone saw Xing Wu return and shouted at him: “This is terrible, Wu Zi, your house is on fire!”

Qing Ye and Xing Wu simultaneously saw that familiar house being devoured by flames, thick smoke rolling, like an inferno.
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Qing Ye had never witnessed such a scene in her life. Many people, both familiar and unfamiliar faces, were frantically throwing water from bottles and basins, but it was like pouring drops into an ocean. The fire danced wildly in the bitterly cold wind, leaping higher within the blink of an eye, its flames reaching toward the sky.

People scattered in all directions as the fire truck’s sirens pierced the air. The surrounding tiles crackled and popped like countless hands drumming against the ground, creating a sharp, haunting sound.

Xing Wu abandoned his motorcycle, and Qing Ye watched helplessly as he ignored all warnings and rushed in with the firefighters.

At that moment, her world spun. She stood rooted to the spot, screaming Xing Wu’s name repeatedly, but he couldn’t hear her—or perhaps she could no longer hear her voice. Cries for help, shouts, and weeping surrounded her, the cacophony of soundless noise attacking from all directions, striking at Qing Ye’s very soul.

Grandmother was still inside, and Xing Wu wouldn’t abandon her, just as she had never abandoned him during his countless moments of rebelliousness in childhood.

Qing Ye’s heart pounded uncontrollably as she struggled to breathe. The world spun before her eyes. She saw Li Lanfang sitting opposite Xuan Dao, crying with disheveled hair, surrounded by her mahjong friends who kept trying to pull her up from the ground. She wept and cried out, “Wu Zi, don’t go in! Wu Zi, what will become of our family?”

Li Lanfang’s grief-stricken cries filled Qing Ye’s ears as her body grew increasingly cold, so cold her teeth chattered. She mechanically walked toward the fire but was stopped by the firefighters, who told her to retreat across the street as the building could collapse at any moment.

Dense smoke continuously billowed from inside toward the street, hitting her face and making it increasingly difficult to breathe. The fear she felt when her mother was covered with a white cloth resurfaced. She desperately called out Xing Wu’s name to the raging fire as tears streamed unstoppably from her eyes.

She didn’t know what to do or what else she could do. Her entire soul trembled as everything around her became blurred, unreal, and phantasmagorical.

Suddenly, a loud crash rang out, and a firefighter pushed her away, shouting, “Get across the street! The beam has collapsed!”

As she ran backward while looking back, she saw all the firefighters who had rushed in with Xing Wu running out, but Xing Wu wasn’t among them.

A large hole had burned through the roof, with thick smoke rising to the sky through it. The last thread holding Qing Ye together finally snapped. She recklessly rushed forward, grabbed a firefighter, and demanded, “Where’s the man who went in with you? Where is he?”

“He hasn’t come out!”

Qing Ye stumbled. Another firefighter nearby asked her, “What’s your relationship with him?”

“Family.”

“We’re preparing for a second rescue attempt. Prepare yourself mentally.”

Qing Ye stared blankly at the firefighters before her until they forcibly pulled her away.

She stood across the street, watching the towering flames, feeling as if she’d fallen into an ice cave. All surrounding sounds disappeared as the flames before she transformed into a terrifying hell, slowly pulling Xing Wu away from her. A powerful force suddenly erupted from within her body as she screamed desperately, “Xing Wu, come out! Xing Wu, I’m scared! Please come out! I’m begging you! Please come out…”

With a thunderous “boom,” the second floor collapsed. Gone—their home was gone. The place she had lived for half a year was gone forever. With that explosive sound, the last bit of strength seemed to be drained from her body. She slid to the ground, silently crying out, “Xing Wu… I can’t live without you…” She had never before realized this truth so clearly—he had silently taken root in her world, and if he left, her world would collapse with him.

Just then, a voice called out from the other end of the street: “Qing Ye!”

She turned her tear-filled eyes and miraculously saw Xing Wu emerging from the alley by the small shop, carrying Grandmother on his back as he ran toward them, looking completely disheveled.

She stumbled to her feet and rushed toward him, stopping before him in disbelief: “How did you get out?”

“Through Aunt Zhao’s back door. Here’s your computer—quick, take it. I can barely hold it.”

Qing Ye grabbed the laptop tucked under his arm and threw her arms around him, sobbing heavily: “You nearly scared me to death!”

Li Lanfang also ran over, and the three of them hugged together as if they had just returned from death’s door. With Grandmother on his back and his neck being squeezed by two women, Xing Wu could barely breathe and said helplessly, “Let me go first so I can put Grandmother down.”

After setting Grandmother down by the roadside, Xing Wu explained that the fire hadn’t reached the kitchen yet, but there were gas cylinders there. Fearing the fire might get out of control, he wouldn’t let Qing Ye and Li Lanfang approach Xuan Dao, and all the surrounding households had been evacuated.

After putting Grandmother down, Xing Wu ran to inform the firefighters about the fire situation in the backyard. Fortunately, they had all left the house after dinner, with Li Lanfang at her mahjong game, and Grandmother’s room was on the other side of the backyard. When Xing Wu rushed in, the fire hadn’t spread to her room, so he ran upstairs to grab the laptop and then carried Grandmother out through Aunt Zhao’s door.

Qing Ye stood at the intersection, trembling as she looked at the now unrecognizable Xuan Dao. Even the familiar three-colored lampshade at the entrance was completely shattered. She didn’t know what had caused the fire, but everything left her with a terrifying sense of aftermath.

Thankfully, the fire hadn’t caused any casualties, but Xuan Dao’s two-story building had become ruins. After being rescued, Grandmother sat by the roadside, rocking back and forth continuously, muttering strange sounds like some ancient incantation that made Qing Ye feel incredibly oppressed.

She wasn’t a weak person, and after confirming Xing Wu was safe, she had already stopped crying. Especially with Li Lanfang still crying, she couldn’t add to Xing Wu’s psychological burden by making him face three women on the verge of collapse alone.

She took off her white circular fleece jacket and draped it over Grandmother, then ran to the shop across the street to buy two bottles of water. She gave one to Li Lanfang and helped Grandmother drink some. As the jacket kept slipping down, she simply held it in place with her hand.

It took nearly an hour for the fire to be finally extinguished, and the firefighters left only after making thorough confirmations. By then, it was almost midnight, and the surrounding neighbors had gradually dispersed.

Across the empty street, Xing Wu turned to look at them. Qing Ye couldn’t tell what he was thinking—whether he felt his life was completely miserable, now homeless and burdened with three women.

But after only a brief pause, he strode toward them without hesitation, showing no apparent emotion, as if years of practice had taught him to hide his feelings well. At least Qing Ye couldn’t detect any cracks in his facade.

But she knew this was his home, where he had grown up. His heart couldn’t possibly be unmoved.

However, no matter how great the turmoil, Xing Wu couldn’t dwell on it now. The night was deep, and he needed to settle them first.

He told Li Lanfang and Qing Ye, “I just went in to check. Grandmother’s room is still okay. Let’s get her back there first.”

Grandmother still sat on the ground wrapped in Qing Ye’s jacket, looking dazed. Qing Ye said awkwardly, “I think Grandmother might have… soiled herself…”

She had smelled it earlier but didn’t know what to do. She had never encountered such an embarrassing situation and could only cover Grandmother with the jacket.

Xing Wu lifted the jacket to look, seeing a wet patch where she sat. Li Lanfang cried while cursing, “You old death-seeker, always causing trouble. What terrible fate made us stuck with such a dead weight…”

“Enough!” Xing Wu turned and roared at Li Lanfang. Qing Ye had never seen him like this and stared at him in shock.

Xing Wu lifted Grandmother onto his back and headed toward the backyard, with Li Lanfang helping support the old woman while still muttering complaints. Qing Ye followed silently behind them.

When she stepped into Xuan Dao again, the mirror she had cleaned days ago, the familiar chairs, the worn sofa, the cash register, the hair-washing bed, the mahjong table—everything was unrecognizable. She stood in the middle of Xuan Dao and looked up. Ironically, she could see the night sky through the broken roof. At that moment, she suddenly realized that this last shelter from wind and rain had completely vanished in the great fire.

She didn’t know how to describe her feelings either—despair? Confusion? Collapse? Sadness? All seemed trivial. She just felt like she was dreaming, everything happening before her eyes seemed unreal, not like her own life, becoming increasingly phantasmal.

She shifted her gaze to the darkness ahead. There was no back door anymore; just a few steps led to the backyard. The wooden table and shelter where they usually ate hadn’t escaped the fire either. The wall outside the kitchen was completely blackened, and the glass had shattered. Looking inside through the window, she saw the area around the water station was a complete mess, but fortunately, the fire hadn’t reached the gas cylinder area.

She turned and walked toward Grandmother’s room, suddenly feeling grateful that Grandmother’s room was built separately on the other side of the backyard. Otherwise, she dared not imagine what devastatingly destructive impact this fire might have had on Xing Wu.

She quickly walked to the doorway as Li Lanfang passed her with a basin, crying and cursing, “Troublesome old woman, won’t let people have peace even when dying…”

Qing Ye had never seen Li Lanfang like this. Although she usually complained and grumbled, she always maintained that stern appearance. When had she ever appeared so fragile and about to collapse?

She entered Grandmother’s room to find her lying on the bed, the room filled with a terrible stench. Xing Wu was searching for clean clothes to change her into, with a large basin on the floor, presumably for washing her.

Li Lanfang quickly returned, pouring hot water into the basin. Qing Ye rolled up her sleeves and said, “Let me do it.”

Hearing her voice, Xing Wu suddenly looked up, his gaze terrifyingly sharp. He abruptly stood up, strode to the door, and pulled Qing Ye out of Grandmother’s room, shutting the door firmly behind them.

Heavy clouds covered the moonlight, and the silent night seemed completely enveloped in darkness without a trace of light. But in that second, before the door closed, Qing Ye still caught a glimpse of embarrassment flashing across Xing Wu’s face.

He told her, “You… maybe wait in the kitchen for now. It’s cold outside. I’ll find you a place to rest after I’m done with Grandmother.”

Black soot covered his sharp jawline, its smooth lines tightly drawn, his deep eyes revealing undisguised exhaustion. Under Qing Ye’s gaze, he avoided eye contact.

Qing Ye understood his shame. He didn’t want her to see the scene inside, didn’t want to show her any more of this wretchedness.

In that instant, Qing Ye wanted to cry, but she knew she couldn’t—not now, not in front of him. He didn’t need sympathy or pity; things were bad enough, and she couldn’t make him feel worse. She needed to preserve his last shred of dignity.

So she held back her tears and said, “Okay.”

Xing Wu turned and went back inside, but Qing Ye didn’t wait in the kitchen. She ran out her tears like icy knives in the bitter wind. She had never known life could be so difficult, every step like running on razor blades. A seemingly calm boat could sink with just one wave, and no one knew where or when the next wave would strike.

After about fifteen minutes, Qing Ye knocked on Grandmother’s door. Xing Wu opened it, and she handed him a package, breathless: “Use these for Grandmother. They might help.”

Xing Wu looked down at the feminine products Qing Ye held out to him. He didn’t know how she had obtained these items at past midnight when the streets were empty. He just frowned deeply as he looked at the sweating Qing Ye, choking slightly as he said, “Go drink some water. I’ll be done soon.”

Qing Ye nodded, but again, she didn’t wait in the kitchen. Instead, she walked back into the ruins, where the night was as silent as the day she first arrived as if she were the only person left in the world.

Her heart, which had been unsettled all day, suddenly calmed at this moment. Standing at what used to be Xuan Dao’s entrance, she silently gazed at the devastated street and suddenly thought of many questions.

Where would they live now? The hair salon was gone—what about their source of income? Liu Nian and Du Qiyan would lose their jobs too. Many problems came rushing in, making Qing Ye suddenly feel an invisible mountain pressing down on her head. She seemed to suddenly understand the weariness and deep helplessness in Xing Wu’s eyes—what kind of pressure was this that made one buckle under its weight?

She let out a long sigh and crouched down, hugging her knees with her brows tightly furrowed. Suddenly, something flashed, and Qing Ye’s wandering gaze returned to the ground, where she saw a metal ring. She nudged it with her foot, revealing a Q-version Kamen Rider attached to a deformed metal ring.

She didn’t pay much attention at first and stood up, but when her gaze fell on the Kamen Rider again, she suddenly had an indescribable feeling. She felt she had seen this object before, and recently too, somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where no matter how hard she tried.

She bent down again to pick up the Kamen Rider figurine. Xing Wu called from the backyard: “Qing Ye, where are you?”

Qing Ye slipped the Kamen Rider into her pocket and turned around to answer, “I’m here.”
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As they rode the Little Angel motorcycle through Zhazhating again, the streets on both sides were in disarray. A pungent smell of burning lingered in the air, refusing to dissipate. The neighboring houses had already turned off their lights, leaving the empty streets cold and desolate.

Qing Ye sat behind the motorcycle, holding Xing Wu tightly. She didn’t know where he was taking her, nor did she want to ask.

She also didn’t know how many years Xing Wu had been caring for Grandmother like this. The incontinence surely wasn’t a first-time occurrence. He had never let her see these undignified moments before until the great fire exposed everything. Qing Ye saw his most authentic life, and beyond heartache, she felt an overwhelming sadness at her helplessness.

After cleaning up Grandmother’s room, Li Lanfang temporarily stayed with Grandmother, while Xing Wu took Qing Ye to the “Welcome Grand Hotel” in Fourth Alley—the same small hotel where Meng Ruihang had stayed. Under today’s circumstances, on the eve of the thirtieth, having a hotel to stay in was already a luxury for Qing Ye—at least there was a place to shower and sleep.

Xing Wu wasn’t just arranging for one night’s stay. Qing Ye saw him negotiating a monthly rate with the plump woman at the desk. She sometimes admired how Xing Wu could think of such practical matters even in these circumstances. It was indeed a realistic concern—while the nightly rate wasn’t high, staying long-term would cost three to four thousand per month, so negotiating a monthly rate made much more sense.

Finally, Xing Wu paid a thousand yuan deposit and took the receipt before leading Qing Ye upstairs. She only had the backpack she’d carried when leaving that evening and the laptop Xing Wu had risked his life to save—this was now all she owned. She didn’t even have a coat, just a thin sweater and dirty jeans. All she wanted now was to take off these clothes and have a hot shower.

It was nearly two in the morning when they reached the room. It was fairly clean but had only one large bed—not a twin room. She hesitated, and Xing Wu said, “I’ll go change it to a double room.”

Qing Ye grabbed his arm: “Don’t bother, I want to shower.”

But Xing Wu stood at the doorway without entering, only saying, “You stay here. I’ll go to Huang Mao’s place.”

Qing Ye put down her bag and laptop, paused for a moment, then turned to look at him: “I don’t want to be alone.”

Indeed, she didn’t want to be alone, at least not on this night. She couldn’t sleep by herself. When she closed her eyes, all she could see was the raging fire, that feeling of terror still so real, lingering even now.

Xing Wu entered and closed the door without saying anything further, telling her to shower quickly.

Soon the sound of water came from the bathroom, but Xing Wu paid no attention. He just sat by the window with deeply furrowed brows, lighting a cigarette. His silhouette was half-hidden in shadow, surrounded by heavy depression, lost in thought.

He remained so absorbed that he didn’t even notice when the bathroom door opened, not until Qing Ye had already gotten into bed and called out, “Hey.”

Only then did he realize his cigarette had burned out. He crushed it in the ashtray and looked up at her: “Get some sleep. I’ll leave after you fall asleep.”

Qing Ye looked at his dirt-covered body, hardly a clean spot anywhere, and frowned: “It’ll be dawn in a few hours. Where would you go? Go take a shower.”

Xing Wu stopped insisting. He turned off the light for Qing Ye and went to the bathroom. Qing Ye lay alone in the large bed but couldn’t sleep. Perhaps the night’s events were too sudden, too difficult to accept, making sleep impossible.

When Xing Wu came out after his shower, Qing Ye turned to look at him. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, drying his hair. The dim light outlined his lean waist, and the striking scar on his abdomen now held a dangerous and irresistible sensuality. Qing Ye’s voice came muffled from under the covers: “Come to bed.”

Xing Wu tossed aside the towel, pulled back the covers, and lay down. He turned his head to look at Qing Ye lying beside him, emanating a comforting fragrance. He stared at her intently, his voice deep and magnetic: “Were you scared?”

Qing Ye’s eyes in the darkness were like pools of spring water as she gazed at him softly, saying nothing. Then she heard him say, “I heard you inside, heard you calling me. I wanted to run out, but the beam had collapsed. I couldn’t get through.”

Qing Ye’s lips trembled slightly: “Are you crazy? Why did you bother with the computer at a time like that?”

Xing Wu turned on his side, sighing softly: “I wanted to grab your study materials too, but the fire was too intense. I could only get the computer. It seemed important to you.”

Qing Ye remembered when she first came to Zhazhating and had found the legendary Master Ju to fix her computer. So he must have known how important the contents of this laptop were to her. Her emotions were extremely complex at this moment, and she raised her hand under the covers to punch his chest: “You fool!”

Xing Wu reached out to embrace her, but his hand… landed on something soft. They both jumped apart like they’d been electrified, and Xing Wu asked in disbelief: “You’re not wearing clothes?”

“Do you think I have any clothes to wear?”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“Did I need to? Couldn’t you see my clothes in the bathroom?”

“…” Xing Wu had been so preoccupied with his thoughts that although he might have seen her clothes, he hadn’t registered their significance. Now the sensation under his palm was so real that his breathing suddenly became irregular.

Qing Ye turned her head to look at him, speaking very softly: “Why… are you so quiet?”

Xing Wu just stared at the ceiling with unfocused eyes. Qing Ye found it strange and leaned over to peer at his face: “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

Xing Wu’s gaze gradually shifted to her face. Her soft hair fell slightly, brushing against his chest, tantalizingly ticklish. Her graceful neck extended to her collarbone and down beneath the forbidden territory of the blanket. His prominent Adam’s apple unconsciously bobbed once, and he suddenly reached up to hook her neck, kissing her lips. In one motion, he turned over to hold her in his arms, deepening the kiss, his voice hoarse and low as he asked, “What do you want me to say?”

Only at this moment did Qing Ye truly feel his warmth. To be honest, she had been worried about Xing Wu since earlier—he was too controlled, too abnormal, suppressing all his emotions in his chest, keeping Qing Ye’s heart constantly knotted with concern.

Now as he kissed her frantically, she felt relieved. She raised her arms to embrace him, her voice choked as she said, “Say whatever you’re thinking. It’s just the two of us now. It’s okay, Xing Wu. If you’re feeling bad, let it out. I’ll bear it with you.”

“I want you…” He said what he was thinking. He couldn’t resist the allure of the woman in his arms; her soft fragrance and smooth touch made his entire body tense. His kisses and voice fell on her neck simultaneously, making Qing Ye shiver.

But after Xing Wu said these words, he seemed to suddenly come to his senses and laughed self-mockingly, moving away from her. At this moment, Qing Ye grabbed him firmly, her gaze dark and bright without any hesitation. Tears glistened in the depths of her eyes, but her lips curved in a deadly arc as she stared at him intently: “Dare to say it but not do it? Is Young Master Wu such a coward?”

Xing Wu stared at her somewhat dazedly, his breathing becoming increasingly erratic. With complex emotions in his eyes, he said, “Tonight you’ve seen what my life is like. Qing Ye, your half-step is my journey to the ends of the earth.”

Tears silently slid from the corner of her eyes onto the pillow. She raised both hands to tightly embrace his neck, not letting him withdraw. With determined eyes, she said, “Who can beat their chest and say their life is crystal clear without any muddiness? Which family doesn’t have its troubles, which person is perfect? Yes, before coming here, I never thought I’d be with a poor boy, but the moment I, Qing Ye, fell in love with you, you became the only choice, without exception.”

A burning flame rose and fell ceaselessly in Xing Wu’s chest. He called out to her emotionally: “Qing Ye…”

She gently raised her head to kiss him: “I told you… I’m yours…”

He took control and pulled her into his embrace, his rough fingertips making Qing Ye’s body tremble. They had never been so honest with each other as they were now.

Xing Wu had seen many sides of Qing Ye – her spoiled manner when acting coy, her fierce appearance when angry, her childlike excitement when happy, and her crying for her mother when sad.

But he had never seen such a moving and tender side of her. Her pearly white skin glowed faintly, her beautiful figure so stunning it made him lose control instantly. He could feel his rationality crumbling bit by bit, the fire in his heart completely consuming him, leaving him at the mercy of his desires.

Qing Ye could feel it too. When he parted from her, Xing Wu was trembling, but wasn’t she as well?

She held him tightly, feeling scared, excited, and most of all, at a loss. After all, she was too unfamiliar with such things, so unfamiliar that she didn’t know what to do at all, just dazedly giving herself to Xing Wu.

She didn’t know how many girls’ first times were equally bewildering, just feeling dizzy-headed, the air filled with an intoxicating essence, like being in a dream. Both of them took this sacred step somewhat reverently, with Qing Ye trembling in pain in Xing Wu’s embrace.

Xing Wu used light kisses to gradually relax her body. He asked her, “Does it hurt a lot?”

“…I thought being addicted meant… it would feel good.”

A faint smile finally appeared at the corners of Xing Wu’s mouth: “I’ll make you addicted.”

He pinned her hands beside the pillow, his overwhelming masculine presence enveloping her. Xing Wu kissed her frantically while gradually claiming new territory.

Qing Ye was right – he did have a natural talent for things, at least demonstrated thoroughly in this matter.

He could look at her with eyes so tender they could drown someone while simultaneously claiming her with unbridled passion.

Xing Wu couldn’t tell if it was tonight’s encounters that were too overwhelming to handle, or if years of suppression had made him habitually ignore his inner desires, so once this gate was opened, his yearning poured out like a flood, unstoppable.

Qing Ye could feel that Xing Wu had lost control, or perhaps this was his most primitive self, stripped of all pretense and suppression. She couldn’t bear to stop him, even though it was somewhat torturous for her first experience.

She just bit her lip tightly, enduring wave after wave of sensation. That unfamiliar feeling gradually nourished her heart, filling her entire chest. This was how Xing Wu led her through the doorway to a new world.

So that little red box she had taken from Xing Wu and kept throwing in her bag finally came in handy at the crucial moment. Everything seemed predestined – they became each other’s.

Only after returning to calm and turning on the light did Xing Wu see Qing Ye covered in marks. He suddenly looked as if struck by lightning, gradually coming to his senses, slightly furrowing his brow: “Did… did I hurt you?”

Qing Ye’s nose tip and hair were damp with sweat, her eyes glistening, her pure face flushed and intoxicating. In the light and shadow, she was breathtakingly beautiful, her body still slightly trembling. Xing Wu pulled her into his arms remorsefully, kissing her gently: “You’re poisonous. I couldn’t control myself.”

“Qing Ye, what should I do? I want to put you in my pocket and take you everywhere.”

His breath was still hot as Qing Ye raised her head, her lips brushing against his slightly prickly chin: “You’re already addicted after just once?”

He looked down at her with dreamy eyes and smiled. Qing Ye’s soft body snuggled in his arms: “I’m hungry…”

Xing Wu kissed her jaw and said: “There’s instant noodles in the room. Want some?”

“Yes.”

He wrapped himself in a towel and got up to boil water. Qing Ye lay at the head of the bed hugging the quilt, her eyes following his movements. His taut, smooth back lines were sexy and wild, apparently bearing two scratch marks she had left. Thinking of his passionate manner earlier, Qing Ye’s cheeks burned hotter.

After pouring the hot water, Xing Wu turned to see her like a shy young wife, completely hidden under the covers with only her eyes peeking out, constantly glancing at him. So he turned and leaned against the small table nearby, smiling at her.

Qing Ye’s eyes gradually curved into crescents. The room was very quiet, neither of them speaking, just looking at each other with tacit understanding and deep affection.

When the noodles were ready, Xing Wu wrapped Qing Ye completely in the quilt. As her arm reached out from under the covers to take the instant noodles, Xing Wu looked at her delicate white arm and couldn’t bear to let her hold it, tucking it back in: “Stay wrapped up, don’t get cold.”

Qing Ye blinked like a mummy: “Then how can I eat?”

Xing Wu rolled up some noodles, blew on them, and brought them to her mouth. She squinted and smiled, obediently opening her mouth.

While eating, she said to him: “Don’t you think we’re lucky? Fortunately, we went out tonight, otherwise wouldn’t we have been trapped in the fire? Thinking about it is quite terrifying – earlier my coat and phone were thrown into the fire, and then today I suddenly had all these strange dreams and overslept, and wasn’t my eyelid twitching all day? This must be some kind of sign from heaven.”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “Just eat, fortune teller.”

Qing Ye spoke earnestly: “I’m serious. Haven’t you heard of external responses? They’re hints from nature. My father used to go to Taoist priests for fortune-telling every year. I’ve been to temples and heard those old Taoist priests say that many subtle things happen around us every day, like birds flying in the sky, sounds you suddenly hear, broken bowls and plates, and even special smells that appear – these might all indicate some kind of change, but most people ignore these details.”

“Think about it – if I hadn’t been so restless today, would you have suddenly taken me out? We went out and just happened to escape disaster. I especially missed my mom today – it must be my mom’s spirit in heaven blessing us.”

Xing Wu fed her another big mouthful to stop her talking: “Then if your mom’s spirit is in heaven and saw me sleep with you, won’t she suddenly appear and strangle me?”

Qing Ye fell silent. Thinking that her mother might have watched the whole process from heaven, she suddenly felt a bit scared!
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After feeding Qing Ye, Xing Wu tucked in the corners of her quilt and said, “You sleep first. I’m going to smoke a cigarette.”

He dimmed the room’s light and went to turn off the bathroom light in the hallway, but stepped on something. Picking it up, he asked, “What’s this?”

Qing Ye stretched her head to see it was the Kamen Rider charm that must have fallen from her pocket. She told Xing Wu, “I picked it up at the fire scene. I haven’t seen it with Liu Nian or Yan Yan, and it couldn’t belong to your mother’s mahjong friends. The firefighters wouldn’t carry this while putting out fires either.”

Xing Wu held it up to examine it closely – indeed, it was an ugly charm. He placed it on the bedside table and casually remarked, “Maybe some guest left it.”

He walked toward the window, but Qing Ye called out to his retreating figure: “There haven’t been any guests since the day before yesterday. We cleaned everywhere inside and out but never saw this thing. Besides, I feel like I’ve seen it before, but not on Xuan Island.”

Xing Wu turned to look at her, gradually furrowing his brow. Perhaps it was because the room was too dark, but the light in his eyes seemed unfathomably deep. After a long while, he said to her, “Go to sleep.”

Qing Ye watched him sit by the window, leaning forward to push open the small window slightly. She didn’t understand why the windows in both homes and hotels here were so small, making it feel oppressive like a prison.

She closed her eyes, thinking that in the future, she wanted to live with Xing Wu in a home with floor-to-ceiling windows, the kind where you could gaze into the distance. She didn’t want to be confined by these tiny windows anymore, never again.

But although her eyes were closed, she felt no sleepiness. After barely ten seconds without seeing Xing Wu, she opened them again. She didn’t know if she was obsessed, but she just didn’t want to take her eyes off him.

With the lights off, his earlier smile had vanished into the darkness. His long fingers held a cigarette as he gazed at the unchanging streets of Four Lane Alley. Wisps of cold wind slipped through the window gaps. The temperature outside was below zero, and Qing Ye could feel the chill even under the covers, yet Xing Wu, bare-chested, seemed completely unaware. The smoke from his fingers drifted out the window before disappearing, his profile hidden in darkness, only the ember between his fingers flickering bright and dim.

Qing Ye suddenly remembered that if Xing Guodong wasn’t Xing Wu’s biological father, then his grandmother wouldn’t be his biological grandmother either, making this debt of gratitude seem even heavier. Perhaps this was why Xing Wu refused to abandon his grandmother no matter what. In this world, there was never luck without reason – there were only people who treated you sincerely without expecting anything in return during certain periods of life.

Qing Ye spoke very softly: “We’ll have it.”

Xing Wu slowly turned his head to look at her. She gazed at him with determined eyes: “Although we have nothing now, it’s okay. Everything we should have will come in the future.”

Xing Wu finally extinguished his unfinished cigarette, closed the window, and walked over. He lifted the quilt corner and got into bed, holding Qing Ye tightly in his arms while kissing her hair: “I won’t let you live a hard life forever.”

Qing Ye’s eyes suddenly grew moist: “You’ll make me lose my fighting spirit this way. Xing Wu, what will you do when I leave? I don’t want to be apart from you.”

This was the first time Qing Ye had wavered for his sake. She even started imagining how difficult life would become without Xing Wu – how would she spend four years alone in a country without him?

Now she felt even one day would be difficult.

Xing Wu lowered his head to lift her chin, gazing into her glistening eyes: “If one of us must be selfish, I hope it’s you. There’s no room for discussion.”

Qing Ye understood Xing Wu’s words. If she stayed, the selfish one would be Xing Wu; if she left him, the selfish one would be her. Either way, one of them had to make a selfish choice. Xing Wu saying there was no room for discussion directly cut off her budding hesitation.

Qing Ye’s heart was filled with mixed emotions. She suddenly turned to lie on his chest and said, “Things at home are already like this. I don’t want you to worry about paying for my studies. Do you think I can watch you under so much pressure?”

Xing Wu directly wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her up to his eyes, the corners of his mouth curling into a faint smile: “You’ve given yourself to me – what wouldn’t be worth it?”

Qing Ye completely melted against him, unable to move, not only because of his tender words but also because his warm hands were slowly moving upward, causing waves of trembling.

Having just experienced intimacy, her body was extremely sensitive. The slightest touch made her whole body feel like it was crawling with ants, soft and tingly. Pressed tightly against Xing Wu, she could feel his changes. He bit her ear, his voice bewitching: “You’re full, but I’m not.”

Qing Ye had completely buried her face in the crook of his neck, her whole body burning hot as she whispered like a mosquito: “Isn’t there another pack of instant noodles?”

“Mm… not as tasty as you.”

With that, he flipped her over and possessed her from behind. This time, Xing Wu was much gentler. He constantly observed Qing Ye’s reactions, like teasing a shy kitten, alternating between fast and slow, turning her this way and that.

Qing Ye had never done such embarrassing things with a man before. She still couldn’t accept such intimate behavior between them, so during the process, she didn’t dare look at Xing Wu’s burning gaze. But as they say, the body is honest – she even wondered if Xing Wu had taken some kind of drug. He went on for so long, causing her previously innocent body to experience strange sensations.

She didn’t know what this feeling was, having never experienced it in her life before. It was as if her soul was about to be jolted out of her body, constantly rising upward, everything becoming dreamlike. When a soft sound squeezed out from deep in her throat, Qing Ye was startled and quickly covered her mouth with her hands.

Xing Wu smiled and removed her hands, leaning down to say, “Don’t hold back. I like your voice.”

Qing Ye didn’t understand what he meant. Like her voice? Did he want her to sing?

But with her hands removed and facing each other like this, she was truly too embarrassed to make those strange sounds again, so she could only bite her lip tightly and endure these maddening sensations.

Qing Ye wasn’t sure when she fell asleep – perhaps it was almost dawn. She only knew they had been at it for a long time. Perhaps on such a devastating night, they could only comfort each other in this most primitive way, feeling the warmth the other brought.

Inside the room, they held each other tightly, melting each other with their body heat. Outside, crystalline snowflakes began to fall, like night’s dance partner, silently beautifying this seemingly peaceful world, making everything pure and white.

Qing Ye hadn’t been this exhausted in a long time. Her limbs had long lost sensation, weak and sore. She slept for an entire day, and when she opened her eyes again, it was already the next afternoon. Everything from last night seemed like an extremely unreal dream – in the dream, she had passed through hell to reach heaven and experienced worldly suffering and unwavering devotion. All the memories were somewhat hazy.

She propped herself up to sit, and when the quilt slipped from her body, she clearly realized this wasn’t a dream – those chaotic scenes from last night had really happened.

The room still retained Xing Wu’s scent, but he wasn’t there. Qing Ye reached for her phone to call him, but he didn’t answer. She hung up and noticed a bag on the bedside table. Looking inside, she found a set of clean, new clothes and a white down jacket.

Just as she put down her phone, Xing Wu called back. Qing Ye hurriedly answered with a “hello,” but when the sound came from her throat, it had a strange softness. She had just wanted to ask Xing Wu where he was, but unexpectedly, her voice came out with a coquettish quality that startled even herself, making her too embarrassed to make any more sounds.

On the other end, Xing Wu’s tone seemed pleased: “Awake?”

“Mm…” This time Qing Ye deliberately lowered her voice, trying to sound more proper.

“Did you see the clothes? There’s a plastic bag on the table by the window with food and drinks. Have something to eat when you get up. I have some things to take care of at home, but I’ll come see you soon.”

“Okay…” Qing Ye bit her lip, holding the phone without moving.

Xing Wu’s voice carried a hint of indulgence: “You hang up first.”

Qing Ye buried herself in the quilt but didn’t hang up or speak. She brought the phone to her eyes to look – Xing Wu hadn’t hung up either.

She called softly: “Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

Qing Ye hugged the quilt and rolled over in bed, her heart tingling as she asked: “Did you buy the clothes early this morning? How many hours did you sleep?”

“Didn’t sleep.”

Qing Ye recalled the details of last night, feeling like she’d been drugged – Xing Wu hadn’t slept all night and she hadn’t even noticed.

She said to him: “Then see you soon.”

“Mm, go ahead and hang up. I’m listening.” His voice through the receiver fell on her ears, making Qing Ye’s cheeks burn again.

“Then… come back quickly.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, she hurriedly hung up. She wanted to see him quickly, but she didn’t know why she’d spoken her heart’s words – it was quite embarrassing. However, now just hearing his voice made her heart ache with longing.

She slid completely under the covers, but even the quilt was filled with his intoxicating scent. Qing Ye felt she would go crazy if she kept waiting alone in the room, so she simply threw back the covers, put on her clothes, and walked into the bathroom.

She froze as soon as she entered the bathroom. Xing Wu had already washed their dirty clothes from last night and hung them on the drying rack, stirring complex emotions in Qing Ye’s heart.

He said he wouldn’t let her live a hard life forever, but even in their current dire circumstances, he hadn’t let her suffer at all. Although they were now homeless and had nothing, Qing Ye didn’t feel like with Xing Wu was hard. Instead, a sweet feeling was about to overflow from her heart.

After washing up, she completely forgot Xing Wu’s reminder to eat something first. She had never experienced what it meant to be satisfied by love alone, but now, unable to see Xing Wu, she couldn’t even remember that she hadn’t eaten for a day.

However, when Qing Ye stepped out of the hotel and sank into the snow, she was completely stunned. She didn’t know when the heavy snow had fallen last night. The dilapidated street was unrecognizable, covered everywhere in pristine white snow. Everything in sight had transformed into a white world, renewed with the coming of the new year.

Many people from Zhazha Town had returned to their ancestral villages for the New Year. Those who remained stayed indoors playing mahjong, cards, or watching TV. The heavy snow made everyone stay inside, leaving the streets empty and serene.

There were no government organizations here to clear snow, let alone municipal snow plows. So what should have been a ten-minute walk took Qing Ye much longer. She trudged through deep snow that reached her ankles, with cold snow even getting into her leather boots. Yet she didn’t feel cold at all. Instead, the closer she got to Xuan Island, the more her blood seemed to boil, as if tiny sprites lived in her body, constantly tickling her heart, and urging her to walk faster.

Especially when she saw the faded tricolor light pole, she suddenly got excited and started running, not expecting to slip and fall. Yellow Hair, standing by the street, saw her and shouted, “Holy shit! Qing Ye?”

He hurried over to help her up, asking, “Why are you running?”

“…” How could Qing Ye say it was because she wanted to see Xing Wu quickly? Could she say she missed him? Missed him terribly, even though it had only been a few hours? Yellow Hair would probably think she’d lost her mind.

She could only casually dust off the snow and reply nonchalantly: “Exercising.”

“…”

“Where’s Xing Wu?”

Yellow Hair said: “Inside, but you’d better not go in.”

The more he spoke like this, the more determined Qing Ye was to enter. But as soon as she stepped into Xuan Island, she froze. Fat Tiger, Big Black, Flower Arm, and Dog Tooth were all standing in the ruins, each with a grim expression.

Qing Ye rushed straight to the backyard, but before leaving the ruins, she heard Xing Wu’s harsh voice: “Why don’t you just come back to collect our corpses?”

“Pah! What kind of talk is that during New Year!”

Just as Qing Ye reached the backyard, she heard Li Lanfang’s voice. Her steps came to an abrupt halt, finally understanding why everyone outside looked troubled. That man who came and went like the wind, Xing Guodong, had finally returned home – or rather, he had returned but was now homeless.

In the distance, Aunt Zhao and the Wu family were peering out their windows. Li Lanfang, having been dominant in Zhazha Town for so many years, couldn’t bear being laughed at during New Year. She walked over and grabbed Xing Wu’s arm, saying, “Wu Zi, can you not be like this?”

Veins bulged on Xing Wu’s forehead as he yanked his arm away and retorted: “Then how do you want me to be? What the hell do you plan to do? Running a barber shop for so many years – where’s the money? And you, always bragging about doing business outside, what kind of business can’t even produce a thousand yuan? This family wouldn’t be in this state if it weren’t for you!”

Xing Guodong, trembling with anger, stepped forward and punched Xing Wu. Qing Ye watched in disbelief, her hands and feet turning cold.

Xing Wu wickedly wiped his mouth corner and grabbed Xing Guodong by the collar.

Li Lanfang instantly broke down, crying and shouting for Xing Wu to let go. Xing Guodong hadn’t expected Xing Wu to fight back, and glared at him fiercely: “A son hitting his father? Have you lost your mind?”

Xing Wu’s expression was terrifyingly dark, his gaze piercing as he stared at him, his voice low and sarcastic: “Are you really my father?”

Li Lanfang suddenly staggered, and Xing Guodong’s arrogant expression immediately turned panicked. Qing Ye watched as the family’s most shameful lie was forcefully exposed, leaving everyone’s hearts bleeding!

Without hesitation, she ran over and hugged Xing Wu from behind, repeatedly calling out: “Xing Wu, let’s go, let’s leave right now, okay?”

She felt no sympathy for Xing Guodong – she even wished he would get beaten. But she clearly understood that after Xing Wu beat Xing Guodong, Li Lanfang, and Grandmother inside would be heartbroken. No one wanted to see their family fall apart on New Year’s Day. Their pain would only make Xing Wu suffer more, so she had to stop this from happening.

Xing Wu’s near-manic impulse finally subsided at Qing Ye’s voice, as if she was the only one in this world who could save him from the abyss of losing control.

He released Xing Guodong and turned to look at her. Qing Ye frowned deeply with worry and repeated: “Come with me.”

Xing Wu finally regained his senses and said to her: “Wait for me outside, I’ll be right out.”

When Qing Ye returned to the original back door, she saw Xing Wu ignore Xing Guodong and instead walk to the other side to throw a large bag of vegetables into the kitchen.

Walking through the ruins, she saw Dog Tooth and the others squatting by the street outside Xuan Island. Qing Ye suddenly felt moved, perhaps because too many things had happened these past two days, making her somewhat sentimental today.

At least Xing Wu still had these brothers who would abandon their family reunions to come to support him in times of trouble, who instinctively gave him space in his moments of humiliation.

Qing Ye silently went over to squat beside them, extending her finger to draw in the clean snow, unconsciously writing “Xing Wu’s” name.

Fat Tiger handed her his snowball to play with. She took it, weighed it in her hand, and then threw it across the street where it disappeared into another pile of snow. She then held out her hand to Fat Tiger, who made her another one to throw.

Soon after, Xing Wu came out. Big Black stood up and put an arm around his shoulders, saying: “All done? If so, let’s all go to my place, the food’s ready.”

Xing Wu said nothing, just patting his back twice. Between brothers, no more words were needed – everything was conveyed in that gesture.

His peripheral vision caught sight of his name in the snow below. These two characters he’d written for so many years but never got right, yet he’d never seen anyone but Qing Ye write his name so beautifully, like calligraphy.

A gentle light appeared in his eyes as he looked past several people to find Qing Ye standing in the back. When their eyes met, they both seemed to recall last night’s indescribable scenes, feeling somewhat… awkward.

Qing Ye lowered her head nervously, her shoes scuffing the snow beneath. She finally understood why shameful things had to be done at night – they were truly unbearable in daylight.

The group trudged through the snow toward Big Black’s house. Xing Wu walked in front, asking Big Black: “What else do we need? I’ll go buy it.”

“Buy what? I’ve got plenty stocked up, enough to feed you from New Year’s Eve to the fifteenth day of the first month.”

Xing Wu patted his shoulder and looked back at Qing Ye. She was walking last, hands in her down jacket pockets, neck tucked in. Xing Wu fell back a few steps to walk beside her and asked, “Are you okay?”

Fat Tiger nearby didn’t notice anything unusual about this question, but Qing Ye knew what Xing Wu was asking.

She bit her lip and glanced at him without answering, her cheeks tinged with pink, rosy against the white snow.

Unexpectedly, Yellow Hair chimed in: “Okay what? She fell earlier. Brother Wu, you should lecture her – can’t run on snowy days.”

Qing Ye immediately stepped on Yellow Hair’s foot. He yelped, “Why’d you step on me?”

Qing Ye glared at him. Xing Wu immediately asked, “Where did you fall?”

She answered curtly: “Nowhere.”

“Then why were you running?”

Qing Ye looked at him flusteredly, her eyes bright as if covered with mist. Xing Wu’s lips finally curved into a smile: “I know why.”

Yao Yan – Chapter 78
Da Hei’s house wasn’t far from Zhazha Pavilion. Though the house itself wasn’t large, it had a spacious courtyard with a simple extension built in it, furnished with a large round table. His parents had gone to his grandmother’s house early in the morning for New Year’s celebrations. After receiving Quan Ya’s call about the incident at Xing Wu’s house, Da Hei didn’t join them.

His family had prepared plenty of dishes for the New Year. As soon as Da Hei entered, he put on an apron and started cooking, wielding the large wok ladle with surprising skill. Hua Bi and the others lounged in the living room with the TV on, waiting for food. Only now did Quan Ya find time to ask about Xing Wu’s situation from last night.

Xing Wu unwrapped a lollipop from the snack box and popped it in his mouth while chatting with Quan Ya. Noticing Qing Ye leaning against the kitchen doorway watching Da Hei cook, he glanced over several times before walking towards her. Leaning on the other side, he told her, “Da Hei’s uncle runs a small restaurant in the county town. He worked there for a while.”

No wonder Qing Ye thought his movements looked so practiced. She glanced at the lollipop in Xing Wu’s mouth and simply snatched it, putting it in her mouth.

Xing Wu raised his eyebrows with an indulgent half-smile, his gaze lingering almost imperceptibly on her lips. “What’s wrong with you?”

Qing Ye truly found it strange. Ever since last night, she kept feeling that Xing Wu’s eyes carried an electric charge. Whenever he looked at her, her heart felt like it had been struck by lightning.

With the lollipop in her mouth, she said to him, “I’m hungry.”

“Didn’t you eat what was in the bag?”

“I forgot.”

Xing Wu tapped her forehead. “Too busy running around, huh?”

Feeling embarrassed by his comment, Qing Ye ignored him and walked to the living room. Pang Hu, who was sitting nearby cracking sunflower seeds, looked up and saw Qing Ye and Xing Wu walking over one after another. Suddenly something felt off to him!

Why was the red lollipop that had been in Brother Wu’s mouth now in Qing Ye’s? He looked at Xing Wu again, confirming that his lollipop was indeed gone. Though Pang Hu couldn’t figure it out, he didn’t dare ask. He just found it strange for a moment, thinking perhaps Qing Ye had gotten hers from somewhere else and didn’t dwell on it further.

This was Qing Ye’s first New Year’s Eve dinner with a group of guys. No, more accurately, this was her first time spending New Year’s away from her family, celebrating with peers she’d only known for a few months.

The feeling was peculiar, but their liveliness soon made her forget any homesickness. Watching them drink and share interesting childhood stories, everything felt fresh and fascinating to Qing Ye, who had grown up in such a different environment.

The New Year’s Eve dinner was sumptuous. Though perhaps not as luxurious as the restaurant meals her father used to order in previous years, the taste and variety were no less impressive than those from fancy restaurants. Having not eaten all day, Qing Ye’s appetite opened up as soon as they sat down. While the others drank, she quietly ate two bowls of rice.

As the brothers got tipsy, the conversation circled back to the fire at Xing Wu’s house. Only then did Qing Ye learn that the police had visited early in the morning. The fire had damaged several neighbors’ exterior walls, and since the backyard was shared property, it inevitably involved public property damage. They hoped Xing Wu’s family would compensate for the losses.

As for the cause of the fire, there wasn’t much investigation. Fireworks weren’t prohibited here, so every New Year saw several fires of varying degrees. The police seemed quite used to such incidents and left shortly after arriving.

Since it was New Year’s Eve, to avoid spoiling everyone’s holiday, they didn’t pursue the compensation issue further, just mentioning that it would be handled after the New Year.

Qing Ye didn’t know which neighbors were seeking compensation, but there were only a few houses adjacent to Xuan Dao. At times like these, one shouldn’t expect neighbors to help each other, but at least they shouldn’t kick someone while they’re down. However, for people in this poor area, noble virtues weren’t worth a penny. When they could barely make ends meet themselves, expecting them to help others in need was just a pipe dream!

Qing Ye finally understood why Xing Wu had been so angry earlier. With such an incident, the family had no security, and as parents, they had neither ideas nor money. On New Year’s Day, not even vegetable vendors were on the streets. If Xing Wu hadn’t brought home a big bag of vegetables, they would still be wallowing in self-pity, not even considering basic survival.

Qing Ye’s mood suddenly became very heavy. She felt that too many things were weighing on Xing Wu. He had to take care of her, and his family, and deal with all these surrounding troubles. No wonder he couldn’t even find time to sleep.

Hua Bi sighed and said, “Brother Wu, what a terrible New Year this is for you!”

Xing Wu glanced at Qing Ye and replied calmly, “It’s not that bad.”

Qing Ye turned her head to meet his gaze, seeing in his deep eyes a tenderness that only she could understand. Yes, it wasn’t that bad – at least they were together now.

Huang Mao immediately exclaimed, “How is this not bad? Brother Wu, I’m not kidding, you have such a good attitude. If it were me, I’d have gone crazy by now.”

Seeing that Qing Ye quite enjoyed the braised chicken feet, Xing Wu simply moved the entire plate in front of her and said absent-mindedly, “A house can be figured out later, as long as people are safe.”

The brothers agreed, “That’s true…”

So they continued drinking and talking about old times, while Qing Ye sat beside Xing Wu, eating chicken feet and listening attentively, thoroughly enjoying their stories, unaware that sauce had stained the corner of her mouth.

Xing Wu glanced at her, pulled out a tissue, and said, “Turn your face here.”

With dirty hands, Qing Ye could only lean her face towards him. Xing Wu gently wiped the corner of her mouth.

Pang Hu didn’t know what was wrong with himself, but he kept unconsciously looking at Xing Wu and Qing Ye, feeling that something was different about them. He hadn’t felt this way before and didn’t know what was going on today.

But looking around, no one else seemed to react. They treated their actions as if they hadn’t seen anything, even the usually chatty Huang Mao did not react. Pang Hu thought his brain must be malfunctioning today.

Hua Bi asked, “Where did you stay last night?”

Xing Wu casually replied, “Got a room.” Qing Ye kept her head down in silence.

Quan Ya spoke up, “Shu Han’s moved to the county town now. Why don’t you stay at my place for a while?”

Xing Wu simply said, “No need.”

Pang Hu enthusiastically suggested, “You, you can’t keep staying in hotels, the cost would be too much. Brother Wu, why don’t you stay at my place? My bed is big enough, we can squeeze in together, you’ll save on hotel rooms.”

Quan Ya, Da Hei, and the others had more experience in life and understood when Xing Wu directly refused Quan Ya’s offer. The brothers already knew that staying there probably wasn’t convenient, and they all knew why but chose not to mention it.

But this chubby kid was so naive, suggesting that Xing Wu leave a beautiful young woman to sleep with him instead – where was his sense?

The others either lit cigarettes or poured drinks, staying silent. Huang Mao stared at Pang Hu like he was an idiot, feeling extremely anxious!

Xing Wu pulled out a cigarette with an ambiguous smile and said, “I don’t sleep with men.”

Qing Ye held her disposable cup, feeling mysteriously embarrassed.

Xing Wu lowered his head to light his cigarette, tossed the pack to Quan Ya across the table, and asked, “Where was Da Cao last night?”

Quan Ya took the pack and pulled out a cigarette: “Pulling an all-nighter at Kuang Ren with Xiao Bin’s group.”

Xing Wu slowly exhaled smoke, his expression blank as he looked at Quan Ya: “After the fifth, find time to set up a meeting with Da Cao for me.”

The table suddenly fell silent, and even Qing Ye raised her head to stare at Xing Wu. His profile was sharp and cold, showing no emotion, but it was precisely this demeanor that made Qing Ye uneasy.

Huang Mao couldn’t hold back and asked first, “Brother Wu, what do you want with Da Cao?”

With the cigarette dangling from his mouth, arm draped over the chair back and legs crossed, Xing Wu appeared casual and unrestrained, but the light in his eyes was ice-cold. Taking a deep drag of his cigarette, he said slowly, “Have a chat with him.”

Qing Ye felt her heart rate increase, that uneasy feeling growing stronger, but surrounded by people, she couldn’t probe further. She could only furrow her brows and stare intently at Xing Wu.

Sensing her gaze, Xing Wu glanced at her and smiled, as if telling her not to worry.

Quan Ya asked, “You’ve made up your mind?”

Xing Wu’s gaze remained locked on Qing Ye’s face, his lips still curved slightly, as he answered, “Since he crossed my bottom line, he should be prepared for mutual destruction. Pass this message to him.”

Under his gaze, Qing Ye’s heart continued to race. She seemed to guess what Xing Wu planned to do, but she couldn’t estimate what consequences his actions might bring.

But Xing Wu quickly changed the subject, asking Huang Mao when the driving school would open. Huang Mao was startled, “Huh? What driving school?”

Xing Wu smiled faintly, “Gone stupid?”

Huang Mao immediately responded, “The seventh.”

Xing Wu fell silent. The Spring Festival Gala was playing its usual skits on the TV in the living room, and the group in the courtyard had mostly finished eating.

Da Hei went inside and threw an envelope in front of Xing Wu, who lowered his eyes to look at it. Huang Mao and the others also gradually pulled out envelopes from their pockets and handed them to him.

Da Hei said, “It’s not much, just a small gesture from your brothers. Take it for now.”

Finally, Quan Ya pulled out a sealed black bag from his inner coat pocket and placed it in front of Xing Wu without a word.

Qing Ye hadn’t expected these seemingly penniless young men to empty their savings to support Xing Wu at this moment.

Huang Mao and Pang Hu were still students without much income, yet they had managed to give several thousand. Da Hei and Hua Bi’s envelopes were thick, likely no less than ten thousand each. As for Quan Ya, a man of few words but fierce actions, Qing Ye estimated his stack to be at least twenty or thirty thousand.

She didn’t know how Xing Wu felt at that moment, but her heart was turbulent. When Xing Wu was in his most difficult situation, these brothers stood by his side, supporting him without hesitation. Their loyalty moved her deeply.

She turned to look at Xing Wu, who kept his gaze lowered, his thick eyelashes shadowing the complex emotions in his eyes. He remained silent, and Qing Ye tactfully rose and went to the living room, giving the brothers some space to talk.

She understood that although there was nothing to hide between her and Xing Wu anymore, some moments might be more natural for him without her presence.

She sat in the living room watching the Spring Festival Gala for a while before Xing Wu called from outside, “Qing Ye, let’s go.”

She got up and zipped her down jacket as everyone started putting on their clothes to leave. Walking to Xing Wu’s side, he nudged her and said, “Say goodbye to Da Hei.”

Qing Ye politely said to Da Hei, “Thank you for the New Year’s Eve dinner. It truly was worthy of An Zi County’s top chef.”

She gave him a thumbs up, and Da Hei smiled, saying, “Come eat again tomorrow.”

Xing Wu waved his hand, “Can’t, got things to do.”

Qing Ye said to him, “Happy New Year.” From the corner of her eye, she noticed Da Hei’s envelope still on the table.

Da Hei replied, “Happy New Year. Be careful on your way back, the roads aren’t good.”

It was almost eleven when they left Da Hei’s house. Everyone parted ways at the intersection. The outdoor temperature was very low, with no sign of the snow melting. However, the night snow scene was crystalline and bright, sparkling points of light seeming to illuminate their way home.

Qing Ye walked beside Xing Wu, silently watching him. He wore a tracksuit bought hastily from a small shop that morning – he had no choice, as yesterday’s clothes were too dirty to wear. Though he wasn’t particularly fussy, he always kept himself neat and clean. This cheaply made tracksuit somehow didn’t look cheap on him, though it seemed rather thin and not very warm.

After walking for a while, Qing Ye spoke up, “You didn’t take their money?”

Xing Wu had his hands in his pockets, looking at the pale path ahead as he replied quietly, “Life isn’t easy for any of them. Especially Huang Mao and Pang Hu – where would they get money except from their families? How could I take it?”

Qing Ye fell silent. She had guessed Xing Wu wouldn’t take it. He never liked troubling others, and among these people, he was more like a spiritual pillar. Though not the oldest, they all called him “Brother” not just for his courage and charisma, but because he always considered things from their perspective, earning their unconditional support.

Seeing her deliberately walking in the thick, untrodden snow instead of the clear path, Xing Wu pulled her over saying, “Walk properly.”

Qing Ye didn’t listen, saying proudly, “I’ll walk my path, definitely not where others have walked.”

Her words sounded principled, but she just wanted to play in the snow. Xing Wu found her playfulness amusing – it seemed to be his only moment of relaxation since morning.

After a few steps, Qing Ye couldn’t help but ask, “Are you meeting Da Cao because you suspect he’s connected to the house fire?”

A cold smile curved Xing Wu’s lips: “The timing of this fire is suspicious, right before New Year’s. If it was deliberate, he must be involved. Da Cao is vindictive. After his setback at my place last time, I’ve been wondering why he stayed quiet for so long.”

“Why didn’t you tell the police this morning?”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “Tell them what? Where’s the evidence?”

Qing Ye suddenly remembered Xing Wu asking Quan Ya about Da Cao’s whereabouts last night at dinner. If he had been at the internet café all night, he would have a perfect alibi. Given the local police’s efficiency, they would probably just ask a few questions and let it go, if they bothered to investigate at all during the New Year.

She worriedly asked, “So what will you do when you meet Da Cao? What if he doesn’t admit it?”

“He doesn’t need to admit anything. When we meet, we’ll both understand.”

Qing Ye tugged at his sleeve, “I don’t want you to go.”

Xing Wu took her cold hand and put it in his pocket: “If you step back once, others will step forward. Today it’s the house, what will it be tomorrow?”

Qing Ye suddenly shivered. Although she had gathered from Quan Ya’s words that Xing Wu and Da Cao had been at odds for years, she had always thought that if Xing Wu didn’t provoke Da Cao, he wouldn’t do anything.

But for the first time, she realized how urgent their “settlement” was. Even if Xing Wu didn’t want to take this step, some things were no longer his choice. Da Cao had targeted his family, what he cared about most – he couldn’t hold back anymore.

Qing Ye suddenly felt an invisible umbrella looming over their heads, like a giant cage they couldn’t escape from. Would it end in mutual destruction as Xing Wu said?

Lost in thought, she suddenly felt herself lifted into the air, startling her. When she came to her senses, she was on Xing Wu’s back.

She leaned near his ear and asked, “Why are you carrying me?”

“Can’t you feel how damp your shoes are?”

“Oh… they got wet this afternoon, then froze…”

“…”

By the time they returned to the small hotel, Qing Ye’s feet had lost all feeling. As soon as they entered the room, Xing Wu set her on the bed and removed her shoes and socks. Her small feet were red from the cold and slightly swollen.

Xing Wu held her feet in his palms, gently massaging them. Qing Ye’s cheeks immediately turned red, and she tried to pull back shyly: “What are you doing?”

Xing Wu glanced at her shy expression and smiled, holding her ankle: “After all we’ve been through, you’re still shy with me? Don’t move, let me massage them, or you’ll suffer if you get chilblains.”

Her delicate feet were fair and proportionate, small enough for Xing Wu to hold both in one hand. To him, girls’ feet were adorably tiny.

The calluses on his fingertips made Qing Ye tremble slightly, the blush never leaving her face. Xing Wu looked up at her with half-raised eyes. She sat obediently on the bed, radiating a young woman’s clear allure, her flushed cheeks like tempting cherries.

With fewer people around now, he finally asked, “Does it still hurt? That area…”

The question only made Qing Ye more embarrassed. She shyly hugged the blanket, lowering her head to reply, “How would I know?”

“Hmm?” Xing Wu didn’t understand.

“I mean, I can’t tell.”

Xing Wu broke into a smile: “So you’re saying you need me to help you check?”

Qing Ye looked at his roguish, handsome expression, charming to the extreme, and her heart instantly melted.

Yao Yan – Chapter 79
Xing Wu told Qing to take a bath, but she said she bathed slowly and asked him to go first. A casual smile crossed Xing Wu’s lips: “Let’s bathe together.”

Looking back, he saw Qing sitting on the bed, hugging the quilt in a shy manner that made him laugh as he walked into the bathroom.

Although yesterday there was nothing to be reserved about between her and Xing Wu,… asking her to bathe with Xing Wu was something she couldn’t do. It was too embarrassing.

Xing Wu bathed quickly, just a quick rinse before coming out. As Qing stood up to put on her slippers, he deliberately hugged her from behind and bent down to say intimately: “Bathe quickly.”

Qing pressed her lips together and ran into the bathroom with her head down. Xing Wu turned to look at her, silently curling his lips into a smile. He didn’t know why he loved seeing Qing’s flustered and shy appearance so much – it was adorable.

While Qing was bathing, she noticed through the bathroom mirror that her cheeks were burning hot, and her mind was filled with indescribable scenes between her and Xing Wu. Thinking about what might happen later made her feel very nervous!

However, when she came out of the bathroom, she found Xing Wu already asleep, his phone still in his hand, but he was in deep sleep.

She went around to his side and bent down to look at him carefully. His breathing was even, his eye sockets deep, long eyelashes drooping, thick eyebrows slightly raised, carrying a hint of rebelliousness. But with his eyes closed, he had shed that aggressive aura and looked like a quiet young man.

Xing Wu usually had very high alertness. Normally, even with his eyes closed, he could sense when Qing was watching him from another bed. Today he must have been too tired – Qing looked at him up close for quite a while without any reaction from him.

After all, people aren’t made of iron. Last night they had experienced a terrifying fire, followed by intense activity in the late hours. He hadn’t slept all night, then had to go shopping in the morning, deal with the police, and arrange things at home. Even the strongest person would be exhausted by now.

Qing pulled his phone away and placed it on the bedside table, then tucked him in with the blanket. However, she didn’t sleep but instead opened her laptop, connected to the hotel’s wi-fi, and spent some time researching online store business models, browsing forums and posts before finally closing the computer and going to bed.

Qing had always been particular about beds. For instance, when she first came to Zhazha Pavilion, it took her a long time to adjust to the hardness of Xing Wu’s bed boards. Previously when traveling, she cared most about accommodation conditions. No matter how fun a place was, if there was a musty smell when opening the hotel door, or if it felt oppressive and unclean, it would be a failed trip. So she would never stay in small hotels like this when traveling.

But perhaps because Xing Wu was lying beside her, she miraculously didn’t feel uncomfortable with the bed. She snuggled into his embrace and quickly fell asleep.

On New Year’s Day, Qing didn’t sleep in – she woke up around seven, but Xing Wu had woken even earlier, as he wasn’t in the room when she opened her eyes.

In previous years, New Year’s Day was Qing’s busiest day. Either her father’s friends and subordinates would come to pay New Year’s visits, or she would follow her parents to visit others’ homes. Anyway, the schedule was similar every year – getting up early, putting on new clothes, getting dressed, and following her parents around to collect red envelopes.

However, this year was the most special Spring Festival. She found that after waking up, there was nothing to do. Xing Wu, worried she would be cold when getting up, had adjusted the heater temperature before leaving. So Qing didn’t want to put on a sweater after getting up. Seeing Xing Wu’s long-sleeved t-shirt had dried in the bathroom, she simply took it down and put it on – the temperature was just right.

She was planning to call Xing Wu after finishing her grooming, but while she was combing her hair, Xing Wu had already returned, carrying a thermos in his hand. He looked somewhat oddly at Qing standing in the bathroom: “Up so early?”

Then he walked to the window and put things on the table. Qing put down her comb and asked him: “Are there still places selling breakfast today?”

“No, I made it at home. Grandmother wouldn’t eat anything last night, so I made some porridge and fed her. I might need to take her to the county hospital in a few days.”

Qing came out and asked: “What happened?”

Xing Wu opened the thermos and spooned out the porridge one scoop at a time, his voice somewhat muffled: “The situation isn’t good.”

As Xing Wu stood with his back to her, head down spooning porridge, his whole person seemed shrouded in gloom. Qing walked over in a few steps and hugged his waist from behind, resting her face against his back.

Feeling the slender arms around his waist and the soft body behind him, Xing Wu’s tightly knit brows finally relaxed a little. Qing buried her face in his back and said to him: “I have something to tell you.”

Hearing her tone, Xing Wu paused: “What is it?”

“I heard from Huang Mao yesterday that building a house here only costs around 200,000 yuan. I have 300,000 yuan – around 200,000 for building the house, and the remaining tens of thousands should be enough for furniture and appliances.”

Xing Wu immediately put down the spoon, pulled away her hands from his waist, and turned around to frown at Qing: “I didn’t even take their money yesterday, you think I would take your money? Moreover, this money is for your education – don’t even think about it.”

Qing had anticipated this reaction from Xing Wu and knew he would be somewhat angry when she said this, so she directly moved closer to him. Xing Wu pulled away from her without hesitation. Qing’s big eyes widened, and she rose on her tiptoes to hook his neck, her temper immediately flaring: “Try pulling away from me again!”

Xing Wu stopped moving, though his expression wasn’t particularly pleasant. Qing’s clear eyes stared directly into his: “Listen to me finish. With this 300,000, we can rebuild a house on the original site. Didn’t you give me 50,000 before? I haven’t touched it. After the New Year, we can talk to Old Xie and see if we can take over his factory for 50,000.”

Xing Wu’s frown deepened: “You want to take over that nearly bankrupt factory? Are you joking?”

But Qing spoke with absolute seriousness: “I’m not joking with you. My current money isn’t enough for studying abroad anyway, and money just sitting there will only decrease, not increase. Since it’s just this much money, why not take a gamble and try to make money grow? Think about it – I need money for school, my Grandmother needs money for medical care, and the whole family needs money for living. Xuan Island is gone, we must have a source of income. Liu Nian and Yan Yan don’t have any prospects yet either, we can call them to work together. It might be hard, but what if we succeed?”

Xing Wu pondered for a moment and said: “Running a factory isn’t that simple. You need to attend classes and prepare for exams, and I can’t stay there all day either. Besides, none of us have experience in that business. From production to packaging to shipping, we need people, and even if we take over the factory, we don’t have money to hire workers.”

Qing stood on tiptoes and nuzzled his chin: “Xiao Lington said others in class want to come too, but I’ve been holding back on numbers because I was worried about Old Xie’s opinion. If we take over the factory ourselves, we’ll also have a place to study. After the New Year, I want to open a college entrance exam tutoring class.”

Xing Wu held her shoulders and bent down to look at her: “You want to take over the factory to make money from tutoring?”

Qing laughed: “What are you thinking? How could I charge my classmates money? Am I that money-hungry? Didn’t you just say we don’t have money to hire workers? I’ll teach them and work my brain without charging a penny, asking for their help in return isn’t too much, right?”

Xing Wu immediately understood and straightened up, sighing: “City people are so cunning! Looks like you’ve planned everything?”

“Mm, I’ve thought about it for two days. I think we can give it a try. Everyone goes from not knowing to knowing, from novice to expert. Anyway, we’re already poor enough, so we have nothing to lose, right?”

“I don’t object to you taking over the factory, but I won’t touch that 300,000 for studying abroad.”

Qing lowered her eyes and slowly pressed her forehead against his chest, speaking softly: “Xing Wu… we can’t be without a home.”

That voice hit squarely into his chest, blocking all the words he wanted to say. His heart was deeply moved. “Their home” had a special magic for him. He had never imagined that a rich city girl like Qing – smart, beautiful, high above others – would one day willingly share hardships with him. What had he, Xing Wu, done to deserve such a girl? The emotions in his heart came like an avalanche, and he looked down at her with a serious expression.

Qing raised her head and said to him: “We’ll have everything. In the future, we’ll have a big house, nice cars, and lots of money, more money than we can spend…”

She started laughing as she said this, her brilliant smile shining like warm sunlight into Xing Wu’s heart.

“So don’t think too much. Money can be earned slowly, but we can’t be without a home. Listen to me on this, there’s no room for discussion.”

Finally, there was some softening in Xing Wu’s eyes. Looking at Qing’s optimistic and confident appearance, it seemed like the gloom shrouding his heart had dissipated somewhat. He didn’t know why the girl before him was like a treasure, always able to bring light to him when he was at his lowest, making him love her uncontrollably.

He reached out to lift her and hold her against him, but suddenly paused: “You’re not wearing pants?”

Qing awkwardly pulled his t-shirt lower and lower. Xing Wu’s gaze moved downward – her smooth, well-proportioned legs were exposed, blindingly white. Xing Wu immediately moved the porridge aside, lifted her waist with one hand, and placed her on the window-side table, kissing her lips and saying: “Happy New Year.”

Early in the morning, Qing’s face flushed from his French kiss, but she felt something being placed in her hand. She moved away from him and looked down, discovering that Xing Wu had given her a red envelope. She had thought she wouldn’t receive any red envelopes this year, and immediately smiled, jumping down from the table to tell him: “Wait a moment.”

She opened her bag – actually, she had also prepared a red envelope for Xing Wu but hadn’t expected to receive his first.

She took out the pre-prepared red envelope and gave it to Xing Wu, rising on her tiptoes to kiss him: “Happy New Year, how much did you put in?”

“See for yourself.”

So they opened their red envelopes simultaneously, discovering they had both coincidentally put in 1,000 yuan. They looked up at each other and couldn’t help laughing, though there was a hint of desolation in their laughter. Qing said while laughing: “How did we end up so miserable? Having to give each other New Year money.”

Xing Wu rubbed her head and urged her to get into bed and cover her legs to avoid getting cold, then brought the porridge to her bedside.

While eating breakfast, Qing discussed the house-building details with him further. She knew nothing about this, but Xing Wu knew quite a lot, such as the prices of sand, cement, and blocks, and how frame structure and brick-concrete structure had different prices per square meter. Xing Wu roughly estimated that if he bought all the materials himself and found familiar friends to help, they could save quite a bit of money – probably could manage with just over 100,000 yuan.

Hearing this, Qing became so excited she wanted to withdraw the money immediately. Xing Wu reminded her: “It’s New Year’s, not only can’t we buy things, but no one’s taking jobs. The earliest would be after the New Year.”

Qing thought about it and realized he was right. She smiled and said: “I don’t have many requirements, just that our room needs to have a big window.”

“Why not make a balcony instead?”

“Can we?”

Seeing her eyes full of expectation, Xing Wu smiled: “Why not?”

“That’s great!” Qing immediately became excited, seemingly unable to wait to see their new home.

After drinking the hot porridge, she felt very warm in her stomach. Her eyes sparkled as she looked at Xing Wu: “So what are we doing today?”

Xing Wu packed up the thermos, looked at her, and then fell silent for a while before saying to her: “If we plan to build a house, there are some things I must deal with first.”

Qing blinked: “What things?”

“Family matters. I’ll tell you when I go back at noon. You better not come back with me then.”

“No, I want to go back with you.”

Xing Wu looked at her, seeming to want to say something but holding back.

Qing started acting cute and coquettish again: “How can you leave me alone in the hotel during New Year’s? I want to go back with you. You handle your business, I won’t say anything.”

Xing Wu said with a half-smile: “Get dressed then.”
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Qing still took her clothes to change in the bathroom – she wasn’t comfortable enough to change in front of Xing Wu yet.

The house remained unchanged from yesterday. When they returned, Li Lanfang was busy in the kitchen, and Xing Guodong sat at Grandmother’s doorway smoking. Qing wondered how the three of them had squeezed into such a small room last night – before coming here, she couldn’t have imagined such a life.

Li Lanfang glanced toward the kitchen door and said: “You’re back?”

Xing Wu grunted in response and went inside to check on Grandmother. Qing followed him in. Grandmother still lay unconscious on the bed, appearing no different on the surface from before, but Xing Wu, who cared for her daily, must have noticed something wrong.

At noon, Li Lanfang brought the dishes into the room, placing them on a small folding tea table – the family’s first reunion meal of the new year.

During the meal, Qing quietly observed Xing Wu, wondering what matters he planned to handle after returning. Xing Guodong squatted at the doorway holding his bowl, while Li Lanfang sat on Grandmother’s bed.

Xing Wu removed the bones from the fish belly and gave the meat to Qing, telling her to eat well. Qing ate silently with her head down.

Although everyone was present today, the atmosphere wasn’t harmonious. Throughout the meal, hardly anyone spoke. Qing could sense that everyone had something weighing on their minds, making it feel like “the last supper.”

Sure enough, right after eating, Xing Wu leaned against the doorframe, lit a cigarette, and said to Li Lanfang: “Don’t clean up yet, let’s talk about how we’ll live from now on.”

Xing Guodong stood at the doorway with his arms crossed. Li Lanfang threw down her chopsticks. Qing looked up at them and consciously got up to leave the room.

Perhaps because of the recent disaster, no one had the heart to shovel the snow in the courtyard. Except for the area by the kitchen door, the heavy snow from two nights ago still lay piled everywhere.

Qing crouched in an empty corner and rolled some snow into a ball. As a child, she particularly loved untouched snow like this. Whenever it snowed heavily in Beijing, she would drag her father out to build snowmen, as if any winter without building a snowman would be wasted.

Xing Wu spoke with half-lowered eyes: “Since the house and barbershop are gone, and you can’t raise money, what do you plan to do?”

Li Lanfang sighed and kept her head down. She was just an uneducated middle-aged woman. When the family encountered such situations, she was completely at a loss. She couldn’t bring herself to swallow her pride and borrow money everywhere. Although she got along well with her mahjong friends usually, when it came to money, everyone avoided it. Having lived here her whole life, she understood this better than anyone. Besides, the current situation couldn’t be solved by borrowing a few thousand yuan.

Xing Wu looked at Xing Guodong, who glared and said: “Why are you looking at me? What can I do? I have to return to work in a few days.”

Xing Wu took a deep drag on his cigarette and nodded: “Then let’s do this – take your mother with you, I’ll take care of my mom myself.”

Xing Guodong and Li Lanfang were stunned. Even Qing in the distance raised her head to look at Xing Wu.

Xing Guodong said incredulously: “What nonsense are you talking about, boy?”

Xing Wu glanced at him coldly: “The one lying in bed is your mother. If you don’t take care of her, who will? You must support her, not me. I’ll only support my mother.”

“I’m still your father!” Xing Guodong’s thuggish manner emerged again.

Xing Wu just said mockingly: “You’re my father? What parental obligations have you fulfilled? Did you provide for my food and clothes? If you can name even one thing, I’ll acknowledge you as my foster father.”

The words “foster father” from his mouth sounded extremely harsh. By now, the shameful lie had been exposed, and Xing Wu had completely fallen out with Xing Guodong – there was no affection left to speak of.

Li Lanfang suddenly stood up from the bed, walked in front of Xing Wu, and said loudly: “Wu’er, what are you saying? You’re asking us to split up the family?”

Xing Wu turned his gaze to Li Lanfang: “If you don’t want to split up, that’s fine too. You can go with him and take care of Grandmother together. I don’t need you to take care of me anyway. But if he kicks you out, don’t come back expecting anything from me.”

Li Lanfang was so shocked her pupils trembled. Angry, she slapped Xing Wu’s shoulder, knocking the cigarette from between his fingers. Xing Wu looked down with a cold smile and stepped on the cigarette to extinguish it. He raised his head to look at Xing Guodong with calm eyes: “If you think Grandmother is too much trouble and don’t want to take care of her, that’s fine too. You can divorce my mother – put it in black and white so that from now on, you have nothing to do with anyone or anything in this family. Grandmother can stay here, and I can support her in your place until her last days. Otherwise, I’ll leave with Qing this afternoon, and how you all live afterward will have nothing to do with me.”

Qing looked away and bent down to roll her snowball bigger and bigger. As she had promised Xing Wu before coming, she stayed quiet while he handled his business, just waiting quietly in a corner of the courtyard.

She knew Xing Wu could never abandon Grandmother or trust Xing Guodong to care for her. She also knew that someone like Xing Guodong, who could barely support himself, would never be able to care for a semi-paralyzed elderly woman.

Xing Wu was precisely counting on this to force him to make a choice. Before, he could turn a blind eye and muddle through – when Xing Guodong came back for money, he took Li Lanfang’s money. One was willing to give, one was willing to take, and apart from occasionally having a big argument with Li Lanfang, there wasn’t much he could do about it.

But now it was different. If they planned to rebuild the house, Xing Wu wouldn’t let Xing Guodong have any chance to get involved with the house or anything else in the family in the future. He especially couldn’t allow any possibility of him touching Qing’s money. He had to completely sever ties with him before this to protect their family’s future life.

However, Li Lanfang and Xing Guodong didn’t know about their plans to build a house, so when Xing Wu suddenly proposed divorce, Li Lanfang cursed loudly, crying that Xing Wu was forcing her to die. Xing Wu just looked amusedly at his mother’s dramatic behavior and said lightly: “I’m not forcing you. Whether to divorce or not is your decision. If you don’t divorce, see if he’s willing to take you with him?”

This statement left Li Lanfang speechless. After so many years, she had seen through Xing Guodong. She had heard rumors about him having another woman outside, though she no longer wanted to investigate whether it was true or not. She knew better than anyone that relying on her son was better than relying on him, but being suddenly forced to make this choice was hard to accept – after all, they had been together for so many years.

Xing Wu slowly turned his head to look at Qing, who was busily working alone, having already built the body of a snowman and was now rolling his head, looking completely serious.

His years of resentment seemed to dissipate with her light steps. While watching Qing build the snowman, he said to them: “Think it over carefully. Give me an answer no later than the seventh day of the New Year.”

Then he strode over to Qing, helping her put the snowman’s head on its body, then went to the kitchen to get a carrot and threw it to her. Qing made two eyes and stuck the carrot in.

Xing Wu took out his phone and said to her: “Go stand over there, I’ll take a picture of you.”

So Qing stood behind the snowman, making a peace sign, smiling sweetly and warmly.

When they left the house, for some reason, they both felt relieved of a burden.

The purpose of Xing Wu’s visit was to persuade his parents to divorce. Though it seemed wrong to break up one’s own family during the New Year, it felt refreshingly cathartic – like finally cutting away a piece of long-rotted flesh.

Qing said with some concern: “Will your mom do anything rash?”

Xing Wu replied decisively: “No, she just acts pitiful in front of me. Once I’m gone, she won’t mistreat herself. Do you think she’s stupid? They should have split up long ago. If I don’t push her, she’ll never take this step.”

Qing thought this made sense. Although Li Lanfang complained about Xing Guodong all day, his presence or absence didn’t affect her much. She still played her mahjong and lived her life. She had just lived this way her whole life without thinking about change, or knowing how to change. But after this incident, with Xing Wu needing to plan for the family’s future life, some things were no longer up to her.

The streets were empty during the New Year, with all shops closed. Xing Wu had wanted to take Qing to buy some daily necessities, but with the heavy snow and no cars on the street, they could only walk back to the hotel.

Before evening, Xing Wu went out again and brought back an induction cooker from Huang Mao’s place. That night, they had a hotpot around the small table by the window. Though they had limited ingredients due to the circumstances, Qing was in high spirits and even persuaded Xing Wu to open two cans of beer to celebrate their first day of the new year.

Having seen Qing drunk and wild before, Xing Wu usually wouldn’t let her drink. But today, with just the two of them, he indulged her once – after all, if she got drunk, she would just fall asleep in his arms.

Qing’s face was always flushed when drinking. Just half a can in, her fair cheeks turned pink, and her speech became less coherent than usual, rambling about everything under the sun with Xing Wu.

Xing Wu didn’t like to drink slowly. He had already finished his can of beer, still looking completely unaffected as he helped Qing cook the food. Having eaten with him and his brothers many times, Qing had never seen Xing Wu drunk. Sometimes when they went wild, mixing beer with baijiu and drinking terrifyingly – even downing baijiu in one gulp. Like yesterday, when Huang Mao had to be carried home by Pang Hu. Though the others weren’t completely unconscious, they were all drunk. Only Xing Wu had never lost his composure.

She rested her chin on her hand, eyes slightly unfocused as she stared at him: “Hey, how much can you drink?”

Xing Wu placed some cooked meat in her bowl and smiled faintly: “Probably enough to match ten of you.”

Qing felt her drinking capacity had taken a massive hit, and immediately took another big gulp of beer in revenge.

She put down the beer can decisively, looked around, and sighed: “This is probably my most memorable New Year ever. Think how funny it’ll be when we look back years from now – huddled in a shabby hotel eating hotpot with only one, two, three, four… um… barely five dishes counting this bottle of fermented tofu. When I give my graduation speech at the most prestigious university, I’ll say I’m grateful to my most, most, most, most beloved boyfriend who sustained me with a five-dish hotpot…”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and laughed, putting down his chopsticks: “Stop embarrassing me.”

Qing puffed up her chest and patted herself: “How could I embarrass you? I make you look good! Aren’t I your most beloved cutie?”

Mm, Xing Wu was pretty sure this cutie saying such things was drunk.

His gaze moved to the beer can beside her hand. He really wanted to grab it and finish it for her, but after a split second of consideration, he realized this action would probably make the cutie opposite him go crazy, and might seriously lead to endless questioning about why he took her beer. So he gave up on this idea and quietly got up to boil some water, then placed a cup of warm water in front of her.

In the end, Qing’s last mouthful of beer took as long as feeding fish – over an hour to finish. Xing Wu knew she probably couldn’t drink anymore but didn’t want to admit it and was trying to prove herself. So when she finally took that last sip, he felt even more relieved than she did.

Qing stretched and mumbled: “I want to sleep.”

Mm, Xing Wu was pretty sure she was about to lose consciousness.

He got up to clean everything up, and when he finished, sure enough, he saw Qing curled up in her chair hugging her knees with her eyes closed. He shook his head and carried her to bed, wiping her with a warm towel. Qing unconsciously pulled at her sweater collar, looking very uncomfortable.

Xing Wu had to move her into his arms and lift her sweater. Her round shoulders pressed tightly against him. Xing Wu looked down, his breathing instantly becoming hot. Due to the climate in Zhazha Pavilion, few girls were as fair-skinned as Qing. Her flawless skin was soft and delicate, and that innocent beauty between girl and woman gave Xing Wu an urge to plunder.

But she was drunk now – wouldn’t it be a bit beastly to take her like this?

Xing Wu steeled himself – out of sight, out of mind – and quickly tucked her into the blanket.

However, once that fire was lit in his heart, it was hard to fall asleep. He resigned himself to leaning against the headboard and looking at his phone for a while, but Qing beside him was a fatal test for him. His eyes kept unconsciously glancing at her as if even her very faint breathing was constantly challenging his willpower.

For someone his age who had just had his first taste and was in his prime, it was really hard to control the restlessness in his heart. Xing Wu felt he had encountered perhaps the greatest challenge of his life. He wasn’t Liu Xiahui who could remain unmoved with a beauty in his arms – he just felt that since she was drunk, it might make her uncomfortable if he did anything.

Qing wasn’t sleeping peacefully, tossing and turning and constantly kicking off the blanket. Xing Wu had to keep covering her up again and again.

After who knows how long, she finally settled down and stopped moving. Xing Wu focused on watching a match to distract himself. When the match ended and he turned his head, Qing was lying beside him with her big eyes quietly staring at him.

Xing Wu cursed and dropped his phone: “What’s this about? Are you sleepwalking or awake?”

“I wasn’t asleep.”

Xing Wu was amused by her serious answer – she had been like a pile of mud that couldn’t be woken up but still had the mysterious confidence to say she hadn’t been asleep.

The smile had barely appeared in his eyes when he heard Qing say: “Happy birthday.”

Xing Wu was stunned for a moment and immediately checked his phone – exactly midnight.

To be honest, he didn’t feel surprised so much as spooked. He had no idea how Qing, in such a drunk state, could suddenly become clear-headed right on time to wish him a happy birthday.

Qing looked at him from the corner of her eye, saying somewhat guiltily: “I had bought you a piece of clothing as a gift, but it burned…”

Xing Wu’s feelings became even more complicated. A woman lying beside him at midnight suddenly telling him she burned a piece of clothing for him? The desire that had been torturing him all night was suddenly completely doused. Why did he suddenly want to chant “Amitabha”?
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Even more strange was that Qing had opened her eyes to say “Happy Birthday,” then turned over and fell back asleep, not waking again all night, leaving Xing Wu sleepless until dawn.

On the morning of the second day of the New Year, just like the previous day, Xing Wu went home early. He needed to look after his grandmother and prepare some food. He returned half an hour later than yesterday because making dumplings took some extra time, but they were still hot when he brought them back for Qing to eat.

After eating and drinking her fill, Qing took a bath in the bathroom and finally felt comfortable. Today was particularly cold outside, perhaps because of the melting snow. When Xing Wu returned, he brought the cold air with him, so after her bath, Qing quickly got back into bed and wrapped herself up tightly.

She suddenly remembered something and said to Xing Wu, “Oh right, today is your birthday. Did I tell you last night that I prepared a gift for you?”

Xing Wu took off his coat, put it aside, and gave her a strange look: “You forgot?”

Qing suddenly sat up, wondering if she had done something embarrassing while drunk yesterday. She blinked her large eyes nervously and asked weakly, “What… what did I do?”

Xing Wu gradually moved closer to her, pressing against her front and staring at her: “You woke up at midnight saying you burned a piece of clothing for me. If you hadn’t turned over quickly, I would have thrown you down the stairs.”

“…”

Qing blinked, imagining the scene, which seemed quite terrifying, and burst into laughter. She rolled around laughing on the bed until tears came out, then looked at him pitifully while wrapped in the blanket and said, “The clothes are in the wardrobe. I was planning to give them to you on New Year’s Eve.”

Xing Wu sighed: “I also prepared a gift for you, but unfortunately, it was also burned.”

Qing immediately became curious: “What were you going to give me?”

“It’s a secret.”

“If it’s gone anyway, why keep it a secret?”

“Since it’s gone, might as well not say anything.”

“Was it something you had to buy?”

Xing Wu made an affirmative sound, and Qing asked again, “Was it expensive?”

Xing Wu sat on the edge of the bed and smoothed her hair near her cheek: “Would you be satisfied with something cheap? I’ll make it up to you later.”

Qing suddenly felt very troubled, mainly because she felt bad about the money. She hugged the blanket and said with distress: “This would have been the first time I celebrated your birthday with you, and now I have nothing to give you.”

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and looked at her with a meaningful smile: “That’s not necessarily true. It depends on whether you want to give it or not.”

His warm hand slipped under the blanket, and Qing suddenly slid deeper under the covers, leaving only her eyes visible as she looked at him coyly: “It’s broad daylight.”

“We have nothing else to do anyway.”

“Mmm…”

Qing’s clear eyes held an indescribable allure as they moved. Xing Wu leaned down and gently kissed her neck, and collarbone, moving gradually downward, his breath hot as he said to her: “You know what I want most.”

Qing was lost in his tender gaze, the faint dimple at the corner of her lips utterly captivating.

Xing Wu truly unwrapped her like a gift, casually removing the obstacles before his eyes until Qing’s exquisite form was completely revealed to him. His desire, held back all night, finally broke free like a burst dam.

The intersecting waves of pleasure were so intense and clear. It took just one day for Qing to go from innocence to gradually surrender to passion, while Huang Mao and Pang Hu frantically called Xing Wu without being able to reach him.

It wasn’t until evening that Xing Wu returned their call. They had almost thought something had happened to him and had gathered people together – even Lang Dai and the others had gone to wait at Huang Mao’s place.

After contacting Xing Wu, they called him to come over, saying they wanted to celebrate his birthday. Xing Wu moved the phone away and asked Qing: “Want to go?”

Qing’s body had long since melted into a puddle, and she weakly said: “You go ahead, I won’t go.”

So Xing Wu directly replied to them, saying he had something to do and wouldn’t be coming, telling them to go ahead and enjoy themselves.

He indeed had something to do. For two full days, from the second day to the third day of the New Year, Qing barely left the bed. If the first night was Xing Wu opening the door to a new world for her, then these two days were him taking her through mountains and streams, galloping horses, and surging waves.

During these two days, except for Xing Wu going out morning and evening to check on his grandmother and bring back food, they spent the rest of their time in bed. Qing would open her eyes only to feel Xing Wu’s presence, continuously surrendering to his endless caresses, day and night.

She never imagined that her casual mention before the New Year about not doing homework or studying and letting loose for a few days would come true, though the way it happened was quite different from what she had originally thought.

So their first birthday together was this passionate and intense. They were almost like conjoined twins – even when Xing Wu went back to prepare food every evening, Qing would cling to him for ages. A ten-minute journey became like a heart-wrenching farewell, and though they both found it amusing, sometimes when feelings ran deep, reason simply didn’t apply.

Therefore, Xing Wu tried to leave when Qing was asleep and returned before she woke up.

Fortunately, during the New Year period, the hotel had few guests, and the rooms on their side were probably all empty, so when they got a bit loud in the evening, Xing Wu didn’t particularly try to hold back. After they finished, Qing blinked her misty eyes a few times before falling asleep in Xing Wu’s arms.

Xing Wu held the soft Qing and also rested for a while, but he woke up again after about an hour. Looking at Qing breathing softly in his arms, her neck and below the collarbone covered in mottled kiss marks, showing an indescribable allure, Xing Wu suddenly felt a bit sorry and kissed her forehead, starting to reflect on whether he had been too unrestrained these two days.

While his mind was thinking about showing more restraint, his body reacted again. Whenever he held Qing, this feeling was impossible to shake off, like an addiction.

He simply got up and leaned against the window to play some games. Qing didn’t wake up until eleven o’clock, and she closed her eyes, rolled over, and fell beside her, immediately frowning her delicate eyebrows in displeasure.

“I’m here,” Xing Wu’s voice came from within the room, and only then did she reluctantly open her eyes to see him sitting by the window, looking at her with a smile while holding his phone.

Qing stretched out her fair arms from under the covers towards him, and Xing Wu put down his phone, walked to the bedside in a few steps, and bent down to hug her. Qing immediately buried her face in the crook of his neck and nuzzled him. Xing Wu said to her, “Want to get up? If you lie down any longer, your limbs will atrophy.”

Qing mumbled: “Get up for what?”

“How about we go set off the fireworks?”

Qing’s eyes suddenly brightened from their dreamy state as she let go of him: “Oh right, we haven’t set off the fireworks yet.”

That night when Xing Wu brought Qing to stay at the hotel, he had left that box of things with the chubby woman. Only now did Qing remember, and she immediately jumped out of bed as if injected with chicken blood. However, as soon as her feet touched the ground, she stumbled and swayed. Xing Wu quickly grabbed her waist, his eyes full of undisguised amusement: “Didn’t I say your limbs would atrophy?”

Qing angrily punched him: “Atrophy my ass, don’t you have any self-awareness?”

Xing Wu steadied her while just smiling without speaking until Qing walked into the bathroom, and only then did he leisurely say: “Well, after all, anyone who’s been in my bed needs to hold onto walls to walk.”

Qing slammed the bathroom door with a “bang,” and the curve of Xing Wu’s lips grew wider.

Because Qing truly hadn’t gone downstairs for two days, she didn’t know when the snow outside had mostly melted. They found an open space, and Xing Wu took out the biggest firework. Qing quickly shouted: “Wait, wait, don’t light it yet.”

Then Xing Wu watched as she ran almost two streets away. He laughed and said: “Why are you running so far?”

“Afraid it’ll explode.”

“It won’t explode, come here.”

“No.”

Xing Wu simply hugged the firework and walked towards her, and Qing frantically started running backward again, as if he was carrying an atomic bomb.

Xing Wu stopped in his tracks, speechless, and could only crouch down to light the firework. Qing clasped her hands together nervously and swallowed, both excited to see the fireworks and afraid Xing Wu would get hurt. She kept calling out to him: “Is it done? Is it done yet? Come over quickly.”

Hearing her worried urging, Xing Wu found it amusing. He had been brave enough to light firecrackers with adults’ cigarette butts when he was just two years old, and now this everyday thing had scared Qing like this – she was a young lady from the big city.

After lighting the fuse, he stood up and walked unhurriedly towards Qing, who was stretching her neck to look at the ground behind him. When nothing happened for a while, she asked: “Did you light it properly?”

Just as she finished speaking, there was a “bang,” and a bright light shot straight into the sky. Qing’s gaze followed the light upward. Everything fell into silence, the night so quiet that even the wind seemed to disappear, but then suddenly the sky behind Xing Wu, which had fallen into darkness, exploded with light. He walked towards her like this, with flowing light filling the night sky as if wearing a robe of seven-colored clouds. The stunning scene struck directly at Qing’s heart, the brilliant colors illuminating her crystalline eyes. She broke into a run towards Xing Wu, jumping directly into his arms. Xing Wu stretched out his arms and caught her steadily, with fireworks blooming above their heads as he said in her ear: “Happy birthday.”

That was the most unforgettable of all Qing’s birthdays. She had lost her family, lost her home, but this man had given her the whole world.

They only returned after setting off all the fireworks, big and small. Qing had never felt so carefree before, even singing the birthday song with her arm around Xing Wu’s shoulders on their way back, telling him that since their birthdays were just two days apart, they could celebrate together from now on. Xing Wu had to bend his neck to accommodate her height as she hung onto him.

Passing by a vending machine, Xing Wu stopped and said to her: “Wait a moment, I need to buy some of that.”

Qing followed his gaze and covered her face in disbelief: “Did we use up the entire box?”

Xing Wu coughed lightly: “What do you think?”

Qing rubbed her hands together as she waited by the roadside, nervously looking left and right, afraid that passersby might see them, acting like a thief.

They had been out enjoying themselves for two hours in the middle of the night, and it was already 2 AM when they returned to the hotel. After showering and lying in bed, they held hands under the covers, but neither felt sleepy. Xing Wu asked her: “Do you have any birthday wishes?”

Qing was silent for a moment before saying: “I don’t know, there are too many. I hope my father will be okay, hope I perform well in the college entrance exam, hope your grandmother’s condition stays stable, hope…”

She turned her head to look at Xing Wu: “Hope that in ten years, you’ll still be lying beside me asking me this question.”

Xing Wu’s grip on her hand gradually tightened, but he remained silent.

Qing suddenly got excited thinking about life ten years later: “Will we have a baby by then?”

Xing Wu laughed: “You’re still a baby yourself, a giant baby. If you have another baby for me, that would be terrifying – I’d have to carry one in each arm.”

In the darkness, Qing giggled, her voice clear and melodious.

The future was a somewhat confusing concept for people their age, impossible to predict, only to be imagined freely.

After a while, Xing Wu checked his phone and said to her: “It’s almost three, let’s sleep.”

Qing quietly closed her eyes, but two minutes later they both opened them again, feeling the bed move with the kind of rhythm they’d become familiar with over the past two days. However, they were lying side by side with their hands still clasped together, definitely not moving.

Neither spoke, silently listening to the sounds and realized it wasn’t their bed moving but the sound coming through the not-so-soundproof wall from the next room.

Then… the quiet night… became filled with those… indescribable sounds.

To be honest, when Qing first heard these sounds, her initial reaction wasn’t surprise or embarrassment, but rather a sudden enlightenment about what Xing Wu had meant that day when he said he “liked her voice.”

Although such sounds were somewhat embarrassing and wanton, sounds she was too shy to make, she believed that with her voice, she could probably sound better than the woman next door if she tried. So, she even cleared her throat.

Xing Wu finally turned his head to look at her: “Not sleeping?”

Qing said with strange embarrassment: “How can we sleep? Who comes to get a room in the middle of the night?”

“During New Year’s, it isn’t with their spouse.”

Qing thought he was right – during New Year’s everyone stays at home, except for people like them whose home had burned down. Who would get a hotel room with their husband or wife? It must be an affair, and coming out at 3 AM showed real dedication.

This was the second time they had laid together listening to such sounds. The last time, they weren’t even together yet. Qing suddenly remembered and asked him: “That night at your place, when we were discussing this, did you get aroused?”

Xing Wu didn’t make a sound, and Qing playfully rolled over onto his chest, pinching his chin to make him answer: “Did you? Otherwise, why wouldn’t you let me discuss it? You must have had ulterior motives even then.”

Xing Wu smiled rakishly, his eyes containing scattered light: “In that situation, it would’ve been abnormal if I hadn’t reacted.”

Qing suddenly felt very embarrassed and quickly buried her face in Xing Wu’s chest, punching him: “Shameless!”

Xing Wu rolled over and held her in his arms: “What about you? When did you start having feelings for me?”

Qing thought carefully: “That time in the bike shed, the day when Da Cao was giving me trouble, were you… going to kiss me?”

Xing Wu smiled again, lowering his head to kiss her deeply without hesitation, asking in return: “If I had done this to you that day, how would you have reacted?”

“I would have slapped you twice and called you a ruffian.”

Xing Wu nuzzled her lips, his voice husky and sensual: “You would have still kissed me back.”

“Where does that confidence come from?”

“You were scared that night, that’s why you warned me to stay away from you.”

Qing remembered this and got angry, glaring at him: “So you did stay away? You even stopped seeing me completely. Why didn’t you just disappear from Zhazha Pavilion altogether?”

Xing Wu smiled devilishly: “Women who say one thing but mean another.”

He punishingly pinched her softness, and Qing reflexively let out a moan. Xing Wu discovered that after two days of education, Qing’s body had become increasingly sensitive, so he became even more unrestrained.

So what started as a conversation somehow turned into Xing Wu unconsciously parting her legs and taking possession of her.

Qing didn’t know if other boyfriends were this fierce, but her boyfriend could easily send her to the peak and pull her back down in these matters. Finally, those broken sounds escaped from deep in Qing’s throat, and Xing Wu became even more uncontrolled. By then, the next room had long gone quiet, but they continued for quite a while. She wondered if the man next door would question his abilities after hearing Xing Wu’s prowess.

But Qing had completely fallen into love’s abyss, her whole body feeling as if the tendons and bones had been extracted.

Her slightly curled long hair lay scattered beside her flushed body, her delicate collarbone deeply hollowed, a section of fair calf exposed, extending to her slender ankle. The scene was so enchantingly delicate that Xing Wu couldn’t look away.

He got up and put on his clothes, and Qing asked weakly with closed eyes: “Where are you going?”

“I was planning to prepare a gift for you tomorrow, but now I probably can’t wait. You sleep first.”

Qing mumbled an “mm” in response, and Xing Wu took out the clean drawing paper he had prepared earlier that day and laid it on the small round table by the window.

The room was very quiet except for the scratching sound of the pencil. Qing weakly lifted her eyelids to look at him once – he was very focused, his profile extremely attractive. She smiled silently, then closed her eyes again and said in a soft voice: “Hey, I’ve wanted to ask you something for a long time. That day when I first came, why did you pretend to crash into me with your motorcycle?”

When Qing heard no response for a while, she opened her eyes to find Xing Wu staring at her intently.

“If I said I fell for you that day, would you think I’m talking nonsense?”

“No, attracted by looks, captivated by talent, loyal to character – it’s hard not to be infatuated with me.”

Hearing that familiar tone that seemed to look down on the world, Xing Wu lowered his head and smiled: “Why don’t you add ‘obsessed with your body’ to that list?”

“Mmm… you were after my body all along…”
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After Qing Ye fell asleep, she was completely unaware of when Xing Wu came to bed. When she next opened her eyes, it was already noon on the fourth day of the New Year. She suddenly felt how wasteful these New Year holidays had been, as time had slipped away so quickly to the fourth day already.

After getting up, she noticed a small square box on the small table by the window with a card leaning against it. She got out of bed and walked to the window to pick up the paper, freezing in place when she saw it.

In the drawing, she lay with closed eyes and a serene smile among soft, pure white dandelions. Her slightly curled long hair was spread around her, creating a dreamlike scene with dandelions floating through the air covering the entire paper.

Qing Ye’s smooth shoulders and exposed calves possessed a forbidden allure, yet appeared sacred and beautiful among the snow-white dandelions.

Compared to the casual sketch of Fat Tiger that Xing Wu had drawn the other day, this drawing was much more detailed. Even the distribution of her eyelashes while her eyes were closed was rendered so vividly that it made her blush and her heart race just looking at it.

She quickly took out her phone and photographed the drawing. She loved it so much she couldn’t bear to put it down. She didn’t believe any artist could draw better than Xing Wu, because in this painting she saw his deep affection.

Behind the card was a square cake box containing a very small cake. It had no complicated patterns, just a simple heart shape. She heard the door opening behind her and turned to see Xing Wu coming in from outside.

“Where did you go?”

“Had a chat with the owner downstairs.”

Qing Ye held up the drawing and asked him, “How late did you stay up drawing this after I fell asleep yesterday?”

“Until dawn.”

He said it casually, but Qing Ye frowned: “So you only got a few hours of sleep again?”

Xing Wu walked over and embraced her: “Couldn’t sleep. Even for a belated birthday, you still need to blow out candles.”

“Where did you get the cake?”

“A friend has an oven, went over early to figure it out.”

Qing Ye asked in surprise: “You made it yourself?”

Xing Wu scratched his head somewhat awkwardly: “My friend helped a bit.”

Qing Ye narrowed her eyes and looked up: “Is your friend male or female?”

Xing Wu pushed her forehead: “What are you thinking? Male.”

“…” Then Qing Ye imagined two guys huddled in a kitchen early in the morning studying how to bake a cake. Why did it seem so bromantic?

She asked with an odd look: “Didn’t your friend ask who the cake was for?”

Xing Wu turned her shoulders and smiled: “Was that even necessary to ask?”

Then Xing Wu took out the small heart-shaped cake, and Qing Ye commented: “Why didn’t you put anything on top? It looks so plain.”

“I wanted to write something, but my handwriting… might have ruined the look, so I gave up.”

He drew the curtains, put the single candle on top, and said to her: “Make a wish.”

Qing Ye pulled him closer: “Let’s make one together.”

So they celebrated this belated birthday together, blowing out the candle simultaneously. Qing Ye suddenly felt like laughing, though she didn’t know why. It just felt both pitiful and blissful at the same time.

While Xing Wu was cutting the cake, Qing Ye kept hugging him from behind, refusing to let go.

Xing Wu’s voice carried traces of joy: “Are you growing on me?”

Qing Ye just kept smiling without speaking. Right now she just felt happy, a happiness different from any she’d felt before.

When she first met Xing Wu, she never imagined that one day he would swallow his pride and go to a friend’s house to make a cake for her. She wanted to know how traumatized his friend must be from the experience.

Qing Ye asked him: “What did you wish for?”

Xing Wu pulled her hands away, turned around, and handed her the cake: “The same as yours.”

Qing Ye took the cake and said: “That was mine.”

“What’s yours is mine. Double buff makes it more effective.”

Qing Ye’s smile curved like a crescent moon as she took a bite of cake, breaking into a satisfied smile.

Just as Xing Wu turned around, his phone suddenly rang. He glanced sideways before putting down the plate to answer. The room was so quiet that Qing Ye could hear Quan Ya’s voice through the speaker, telling Xing Wu that as arranged with Da Cao, Da Cao would be waiting for him at Kuang Ren tomorrow afternoon. Xing Wu responded with a simple “Got it.”

After he hung up, Qing Ye asked worriedly: “Are you meeting Da Cao tomorrow?”

Xing Wu gave an “Mm” in response.

Qing Ye immediately stood up: “You’re not… not going to fight him, are you?”

Xing Wu glanced at her worried expression and smiled faintly, patting her head: “No, don’t worry.”

“Then what are you going for?”

“To settle things once and for all. Qing Ye, I can’t just let this matter drop. I’ve already lowered my head enough. At worst, I’ll lose face and become worthless, but after this, Huang Mao and the others, including Da Hei’s group, won’t be able to hold their heads up. Da Cao’s people will become even more aggressive. No one wants trouble, but some things need to be resolved.”

Qing Ye fell silent. She understood Xing Wu’s meaning. From her perspective, she didn’t want Xing Wu to confront Da Cao. She didn’t want his future life to be like walking on a knife’s edge, but some things weren’t as simple as she thought.

Xing Wu had been the leader of the kids in Zha Zha Ting since childhood. For many years, his brothers had looked to him for guidance. If he were to bow to Da Cao now, he wouldn’t be the only one to suffer. All his brothers would be oppressed by Da Cao’s people. Xing Wu could disregard himself, but he couldn’t ignore the interests of his brothers in Zha Zha Ting, let alone just let the arson incident go.

He had many things to consider and many people to look after. No wonder he hadn’t been sleeping well these past few days. She stopped trying to persuade him and instead said: “I’m going with you.”

“Qing Ye…”

“I don’t care.”

Since she couldn’t stop Xing Wu from meeting Da Cao, she had to go with him. Otherwise, she would worry herself sick waiting alone at the hotel. Xing Wu eventually gave in to her request.

On the fifth day, everyone gathered at the small shop at the Zha Zha Ting crossroads. When Qing Ye and Xing Wu arrived, they were both startled. Over a dozen people stood by the street. Xing Wu had only asked Da Hei to accompany him, but when Huang Mao and Fat Tiger heard about it, they insisted on coming. They’d even called over Lang Dai’s group of troublemakers from An Zhong, plus Quan Ya, Hua Bi, and other street-smart youths making it look like they were going for a gang fight.

Qing Ye tugged at Xing Wu nervously: “Are you sure this isn’t for fighting?”

Xing Wu walked toward them bewildered, then looked at Huang Mao: “What are you all doing here?”

Huang Mao said loyally: “We’re worried you might be at a disadvantage. How could we miss this kind of situation?”

Xing Wu smiled: “Alright then.”

In previous years during New Year’s, Xing Wu barely stayed home. The brothers would feast together from the first day until the Lantern Festival, or just hang out everywhere. This year, after New Year’s Eve, no one had seen Xing Wu, as if he’d vanished into thin air. They couldn’t help but find it strange. Da Hei even asked: “What have you been up to these days?”

Standing behind Xing Wu, Qing Ye felt inexplicably embarrassed, but Xing Wu maintained his composure and said: “Nothing much.”

“Nothing much? Then why didn’t you come out when we called?”

Xing Wu looked back at Qing Ye with a half-smile but said nothing. Even Lang Dai and the others turned to look at Qing Ye, asking: “Where have you two been these days?”

This question made Qing Ye feel even more mortified. She laughed awkwardly and said: “Nowhere.”

They stopped asking but felt these two were being mysteriously secretive about something.

Fat Tiger consoled: “If you have any troubles, t-tell your brothers. We can figure something out together. Brother Wu, you look like you’ve lost weight.”

“…” Qing Ye burst out laughing.

Xing Wu’s face darkened. His brothers were concerned for him, and he had nothing to say, but he’d only lost weight from excessive exercise, not from starving. Fuck!

Kuang Ren Internet Cafe was the most popular internet cafe near the Target Factory, and also the stronghold of Da Cao’s An Zhi crowd. During New Year’s, Kuang Ren had more young people than usual.

Xing Wu wore all-black sportswear, with a crew cut and his hands in his pockets as he walked in front. Behind him followed more than a dozen brothers, their presence causing everyone to look up in alarm as soon as they entered Kuang Ren.

Following at the back, Qing Ye heard voices surging from all directions.

“Isn’t that Xing Wu from An Zhong?”

“Brother Wu brought people here, should we log off first?”

“Why would Young Master Wu come to our area? Looking for trouble?”

The regulars were surprised to see Xing Wu at Kuang Ren.

The internet cafe manager was a young man about Xing Wu’s age, with both sides of his temples shaved clean, looking rather unsavory. He approached, offered Xing Wu a cigarette, and called out: “Brother Wu.”

Xing Wu took the cigarette, put it between his lips, and asked: “Where’s Da Cao?”

The manager glanced to the left: “Inside.” Then he lit Xing Wu’s cigarette and added ingratiatingly: “Do me a favor, Brother Wu. You know those computers inside were just replaced before New Year’s, through you. Whatever business you have, please take it easy.”

Quan Ya immediately glared at him: “Get lost! Keep talking and we’ll smash the computers outside too.”

This manager nicknamed Zhang Dai Zi (Zhang the Fool), wasn’t foolish but rather cunning. He was Da Cao’s man and good at reading the situation. Before New Year’s, when the internet cafe owner wanted to replace their computers, Zhang approached Xing Wu with cigarettes and dinner invitations, asking him to help configure a batch of computers. The reason was simple – no one in Electronics Street knew more about assembly and market prices than Xing Wu. His configurations always offered good value for money, and his years in Electronics Street meant he could get better prices than others. Most importantly, if the computers had any problems later, it would be convenient to find him for solutions.

Although Xing Wu generally didn’t get along with these people, business was business, separate from personal relationships. He accepted the cigarette and quoted a reasonable price, agreeing to help configure the batch.

However, Zhang Dai Zi, wanting to profit from the markup, went overboard and added significantly to Xing Wu’s quoted price. When the Kuang Ren owner checked with others in the industry about Xing Wu’s quote, they discovered the inflated price. The story spread around the Target Factory area, with people saying Xing Wu was black-hearted and unfair.

When this reached Xing Wu’s ears, he wasn’t one to take it lying down. He went directly to the Kuang Ren owner and discovered Zhang Dai Zi’s attempt to pocket the difference. In the end, Kuang Ren still got their computers through Xing Wu, which was why Quan Ya showed such hostility toward Zhang Dai Zi.

Zhang Dai Zi had nothing to say and could only stand aside. Xing Wu glanced at him and said coolly: “What are you worried about? I’m not here to cause trouble.”

Xing Wu turned back to Quan Ya and said: “Da Hei and I will go in. The rest of you wait outside.”

At that moment, Qing Ye spotted Yang Gang, the “Widower,” standing in the corner. Yang Gang was also peering out, but because of Xing Wu’s presence, he didn’t dare approach like he had that day.

Qing Ye just glanced at him before looking away, but suddenly felt something was off. She moved her gaze back to his waist. Yang Gang still had that “trendy” large lock hanging, but one of the left pendants seemed to be missing.

Qing Ye suddenly grabbed Xing Wu and whispered: “I remember who I saw wearing that Kamen Rider!”

Xing Wu looked in Yang Gang’s direction, clenched his jaw without speaking, and turned to enter the private area.

The computers in the private area had better configurations, and Da Cao’s group always occupied that space. Others generally didn’t dare sit there.

Xing Wu and Da Hei walked straight in. Da Cao had already heard the commotion and was waiting with his feet up on the computer desk, smoking a cigarette.

Xing Wu approached expressionlessly, with only the burly Da Hei beside him, while at least ten of Da Cao’s brothers sat inside. He walked straight to Da Cao, and the surrounding dozen men all stood up at once. Xing Wu, without looking at any of them, pulled up a chair and sat directly in front of Da Cao.

Da Cao leisurely put out his cigarette, tilted his head to see the situation outside, and said with a cold smile: “Brought quite a crowd, didn’t you? What do you want from me?”

Xing Wu’s narrow eyes held icy daggers: “Weren’t you the one forcing me to come find you?”

…

Qing Ye squeezed next to Quan Ya, craning her neck to look inside. She could only see Xing Wu sitting in front of Da Cao. They indeed showed no signs of fighting, appearing to be negotiating, though she couldn’t hear what they were saying.

After a while, she saw Xing Wu lower his head, and Da Cao said something before suddenly looking in Qing Ye’s direction. Qing Ye wasn’t sure who Da Cao was looking at and glanced around.

Only when Xing Wu also turned with furrowed brows did Qing Ye realize they were looking at her. Her heart skipped a beat, but Xing Wu quickly looked away, lifted his chin to say something to Da Cao, then stood up and left with Da Hei.

Qing Ye only saw that Xing Wu’s expression was terrifyingly dark, his entire being seemingly devoid of warmth. No one in the private area dared provoke him, automatically making way for him to pass.

Leaving the private area, Xing Wu walked straight out of Kuang Ren, with others following behind. The internet cafe users finally breathed a sigh of relief.

Once outside, Huang Mao eagerly asked: “Brother Wu, what did you discuss with Da Cao?”

Xing Wu remained silent, his expression still dark. Da Hei said harshly: “I don’t understand why you agreed to his terms. This is a trap Da Cao set for you. To be blunt, what happened to your family probably has something to do with Da Cao. He’s forcing you to walk right into his trap.”

Xing Wu’s lips curved into a cold smile: “In our world, we don’t involve family members. Unfortunately, he doesn’t understand this principle.”

Among everyone present, only Quan Ya understood what Xing Wu meant and heard his resolve.

Quan Ya fell silent for a moment, then asked: “The County Sports Meet… you agreed?”

Xing Wu gave a low “Mm,” and Qing Ye looked up at him in shock but surrounded by his brothers, she couldn’t ask what was going on.

Xing Wu just said in a deep voice: “I’ll compete against him at the County Sports Meet. Whoever wins controls everything north of Target Factory.”

Instantly, everyone fell silent. The area north of Target Factory included An Zhong, An Zhi, and Zha Zha Ting. In other words, the loser, even if not forced to leave the area completely, would have to live cautiously afterward, unconditionally submitting to the other side. This was the bet between him and Da Cao.

Qing Ye couldn’t describe her feelings at that moment. As Quan Ya said, since Da Cao made this proposal, things couldn’t be that simple. However, at present, Xing Wu and he needed some form of resolution. Da Cao had An Tang’s people behind him, An Tang was affiliated with Target Factory, and Target Factory’s Manager Jia had close business ties with Manager Jiang. Manager Jiang, being in the underworld, often needed people and naturally didn’t want his favored young brother to lose influence.

The relationships behind this were too complex. Since they couldn’t touch the obvious interests, Da Cao and Xing Wu couldn’t have a real fight. They needed to maintain the big shots’ faces while having a public competition that would convince everyone. The County Sports Meet became the only path, and although everyone knew things wouldn’t be that simple, Xing Wu had made his decision.
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Leaving Kuang Ren, Quan Ya called Xing Wu to visit Boss Cao, the former owner of Shun Yi. As was their yearly custom during New Year’s, they would visit him. Xing Wu told Qing Ye to go back first with Fat Tiger and the others, saying he’d return soon.

Huang Mao interjected: “Qing Ye, don’t go back. Come and have dinner at my place. Brother Wu, you can come directly there when you’re done.”

Xing Wu looked at Qing Ye, and she nodded indifferently. She’d be alone if she went back anyway, so she might as well wait for him with Huang Mao and the others.

Fat Tiger, Lang Dai, and the group all went to Huang Mao’s house. Seeing his classmates arrive, Huang Mao’s mother welcomed them warmly. Qing Ye entered last, and as soon as Huang Mao’s mother saw her, she came forward asking: “You must be Qing Ye?”

This was Qing Ye’s first time meeting Huang Mao’s mother. She smiled and said: “Hello, Auntie.”

Huang Mao’s mother looked Qing Ye up and down, remarking: “Our little Gong Zi mentions you often. You’re really pretty.”

“…” What was with this ‘little Gong Zi’?

Huang Mao embarrassedly pulled his mother away. They all went into the room, where Huang Mao turned on the TV and told Qing Ye: “Sit anywhere, make yourself at home,” then brought her some snacks.

The others were regulars at Huang Mao’s house and felt completely at ease. The group watched TV and chatted while waiting for dinner.

When the conversation turned to the County Sports Meet, Huang Mao suddenly said: “Do you think Da Cao insisting Brother Wu participate in the County Sports Meet has something to do with what happened three years ago?”

Everyone fell silent. Qing Ye looked up at them and asked: “What happened three years ago?”

Lang Dai cut in: “Back when Cao Ping was in junior high, he was on their school’s track and field team, representing the school in many competitions. I never saw it myself, but people say he was quite impressive then. Even teachers from the city sports school came to recruit him, saying if he placed well in the County Sports Meet, he could get direct admission to their key training program.”

This was the first time Qing Ye had heard that the lackadaisical Da Cao was once a promising athlete. She couldn’t help asking: “Then what happened?”

Huang Mao continued: “Before the competition, he got into a fight and was disqualified. The person he fought with was Brother Wu’s classmate, who was also disqualified. The coach then asked Brother Wu to be a substitute. Who would have thought that year Brother Wu would win first place in five track and field events? Because of this, Da Cao couldn’t get into the sports school and had to settle for vocational school. He definitely couldn’t swallow this.”

Fat Tiger sighed: “The k-key is, Da Cao thinks Brother Wu’s people deliberately provoked him to get him d-disqualified.”

Huang Mao immediately retorted: “What does it have to do with Brother Wu? He was just asked to fill in at the last minute. He didn’t even care about the rankings. In the years since Old Dong has tried to get him to participate every year, but Brother Wu wouldn’t bother.”

Qing Ye fell silent. Looking at it this way, Xing Wu’s later refusal to participate was probably to avoid controversy. If she remembered correctly, forget these sports events, Xing Wu didn’t even attend regular PE classes, and he seemed particularly averse to anything sports-related.

But she had seen him throw the shot put, seen his agility when making layups, and his performance in the obstacle race against Jin Zhong. He had the ability, but he never wanted to show it in this arena.

If what they said was true, and Da Cao and Xing Wu had this history, then Da Cao must have been planning this County Sports Meet for a long time. For him, it was perhaps an obsession, which was why he would use any means necessary to force Xing Wu to participate again.

At their age, this was the last year they could participate in the County Sports Meet. After graduating high school, they would no longer be eligible. So Da Cao wouldn’t miss this chance to thoroughly defeat Xing Wu and avenge himself.

Qing Ye asked: “How do Xing Wu and Da Cao’s abilities compare?”

They all looked at each other, and Huang Mao told her honestly: “They’ve never properly competed, but no one in the county has broken Da Cao’s records. Even Brother Wu’s performance that year was slightly behind Da Cao’s, which is why Da Cao isn’t convinced and has felt for all these years that Brother Wu sabotaged him.”

That evening, when returning from Huang Mao’s house after dinner, Xing Wu asked Qing Ye for the Kamen Rider pendant she had picked up at the fire scene, though he didn’t say what he wanted it for.

Back at the hotel, Qing Ye anxiously asked Xing Wu how confident he was about the County Sports Meet. Xing Wu replied distractedly: “Neither of us has trained for several years, it’s hard to say.”

“What happens if you can’t win?”

Xing Wu turned to look at her, his brows knitting briefly before suddenly relaxing as he said: “The competition result isn’t important.”

At the time, Qing Ye didn’t understand what Xing Wu meant by this, and he didn’t explain why he didn’t care about the outcome. But soon their lives became increasingly busy as the New Year drew to a close.

To avoid taking care of the elderly grandmother, Xing Guo Dong insisted on returning to work before the New Year celebrations were even over, which angered Xing Wu.

Although Li Lan Fang had been unable to accept the divorce a few days ago, Xing Wu’s attitude over these days had sobered her considerably. She also realized that if she didn’t agree to the divorce, her son might abandon her, so ultimately Xing Guo Dong and Li Lan Fang agreed to divorce.

The day after the papers were signed, Xing Guo Dong left Zha Zha Ting. Then Xing Wu told Li Lan Fang about the plans to build a house, so after just one day of feeling down, she perked up again. She even complained to Xing Wu about why he hadn’t told her earlier – if she had known about the house building, she definitely wouldn’t have given Xing Guo Dong the chance to interfere. Xing Wu just looked at his mother and chuckled without saying anything.

After all these years, he knew his mother’s character well. If he had told her earlier, once she started showing off, not just Xing Guo Dong but the whole of Zha Zha Ting would have known about their plans to rebuild the house.

…

After the seventh day of the New Year, Xing Wu said the driving school had reopened, so he had to commute during the day. He would leave early in the morning, and return at noon to bring Qing Ye food, sometimes they would cuddle for a while, but after just an hour he would have to rush out again.

Meanwhile, Qing Ye shook off her lazy holiday mood and returned to practicing exam questions.

Old Xie returned on the eighth day. Qing Ye didn’t know how Xing Wu negotiated with him, but for fifty thousand yuan, they not only got the operating rights to the factory equipment, but Old Xie also promised to provide a batch of raw materials and offer free guidance and transition support initially.

To Qing Ye, this seemed like an incredible bargain. But thinking again, she realized this crafty old man was quite cunning – these raw materials and food sources were from his supply, so if Qing Ye could get the factory running, he would still profit in the future.

Xing Wu called back Liu Nian and Du Qi Yan, and they started familiarizing themselves with the processes at the factory on the ninth day. Qing Ye was more cautious – she started checking the accounts on the tenth day. Fortunately, the factory was so small that there weren’t many bad accounts or debts, so after completing the verification, Qing Ye urged Old Xie to proceed with the transfer procedures.

She had wanted to ask Xing Wu to come along, but he had too many things to handle these days – arranging the house construction, visiting building material markets, going to driving school and consulting with the county hospital about his grandmother’s hospitalization. So when it came time to handle the registration changes, Qing Ye could only go with Old Xie by herself.

There was a lot of paperwork involved, and this was Qing Ye’s first time dealing with it. To save on agency fees, she made several trips to the Industrial and Commercial Bureau herself before finally getting everything done.

When she emerged with the changed documents, it was a bright sunny day. She stopped at the entrance of the Industrial and Commercial Bureau and took a deep breath in the warm sunlight. The air was dry with a crisp taste – after nearly half a year here, she seemed to have grown accustomed to this flavor, from initial rejection to current contentment, simply because she had found her belonging here, and her restless heart no longer needed to drift.

In high spirits, Qing Ye made a video call to Xing Wu. As soon as he answered, she proudly waved the fresh business license in front of the camera, saying with a smile: “I’m now the legal representative!”

Sensing her excitement, Xing Wu smiled back through the video: “Congratulations, CEO Qing, you’re one step closer to making lots of money.”

Qing Ye giggled over the phone, but as she laughed, she noticed something wasn’t right. Behind Xing Wu, nurses were hurrying back and forth, and it seemed very noisy. She asked him: “Where are you?”

Xing Wu told her: “At the hospital. Grandmother hasn’t eaten anything since yesterday, so I brought her here.”

Qing Ye asked which hospital. Fortunately, it wasn’t far from her, so she immediately hailed a taxi and went over.

When she found Xing Wu at the hospital, he was in the inpatient department’s doctor’s office, talking seriously with his grandmother’s attending physician. Qing Ye quietly stood at the door, not wanting to disturb them.

Even so, she heard some of their conversation. From what the middle-aged doctor was saying, grandmother’s intestinal function had severely deteriorated, and they could only temporarily use a nasogastric tube to help her eat. For elderly patients with dementia, refusing to eat was typically a late-stage symptom. There was no particularly effective treatment method at present; they could only hospitalize her for maintenance and enhanced care.

Finally, Xing Wu asked the doctor about hospitalization costs. Including nursing care, it would cost at least four thousand yuan per month. He thanked the doctor and left.

Leaving the hospital, Qing Ye and he walked hand in hand along the small path beside the inpatient department. Being still during the New Year period, the inpatient department was somewhat quiet. Although this should have been a joyous day for Qing Ye, neither of them spoke.

Four thousand yuan a month was a significant burden for high school students like them. Although Qing Ye felt this price was quite reasonable including nursing care, the sad reality was they couldn’t afford it.

Grandmother hadn’t eaten for two days already. Taking her out of the hospital would be equivalent to a death sentence. Not only could Xing Wu not do such a thing, but even Qing Ye couldn’t bear it. Although they both knew grandmother’s condition probably couldn’t be cured, they couldn’t take her home from the hospital to wait for death.

So she turned her head to look at Xing Wu and said: “We can’t give up. There must be a way.”

Xing Wu stopped walking and looked at her. The golden light fell on her fair face, her gaze so bright as the sun at its zenith, blazing and dazzling. She perhaps didn’t know how much strength these words gave Xing Wu at that moment. He simply pulled her into his arms and held her tight, all words dissolving into this embrace, immersed in the winter’s warm sunlight.

…

After the tenth day, Qing Ye had Xiao Ling Tong spread the word that her college entrance exam intensive study class was officially starting. Qing Ye couldn’t remember which meal it was when she mentioned this to Xing Wu, and although he hadn’t had time to visit the factory lately, the night before classes started, he somehow managed to bring her a mobile blackboard. However, he only had time to assemble it at night, and when he returned to the hotel, Qing Ye was already asleep. After his shower, he got into bed and held her without waking her up.

The next day when Qing Ye went to the factory, she discovered the large blackboard. She stood before it, excited for quite a while. With the blackboard, the tutoring class suddenly felt more legitimate.

She stood before the bare blackboard for a long while, suddenly feeling she should write something. So on the far right of the blackboard, she wrote six beautiful hollow block letters: “Charge for Peking U, Occupy Tsinghua.”

After writing this, she finally felt it had the flavor of an intensive prep class. At the top of the blackboard, she wrote the countdown to the college entrance exam: 105 days.

Looking at these 105 days, her mood suddenly grew heavy. After these 105 days, would she have to leave this place? She suddenly felt afraid of this number.

The first day of class was still during the New Year period. Qing Ye thought not many people would come. She arrived at the factory early and discussed production processes with Liu Nian and Yan Yan. People started arriving just after eight o’clock.

To Qing Ye’s surprise, more and more people came. By eight-thirty when class officially started, there were over thirty people seated in front of the factory. Some she had seen at the winter camp, others were from different classes whom Qing Ye didn’t know at all. Fortunately, Xiao Ling Tong had properly notified everyone to bring their own stools, otherwise there wouldn’t have been anywhere to sit.

Qing Ye stood at the front, somewhat dazed as she looked at the dense crowd, realizing they were mostly the better-performing students from various classes in An Zhong’s third year.

In other words, these were the people who genuinely wanted to achieve good scores and were willing to sacrifice their New Year holiday. As soon as they got the news, they rushed over. After the school canceled evening self-study, these were the people who suffered the most. Among them, there might not be many extremely high scorers, but the vast majority had solid foundations – they were all top students from their classes. Qing Ye silently observed these people and quietly folded up the test paper she had prepared.

Standing at the front, she suddenly smiled at them and pointed to the six large characters on the right side of the blackboard, asking: “Do you understand what these six characters mean?”

Below, regardless of their grades, everyone looked somewhat bewilderedly at those six characters. Peking University, Tsinghua University – the dream of all third-year students.

And dreams seemed so out of reach.

Qing Ye walked directly to those six characters, her gaze bright as she looked at them: “These six characters don’t just represent school names, they remind you of the distance to the finish line. I know some of you are only tens of points away from this goal, while others might be over three hundred points away. From now on, please look at how much you’ve shortened your distance every time you step in here.

No matter what your target school was before coming here, from today on, everyone’s goal is these six characters.”

Qing Ye waved the test papers in her hand: “To be honest, I prepared a relatively simple test today. Originally, I thought I’d help pull up your scores bit by bit, starting from the basics.”

“But I’ve changed my mind.”

Saying this, she threw aside the papers in her hand and walked directly to that intimidating number, telling everyone: “105 days. We’re racing against time. We no longer have time to consolidate basics. From now on, I’ll directly tackle key problems. Don’t tell me you don’t understand – even if you don’t understand, grit your teeth and listen. I know you’re scared when you see complex problems, but no problem is scarier than survival. Think about what’s scarier – eating dirt in the future or one tough problem!

I can’t guarantee everyone will get into their dream school, but I can guarantee that most of you will make it to first-tier universities in the limited time we have.”

Faced with Qing Ye’s confident gaze, most people still looked confused. Qing Ye found their expressions amusing and walked straight to the desk, placing both hands on it: “Are you stunned? I’m not Teacher Zhu – give me some reaction!”

Everyone laughed, with Fat Tiger leading the applause and pumping up the energy. Somehow, early in the morning, everyone became mysteriously energized, feeling like they were about to do something big.

People who came initially had a casual attitude, thinking they’d be studying anyway, and might as well do it in a crowd.

But after a few days, the better-performing students started to see the method to it. Qing Ye’s choice of problems was extremely targeted, basically covering numerous knowledge points. She didn’t choose tricky difficult problems, nor basic ones, but rather complex problems at the intermediate level. While explaining problems, she imperceptibly incorporated basic knowledge points, allowing weaker students to continuously consolidate while simultaneously raising the difficulty level, letting better-performing students constantly improve their problem-solving abilities.

Teacher Zhu somehow heard about this and often rode his old bicycle over during the day to look around. His home wasn’t far from Target Factory, and he often brought food from home to share with the students.

At first, Qing Ye felt quite awkward about Teacher Zhu’s grand presence, feeling somewhat unnatural, wondering if she should invite him up to guide them.

However, Teacher Zhu told them not to mind him, saying his home was too noisy with people, and he came here for some peace.

Other students just felt that listening to Qing Ye explain problems wasn’t taxing. For example, problems they would have previously avoided, after Qing Ye’s analysis, didn’t seem so difficult to understand. Her confidence and composure had a powerful infectious quality, suddenly uniting a group of students who had been studying like headless flies.

But Teacher Zhu, as a math teacher with many years of experience, discovered something shocking after listening a few times.

Qing Ye broke down all scoring points into test points, then divided regions into modules for targeted attacks based on these points, integrated test points into problems, and then broke them down for analysis, ultimately reclaiming each scoring point.

She had an extremely powerful mental map supporting her, able to precisely extract key knowledge points. The most difficult step in this process was the breakdown – without solving countless problems and mastering an enormous question bank, it would be impossible to achieve such precision. Some of her breakdown methods even left Teacher Zhu in awe, and sometimes he would become as absorbed as the students while listening.

After a week, the intensive class expanded from thirty to over forty people. Teacher Zhu secretly coordinated with several third-year teachers to get a batch of desks and chairs for these students. Qing Ye never imagined that a humble intensive class would become increasingly legitimate with everyone’s help, and these third-year students officially began their legendary night-cramming life.
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On the other side, construction had officially begun on their home in Zhazha Pavilion, so recently Xing Wu had been busy shuttling between supervising the construction and visiting the hospital. It seemed the leisurely days during New Year when they had nothing to do but spend time together had completely ended with the post-holiday bustle.

They only had a few hours together in the evenings, but once Qing Ye resumed her regular rhythm, her sleep time instantly shortened to just five hours a day, sometimes even less when busy. She had her own things to organize and review at the hotel. Xing Wu would sometimes lie on the bed watching her, and although it was hard for him to suppress the urge in his heart, he couldn’t bear to waste her time – he’d rather she use those hours to rest better.

Feng Bao was particularly concerned about Qing Ye. One day after everyone left the factory, he specifically went to ask her, saying he heard something happened at Xing Wu’s home and asked where she was staying now.

Qing Ye casually told him she was temporarily staying at a hotel, so Feng Bao said since it was on his way, they could walk back together. Since most people lived in the Zhazha Pavilion area and Feng Bao was heading toward Fourth Lane, Qing Ye didn’t mind going along with him.

On the way, Feng Bao somewhat shyly asked, “Qing Ye, what school do you think I could get into? Or what major would be helpful for future employment?”

Qing Ye turned to look at him and smiled, “If you’re asking me now, your options are limited. Put in more effort and try for a 211 university.”

Feng Bao pushed his glasses up in surprise: “You think I could get into a 211?”

Qing Ye spoke earnestly: “Spend some time on classical texts and poetry. Get a small notebook and memorize what needs to be memorized – there are no shortcuts. Your writing is good. Spend at least twenty minutes every day browsing current events news and topic reports. Trust me, this habit might help you turn things around in the college entrance exam.”

Feng Bao stared at Qing Ye with shining eyes: “Do you do this every day too?”

Qing Ye nodded: “Yes, started in ninth grade and kept at it for four years.”

Before they knew it, they had reached the hotel. Feng Bao felt like every minute talking with Qing Ye was like discovering new worlds, and somewhat reluctantly asked: “I feel like you’re quite busy – do you have time to follow all this every day?”

Qing Ye stopped at the roadside below the hotel and said to him: “Why wouldn’t I? Whether eating, using the bathroom, or taking a shower – you can always squeeze out time if you try. Go study the essay topics from various provinces these past two years and you’ll see how important this kind of material is. There are 60 points right in front of you – I’ve taught you the method, now go get those points back. The 211 universities are waving at you.”

She smiled at him, and Feng Bao felt like he’d been enlightened, suddenly knowing which direction to push himself in. The dim street light fell on Qing Ye’s face, her clear features unstained by dust, mesmerizing Feng Bao. The young man’s passion was instantly ignited by her, and he said somewhat excitedly: “Qing Ye, thank you.”

Qing Ye shrugged: “You’re welcome, I’m going now.”

Just as she turned around, Feng Bao suddenly called out to her retreating figure: “Have you chosen your school yet? I heard you’re planning to study abroad?”

Qing Ye’s smile gradually faded, and she lowered her eyes. After a while, she turned back to look at him: “I haven’t decided yet.”

When Qing Ye returned to their hotel room, Xing Wu was leaning by the window with a cigarette between his lips, looking down. He didn’t turn around when he heard her come in.

Qing Ye put down her bag and asked: “What are you looking at?”

Xing Wu casually extinguished his cigarette: “Watching how a pure-hearted young man becomes infatuated with you.”

Qing Ye laughed: “Are you talking about yourself?”

Xing Wu lazily turned around, his eyes containing a hint of playfulness. Qing Ye immediately realized something and ran to the window to look down. Sure enough, Feng Bao hadn’t left yet and was lingering aimlessly by the road.

Qing Ye turned to look at Xing Wu with an odd expression. He was still leaning casually by the window, looking at her sideways. Just then, Qing Ye’s phone in her pocket suddenly buzzed. Xing Wu’s gaze slowly moved from her face to her jacket pocket, saying playfully: “Want me to get that for you?”

Qing Ye awkwardly took out her phone and looked at it. Sure enough, it was from Feng Bao: “Qing Ye, tomorrow morning I’ll wait for you downstairs, shall we go together?”

Qing Ye glanced down – Feng Bao was standing in the strong wind looking anxious. She looked at Xing Wu again; his dark eyes held a burning intensity: “Reply then, don’t break the pure-hearted young man’s heart.”

Qing Ye immediately punched him, but Xing Wu caught her wrist and pulled her back, making her fall into his arms. He bent down to bite her ear, his breath scorching as he said: “How many people’s ethereal love do you want to become?”

Qing Ye laughed at his words and decided to take action, but her little strength was like a chick’s compared to Xing Wu’s. He easily restrained her hands and lifted her onto the bed, saying: “You probably don’t know how irresistible you are when you smile at people. Even from upstairs, I could see him enchanted like a fool.”

“Then what do you want me to do, cry at him?”

Xing Wu bent down to kiss her lovingly, his voice hoarse: “Can I hide you away and have you all to myself?”

He pulled open her clothes and his hand caressed her softness. She moaned softly: “Mmm… you’re already having me all to yourself, you jerk…”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and smiled, pulling Qing Ye up and saying: “Go take a shower quickly, don’t stay up until midnight again.”

After all this commotion, Qing Ye completely forgot to reply to Feng Bao’s message. After her shower, she sat at the small table by the window and started working on her things, while Xing Wu stood behind her as usual, helping dry her wet hair with the hairdryer.

Qing Ye’s hair had grown much longer, and drying it was a tedious and time-consuming task for her. Since getting together with Xing Wu, she had contentedly handed this troublesome task over to him, allowing her to read or memorize things while he took care of it.

After Xing Wu finished drying her hair, he went to bed. Qing Ye kept working quietly until around eleven when she suddenly remembered she hadn’t replied to Feng Bao’s message. She instinctively stood up to look down at the street, thankfully that guy wasn’t there anymore, which startled her.

Then she turned to look at Xing Wu, who was watching her with half-closed eyes. Qing Ye immediately smiled and closed her book, walking to the bedside: “Why aren’t you asleep yet?”

Xing Wu shifted his gaze back to his phone: “Can’t sleep.”

Qing Ye sat on the edge of the bed and gradually leaned over, tilting her head to smile at him: “Are you… wanting it?”

Xing Wu raised his eyes to stare at her calmly, without speaking.

They hadn’t done “that” for several days. Since Qing Ye resumed her study schedule, she would sometimes be busy for hours at a time. She couldn’t attend to Xing Wu, and he didn’t want to disturb her, but today she could feel that her boyfriend’s inner volcano was about to erupt.

Xing Wu glanced at the window and said in a low, magnetic voice: “So early today?”

Qing Ye lifted the blanket, and Xing Wu immediately felt her soft presence, instinctively pulling her into his embrace as he heard her say: “I’m done working.”

Xing Wu laughed and turned over to keep her in his arms: “Are you sure?”

Qing Ye blinked with misty eyes, and then the room got quite noisy. Xing Wu was a bit wild tonight, almost making Qing Ye cry. She kicked off the blanket and complained dissatisfied: “Xing Wu! Do you think I’m made of paper? Lucky I learned to dance when I was young, or you would have broken me!”

Xing Wu smiled while rubbing his nose and pulled the blanket back up for her. Qing Ye kicked it off again in anger. After several rounds of this, Xing Wu simply used his body to keep her warm and rubbed her head: “That wasn’t your reaction earlier.”

Qing Ye buried her face in his embrace, mortified. She would never admit that she seemed to understand what addiction felt like now. Yes, she would never admit it.

Every morning, Xing Wu and Qing Ye left around the same time – she to the factory, and he to the hospital. However, today when they came downstairs, a young man was standing by the road, somewhat shyly holding two cups of soy milk and two portions of steamed buns.

Qing Ye looked at him awkwardly, then at Xing Wu. Xing Wu also stopped at the hotel entrance, coldly watching him. Feng Bao came forward and said: “Morning, Brother Wu. I’m heading to the factory with Qing Ye since it’s on my way.”

Xing Wu said expressionlessly: “Don’t you live in Maotang? How is this on your way?”

Qing Ye’s eye twitched. Feng Bao fumbled awkwardly with the breakfast in his hands and offered it to Xing Wu: “You haven’t eaten yet, right?”

Xing Wu took it without ceremony. Feng Bao gave the other portion to Qing Ye, but she waved it away: “No need, I’ve already eaten.”

Xing Wu had already made noodles and fed her until she was full – she couldn’t eat another bite.

Qing Ye said to Xing Wu: “Then I’m going first?”

Xing Wu nodded without much reaction: “Go ahead.”

Feng Bao politely said goodbye to Xing Wu. Xing Wu watched their retreating figures, his eyes revealing a hint of amusement.

In the evening, when everyone dispersed to go home for dinner since Grandmother had been hospitalized, Xing Wu had to rush to the county town during the day and usually returned around eight or nine, so Qing Ye ate dinner at Li Lanfang’s place.

Today when she returned home, she saw that the ruins from the big fire had been cleaned up. Thinking about how their new home would soon be built on this empty lot made Qing Ye very excited.

Since Grandmother was hospitalized, Li Lanfang had temporarily moved into Grandmother’s room. Now that Xuandao was gone, she didn’t even feel like playing mahjong every day.

However, following Xing Wu’s instructions, she still cooked dinner and waited for Qing Ye to return in the evenings.

After Qing Ye finished eating, Pang Hu happened to come by to walk back to the factory with her. On the way, Pang Hu finally spoke up: “Actually, I don’t know who to talk to… I want to study musical theater… what do you think…”

Qing Ye stopped and looked at him: “You want to apply to an arts school?”

Pang Hu said somewhat conflicted: “I haven’t dared tell my family. My dad would yell at me.”

But Qing Ye frowned: “This major requires an art exam. It’s almost March now – it’s too late!”

Pang Hu suddenly deflated like a balloon and laughed sheepishly: “Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Well, never mind then.”

Qing Ye looked at his disappointed expression, finding it somewhat difficult to speak.

Finally, she gently reminded him: “Musical theater majors seem to require language tests.”

They walked silently toward the factory. Pang Hu nodded, understanding Qing Ye’s meaning – if he couldn’t overcome his stutter, even if he made it in time for the art exam, he might not even pass the initial screening.

Sometimes people are very conflicted – hope and despair coexist, making it impossible to give up yet find no way out.

Later that night, the factory was very quiet. Everyone was doing practice problems, with only the regular sound of machines running. Their first batch of goods was about to come out in the next few days, and Du Qiyan was also working overtime in another office setting up the online store – everyone was very busy.

Qing Ye was buried in her problems when suddenly there was a stir among the crowd. When she looked up, she saw Xing Wu casually walking in with one hand in his pocket.

Since the tutoring class resumed, Xing Wu hadn’t had time to come by. Most of the students here were good students from An Middle School who usually trembled at the sight of Xing Wu. Except for their classmates, some students from other classes didn’t even know if Xing Wu and Qing Ye were related. After being here for so many days, suddenly seeing this school bully make his grand entrance, they immediately held their breath, all staring at him in unison.

Xing Wu glanced at the “Rush for Peking University, Occupy Tsinghua University” written on the blackboard, raised his eyebrow slightly, and walked straight to the back.

Finally, someone gathered the courage to weakly ask: “Brother Wu, you’re not here to collect protection fees, are you?”

Qing Ye silently laughed as no one expected Xing Wu to take his hand out of his pocket and slowly pull out a crumpled notebook, dropping it on the desk: “I’m here to study.”

Pang Hu, Fang Lei, and their group couldn’t hold back their laughter. The students from other classes, seeing Class 2 students laughing, also followed with dry laughter, unsure whether this school bully was joking or… joking?

Qing Ye calmly pulled out a test paper and said to Xiao Lingtong: “Give it to our new classmate.”

“Sure thing!” Xiao Lingtong scampered to Xing Wu’s front: “Brother Wu, here you go.”

Xing Wu took the test paper and looked up: “Can I borrow a pen?”

“…” Fang Lei and the others burst into laughter again, and Pang Hu directly threw him a pen.

Meanwhile, the good students from other classes kept nervously turning back to secretly peek at him, only to find him seriously working on the problems.

Xing Wu leaned back, his intimidating presence comparable to Principal Zhong, making them all fidgety.

Throughout the evening, everyone discovered that this school bully wasn’t here to cause trouble. He just sat in the last row, listening when Qing Ye explained problems, showing no intention of collecting protection fees.

After nine o’clock, people gradually dispersed. Qing Ye still had a small meeting with Liu Nian and others. Her hands were covered in chalk dust, so she went out to the courtyard to wash them. When she came back, everyone had left except Xing Wu, who was leaning against the factory door smiling at her.

Qing Ye deliberately flicked some water at him, and Xing Wu raised his hand to block it: “Looking for death?”

The words were fierce, but his tone was full of doting affection.

Qing Ye walked up to him and raised her neck: “You seemed to listen quite attentively. Did you understand?”

“Of course, I reached the highest level of understanding – seeming to understand but not understanding.”

Qing Ye’s smile bloomed on her lips. Xing Wu lifted her chin and placed a light kiss, Qing Ye had just closed her eyes when she suddenly opened them again to see that one person hadn’t left the factory – Feng Bao.
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When Qing Ye saw Feng Bao at that moment, she felt embarrassed for him. She wanted to say something to ease the tension, but Feng Bao, perhaps severely frightened, grabbed his bag and ran away – ran away?

Qing Ye was stunned by his tiger-like swift movements. She immediately glared at Xing Wu: “You knew he hadn’t left, didn’t you?”

Xing Wu shrugged with his hands in his pockets as he turned to go inside. Qing Ye immediately chased after him and bumped him with her arm: “Stop acting innocent. What’s your real purpose for coming here today?”

He smiled ambiguously: “To study, of course. You haven’t forgotten that I’m taking the college entrance exam too, right?”

“Exam my foot! Then go home tonight and memorize vocabulary.”

He said pleasantly: “Sure, is there a reward?”

The more Qing Ye listened, the more she felt he was setting a trap. She narrowed her eyes and glared at him unfriendly, but Xing Wu suddenly turned around and said seriously: “Why did you suddenly mention chicken legs? Are you hungry?”

“…” Sometimes Qing Ye admired his perceptiveness – how could he make such connections?

She clenched her fist and said: “Don’t change the subject.”

Xing Wu rubbed his crew cut and simply stopped pretending, bending down to say to her: “What are you worried about?”

“Worried that others will say we’re morally corrupt.”

Xing Wu casually walked into the office: “That’s because you went around telling everyone I was your brother. Didn’t you think about falling into the trap you dug yourself?”

“Xing Wu!!!” With Qing Ye’s angry shout, Du Qiyan and Liu Nian in the office suddenly looked up and stared at Qing Ye in horror.

They even asked: “What’s wrong?”

Xing Wu pulled up a chair and sat down, saying with a half-smile: “Your Boss Qing is starting to act like a real boss.”

Qing Ye directly gave him a knee strike, which Xing Wu blocked with his elbow without even looking, everything happened so naturally. Du Qiyan and Liu Nian watched them and smiled.

Pang Hu had just returned from the bathroom when Qing Ye turned to look at him and asked: “Why haven’t you left either?”

He said sheepishly: “To see, see if there’s anything I can, can help with.”

So everyone began reporting their work. Liu Nian said that the handover of workers from Old Man Xie was complete, and they had tried out the machines and gone through the procedures these past few days – ready to go.

Du Qiyan’s online store had also been approved, and next, they needed product photos and descriptions for uploading.

Finally, Qing Ye summarized the current matters needing attention, including promotion channels, and she still insisted on spending some money to replace the existing product packaging.

She had done extensive work during this period, researching several low-cost promotion paths, and could contact some small streamers to try product placement and see the results.

The local mothers’ group chat that Liu Nian managed now had nearly several hundred members. She planned to make the group more active using that as a base, so Qing Ye directly presented an activity plan targeting local customers.

She planned to hold a tasting event in mid-March, inviting people from around the county to come try the products.

When Du Qiyan heard this, she weakly asked: “Does tasting mean it’s free?”

Qing Ye smiled and said: “Of course.”

Liu Nian and Du Qiyan looked at each other with worried expressions: “Won’t we lose money then?”

Qing Ye looked at Xing Wu: “When you talked with Old Man Xie, he agreed to support us with one batch of goods initially, right?”

Xing Wu sat in the corner with his legs crossed and nodded. Qing Ye immediately snapped her fingers and said: “Use Old Man Xie’s goods to advertise ourselves for free. Once we build recognition and customer flow comes in, we can sell a batch of goods along the way. Isn’t that great? Think long-term – we want to make our products, not rely on Old Man Xie’s goods to survive.”

Liu Nian and Du Qiyan suddenly felt their minds opening up.

Pang Hu, sitting to the side, interjected: “Q-Qing Ye, I know some streamers on Chang-chang ba, they also do those short videos and have quite a few followers. May-maybe we could contact them and discuss prices.”

Qing Ye clapped her hands: “That’s great, Singing God! I was just wondering how to contact these influencers. Help me check the market rates – I’m counting on you for this.”

“Just say the word.”

Qing Ye pointed at the notes in her notebook: “The most urgent issue now is the packaging. We might need to buy vacuum packaging machines, redesign the outer packaging, and produce some high-end photos.”

Of course, when facing difficulties, she first looked at the silent sniper master sitting in the corner. In all of Zhazha Pavilion, she believed no one was more resourceful than him. Xing Wu saw her pleading puppy eyes and smiled: “You were just angry at me, now you need me?”

If there weren’t so many people around, Qing Ye would have jumped on him to force him to make a decision.

Seeing her frustrated expression, Xing Wu tugged at the corner of his mouth and sat up straight: “I’ll help you get the machine in the next couple of days, and I’ll call Quan Ya over tomorrow for the packaging and photography.”

He said it casually, but Qing Ye asked doubtfully: “Can Quan Ya do it?”

Xing Wu smiled: “Just tell him whatever requirements you have.”

Although Xing Wu said this, Qing Ye remained skeptical.

However, this was their first collective meeting of core staff since taking over the small food factory. Although it was somewhat casual and all over the place, after the brainstorming session, they had found preliminary solutions to all the current problems.

The school would officially start the day after tomorrow, so the tutoring class was suspended for a day tomorrow. Qing Ye could use this day to resolve the packaging issue. If they wanted to hold the tasting event in mid-March, all production had to be in place before the 10th – time was extremely tight.

Xing Wu still had to go to the hospital in the morning and couldn’t accompany Qing Ye to the factory, but when Qing Ye arrived, Quan Ya was already there, with a DSLR camera around his neck and a cigarette in his mouth, photographing the big dog in the courtyard.

Perhaps because of the Shu Han incident, when Xing Wu wasn’t around, Qing Ye always felt somewhat awkward facing Quan Ya alone. She jogged a few steps to him and casually greeted him: “You’re here so early?”

Quan Ya’s lens panned directly to her face, “click” capturing Qing Ye’s awkward expression, then he looked down at the photo, corners of his mouth slightly curling as he replied: “Nothing else to do.”

Qing Ye then remembered that Shun Yi had closed, so Quan Ya should also be unemployed now.

She pointed at the camera: “Is it yours?”

“Yeah, just a hobby.”

Qing Ye looked him over carefully again, unable to tell that Quan Ya’s hobby was photography. He put out his cigarette and said to her: “Let’s get to work, show me the products.”

So Qing Ye led him to the workshop. Their first batch included eight products, all relatively inexpensive snacks in terms of unit price, focusing on sugar-free, oil-free sweet potato chips and various mixed fruit and vegetable chips.

She said somewhat embarrassedly: “We’ve applied for an online store and need some appetizing photos for promotion.”

She felt uncertain even saying this because Old Man Xie had previously paid no attention to appearances, so making things look appealing would require godlike photography skills.

Quan Ya showed no particular expression, pointing his lens for a while. Qing Ye didn’t dare disturb him, and after quite some time weakly said: “If it’s too difficult, we can just take some casual photos to use for now.”

But Quan Ya suddenly looked up and said to her: “Have someone sort out samples of each type for me. Also, I heard from Wu Zi that these raw materials are from your production?”

Qing Ye nodded: “The original owner’s family produces and sells their goods.”

“Give me their contact information, I’ll take a trip to the production site tomorrow when I have time.”

Qing Ye didn’t know why he wanted to go to Old Man Xie’s place, but she still helped Quan Ya contact the old man.

Then he put away his camera and said to her: “Let’s find a place to discuss the packaging design.”

Qing Ye asked in surprise: “You studied graphic design?”

“No.”

“…”

Qing Ye took Quan Ya to the office and shared her ideas with him, hoping for individual vacuum packaging for the sweet potato chips and preferably self-sealing outer bags.

“Three-side sealed bags or eight-side sealed bags?”

“…”

Quan Ya directly searched and showed her a row of styles on the computer. He turned the notebook to show her, and Qing Ye’s eyes lit up as she studied them for a while: “This type.”

Quan Ya made an affirming sound: “What about materials? PET, OPP, composite aluminum foil?”

“Wait, I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

Quan Ya glanced up at her, closed the notebook, and stood up: “I got it.”

Qing Ye also stood up: “Got it?”

“Yeah, if there’s nothing else, I’ll head out.”

Qing Ye watched Quan Ya’s hastily retreating figure in bewilderment, breaking out in a cold sweat.

That evening, Qing Ye stood on the bed with her hands on her hips, looking at Xing Wu who was leaning against the headboard: “Really, he just said ‘I got it’ and left? What does that mean?”

Xing Wu raised his head with a slight smile: “Don’t stand so high, you’ll fall. Come down.”

“I won’t come down. Is Quan Ya harboring resentment towards me because he thinks I ruined his sister’s relationship?”

Xing Wu shook his head helplessly: “You’re my person, what opinion could he have of you? Come here.”

Qing Ye sat down cross-legged with big pitiful eyes. Xing Wu smiled and said: “Did he ask you something and you had no clue about any of it?”

Qing Ye said guiltily: “Well… he did mention something about composite aluminum foil and stuff. How was I supposed to know what he was talking about?”

Xing Wu pulled her into his arms: “He’s not ignoring you. Since you don’t understand material price differences, he probably didn’t know how to explain it to you. Quan Ya is trustworthy in his work, just leave it to him. Don’t worry about this anymore. Have you prepared your things for school tomorrow?”

Qing Ye flopped onto the bed and closed her eyes: “No, don’t want to pack, annoying.”

Xing Wu had to get up and take out her bag, carefully packing everything she needed for the first day of school, and then checking everything again. He had never been this meticulous about his school preparations, but having an academic girlfriend changed his attitude toward the start of school.

To Qing Ye’s surprise, after worrying for two days, unable to eat or sleep well, and constantly anxious, when she returned to the factory after school two days later, the entire structure of their online store was already set up.

Quan Ya was sitting next to Du Qiyan, who was making final adjustments while Quan Ya occasionally offered guidance.

Du Qiyan saw Qing Ye return and asked her to come take a look – if there were no problems, they could upload the product descriptions directly.

When Qing Ye went over, she discovered all products were already listed, and what surprised her more was that the photos far exceeded her expectations. Clicking on individual links revealed photos of the raw food ingredients as well. She hadn’t expected Quan Ya to be so attentive – the plating with green leaf garnishes created the exact impression of natural green food products that she had wanted.

The homepage even featured photos of the homemade farming base, which lit up Qing Ye’s eyes. The vast harvests and farmers’ production process were clear at a glance – no promotion could be more effective than this.

Quan Ya opened a computer folder and stood up, saying to Qing Ye: “I had someone create three different style versions for the packaging design. The last spreadsheet shows corresponding prices for materials and specifications. Sit down and look first, I’m going out for a smoke.”

Qing Ye sat down dazedly, holding the mouse while staring at Quan Ya’s retreating figure, feeling a mix of emotions.

In three days, from on-site investigation and photography to post-production editing, to designing covers and consulting material quotes – what Qing Ye thought would require an entire department’s manpower, Quan Ya had completed alone in three days.

She instantly understood Xing Wu’s trust in Quan Ya. No wonder while she had been anxiously fretting these past few days, Xing Wu hadn’t been worried at all and had told her not to concern herself.

She finally understood why among all his brothers, Xing Wu uniquely chose to run Shun Yi with Quan Ya. She felt ashamed for having previously judged him with a petty mind, and couldn’t help but laugh self-mockingly at the thought.

That night, Qing Ye, Quan Ya, and Du Qiyan finalized the plans. The factory was very quiet – Quan Ya and Du Qiyan were busy in the office while Liu Nian was studying the vacuum packaging machine Xing Wu had just delivered yesterday, calculating production quantities based on the new specifications.

While everyone was doing practice problems, Qing Ye rushed to write product descriptions. They had all been staying late recently – she had classes so she wouldn’t stay past midnight, but sometimes Liu Nian and Du Qiyan stayed even later. As long as they were there, evening self-study would continue. Some of the more hardworking students would stay at the factory until leaving with Du Qiyan and others, like Fang Lei and Shi Min. Of course, Pang Hu would stay late studying with them every day to safely escort them home.

So after most people had left, Qing Ye read through her freshly written descriptions to get everyone’s opinions. The small group that remained gave Qing Ye many insights, so what started as her working alone ended up becoming a group effort in writing descriptions. Many hands make light work – that evening they finalized descriptions for all products.

During final proofreading, as she was typing the text into the computer, she looked up inadvertently to find five or six people gathered behind her to help check the wording.

At that moment, Qing Ye felt her nose tingle and her heart burn with passion – experiencing the excitement of entrepreneurship for the first time in her life. She suddenly thought of her father – was he like this when he was young? She wondered if he would feel bitter or proud seeing her now. Thinking of her father filled Qing Ye with renewed motivation.

Originally Qing Ye had told Du Qiyan to upload the descriptions tomorrow, but Du Qiyan insisted on finishing before leaving. Pang Hu had left to escort Shi Min and the others home. Xing Wu was also working late tonight and had called to tell Qing Ye to wait for him – he was on his way to pick her up.

So Qing Ye stretched and went to pour a cup of water for a break. Through the factory doors, she saw Quan Ya sitting under the withered tree in the courtyard, so she poured another cup of water and walked over to hand it to him: “Thank you for your hard work.”

Quan Ya looked up at her briefly, took the cup, and resumed gazing at the row of dark staff quarters in front of the target factory.

Qing Ye dragged over a small stool and sat beside him, looking in the same direction. Neither spoke.

After a long while, Quan Ya suddenly spoke: “Are you still planning to go abroad?”

This path had been set for her by her family since childhood – she had attended international school all these years to prepare for studying overseas. But now too many issues lay before her, both financial pressure and emotional choices making her waver.

Quan Ya sighed: “I always hoped you would go abroad quickly so Wu Zi would have one less thing to worry about. His family situation has dragged him down enough these years – none of his brothers have had it as rough as him. But now…”

Quan Ya pulled out a cigarette and lit it, taking a drag and exhaling wisps of smoke into the night sky: “Now if you leave him, it’ll tear Wu Zi apart.”

Qing Ye’s heart ached. Regarding studying abroad, Xing Wu had always been very firm but had never mentioned what would happen to him after she left.

This was the first time Qing Ye heard this cruel answer from one of his brothers. Even Quan Ya could see their relationship had become inseparable. In three months, they would have to face this choice – the matter weighed on Qing Ye’s chest like a boulder.

She suddenly tugged at the corner of her mouth, looking down at her shadow: “Remember that bet? I said I would lead him onto a different path.”

Quan Ya turned to look at her, his cigarette burning faintly between his fingers. Qing Ye slowly raised her head to gaze at the vast night sky, a slight curve appearing at her lips: “Do you believe it? I’m almost winning.”

Quan Ya looked at her confident expression and also tugged at his mouth: “How so?”

“When I made that bet with you, I was only confident of living in his memory. But now, I’m confident of being carved into his heart. A person can live without memories, but can’t live even a day without their heart beating.”

Quan Ya’s brows gradually furrowed as he absorbed the power of these words in amazement.

In the distance, Little Angel’s sound rang out. Qing Ye withdrew her gaze to look at Quan Ya: “Do you hate me? Because of my appearance, your sister compromised with life.”

Quan Ya watched the figure dismounting from the motorcycle, his gaze profound: “Wu Zi is my brother, you are Wu Zi’s woman.”

Qing Ye watched Xing Wu walking towards her and suddenly smiled in understanding.
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During those two weeks, Qing could hardly imagine how she managed to get through it. To be precise, it was the busiest moment in her life so far.

Running a factory, from production to packaging to promotion and sales – everything was a first-time experience for her. Like everyone else, she was often learning through trial and error, progressing bit by bit through failures and drawing lessons from them. Fortunately, she wasn’t fighting alone. Though they were all amateurs, three cobblers could somewhat match the wisdom of Zhuge Liang.

Perhaps because they were all fearless young people with endless dreams about the future, daring to venture and strive without considering consequences, they poured all their passion into this endeavor.

However, Qing still racked her brains over the brand name. The factory was originally called Xie Laosan Food Factory, and she couldn’t bear to print “Xie Laosan” on the food packages – it would be like making Old Xie seem like her father, which was quite jarring to see.

After all, they were selling homestyle snacks – it couldn’t be too foreign-sounding, nor too rustically named after some kid or village. She kept thinking but couldn’t come up with a brand name that could precisely position their products.

Then one day, while Xing Wu was helping her with laundry, he casually said, “Just call it Qing Valley. It’s simple and memorable. The character ‘valley’ relates to farming, and as for ‘Qing’…”

Qing immediately jumped off the bed and ran to the bathroom with sparkling eyes: “Because it’s my surname?”

Xing Wu glanced at her and said with a smile, “The dried fruits are sun-dried by hand – isn’t the character ‘Qing’ perfect?”

Thus, Xing Wu’s casual suggestion struck Qing as brilliant. That very night, she found someone to design the logo, and eventually changed the factory name – Xie Laosan was officially renamed to Qing Valley Food Factory.

Their first batch of new packaging was ready. After Qing confirmed the final version, all the tedious tasks like negotiating prices with printing factories and getting samples were handled by Quan Ya.

Several times, Qing mentioned paying him the advance payment or if he needed a deposit, but Quan Ya always said there was no rush. Even after the first batch of packaging arrived and Qing saw the quality was unexpectedly excellent, especially the three-dimensional “Qing Valley” logo that gave her an indescribable sense of achievement, Quan Ya still didn’t ask for payment, merely saying casually that they could settle it together once the factory started making money.

Qing felt quite uneasy about this. She had classes during the day and sometimes couldn’t even take phone calls conveniently. Quan Ya had to deal with all these contacts and errands – how could she let him advance the money too?

Qing mentioned this to Xing Wu, but he only replied, “Don’t worry too much about it. He doesn’t see you as an outsider.”

Though Quan Ya never asked Xing Wu about his relationship with Qing afterward, they had been brothers for so many years – some things didn’t need to be asked to be understood. Perhaps he had some opinions about Qing at first, whether based on Shu Han’s situation or his belief that a girl from a big city like Qing couldn’t genuinely stay with Xing Wu.

Whether it was him or Da Hei and Hua Bi, they all knew how seriously Xing Wu took relationships. It wasn’t that they thought Qing wasn’t good enough; they just worried that Xing Wu would invest too much and expect too much, only to end up with nothing – not worth it.

But after what happened with Xing Wu’s family, Qing’s attitude gradually won over these brothers’ acceptance from the bottom of their hearts. Their previous concerns became less important as time passed.

Xing Wu had become busier lately. He had talked to Old Yang about sometimes needing to take leave to go to the building materials market and hospital. Old Yang knew about Xing Wu’s family situation and asked if he needed to organize a school fundraiser.

Xing Wu laughed and said, “Discuss that with Qing.”

His tone seemed to suggest it was like discussing household matters with his wife, though Old Yang naturally wouldn’t think in that direction and did go to consult with Qing about it.

Qing felt that openly seeking sympathy like this was like begging. Were they supposed to stand hand-in-hand on the podium one Monday morning and cry dramatically to gain sympathy? She was one hundred percent certain that they would collapse laughing before they could even stand steady. If she agreed to this, either Xing Wu would strangle her, or she would have to strangle him – after all, they were such proud paupers. Thus, Qing firmly declined Old Yang’s kind offer.

Qing returned to the hotel later and later. Recently, rushing production schedules and preparing for tasting event promotions – all sorts of issues kept her working overtime.

After finishing his work in the evening, Xing Wu would wait for her at the factory and take her back together. The night class students had also gotten used to seeing Xing Wu there frequently. Originally, Qing thought Feng Bao would ask her something after that day, but Feng Bao never asked why she and Xing Wu… kissed.

Instead, after that day, he consciously maintained some distance from Qing, especially when Xing Wu came around. Feng Bao would try his best to minimize his presence, and if he accidentally made eye contact with Xing Wu, he would dodge his gaze in various ways, as if afraid Xing Wu would give him trouble.

Sometimes when Qing was teaching, Xing Wu would sit in the last row and listen along with everyone else. Qing amusedly asked him why he never listened in class but came to her tutoring sessions to listen.

Xing Wu seriously replied, “Mainly because of the teacher’s looks.”

“…” Qing wondered if Xing Wu was thinking unhealthy thoughts while staring at her during lessons.

During the day, Qing was like a superwoman once she left the hotel, busy with studies and factory matters, her brain constantly working without rest.

But at night, after leaving the factory, she would instantly deflate like a punctured balloon once she got on Xing Wu’s motorcycle. Many times, she would fall asleep holding his waist and leaning against his back.

Afraid she might fall off, Xing Wu eventually had her sit in front, so he could hold her. During the ten-minute ride to the hotel, Qing would often fall deep asleep in his arms. Sometimes she would hang onto Xing Wu with closed eyes as they went upstairs, sometimes he would simply carry her on his back into the room.

That period was probably the most difficult stage in their lives. They had no money or experience for anything they did, not even time to sleep. All they had was passionate determination for life. At that time, Qing’s most frequent saying was that when they had money in the future, they would find a quiet place and sleep properly for three days and three nights. Yes, sleeping had become the most luxurious thing in their lives.

Though life was hard, they still found ways to enjoy themselves. Xing Wu would occasionally bring her little things from the county town. Looking back, Qing realized Xing Wu gave her many things during that time: a cool baseball cap – matching black and white couple versions; an hourglass-shaped bottle, because they were both Aquarius, and the time-representing hourglass seemed to hold some special meaning for them at that time.

He gradually helped her complete her daily necessities. During that period, even Qing’s clothes, socks, and underwear were bought by Xing Wu – he now knew her sizes by heart.

When Qing was at her most overwhelmed, Xing Wu quietly took care of her daily life. Though in the world she couldn’t see, Xing Wu was also very busy. He told her he needed to practice driving from afternoon to evening, although once at dusk when Qing met Huang Mao at Zhazha Pavilion, she wondered why Huang Mao wasn’t practicing driving with Xing Wu. Huang Mao confidently said Xing Wu’s skills were worse than his, needing more practice, as he was a born driver through family inheritance. Qing just laughed off his nonsense.

The weekend before the tasting event, they worked overtime for two days to finally complete the production with new packaging, and then it was time to set up the tasting venue.

Fang Lei, Shi Min, Xiao Ling Tong, and Pang Hu all voluntarily came to help. They moved all the tables to the courtyard and arranged them in a U-shape, covering them with clean tablecloths. Liu Nian was responsible for arranging the presentation of tasting items. Xing Wu carried the newly made promotional sign to the entrance, then went with Quan Ya to hang the banner at the intersection, so nearby residents and passersby could see there was a tasting event here.

The factory interior was also completely cleaned. Shi Min and Fang Lei specially went to buy some decorative balloons and streamers to decorate the courtyard. Pang Hu called Huang Mao and Lang Dai to help blow up balloons. Later, Da Hei, Hua Bi, and other brothers of Xing Wu gradually came too. Many people Qing had never even seen before – if not for this event, she wouldn’t have known Xing Wu had so many brothers.

They each sent a flower basket, neatly arranged along the pathway at the entrance, over a dozen on each side, exceptionally grand. There was a sense of renewal everywhere.

The turnout on the tasting day was even higher than Qing expected. She originally thought that out of Liu Nian’s group of nearly a thousand people, getting one-tenth to come would be good. But unexpectedly, they brought their families and started coming in large numbers in the early morning. Da Hei also gathered many neighbors from Electronics Street to show support. Even Old Yang brought many teachers. When she and Old Zhu saw their former students now able to handle things independently – some packaging, some introducing – even the usually shy Shi Min was using a loudspeaker to guide visitors around the factory. Though they never felt it at school, seeing the scene before them, the teachers felt for the first time that their students had grown up.

In the afternoon, even Li Lan Fang brought a group of her card-playing friends from Zhazha Pavilion to patronize the business. Although it was a tasting event with all products free to sample, these were small snacks costing dozens of yuan per package, so everyone who came would buy some to take home after tasting.

They had prepared what they thought was ample stock, but it was already running low just past noon, which was completely unexpected for Qing.

So she quickly arranged an emergency plan, having people leave their contact information, with Du Qi Yan and Fang Lei doing statistics, promising to deliver all purchased products within three days. This helped maintain some orders in the afternoon.

At two o’clock, the main group of active sisters and aunties from Liu Nian’s group came together – several dozens of people, some were Liu Nian’s regular customers, some were group administrators, all early members of Xuan Dao.

Qing knew some of them and personally received them. Using the projector temporarily borrowed from Quan Ya, she introduced their online store and products to these core members, then opened the online store to introduce product prices one by one, promising that the group members present could get prices 30% lower than the online store – this was feedback and preferential treatment for their long-term support. Of course, if they were interested, they could also post on their social media and ask if friends wanted anything, and this feedback could be directly returned to them.

Originally, Liu Nian and others thought Qing did this to thank these mothers and sisters for their long-term support, but none of them expected that these people would later become Qing Valley’s first batch of distributors.

The tasting event ended at four in the afternoon. Although everyone was exhausted, they still had many orders to produce, package, and ship. Pang Hu and others hadn’t left, saying they would stay to help.

In the evening, Li Lan Fang brought several pots of food over, and everyone gathered around the messy tables to eat. Qing swore it was the most delicious meal she had ever eaten in her life. Everyone was wolfing down food, laughing and joking.

Huang Mao excitedly asked Qing while shoveling rice: “How much money did we make today?”

“Don’t know yet, I’ll calculate after dinner.”

Just then, Liu Nian’s phone rang. Li Lan Fang took his empty bowl and helped him get some soup. Not sure who called, but Liu Nian excitedly kept saying “No problem, no problem, I’ll arrange it tomorrow” on the phone.

After hanging up, he turned to everyone with sparkling eyes and said: “You know Yan Jie’s sister who’s in the county town market? Her sister just saw our products at her house and wants us to send two boxes of each product over to sell in the next couple of days. She said she’ll transfer the money later. Qing, give her the 30% discount, right?”

Qing nodded: “Right.”

Fang Lei put down her bowl, wiped her mouth, and smiled: “See, business is coming in!”

Li Lan Fang handed the soup to Liu Nian and said: “Oh my, who knew you had such good business skills now? When you worked for me before, we couldn’t get a peep out of you even with eight strikes!”

Everyone burst out laughing. Huang Mao joined in excitedly: “I’d say it’s all thanks to having a good daughter-in-law.”

As soon as he spoke, the entire courtyard fell silent as a chicken. Fang Lei and Pang Hu glanced at Huang Mao, Shi Min lowered her head to eat, Liu Nian and Du Qi Yan acted as if they hadn’t heard, and Quan Ya continued dismantling things without turning around. Li Lan Fang looked at Huang Mao in confusion. Huang Mao instantly realized his mistake and fearfully looked at Xing Wu.

Xing Wu expressionlessly ladled soup for Qing, while Qing’s eyes were fixed on Huang Mao as if they could drip blood.

Huang Mao’s scalp instantly went numb, and he wished he could bite off his tongue and swallow it whole right then and there!
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Strangely, regarding Huang Mao’s unfiltered joke, no one added another word. Even Li Lan Fang didn’t probe into what he meant. Though the courtyard fell silent for a few seconds, everyone quickly returned to their tasks as if they hadn’t heard anything.

This scared Huang Mao into a cold sweat. He nervously kept glancing at Xing Wu, trying several times to find an opportunity to apologize, but Xing Wu’s expression remained calm, seemingly unbothered by his thoughtless comment. This left Huang Mao feeling like he had thorns all over his body, unable to sit still all evening.

After dinner, Qing went to the office to balance the accounts. Soon after, Xing Wu came in with a drink and told her, “Go rest after you finish the accounts. We’re done for today.”

Qing turned to look outside, and seeing no one around, lowered her voice to ask him, “Didn’t your mother ask you anything?”

Xing Wu unscrewed the bottle cap, handed her the water, glanced at her, and replied, “No.”

Qing collapsed into her chair: “This Huang Mao…”

She took a big gulp of water and handed the bottle back to Xing Wu: “Don’t you find it strange? Nobody said anything.”

Xing Wu took the water, screwed the cap back on, and set it aside, saying playfully, “Haven’t you considered that maybe they already knew?”

Xing Wu’s words made Qing’s expression change in an instant, and then after a while, she suddenly felt like an idiot, thinking they had hidden it so well when people around them already knew.

Xing Wu reminded her: “Stop spacing out, finish calculating so we can leave.”

Qing snapped back to reality and quickly tallied up today’s cash, Alipay, and WeChat accounts. Then she looked up at Xing Wu: “Guess how much we made today?”

Xing Wu put down his phone and looked up: “Not less than ten thousand.”

“Fifteen thousand plus, though we still need to deduct costs.”

Xing Wu sighed: “Better than expected.”

“I plan to pay back Quan Ya first, then give Du Qi Yan and Liu Nian some wages. They’ve been too tired lately.”

Xing Wu held her hand: “Do what you think is best. Ready to go?”

Qing saw the sparkle in his eyes and smiled: “Let’s go, I’m done. Tomorrow’s Sunday, can we take a two-hour break?”

Xing Wu said meaningfully: “What do you want to do?”

“Hmm… sleep.”

“Just sleep?”

“What else did you have in mind?”

They smiled at each other and left the office. Outside, the others were still cleaning up. Xing Wu went to help Liu Nian carry the tables back. Huang Mao was boredly burning balloons with his cigarette butt, making them pop with loud bangs, scaring Fang Lei who kept scolding him. The more she scolded, the more excited he got, chasing her with burning balloons until Fang Lei nearly fought with him.

Shi Min smiled while organizing the remaining items. Quan Ya stood at the courtyard entrance dismantling the frame, occasionally glancing at the group with a slight smirk. Pang Hu followed them around filming with his phone.

Qing casually picked up a package of sweet potato chips, fed one to Shi Min, and took one herself while watching Huang Mao and Fang Lei’s balloon war.

Pang Hu walked over to Qing, turned his camera to her, and asked, “Is it good?”

Qing handed him a piece, suddenly getting into it and introducing the sweet and soft potato chips in perfect Queen’s English. Pang Hu laughingly asked what else she had.

Qing took another snack package from Shi Min and switched to an authentic New York accent, making Pang Hu and Shi Min laugh uncontrollably.

Xing Wu came out and watched her with a smile. Qing then switched to an Indian accent, with rolling R’s that made Li Lan Fang call out: “What’s that? Burned your tongue? Your swishing is giving everyone a headache!”

Qing stared at Li Lan Fang in bewilderment, completely unable to understand her dialect. Meanwhile, Pang Hu and the others were about to collapse from laughter, even Quan Ya cracked a smile.

After cleaning up, the group left the factory. Fang Lei and Huang Mao were still going at it, somehow moving from balloons to literature. Huang Mao insisted he was proficient in poetry and prose, so Fang Lei casually recited two lines of classical poetry for him to continue. Not only did Huang Mao fail to continue, but he accused Fang Lei of deliberately challenging him with obscure poems and then turned to ask Qing for one.

Already straddling the motorcycle, Qing called back without turning: “The sun shines on the incense burner producing purple smoke.”

As soon as she finished, a chorus of voices responded: “I touch my pocket and find no money.”

Qing turned back with a smile. They waved to her in the night. In the prime of youth, with good years ahead, she suddenly had a thought – it would be nice if time could stop at this moment forever.

That night, she spent a long time showering, until Xing Wu almost burst in to check if she had fallen asleep.

She opened the door and stared blankly at Xing Wu, suddenly looking dejected: “I used to complain about my dad always being on the phone, busy with company stuff. Now I understand money isn’t easy to make. We worked ourselves to death for half a month, and this ten thousand plus, after deducting costs, paying Quan Ya for packaging, and giving out wages, there’s nothing left.”

She stood dejectedly by the bed, almost crying: “I still owe Old Xie for a batch of goods, and now we’re out of stock.”

Xing Wu put down his phone and looked up at her: “The beginning is always the hardest.”

Qing suddenly slumped onto the bed: “The middle is hard, the end is hard, it’s all so hard. I want to buy an ER200, but I can’t bring myself to.”

“Is that the dictionary you used before?”

Qing nodded: “I’ll wait a bit longer.”

Xing Wu said nothing and looked down at his phone. Suddenly Qing’s phone rang. She picked it up to see Xing Wu had transferred her five thousand. She looked at him in surprise. He pulled her close and smoothed her hair: “Buy it.”

But Qing struggled to sit up: “Don’t you need to pay for grandmother’s hospital bills? Where did this money come from?”

Xing Wu said casually: “Picked up some odd jobs.”

Qing frowned at him. Xing Wu lazily smiled: “I’ll figure out the money situation.”

But Qing suddenly asked: “Do you… still need to go to driving school? It’s been over three months and you still haven’t passed?”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and said casually: “Well, there was that delay during New Year’s.”

“Hmm…” Qing lay down. Xing Wu turned off the lights and held her from behind. As Qing interlocked their fingers in the darkness, she secretly felt his palm, which had somehow developed a layer of calluses.

Qing turned around in his arms, hugged him tightly, and choked back a silent sob.

In the first assessment test after school started, Shi Min and Fang Lei both broke through 400 points, while Pang Hu was approaching 450. Qing still scored just over 700. Old Yang told her she could appropriately slow down her pace in these last few months – maintaining this score would be fine for the college entrance exam.

Worth mentioning is that besides Qing, An Zhong had several more students scoring above 500 this time, all from Qing’s night study group.

An Zi County was, after all, a small place with limited educational resources. The question banks they usually had access to were somewhat limited. During this time, Qing shared many of the question banks that had helped her improve with her night class students. This indeed had a significant effect on improving their thinking ability and grasp of question types.

As a result, their night study group grew by over twenty people in just a short month, and the factory space was barely enough to seat everyone.

Time flowed like the sand in the hourglass Xing Wu gave Qing, endlessly trickling away. Before they knew it, it was late March. Recently, Old Dong had been coming to find Xing Wu in class more and more frequently. Qing knew the competition was drawing closer.

The county sports meet was held on a Saturday in late March. The weather that day wasn’t good – just like when she first came to Zhazha Pavilion, thick clouds covered the sky, blocking out the sun with no sign of clearing.

Xing Wu told Qing the competition would end by morning and that she didn’t need to get up early to go with him – he would return at noon to have lunch with her. But that morning, as soon as dawn broke, Qing was awake. She lay with her eyes closed, listening to Xing Wu getting up, getting dressed, and washing up. Before leaving, he placed a light kiss on her forehead.

Only after Xing Wu closed the door did Qing suddenly open her eyes and spring up. She arrived early at the meeting spot arranged with Huang Mao and Pang Hu. When she got there, Lang Dai, Zhang Kai, and their group were already there. Huang Zhi Ming, Sun Dong Cheng, and Xiao Ling Tong from Class 2 had all come with Pang Hu too – nearly twenty people in total.

Huang Mao asked her: “Has Brother Wu left?”

Qing nodded. Pang Hu quickly asked: “Did he still not say anything last night?”

Qing shook her head again. Lang Dai cut in: “Never mind, let’s head over first.”

To their surprise, they ran into Da Hei and his group on the way to the county sports meet. Huang Mao called out from across the street: “Brother Hei, did my Brother Wu ask you to come?”

Da Hei walked toward them saying: “No, we were worried so we came to check things out. What about you guys?”

Only then did everyone exchange glances, realizing Xing Wu had truly gone to compete alone, without calling anyone.

Recently, whether it was Huang Mao and the others asking directly, or Qing inquiring indirectly, Xing Wu had casually dismissed it as just going to compete, saying there was no need to call anyone or have people follow along.

But everyone in the area knew about Xing Wu and Da Cao settling things at the county sports meet. Since Da Cao was so confident in forcing Xing Wu to participate, he must have made thorough preparations. How could Huang Mao, Da Hei, and the others just watch Xing Wu take such a risk alone?

Only when they reached the competition venue’s entrance did they see cars filling both sides of the road, and the situation inside was far more complex than they had imagined.

The county sports meet the required tickets for entry. In previous years, these meets had very few spectators, mostly just participants’ family members or friends. Such an insignificant county meet would normally have practically no audience.

The competition venue in the county town wasn’t large, but today the stands were packed with people. From the moment Da Hei’s group entered, unfriendly gazes came from all directions.

They sat in the last few rows near the door. Qing frowned as she searched the field but couldn’t see Xing Wu. However, she quickly noticed something strange about the atmosphere in the stands. Apart from some track and field team members and teachers, looking toward the left side, there were at least a hundred people who didn’t look like they were there to watch the competition – all with stern faces and an unusually heavy atmosphere.

Hua Bi’s voice came in a low whisper: “An Tang’s people are here.”

These words made Qing’s heart leap. She had heard this name long ago from Xing Wu when they went to protect Du Qi Yan and clashed with Da Cao. Xing Wu had told her An Tang’s people weren’t to be trifled with. Da Cao was born in the target factory and had An Tang’s protection. Although Qing didn’t know exactly what An Tang was at the time, seeing the current situation, even someone slow would sense the undercurrent of this force.

Huang Mao was unusually serious as he watched those people and added: “An Zhi also brought quite a few people today. Cao Ping called everyone he could.”

Da Hei leaned back in his chair, coldly observing everything, and after a while said: “Across from us, even Old Brother Shen Si and his group showed up. This little county sports meet has turned into an unprecedented event.”

Qing silently listened to their conversation, her heart beating faster and faster. She quickly understood the situation before her – all the troublemakers in this county town had gathered today, from the common thugs to the respected bosses.

The purpose behind calling so many people was clear without guessing – Da Cao wanted to humiliate Xing Wu in front of everyone, crush his spirit in one go, make him keep his head down forever in this county town, and become Cao Ping’s defeated opponent.

But why would Xing Wu knowingly walk into the tiger’s den?

Since sitting down, Qing’s eyes had been constantly scanning the field. She felt something was wrong but couldn’t put her finger on it. From the moment she entered, her heart had been beating uneasily with an inexplicable feeling.

About ten minutes before the competition was set to begin, she couldn’t help standing up and saying: “I’m going to the bathroom.”

Da Hei immediately stood up too and kicked Hua Bi: “Let’s go together.”

When Qing came out of the bathroom, Da Hei and Hua Bi were smoking not far from the door. Though they didn’t say anything, Qing could sense something unusual about their unwillingness to leave her side.

On their way back to the stands, they encountered a group of people head-on. Qing was walking last and saw Da Hei and Hua Bi’s cold expressions as they stared at the others. There were four or five people in the group, led by a man in his thirties with stubble, giving off a rugged, unrestrained air. Qing had never seen him before, but his eyes fell on her face.

Suddenly someone in the group threw their water bottle at Qing. Da Hei reacted instantly, his fist sending the bottle flying far away, bouncing twice on the ground.

Hua Bi immediately cursed: “Are you fucking blind?”

The crew-cut guy who threw the bottle grabbed Hua Bi’s collar. Da Hei directly blocked the thirty-something man’s path, saying with a cold smile: “Didn’t expect Brother Fang to participate in this kind of thing. Joining in to kick someone when they’re down?”

The man called Brother Fang raised his hand and pulled the crew-cut guy back, saying with an ambiguous smile: “It’s quite a show, worth joining in. We’re all here to watch the competition. Before it starts, we should still show some respect for the athletes. Don’t make trouble.”

Da Hei stared at him expressionlessly. Hua Bi spat. Brother Fang quickly turned his gaze back to Qing, casually looking her over and asking: “You’re Qing Ya, right?”

Qing frowned slightly, watching him guardedly without making a sound. Da Hei shifted to block Brother Fang’s view and said to Hua Bi: “Let’s go.”

As Da Hei brushed past Brother Fang, Hua Bi glared fiercely at the crew-cut guy. Qing lowered her eyes and followed behind Da Hei, but as she passed Brother Fang, he suddenly bent down and said to her: “You’d better leave early later.”

Qing was suddenly stunned. When she looked back at Brother Fang, he acted as if nothing had happened, leading his people toward the other end of the venue.

Yao Yan – Chapter 88
Qing Ye walked back to the bleachers and sat next to Da Hei, asking, “Who was that Brother Fang just now? Is he also here to help Da Cao?”

Da Hei glanced sideways across the field and told her, “Fang Jie is an influential figure in the An Tang, and he also does business outside. He’s one of the regular suppliers for the shooting range.”

Following Da Hei’s line of sight, Qing Ye saw Brother Fang’s group walking to the opposite bleachers, sitting beside those senior brothers Da Hei had mentioned. She couldn’t help but think about what Brother Fang had told her earlier – to leave early. Why should she leave early? What were they planning to do? As a member of An Tang, he should logically stand with Da Cao, so why would he warn her?

All these confused thoughts rushed into Qing Ye’s mind at once, tangling like a mess of threads, making everything increasingly unclear. Her heart had been beating uneasily since she entered the venue.

Suddenly, she realized something and scanned the crowd, asking, “Where’s Quan Ya?”

Hua Bi turned back to her and said, “Called him this morning, but no answer.”

Qing Ye’s frown deepened. Where was Quan Ya now? Why wasn’t he answering his phone?

When Xing Wu’s family had trouble, Quan Ya contributed the most money without hesitation. In the past, wherever Xing Wu went or whoever he met, Quan Ya was always the first to stand up for him. Yet today, on such an important day, he hadn’t shown up? Everything seemed to carry an unusual flavor!

Just then, the county sports meet officially began. The bleachers immediately stirred with activity as all participants entered the waiting area. Qing Ye sat up straight, her eyes trembling constantly. Huang Mao suddenly pointed somewhere and shouted, “Over there!”

Qing Ye looked in the direction he was pointing and found Old Dong in the crowd, dressed in blue sportswear, holding a clipboard, and talking continuously.

Her eyes continued searching that corner until she finally found Xing Wu behind several male students. He wore a black short-sleeved shirt and gray track pants, with a large towel draped over his shoulders. People kept moving back and forth in front of him, making it difficult for Qing Ye to see his expression. She could only vaguely make out that he was holding a water bottle, head lowered, squeezing the plastic bottle.

After the announcer’s introduction, the competition officially began. Xing Wu was still participating in the pentathlon: long jump, 200 meters, shot put, high jump, and 1500 meters. Da Cao had registered for the same events, so their victory would be determined by the best of five.

The first track event was the 100-meter sprint, which neither had entered, while the high jump was happening simultaneously. Xing Wu finally pulled off the towel from his shoulders. As he stood up, his tall, athletic figure immediately drew many people’s attention. Unlike the winter camp, today no girls were cheering for him – only watchful, hostile gazes.

At the same time, following a roar from the other end of the bleachers, Qing Ye noticed Da Cao. This was her first time seeing him in all-white sportswear. He was about as tall as Xing Wu but leaner, with his hair tied in a small ponytail today, wearing a mischievous expression.

Though they weren’t in the same group, the two exchanged glances through the crowd.

Qing Ye unconsciously clasped her hands together as Xing Wu did some simple warm-up exercises on the sidelines before joining his group for the first high jump event. With his long legs and tall stature, he had a natural advantage in this event and easily won first place in the group rounds, while Da Cao achieved excellent results in the long jump.

Although they had no direct interaction throughout, both silently monitored each other’s scores. In the end, Xing Wu took first place in the high jump but lost to Da Cao in the long jump.

For the 200 meters, they were assigned to the same group but separated by two lanes. When the gun went off, the runner in Lane 5, starting from an outer position, was one step ahead of Xing Wu. Just as Xing Wu charged forward, the Lane 5 runner suddenly swerved toward him. This brief moment was enough for Da Cao to gain a one-second lead and surge ahead. Before Qing Ye could even understand what had happened, Hua Bi and the others had all jumped up shouting, “Foul!”

She stood up in panic, asking everyone, “What happened?”

Da Hei said with a grim face, “Can’t call it a foul, Lane 5 didn’t cross the line.”

Qing Ye clenched her fists tightly, palms sweating. After falling behind by two seconds, Xing Wu accelerated his sprint forward, but by then Da Cao was already far ahead, his speed like an arrow released from a bow. Qing Ye’s pupils dilated, her heartbeat thundering in her ears. Da Cao’s abilities were undeniable – even after a two-year training hiatus, his speed remained astonishing.

Xing Wu ran very close to Lane 5, their elbows occasionally colliding. The Lane 5 runner was built similarly to Pang Hu, tall and burly, sticking to Xing Wu like a leech. Xing Wu turned his head to glare at him, and at that moment, the runner’s elbow struck Xing Wu’s ribs hard, stunning everyone.

Qing Ye could no longer believe this was a county-organized competition, as these people dared to openly use such underhanded tactics.

Xing Wu endured Lane 5’s strike, merely furrowing his brows slightly without breaking stride. As the runner was about to lean into Xing Wu again, Xing Wu raised his arm – a movement that looked like he had bumped Lane 5 to outside observers. Huang Mao cursed furiously, while Qing Ye anxiously thought to herself, “Hurry, shake him off…”

In the final 50 meters, Xing Wu suddenly unleashed his full power, sprinting forward desperately. Within two seconds, he left the Lane 5 runner far behind, his speed like a fierce cheetah, equally shocking. However, with the finish line in sight, he still couldn’t catch up to Da Cao, finishing two body lengths behind in second place.

Huang Mao and the others collectively roared about Lane 5’s foul, their shouts growing increasingly louder.

Sweat dripped down Xing Wu’s forehead as he lifted his t-shirt to wipe it off, looking in their direction. His gaze unexpectedly met Qing Ye’s – she was standing beside Da Hei, her eyes fixed intently on him. Xing Wu froze for a moment, gradually frowning as he stared at her.

Qing Ye knew he was upset about her coming. That morning, he had deliberately said he’d finish by noon and return to have lunch with her, trying to prevent her from following. But she had come anyway – she had to come. She couldn’t let him fight alone.

Just then, the referee ran to the announcer’s booth for consultation. Soon, the announcer declared that due to physical contact between Lanes 5 and 4 during the 200-meter race, both runners were disqualified.

Huang Mao and the others were stunned, never expecting this outcome. Hua Bi cursed, “Damn it.”

Da Hei said gravely to Huang Mao and the others, “Stop shouting. Whether Wu Zi bumped him or not is unclear now. Once body contact is ruled, both results will be canceled. If they want to play dirty, this is probably just the beginning.”

Qing Ye could see Xing Wu’s expression darken. He walked to the sideline, grabbed his towel, and turned to look at Da Cao. Da Cao raised two fingers to his forehead, giving him a contemptuous wave.

Everything felt so familiar. Qing Ye suddenly remembered what they had said at Huang Mao’s house – Da Cao wanted to pay Xing Wu back in the same way he had withdrawn from the competition years ago.

Xing Wu must have understood Da Cao’s expression now. He gave Da Cao a cold smile and turned away, throwing his towel aside.

Time crept forward slowly as the sun moved silently overhead, yet couldn’t pierce through the thick cloud cover, leaving the entire competition field shrouded in a murky darkness – oppressive and stifling.

In the fourth event, the shot put, Da Cao faltered. His throwing posture was strange; every time he was about to release, it seemed like his strength suddenly failed him. Da Hei watched silently before suddenly saying, “Da Cao injured his arm in a fight two years ago. This event is impossible for him.”

Just as Da Hei said, Da Cao’s results were even worse than those of the shorter competitors before him. Xing Wu’s figure was mixed among the crowd. After Da Cao finished his shot put, Qing Ye’s eyes never left Xing Wu. But suddenly, something happened – Xing Wu abruptly crouched down, clutching his left knee, his features contorting in pain.

Instantly, the stands erupted in commotion. Hua Bi and the others all stood up, staring intently at Xing Wu. The referee went to check on him, but Xing Wu quickly patted his trouser leg, stood up, and coldly shook his head. Seeing he was fine, the competition continued.

Xing Wu stood in place with his hands in front, waiting, but Qing Ye’s heart had already jumped to her throat. Something was wrong, definitely wrong. Something must have happened just now.

She knew better than anyone that Xing Wu wouldn’t even furrow his brow for minor aches and pains, but his reaction just now suggested he was in severe pain. What exactly had happened?

Qing Ye could no longer contain herself, her hands pressed against her sides, tightly clenched into fists. But Xing Wu’s expression remained neutral, showing no signs of trouble. This included when he walked to the throwing point and completed the entire competition without showing any abnormality. The competition results even earned cheers from Da Hei and the others. Huang Mao turned his head and asked, “Brother Da Hei, if Brother Wu wins the final 1500 meters against Da Cao, we’ve won the competition, right?”

Da Hei nodded: “It all comes down to the final event.”

Da Cao’s abilities were already evident in the 200 meters – running was his strength. The 1500-meter race was about endurance, and no one could predict the outcome. The field suddenly became eerily quiet.

Even the senior brothers across the way, who had been bragging earlier, began turning their attention to the track.

Old Dong pulled Xing Wu to the sidelines and was talking to him continuously. Qing Ye noticed that Old Zhu had somehow arrived too, carrying a box of mineral water and distributing bottles to the competing An Zhong students.

When he reached Xing Wu, Old Zhu patted his shoulder. Xing Wu just opened the water bottle without saying a word.

However, Qing Ye noticed that when Xing Wu walked to the sidelines to sit down, he didn’t even bend his left leg, just sat down straight. This casual movement made Qing Ye’s heart tremble. She said tensely, “Xing Wu is injured.”

“Injured?” Huang Mao immediately looked toward Xing Wu, while Da Hei and the others’ expressions darkened.

Pang Hu asked uncertainly, “No, how could that be? Why, why wouldn’t Brother Wu say something?”

Unknown, Qing Ye didn’t know why he hadn’t told the referee. She didn’t know what he was planning. But she was certain something had happened to Xing Wu earlier, and she was now very worried about whether he could endure the upcoming 1500 meters. It was already noon.

This was the final event of their five-event competition with Da Cao. Suddenly, a thin crack appeared in the thick cloud cover, and scorching sunlight penetrated through the fissure onto the center of the field. The eerie scene looked as if half was hell and half was heaven, making the atmosphere of the entire field grow tense.

The announcer declared the 1500-meter race preparation. Xing Wu was the only one from An Zhong who had entered this event. Old Dong personally escorted him to the sidelines, continuously telling him to regulate his breathing and conserve energy.

Xing Wu walked straight past Da Cao to Lane 2. Da Cao was doing warm-up exercises on the spot. After Xing Wu took his position, Da Cao suddenly whistled sharply at him. Xing Wu looked over, and Da Cao provocatively glanced at his knee. Xing Wu coldly wiped the corner of his mouth.

The competition began with a gunshot. Everyone immediately fought for track position. In the chaos, someone stepped on Xing Wu’s foot, but he paid no attention. After one lap, the distances had gradually opened up.

Da Cao led by a considerable margin. The field was completely silent. Qing Ye stared intently at Xing Wu, who maintained a steady pace at a distance behind Da Cao but kept his jaw clenched. Large beads of sweat dripped continuously from his forehead. Qing Ye found it difficult to breathe, the stifling heat in the air reminiscent of her first day in this place – oppressive to the point of suffocation.

After three laps, Xing Wu suddenly began to accelerate, while Da Cao’s stamina was reaching its limit. He caught a glimpse of Xing Wu’s figure in his peripheral vision and began striving forward with a fierce expression. With half a lap to go until the finish line, Xing Wu gradually caught up, and the distance between them shortened to just one body length.

The stands began to stir with commotion. Da Hei alertly watched the An Tang people, sensing something was wrong.

As both continued running, Da Cao and Xing Wu simultaneously moved to Lane 2 to pass a competitor who was a lap behind. Just as they were about to pass him, Xing Wu’s clothes were suddenly yanked – the “rip” sound so sharp it startled everyone.

Immediately after, someone punched Xing Wu hard in the back. Qing Ye covered her mouth in disbelief, saying, “What are they doing? This is still a competition!”

Da Hei saw the restless movements from the An Tang side and suddenly turned pale: “They never came here to compete!”

Xing Wu ignored the person and continued running forward. However, at that moment, the person desperately grabbed Xing Wu’s arm and kicked his knee. Qing Ye cried out in shock as Xing Wu fell heavily onto the track.

At the same time, Da Cao crossed the finish line. The surrounding competitors all gradually stopped running. Qing Ye’s chest heaved violently as she saw Xing Wu’s pale face, saw him struggling to support himself as he stood up, and saw him coldly smiling at Da Cao at the finish line.

He didn’t do anything. When everyone thought he would retaliate, he didn’t move, just looked at Da Cao with that contemptuous gaze, as if looking at a loser.

Da Cao was instantly enraged by that look. He waved his hand, and the man standing beside Xing Wu delivered another kick to his knee. Xing Wu still didn’t dodge or fight back.

Hei Zi roared, “Da Cao wants to cripple Wu Zi!”

Lang Dai and the others instantly exploded, all rushing down from the stands.

Old Dong and Old Yang shouted as they ran toward the track. The referee was blowing his whistle. The An Zhong people jumped over the railings. The scene descended into chaos in an instant. Qing Ye’s mind exploded with a “boom,” and when she looked back at Xing Wu, he was already surrounded by people, countless fists falling on him. Qing Ye’s tears burst forth instantly as she started running toward Xing Wu, but Da Hei grabbed her firmly, panting as he told her, “Go find Quan Ya! Quick! Find him and get help!”

When Qing Ye saw Xing Wu being surrounded, her brain stopped functioning. She stared at Da Hei in terror, all surrounding sounds disappearing in an instant, replaced by a buzzing in her ears, her whole body trembling uncontrollably!

Da Hei kept shouting at her: “Qing Ye! Did you hear me?”

After a moment’s blank, Qing Ye suddenly came to her senses and turned to run outside. Meanwhile, Da Hei had already charged down toward the track. When Qing Ye took one final look back, she could no longer see Xing Wu’s figure, only crowds of people jumping over the railings and surging toward the track.

As Qing Ye ran out of the stadium, her chaotic thoughts suddenly twisted together, her mind flashing back to what Xing Wu had told her in the infirmary.

“Aren’t you smart? Then use your brain.”

“Those girls from Class 4 aren’t without concerns. A girl in our class has issues with them, you can guess who.”

Why would Cao Fan fear Fang Lei? What gave Fang Lei the right to walk around school like she owned it? Fang Lei, Fang Jie.

Qing Ye pulled out her phone and called Fang Lei: “What relation is Fang Jie to you?”

Fang Lei responded somewhat startled, “My cousin.”

“Have your cousin protect Xing Wu, no matter what!”

…

Inside the venue, Brother Fang ended his call, glanced at the senior brothers beside him, and stood up saying, “I’m going to the bathroom.”

He walked to a corner and, when no one was paying attention, gave his men a signal: “Go delay things, let the bullet fly a while longer, there’s still more to come.”

Yao Yan – Chapter 89
After leaving the competition venue, Qing Ye ran frantically. She had never run so carelessly through the streets before. When she reached the intersection, she darted across the road and blocked a three-wheeled motorcycle. The young driver was startled and about to curse when Qing Ye pulled out a hundred yuan and tossed it to him. “Get to Electronics Street in five minutes, and I’ll give you another hundred.”

The driver weaved through the streets like a madman, charging recklessly forward. Qing Ye gripped the door tightly as her body repeatedly bounced up, feeling as if her internal organs had been displaced. Everything happening now felt surreal to her. How could this be possible? How dare they attack someone at such an event? This was something Qing Ye had never imagined possible in her life. Now she realized that Da Cao had already decided to take down Xing Wu at the competition venue before coming.

She suddenly remembered asking Xing Wu what would happen if he didn’t win. He had told her the competition results weren’t important.

What Da Cao wanted wasn’t to defeat Xing Wu in the competition, but to beat him down in front of everyone, humiliate him, and make him submit completely.

Qing Ye had previously believed Da Cao wouldn’t dare lay hands on Xing Wu during the competition because it was a county-organized event. How could he openly cause trouble at the venue?

It wasn’t until the three-wheeler’s speed threw her against the door that she suddenly realized – this wasn’t like the place she used to live. Far from the emperor’s reach, all the rules here were different.

Precisely because this event was organized by the authorities, if Da Cao attacked Xing Wu at the venue, the higher-ups would likely classify it as a competition dispute to avoid responsibility. They would suppress it to prevent it from escalating. Combined with the Dark Hall’s influence hovering around, if that happened, the nature of the incident would be completely different. Even if they crippled Xing Wu, as long as Da Cao didn’t personally attack him, he wouldn’t have to bear any responsibility. Qing Ye’s face turned pale at her deduction.

The three-wheeler driver pushed his luck to the limit, maneuvering through various shortcuts to get Qing Ye to Electronics Street in exactly five minutes. Qing Ye tossed him another hundred yuan and ran through the alley toward Quan Ya’s house.

Following her memory, she ran to Quan Ya’s front gate and frantically knocked. Soon, Quan Ya came shuffling in slippers to open the gate. Seeing the panting figure before him, he froze: “Qing Ye? What are you doing here?”

“Xing Wu is surrounded,” she said without wasting a second, getting straight to the point.

However, Quan Ya’s gaze only tightened slightly, showing neither surprise nor shock. He merely asked, “Did Da Hei and the others go?”

Looking at his expression, Qing Ye suddenly realized something and said in disbelief, “You knew? You knew he would be beaten, didn’t you?”

Quan Ya watched her emotional state and gripped the gate, his voice tense: “I advised him against it. This was his own choice.”

Qing Ye grabbed him and looked up, demanding, “What do you mean?”

Quan Ya frowned with a complicated expression. Qing Ye’s voice nearly burst from her throat: “What exactly do you mean?”

Her whole body trembled, tears unconsciously streaming down her face, her grip on Quan Ya shaking violently. Quan Ya grabbed her wrist in return and said, “Calm down. Wu Zi and Boss Jiang have already discussed this.”

Qing Ye felt cold all over, her thoughts becoming increasingly chaotic. She could only grasp fragments of keywords as she stared at Quan Ya: “Boss Jiang? What does Boss Jiang have to do with this?”

“For years, the Dark Hall has been forcing their way into Boss Jiang’s business, requiring significant bribes annually. In recent years, they’ve become increasingly presumptuous, wanting to get into the bar and nightclub business. Last year, one of Boss Jiang’s venues was vandalized, and it was traced back to the Dark Hall’s people.

He’s been looking for an opportunity to take down the Dark Hall completely. Wu Zi made a deal with Boss Jiang – if Da Cao attacks him at the venue, Boss Jiang will pressure the authorities to take action against the Dark Hall.”

Qing Ye stared at Quan Ya in shock, suddenly releasing her grip and slumping against the gate. So Quan Ya had known all along that Xing Wu would be beaten. Or rather, Xing Wu needed to be beaten – only through continuous escalation could Boss Jiang make his move.

She finally understood why Xing Wu continued competing despite his injuries, why he ignored all the small provocations, and why he remained passive in the face of Da Cao’s taunts.

It was all to provoke him, to make Da Cao snap and attack him openly. Once Da Cao dared to make an overt move, Xing Wu’s goal would be achieved. Then all he had to do was not fight back, allowing him to emerge blameless when the case was settled, shifting all fault to Da Cao and the Dark Hall. After that, he just needed to let Boss Jiang handle the rest.

That’s why he didn’t care about the competition results – his real goal was to get Da Cao arrested.

The Dark Hall’s people were confident they could suppress the incident, but they hadn’t anticipated Boss Jiang waiting to spring his trap behind everyone’s backs.

Qing Ye suddenly realized that Quan Ya understood exactly what Xing Wu would face today, which is why he couldn’t bear to attend.

This was never just a sports competition, nor was it simply a confrontation between Da Cao and Xing Wu.

The Dark Hall wanted to take over Boss Jiang’s business. Boss Jiang had been frequently meeting with Director Jia from the shooting range factory. The Dark Hall grew restless and vandalized Boss Jiang’s venue, then tried to suppress Xing Wu to support Da Cao’s rise. Boss Jiang wanted to use this opportunity to eliminate the Dark Hall.

And in the end, Xing Wu would be the only sacrifice, while Boss Jiang would emerge as the biggest winner.

Qing Ye pieced everything together in half a minute. She straightened up and stared intensely at Quan Ya, asking, “Does Shu Han know about this?”

Quan Ya’s brows furrowed tightly as he shook his head: “Nobody knows except me.”

A twisted, cold smile suddenly appeared on Qing Ye’s face: “Haven’t you considered Boss Jiang’s other motive?”

Quan Ya just stared at Qing Ye as she said sarcastically, “Boss Jiang won’t even show up. He’d love nothing more than to have the Dark Hall beat Xing Wu half to death. Take me to your sister.”

Quan Ya was stunned for a moment, seemingly realizing something. Without another word, he changed into his shoes, grabbed his motorcycle keys, and took Qing Ye to the mahjong parlor where Shu Han was.

They found her in an upscale private room. When they burst in, Shu Han was playing cards with several people, wearing a handcrafted pearl-embellished jacket over her shoulders. She barely raised an eyebrow and ignored Quan Ya, but when she saw Qing Ye rush in behind him, she paused slightly. Qing Ye walked directly to her and asked, “Are you free right now?”

Shu Han casually drew a card, and though she didn’t speak, her meaning was clear – she was busy.

Qing Ye looked up at Quan Ya, who said to Shu Han, “Wu Zi is in trouble, could you—”

“Can’t you see I’m playing cards?” Shu Han cut him off.

The others at the table looked up at them. Qing Ye had never felt so embarrassed before. She was about to turn and leave, but forced herself to stay, gritting her teeth and saying humbly, “Sister Shu, it’s urgent.”

Shu Han irritably threw down a card, which happened to give her opponent a winning hand.

She pushed away from the table and stood up, telling them, “Wait a moment.”

She then walked out of the private room, with Qing Ye quickly following her into an empty room next door. Shu Han lit a slim cigarette and turned to look at them, asking, “What’s the matter?”

Qing Ye glanced at Quan Ya, who explained to Shu Han the arrangement between Boss Jiang and Xing Wu. Shu Han listened with a dark expression, took a deep drag of her cigarette, and looked at Qing Ye: “So what’s your purpose in coming to me?”

Qing Ye’s nails dug into her palms. If possible, Shu Han was the last person in the world she wanted to face, but, with Xing Wu’s situation unknown, she had no choice. Pride and face meant nothing compared to Xing Wu’s life.

She just stared at Shu Han, speaking each word deliberately: “Boss Jiang will agree to help Xing Wu take down Da Cao, but he’ll make Xing Wu suffer first. As for why? You should know.”

Shu Han’s hand holding the cigarette trembled imperceptibly before she quickly replied, “You said he already made a deal with Old Jiang. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

Qing Ye looked at her chokingly, with an extremely sarcastic smile: “So because you couldn’t have him, you’re willing to watch your man be destroyed because of you?”

Shu Han viciously stubbed out her cigarette, slapping both hands on the mahjong table: “It has nothing to do with me.”

Qing Ye instantly raised her head, tears streaming down her face. The scene of Xing Wu being beaten seemed to rush back into her mind from a great distance, nearly driving her mad.

Quan Ya started arguing with Shu Han beside them. Qing Ye mechanically turned toward the door. Her hand on the doorknob, she suddenly said: “People can be quite funny sometimes, finding excuses to sink low, then blaming it all on fate. If Xing Wu can never stand up again after today’s match, would that make you happy? Is this what you wanted?”

Shu Han slowly raised her gaze to look at Qing Ye’s back, but Qing Ye left without looking back, pulling the door open and striding out.

The cracked clouds gradually closed in, returning the earth to darkness. Qing Ye wandered through unfamiliar streets, everything around her becoming surreal and strange. She was out of options. Shu Han had been her last hope. If she hadn’t intervened with Boss Jiang, Qing Ye couldn’t think of anyone else in the entire county who could save Xing Wu from his dire situation.

She raised her hand to wipe away her tears, but they kept flowing uncontrollably. Why did it have to be a small county town? Who else could she turn to?

Who… Qing Ye raised her head, staring blankly at the stream of unfamiliar faces along the street. Suddenly, as if struck by lightning, her tears stopped. What good would standing by the road crying do? Xing Wu was still being tortured on the other side – she had to think of something!

Find people, is that it? Did they want to make a big scene? Fine, then she’d make it the biggest scene possible!

Qing Ye immediately took out her phone and called Liu Nian, telling him to spread the word in their group chat – gather as many people as possible at the An Zi County Stadium, and quickly.

After hanging up, she stood by the road and called Fang Lei, who answered breathlessly: “Qing Ye, don’t worry, we’re almost there. Where are you?”

Just then, someone called out from a distance: “Classmate Qing.”

As Qing Ye turned her head, she saw a group of Jin Zhong students coming down from a nearby building. It was Ye Jing Jian who had called her. She quickly said to Fang Lei: “I’m heading back to the stadium right away.”

She hung up, and Ye Jing Jian, seeing her red eyes and her standing alone by the road, asked curiously: “What are you doing here? What’s wrong?”

Qing Ye just stared at him with her large eyes. Ye Jing Jian and his companions exchanged strange glances before he asked again: “Where are you going?”

Qing Ye suddenly grabbed him tightly, startling Ye Jing Jian, who heard her say hurriedly: “Take me to the county stadium.”

Ye Jing Jian bewilderedly opened the door of his parked Audi: “You… let go first, I’ll take you there.”

Before getting in the car, Qing Ye turned to look at Wei Dong, suddenly moving close to whisper in his ear: “I know your little secret. Do me a favor – get as many people as possible from your school to come to the county stadium. I promise no one at your school will ever know about this secret.”

Wei Dong stared at Qing Ye in shock. Qing Ye gave him a meaningful look and quickly got into the car. The drive wasn’t far, but looking at the time, she had been gone for over half an hour. She didn’t know how things were going back there. To make matters worse, Ye Jing Jian in the passenger seat kept turning around to talk to her like an annoying fly – she wanted to slap him to make him shut up.

Under her constant urging, the car quickly approached the stadium. However, to Qing Ye’s surprise, the road ahead was completely blocked with traffic, and the car stuck at the intersection unable to move. Unable to wait any longer, she opened the door and got out.

Ye Jing Jian stuck his head out and called to Qing Ye: “You’re leaving just like that?”

Qing Ye was about to run toward the stadium when she heard Ye Jing Jian’s voice. She suddenly turned back to stare at him. Ye Jing Jian shuddered under her gaze. The next second, Qing Ye returned, yanked open the passenger door, and pulled Ye Jing Jian out, saying: “Brother, since you’re so curious, why don’t you come with me? To be honest, my boyfriend’s in trouble. The Dark Hall people are causing him problems. Do you know the Dark Hall? If not, ask your old man.”

“Your boyfriend? The handsome guy who was with you in the county that day?”

Qing Ye replied angrily: “Is this the time to discuss that? Am I blind? Do I need you to tell me he’s handsome? Anyway, if you help me today, I’ll return the favor.”

“Will you teach me spoken English?”

“I’ll teach you an alien language if you want.”

With that, Qing Ye dragged Ye Jing Jian through the crowd. Strangely, when she had left the stadium earlier, there had been hardly anyone at the entrance, but now there were crowds of people heading in that direction – many elderly men and women in their fifties and sixties, all looking excited as if going to a fair.

Ye Jing Jian muttered: “Why are there so many people?”

Qing Ye replied anxiously: “How should I know?”

The situation became more surreal as they got closer. These elderly people were all heading into the stadium, and because there were so many, the ticket barrier at the entrance had been completely overwhelmed, leaving the ticket sellers dumbfounded.

A van was parked at the stadium entrance, and Qing Ye immediately spotted Liu Nian and Old Xie, waving and calling out loudly to Liu Nian. Liu Nian quickly heard Qing Ye’s call and pushed through the crowd to tell her: “Boss Li has already gone in with some people. I don’t know what’s happening inside.”

Qing Ye shouted: “Why are there so many people?”

“Didn’t you tell me to get people? Old Xie happened to have a van full of eggs he was going to sell at our place. I had him drive straight here, and since I was worried people wouldn’t come, I posted in the group chat that they were giving away eggs at the stadium. I had no idea so many people would show up.”

“…” Brilliant.

Qing Ye said nothing, just gave him a thumbs up, and pulled Ye Jing Jian along as she squeezed through the crowd.

When she finally made it back inside, she was completely stunned.

Yao Yan – Chapter 90
The story needs to go back to when Qing Ye had just left the competition venue. When Xing Wu was surrounded, Old Zhu, Old Dong, and the referee staff were the first to rush in to break up the fight. But after all of An Zhi Vocational’s people jumped down, the situation became uncontrollable. In the chaos, someone swung a relay baton at Old Zhu’s head. Old Dong got into a conflict with them while trying to protect Old Zhu. When Huang Mao, Pang Hu, and the others saw Old Zhu and Old Dong being attacked, they immediately engaged with the An Zhi people.

After Hua Bi and Da Hei’s group all ran down, the Dark Hall people finally couldn’t hold back and gradually entered the fray.

It was at this moment that Fang Jie’s people took advantage of the chaos to mediate, inadvertently creating space around Xing Wu while trying to calm both sides. All the security guards from outside ran in but were bewildered by the numbers.

The Dark Hall people naturally targeted Da Hei’s group. With superior numbers and brutal tactics, Da Hei’s group couldn’t withstand them and quickly fell back, overwhelmed. Hua Bi was beaten until his face was unrecognizable.

Da Cao could no longer contain himself. He charged into the crowd, had his people surround Xing Wu, and attacked him personally.

Fang Jie had always maintained a neutral position within the Dark Hall, keeping equidistant relationships with everyone. In recent years, he had turned to legitimate business and become increasingly established. However, ultimately, he couldn’t oppose the Dark Hall, so all he could do was buy time – he couldn’t truly stand up for Xing Wu.

Xing Wu’s clothes were already torn to shreds, his body covered in bloody marks, but when Da Cao charged at him, he grabbed Da Cao’s throat. Da Cao punched Xing Wu repeatedly, yelling furiously: “Let go of me, you bastard!”

Not only did Xing Wu not let go, but his grip on Da Cao’s throat tightened. Amid the surrounding chaos, the two men faced off fiercely. Da Cao’s neck was firmly in Xing Wu’s grip, and he quickly began struggling to breathe, his face turning red. Just then, a man behind Xing Wu struck him, stabbing something into his back and tearing open a gash. Xing Wu felt a sharp pain and released Da Cao.

Da Cao bent over, clutching his chest and gasping for air. After just two breaths, he viciously kicked Xing Wu, and instantly, people from all directions surrounded Xing Wu again.

As Da Cao’s fists rained down on him, Xing Wu no longer knew what pain meant. He just stared at Da Cao with a sardonic smile, saying each word clearly: “If you have the guts, kill me today. As long as I’m alive, you won’t leave here alive!”

An overwhelming murderous aura rolled in from all directions. There wasn’t a single uninjured spot left on Xing Wu’s body, but his pitch-black eyes remained fixed on Da Cao, unyielding and mocking, making Da Cao’s heart turn cold before being consumed by boundless rage. His eyes turned bloodshot as he roared and began punching Xing Wu like a madman.

Fang Jie couldn’t watch anymore. He gestured to his people and left first. The situation was completely out of control. Several senior brothers in the stands couldn’t sit still either and stood up shouting, essentially telling them to stop before someone was killed. However, Da Cao had already lost himself to bloodlust, his face twisted in a cold, sinister smile as he dragged the blood-covered Xing Wu toward the award platform.

Da Hei and his group were all trapped, forced to watch helplessly as Da Cao dragged Xing Wu by his feet toward the platform. Xing Wu had lost consciousness, his tall frame covered in horrifying red.

No one knew what Da Cao intended until he dragged Xing Wu to the flagpole, lowered the flag, and tied the rope around Xing Wu’s ankle. Da Hei and his group’s faces changed dramatically as they suddenly realized Da Cao planned to hang Xing Wu up – what a tremendous humiliation!

Pang Hu exploded in rage, letting out a Tarzan-like roar as he took down three people around him, shouting: “Brother Wu, wake up!”

It was at this moment that Fang Lei arrived first at the stadium with her people. She had called the entire night class – a full fifty or sixty students who charged into the stadium, only to see Da Cao at the flagpole wrapping rope around Xing Wu’s ankle.

Huang Mao immediately spotted familiar faces and shouted: “Quick, Da Cao is going to hoist up Brother Wu!”

Fang Lei cursed: “Fuck, what a psychopath!”

With that, fifty or sixty people surged toward the flagpole. The scene, the shouting, the fury – it genuinely shocked Da Cao just as he was about to pull the rope.

A group of passionate youths pushed Da Cao down, with girls running to untie the rope and boys forming a circle around the flagpole platform, ready to fight to the death. Although among them were some wearing school uniforms, including a short four-eyed girl with glasses, it didn’t diminish their readiness to fight with everything they had.

The two sides suddenly reached a stalemate. Da Cao looked at this group of people who had appeared out of nowhere and found it amusing, not taking them seriously at all. He raised his hand in warning: “All of you get the fuck out of here. Keep blocking my way, and I’ll beat you until your mothers won’t recognize you.”

Da Cao had completely lost control. Today he was determined to hang Xing Wu up, settling both old and new grudges by eternally marking him with shame.

Just as both sides were about to clash, no one expected Li Lan Fang to charge into the stadium riding Er Ma Zi’s three-wheeler, take off her shoe, and smack Da Cao in the face, grabbing his ponytail.

Behind Li Lan Fang, numerous elderly people had arrived, drawn by the commotion. Many carried shopping baskets, and seeing so many people, thought they had arrived late. One old man grabbed a Dark Hall member and asked: “Young man, where can we get the eggs?”

“…”

Countless elderly men and women in colorful clothes flooded in, asking about eggs everywhere. When they couldn’t find any eggs, they heard Li Lan Fang shouting: “Everyone come look! Is there no law anymore? They’re killing someone in broad daylight!!!”

It proved that one should never push a middle-aged woman too far. Under Li Lan Fang’s constant instigation, the elderly who had come for eggs instantly took her side, raising their shopping baskets and cursing at the young thugs.

When Qing Ye rushed into the venue with Ye Jing Jian, she saw several hundred people in a chaotic brawl. An old man lay on the ground claiming he’d been hit and wouldn’t let them leave until his son arrived. An elderly woman frantically hit Dark Hall youngsters with her shopping basket. Another older woman grabbed a young man demanding compensation for her reading glasses. The entire stadium had turned into a chaotic marketplace.

Qing Ye ignored everything else and pushed through the crowd to find Xing Wu, quickly spotting Huang Mao supporting the beaten Old Zhu. Across several arguing old men, she called out: “Huang Mao, where’s Xing Wu?”

Hearing Qing Ye’s voice, Huang Mao turned and told her: “The flagpole platform.”

As Qing Ye turned, she stepped on a shoe. Even several stray dogs had somehow run in to join the chaos, barking at people.

She pushed through the crowd straight to the flagpole, immediately spotting Fang Lei. Her heart leaped to her throat as she squeezed next to Fang Lei and asked: “Where is he?”

Without a word, Fang Lei grabbed Qing Ye’s arm and led her behind the flagpole platform.

When Qing Ye saw Xing Wu lying motionless and covered in blood, it felt like someone had stabbed her heart. Her legs weakened, and tears instantly streamed down her face as she cried out: “Xing Wu, can you hear me? The ambulance is almost here, hang on!”

As soon as her hand touched Xing Wu, his eyes still closed, he suddenly grabbed her hand. Qing Ye froze. He pulled her wrist, and she quickly bent down. Xing Wu weakly managed four words near her ear: “South gate… North gate.”

After saying just these four words, his brows furrowed severely. Blood flowed from his head down his face, drying there, a horrifying sight. Waves of pain continuously assaulted his consciousness. He placed a steel ball he had been clutching into Qing Ye’s hand and suddenly opened his eyes, staring straight at her.

Qing Ye looked down at what was in her palm, immediately gripped it tight, and bent down to kiss his lips fiercely, saying: “I understand. Leave the rest to me.”

With that, ignoring the already shocked Li Lan Fang and Ye Jing Jian, she stood up and rushed into the crowd.

By this time, those senior brothers had sensed something was wrong and kept calling their subordinates to retreat quickly. Wei Dong had called several dozen Jin Zhong students to the stadium. They had just entered through the south gate when they met Qing Ye and the An Zhong people coming toward them. These two groups had been bitter rivals during winter camp, but now fought side by side.

Qing Ye squeezed out of the crowd and stood before the two groups, shouting: “Don’t let even a fly escape!”

Everyone turned and formed a human wall facing the venue, tightly surrounding the Dark Hall people who had just retreated to the gate. Some people immediately turned to run toward the north gate.

At the north gate, Li Lan Fang and Liu Nian had already gathered the neighbors from Zha Zha Ting and the mothers’ group from their chat. These middle-aged women weren’t as polite as the high school students – they administered loving beatings and lectures to the young thugs who charged up. One older woman grabbed a young man’s ear and demanded: “Heaven’s turned upside down! What are your parents’ names?”

The sound of police sirens outside the stadium grew closer. These thugs could no longer care about anything else and all gathered at the south gate, planning to break through.

At this moment, Ye Jing Jian stepped in front of everyone, elegantly smoothing his stiff hairstyle, saying: “Let’s see who dares to leave through here.”

As soon as he finished speaking, “Bang!” – he was suddenly punched by someone who appeared out of nowhere. Ye Jing Jian looked at that person in disbelief, covering his face and getting angry: “Do you know who I am? You dare to hit me?”

Before he could finish, he was punched again. The An Zhong people nearby couldn’t bear to watch and quickly pulled him aside, advising: “Say less.”

Meanwhile, Fang Jie had already left the venue, though he’d left two men behind to watch the situation. On his way back, he received a photo from his subordinate showing Ye Jing Jian being beaten. Sitting in the backseat, he zoomed in on the photo and suddenly smiled, forwarding it to Director Ye at the shooting range factory.

The subordinate in the front seat asked: “Brother Fang, where are we going now?”

Fang Jie leisurely locked his phone and crossed his legs: “Home to sleep. Once we’re well-rested, we’ll wait to take over. Brothers, good days are coming.”

…

As the situation inside had become uncontrollable, several senior brothers were now trapped in the stands. Only when the first batch of police broke through did Old Four Shen and his group come down from the stands? Qing Ye only saw them exchange a few words with the police before walking out nonchalantly through the cleared path.

She immediately pushed aside the people blocking her way and rushed to the announcer’s booth in the chaos. A piercing feedback suddenly came through the stadium speakers, followed by Qing Ye’s voice echoing throughout the venue: “Everyone looks at the south gate! Those people walking out are the organizers of this trouble, openly violating competition rules, organizing a mass brawl, and even using weapons to shoot at participants. Who gave them such courage? Who’s openly letting them leave right under everyone’s noses?”

The venue erupted in an uproar. Just then, Qing Ye saw two uniformed officers walking toward her. She simply stood up, took the microphone, and shouted while backing away: “Don’t let them leave!”

She then threw down the microphone and dove into the crowd. The elderly immediately exploded into action, and the venue suddenly filled with rising shouts of “Arrest them! Arrest them! Arrest them…” The unprecedented roaring grew louder and louder.

Old Four Shen and his group had reached the gate and were trying to push through the crowd when suddenly a group of people walked in, led by Quan Ya and Shu Han.

They immediately blocked Old Four Shen’s group’s path. The south gate instantly turned into chaos. Qing Ye climbed onto the stands and saw Quan Ya holding a man – looking closer, she realized the cowering man was actually Yang Gang.
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Yang Gang was the final trump card in Xing Wu’s hand. His whereabouts had been under Boss Jiang’s control since yesterday. Under normal circumstances, after Big Cao and his people were caught, Boss Jiang would have played this card to expose their den. However, Shu Han ultimately convinced Boss Jiang to bring Yang Gang directly to the competition venue. Yang Gang identified Big Cao’s people carrying air guns on the spot, while the steel ball in Qing Ye’s possession—given to her by Xing Wu—became solid evidence. The nature of the incident immediately escalated.

This became the largest mass gathering in An Zi County’s history, lasting over two hours. The situation finally progressed rapidly after leaders received news and personally intervened.

Everyone involved in this incident was caught—not a single person escaped. They were all taken to the station for case processing.

When Big Cao was being led out of the stadium in handcuffs, Xing Wu was just being carried into an ambulance on a stretcher. He slowly turned his head; the dazzling sunlight pierced through thick clouds, casting light on his heroic profile. A ghostly smile finally appeared on his lips, the dried blood like a victory mark viciously stabbing at Big Cao.

Only at that moment did Big Cao suddenly realize everything. He roared and rushed out from the crowd toward the ambulance, but its doors had already closed. Big Cao was quickly restrained again. That was the final eye contact between Xing Wu and Big Cao.

Some people are reborn through perseverance; others perish in their outbursts.

Before Xing Wu was loaded into the ambulance, Qing Ye couldn’t get a final look at him. Not just her—Fang Lei, Ye Ying Jian, and the other students were all taken to the station for questioning.

So when she left with the crowd, she only gazed distantly at Shu Han standing by the street. Shu Han appeared just as she had when Qing Ye first met her—her cold beauty still couldn’t hide the world-weary look in her eyes from experiencing life’s vicissitudes. Yet when she turned to look at Qing Ye, there was a complex light in her eyes. Neither showed any extra expression; they just exchanged a glance before heading down different paths.

Thanks to the timely blockade of the south and north gates, Big Cao’s people failed to transfer the guns. Soon after arriving at the station, under Yang Gang’s identification, they found the person who had shot at Xing Wu’s knee during the shot put event.

Further investigation revealed the gun came from Dark Hall. Following this lead uncovered Dark Hall’s illegal gun manufacturing case, successfully seizing a batch of illegally stored firearms. The situation grew increasingly serious.

To avoid punishment, Yang Gang directly informed Big Cao, revealing many secrets, including how Big Cao had ordered him to burn down Xing Wu’s house the day before Chinese New Year’s Eve.

Investigation of the participants who deliberately committed fouls during the competition revealed that they had all received red envelope transfers from Big Cao in the week before the competition. All chat records were uncovered, pointing directly to Big Cao.

The case became increasingly complex. Big Cao and Dark Hall’s people were directly detained. To smooth things over, Old Si Shen reached out to Director Ye from the target factory. In principle, given their years of friendship, Director Ye should have stepped in to help handle things, preventing the situation from taking a severe turn. However, this case was special—his only precious son had been involved.

Moreover, he had been beaten by Old Si Shen’s people just over two months before the college entrance examination. After Director Ye’s brother-in-law Director Jia intervened, Director Ye became furious and ignored Old Si Shen, directly cutting off Dark Hall’s escape route.

This development was unexpected even for Boss Jiang, who had been wondering how to work around Director Ye’s relationship. Now things have become much simpler.

Liu Nian, as the source of the egg distribution, was also called in for questioning. However, with his seemingly dim-witted appearance, no matter how the police questioned him, his answer remained the same: it was a promotional activity for the food factory’s opening. There was evidence of eggs on site, and the only message in the group was “Eggs can be collected at the county stadium.” Indeed, it didn’t specify eggs could be collected “inside” the stadium. Old Xie’s van was truly parked outside the stadium, and the elderly who left the stadium that day received eggs and happily went home. So these mysteriously appearing elderly people weren’t investigated further.

Hua Bi, Huang Mao, Lang Dai, and others all suffered varying degrees of injury. They were among the first group involved in the conflict, but because Xing Wu hadn’t raised a hand throughout the entire competition, with school teachers being injured students spontaneously protecting their teachers, and school leaders stepping forward to argue reasonably, they were all released that day.

As for Fang Lei’s side, everything was clearly explained. Hearing that their school’s teachers and students had been beaten, they were naturally outraged. Moreover, since these students were all top performers in An Zhong’s third year, parents gathered at the station’s entrance, demanding to know why students and teachers participating in county sports events were beaten, and requiring the county to explain. Therefore, all injured students were transferred to the county hospital, while those uninjured were released.

Regarding why Jin Zhong’s people, who had no connection to this event, appeared at the competition venue, they didn’t explain anything. Director Ye personally came to take away Ye Ying Jian along with the Jin Zhong students. Jin Zhong’s people didn’t even get to drink water; they were the first group to be released.

In short, the station was chaotic that day. There was an old man claiming his leg was kicked by some young fellow, demanding compensation; an old lady saying she lost her house key and couldn’t return home; and an old uncle who started playing his portable radio, filling the police station with “Love the mountains more than the beauty, which hero would rather be lonely, good men are full of courage, ambitions spread far across four seas…”

The group of uncles waiting got bored and started singing along, making the scene extremely chaotic.

What could have been kept behind closed doors became unprecedentedly influential due to the involvement of many social groups. Many people recorded videos on their phones; it couldn’t be covered up. That evening, superiors came demanding a thorough investigation.

Long after this incident, when people asked about the reason for the mass gathering on March 26, there were many versions of rumors. Some said it was due to conflicts over competition rules among county high school students. However, since the high school students present were all top students from various schools, others said it was because third-year students were under pressure and held a protest at the stadium. Some said underground forces caused trouble during the county sports meet, while a large portion of people said the gathering was due to a promotional activity giving away eggs at the stadium.

There were various theories, becoming more and more outlandish as they spread. However, undeniably, many participants in the county that day witnessed how an underground force that had dominated An Zi County for years was finally overthrown by the people and completely fell apart.

Qing Ye wasn’t allowed to leave until sunset, and during those hours, she was anxiously asking when her turn would come, when she could leave, her eyes bloodshot with worry.

Hua Bi and Huang Mao were injured and went to the hospital. Da Hei and Qing Ye left around the same time, and as soon as they left the station, Da Hei hailed a car straight to the hospital.

Just out of the elevator, they saw Li Lan Fang crying desperately, pulling at the doctor and wailing about saving her son’s life. There were people everywhere, countless unfamiliar faces swirling in Qing Ye’s pupils.

A breath caught in her chest and wouldn’t rise. She suddenly leaned against the wall, dizzy, the scene before her swaying and becoming increasingly blurry.

All that remained in her mind were Da Hei’s words from their journey there.

“At the internet café that time, Big Cao told Wu Zi that if he didn’t come to the county sports meet, he would make Wu Zi wish he were dead.”

When Big Cao said those words, he was looking right at Qing Ye. At that time, Qing Ye didn’t understand why they suddenly looked at her, but she remembered after leaving the internet café, Xing Wu said, “Misfortune shouldn’t extend to family members, but unfortunately, he doesn’t understand this principle.”

Perhaps Big Cao hadn’t looked at Qing Ye—even if Xing Wu went to the county sports meet if there was going to be a fight, Xing Wu would see it through to the end. But Big Cao had touched upon the one thing he shouldn’t have, so from the moment they left the internet café, Xing Wu had already decided that the final purpose of this competition wasn’t about winning or losing, but life and death.

He was trading his life with the devil, but for them, not yet twenty years old, seeking light from this bottom-level life, risking themselves and entering the tiger’s den was their only bargaining chip.

Da Hei ran over to inquire about the situation, and Qing Ye’s vision gradually became clear again, but she couldn’t hear those noisy sounds. Crying, and arguments all turned into silent chaos. Her gaze was fixed firmly on the corridor. She saw many people—Huang Mao, Lang Dai, Pang Hu, and many others she knew and didn’t know, all standing in the corridor, even two of Boss Jiang’s subordinates. Qing Ye stumbled along the wall almost crawling to them.

She was suddenly very afraid. She was afraid they would tell her the news she least wanted to hear. She just stood there, eyes bloodshot and flickering, looking at them, unprecedentedly disheveled. Pang Hu looked at her several times, wanting to speak but stopping himself, finally Huang Mao, avoiding her gaze, said to her, “Go in and take a look.”

Those words seemed to instantly dash all hope to hell. In the second Qing Ye turned around, her hand was trembling badly. She opened the door handle to the ward; the room was very dark, with an overwhelming smell of medicine creating endless oppression. She walked toward the hospital bed covering her chest but suddenly discovered there was no one on the bed.

Qing Ye froze in place, just about to turn around when she was suddenly embraced from behind. She unexpectedly fell into a familiar embrace. In that instant, Qing Ye trembled even more violently. She quickly turned around, seeing those familiar eyes smiling at her in the dim light.

She was momentarily dumbfounded and stepped back: “You…”

Then looked him up and down: “You…”

Xing Wu, seeing her already at a loss for words, raised his hand to hold the back of her head and pressed her into his embrace, saying with burning breath: “Not dead yet.”

Qing Ye’s tears instantly collapsed as she hugged Xing Wu tightly and cried out loud: “Why did you scare me?”

Xing Wu hissed in pain, and Qing Ye’s body stiffened as she quickly let go of him, moving around to his back. When she lifted his clothes, she saw a wound that had been treated but was extraordinarily obvious.

She anxiously asked: “What happened? What are they doing outside?” Xing Wu pulled her to the bedside, and Qing Ye discovered he could walk. She remembered his knee had been viciously attacked several times—how could he still walk?

Xing Wu’s hands were also wrapped in bandages, but he still raised his hand to wipe away the tears on Qing Ye’s cheeks and told her: “This afternoon, Dark Hall people already came to the hospital trying to inquire about my condition. Right now, my injuries play a crucial role in this case, so I might need to pretend for a few days. Once Boss Jiang’s side finishes their operations, everything will be settled.”

Even though Xing Wu was now lying in front of her, looking at her, talking to her, Qing Ye’s emotions still couldn’t calm down for a long time. With tears in her eyes, she said: “So what about your promise to come back and have lunch with me?”

Xing Wu just held her hand and pulled up the corners of his mouth helplessly.

Qing Ye cried more fiercely, pulling her hand away and saying with a trembling voice, “If we hadn’t shown up, if Da Hei and others hadn’t gone, you were planning to bear it all alone?”

Xing Wu said in a low voice, “They wouldn’t kill me. As long as the result is the same, the process doesn’t matter.”

“The process is you gambling with your own life! What if you don’t die but end up disabled?”

Xing Wu grabbed her hand again, half-jokingly saying, “If I’m disabled, you can find someone else.”

Qing Ye was so angry she raised her hand to hit him, but as her hand was about to fall, she really couldn’t find a spot that wasn’t injured. She stopped mid-air in front of him, and Xing Wu caught her hand again: “I told you before, how can you catch the tiger without entering its den? There’s always a price to pay.”

Qing Ye’s tears fell drop by drop: “Can’t write essays well, but you’re so good at smooth talk. What about your knee?”

The blood stains on Xing Wu’s face had been cleaned, though his head was still wrapped in bandages. He looked extremely battered, but his spirit wasn’t as weak as before. Instead, his eyes were dark and bright. He took something from the drawer and threw it to Qing Ye. When she looked at it, it was a pair of knee guards. The fabric covering the knee guards was damaged, revealing steel plates inside. She looked up at Xing Wu in shock: “So you were pretending on the field?”

Xing Wu lay on the bed, half-smiling as he patted his knee: “Wasn’t pretending, it hurt. The steel plates were jabbing my legs.”

“…”

Qing Ye threw the knee guards on the bed, crying and laughing simultaneously, angry yet amused. All the emotional ups and downs of the day converged at this moment. She felt she must look quite bipolar right now.

Xing Wu grabbed her wrist and pulled her into his embrace, saying to her, “After my injuries heal and the college entrance exam is over, shall we go traveling? I’ve never been to the seaside. Is the ocean beautiful?”

His back injury was severe and he couldn’t lie flat, only on his side. Qing Ye curled up in his arms, afraid to move, and said chokingly, “We’ll know when we get there.”

Her hand accidentally touched Xing Wu’s forehead, and she realized it was frighteningly hot. Qing Ye’s pupils trembled. She secretly looked at Xing Wu and found his eyes were already closed. She hurriedly got up from his embrace, making an excuse about washing her face.

She ran into a nurse coming to give him an IV drip, and only then did she learn that Xing Wu wasn’t as spirited as he appeared. His head CT showed concussion and subdural hematoma.

His strength had reached its limit; he had only forced himself to get up from the bed when he heard Qing Ye’s voice. She couldn’t imagine how much pain and discomfort he was enduring while trying to comfort her.

She ran to the hospital roof and had a good cry, then wiped her tears and returned to the ward, telling Li Lan Fang to go home and rest while she stayed to care for Xing Wu. By then, Xing Wu had fallen asleep with a high fever, and Qing Ye hadn’t eaten or drunk anything all day. Pang Hu and others bought her bread and water before leaving, but she could only manage two bites before being unable to swallow more.

For three whole days, Xing Wu drifted between consciousness and unconsciousness. When he was awake, he kept urging Qing Ye to go back to class. When she got frustrated, she directly replied, “If you keep trying to make me leave, I won’t take care of you anymore.”

He would just stare at her and smile without speaking. Some people are like that—cold and unapproachable when not smiling, but when they smile, it’s like the sky clearing and earth reviving. Xing Wu’s smile had that kind of magic for Qing Ye. She didn’t know when she had started finding his smile so irresistible.

Three days later, Xing Wu was out of danger and improving. He even secretly peeled a bowl of oranges for her while she was sleeping. Sometimes Qing Ye admired his iron-like recovery ability.

At night, she would curl up beside him, staying completely still all night, afraid of touching his wounds. Fortunately, Grandmother was in the same hospital, so when Xing Wu was hospitalized, Li Lan Fang could also look after Grandmother.

During these days, many people came to visit Xing Wu—classmates, teachers, his brothers, and Boss Jiang who came for a short while one afternoon. Although Qing Ye poured water for Boss Jiang, she remained cold throughout.

Boss Jiang said to Xing Wu: “From now on, there won’t be any middlemen making a profit between me and the target factory. Nowadays in this business, who talks about fighting and killing? It’s all about money. You’ve made quite a name for yourself this time—everyone outside is saying Young Master Wu has guts, single-handedly overthrowing the entire Dark Hall. Big brother here has paved the way for you.”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes expressionlessly, while Qing Ye turned away, not wanting to see Boss Jiang’s face anymore. Typical businessman, acting so righteous about his selfish interests and benefits—people who didn’t know better might even think it was somewhat noble.

If he cared about Xing Wu, he wouldn’t have nearly cost him his life. If she hadn’t gone to find Shu Han, Boss Jiang wouldn’t have sent anyone at all. He was just reaping the benefits afterward.

Boss Jiang didn’t stay long, but before leaving, he left a meaningful comment: “Zha Zha Pavilion area is being replanned. I’m currently negotiating cooperation with someone. That area’s influence will be mine in the future, and of course, it could be yours too if you want.”

After speaking, he took out a thick envelope from his small bag, placed it on the bedside table, and left with his subordinates.

Qing Ye looked up at Xing Wu, who was silently playing with his lighter, when he suddenly asked, “How long has it been since I smoked?”

“You haven’t smoked since you were hospitalized.”

Xing Wu flicked his wrist and tossed the lighter, which landed steadily in the trash can. The plastic bin swayed, and he suddenly said, “Should I quit?”

Qing Ye turned around and looked at him in surprise. Xing Wu glanced at the envelope on the bedside table: “Qing Ye, help me return this money to Boss Jiang.”

Qing Ye didn’t ask why, just took the envelope and ran after him, chasing all the way downstairs, calling out to Boss Jiang just as he was about to get in his car.

He turned around, and Qing Ye ran up to him, handing him the envelope: “Xing Wu asked me to return this to you.”

Boss Jiang lowered his eyes to look at the envelope, suddenly smirking, and waved to his subordinate, who took the item from Qing Ye’s hand.

She stepped back and looked at Boss Jiang, saying: “A teacup without tea, no matter how priceless, is just an empty cup. Goodbye.”

Qing Ye turned and strode away after speaking, while Boss Jiang slightly raised his eyebrows watching her spirited figure.

Sitting in the car, he pondered her words repeatedly, slowly saying, “Was that girl cursing me or…”

“Or what?” his subordinate turned back.

Boss Jiang looked at the dilapidated streets passing by outside the window—a three-wheeled electric cart loaded with garlic and onions hawking its wares, occasionally several dirty street dogs running wild, crooked utility poles, mailboxes with half-peeled green paint, and messy clotheslines crisscrossing outside cement houses in the distance.

He smiled and shook his head: “Wu Zi will never be mine to use.”
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By the third day of Xing Wu’s hospitalization, his spirit had noticeably improved. Every time the doctor came for rounds, they would marvel at how quickly young people recover.

Xing Wu had many injuries. Though they looked severe, they were mostly surface wounds. He couldn’t get them wet, which meant he couldn’t shower.

During these days, even his buzz cut had grown a bit, sitting messily atop his head with a kind of rugged handsomeness. Li Lan Fang brought a clean hospital gown and told him to go to the bathroom so she could help wipe him down.

Xing Wu didn’t object, but when he reached the bathroom door, he suddenly turned to Li Lan Fang who was about to follow him in, and said, “I don’t want you to do it.”

Li Lan Fang laughed and scolded, “You little brat, are you being shy with me?”

Xing Wu’s gaze drifted to Qing Ye, who was preparing medicine nearby, and said to her, “You come.”

Qing Ye suddenly froze, looking up at him. His eyes held a subtle smile. Li Lan Fang turned to look at Qing Ye, who awkwardly met her gaze before lowering her head, running to the bathroom door, pushing Xing Wu in, and quickly closing it behind them. “Are you crazy?” she asked.

Xing Wu leaned against the wall, suppressing his smile with a mischievous look: “I’d rather get moldy than let my mom wash me. Besides, she knows about us now anyway.”

Qing Ye’s cheeks flushed slightly. True, after that kiss at the stadium when her blood had rushed to her head, probably the whole world knew, but since it hadn’t been explicitly addressed, she still felt somewhat awkward in front of Li Lan Fang.

Seeing her lost in thought, Xing Wu said, “Why are you just standing there? Help me take off my clothes.”

“Can’t you undress yourself?”

“If I could, why would I need you to come in?”

“…”

Qing Ye raised her hands to undo his buttons. The bathroom was very small, a cramped space with Xing Wu’s breath falling on her head. She looked up at him; his gaze was hot and intense, that familiar feeling making Qing Ye inexplicably nervous.

With all the buttons undone, revealing his faintly visible chest, Xing Wu looked at her pink-tinged face and suddenly pressed her against the wall behind her, kissing her. Her hands pushed against his chest weakly, but her body melted from his kiss. Xing Wu pulled her into his arms and whispered in her ear, “I missed you.”

Qing Ye wiggled out of his embrace and glared at him: “If you want your wounds to burst open, keep fooling around.”

Xing Wu looked at her fierce expression and suddenly smiled: “Am I going to be henpecked in the future?”

“Yes, now sit still.”

Xing Wu behaved and sat quietly. Qing Ye had him stretch his neck so she could wash his hair first, then used a warm wet towel to carefully wipe around his wounds. But he had so many injuries that even the slightest touch to their edges made his muscles tense up, making Qing Ye nervous. She kept saying, “Tell me if it hurts, okay?”

“Go ahead, don’t worry.”

Xing Wu never once said it hurt. To ease her tension, he casually chatted with her about recent happenings at the factory.

Liu Nian had been managing production at the factory, while Du Qi Yan was running the online store. Some traffic came from the streamers Pangzi had introduced. Though orders weren’t many, they were steady. At this rate, the monthly earnings would just cover their two salaries plus utilities and operating expenses.

Qing Ye squatted down to wipe around his lower abdomen when her hand suddenly stopped. She looked up at him, her eyes filled with misty sparkles. Xing Wu asked, “What’s wrong?”

Qing Ye pointed at his underwear: “Do you want to take these off?”

As soon as she said this, Qing Ye rarely saw a trace of embarrassment on Xing Wu’s face. He immediately grabbed the towel from her hand and said, “I’ll do it myself. You go out.”

Qing Ye smiled and leaned closer, tilting her head to look at him: “Are you being shy?”

She was squatting between his legs, and from Xing Wu’s angle, her loose t-shirt revealed an enticing view. The sight made his blood rush.

Qing Ye’s peripheral vision seemed to catch something, and when she looked down again, the dragon had awakened. Xing Wu looked at her with a half-smile: “Did you do that on purpose?”

Qing Ye quickly stood up, waving her hands: “Pardon the intrusion.”

Xing Wu stared at her dangerously through half-lidded eyes: “If you don’t leave now, you won’t be able to leave at all.”

Qing Ye frantically ran out of the bathroom. Fortunately, Li Lan Fang wasn’t in the ward anymore, or it would have been another awkward moment.

When Xing Wu came out of the bathroom, Qing Ye had gone to visit his grandmother. Li Lan Fang had just returned with water, muttering: “Didn’t that Cao fellow confess? Now his family refuses to compensate us, saying they have no money since their son has to go to jail. I’ll have to go make a scene at their house.”

She handed Xing Wu a freshly washed apple as she spoke. He took it casually and took a bite without saying anything. After a while, he said, “His mom ran off with someone, and his dad gambled away everything including the house. If you go make trouble, aren’t you afraid his dad might take a knife and die with you?”

Li Lan Fang’s face paled: “Really? But we can’t just let this go! Our old house might not be worth much, but they should at least compensate us a few thousand. Besides, Qing Ye paid for the new house construction.”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and took another bite of the apple. Li Lan Fang sat down by the bed, looking at him. After hesitating for a long time, she finally said, “Wu Zi, you and Qing Ye… you two…”

Xing Wu calmly raised his head: “What do you want to ask?”

Li Lan Fang lowered her head and smiled bitterly: “Though you’re my son and I certainly want the best for you, you need to be clear about our family’s situation. You’ll hold her back like this.”

Xing Wu’s Adam’s apple moved silently, but he didn’t speak, just took another bite of the apple.

Li Lan Fang looked at the floor tiles and sighed: “Qing Ye is good in every way. If our family holds her back, I won’t be able to face her mother in the future. I need to get the money back from Cao’s family for her education.”

Xing Wu raised his head, throwing the apple core into the trash, and said to her: “Don’t worry about this. I’ll figure something out.”

…

Half a month later, Xing Wu’s concussion had completely healed, and all his wounds, big and small, had scabbed over and healed. But one day when Qing Ye came to the hospital after school, three people were standing in his ward. She pushed open the door with some surprise.

These three people were dressed very fashionably, clearly not locals. When they turned around, Qing Ye recognized one of them—he had come to Xing Wu’s house in a sports car before.

The man called San Sheng recognized Qing Ye too, and teased: “Oh, Wu Zi, the beautiful girl from last time?”

Xing Wu beckoned to Qing Ye. She put down her bag and walked to him. He took her hand and said to them: “My girlfriend, Qing Ye.”

Qing Ye smiled at them, and Xing Wu told her: “They’re from AEG Club.”

AEG Club—even though Qing Ye wasn’t in the e-sports circle, she had heard of this famous club’s name. They had a very popular team under their banner.

They didn’t stay long. Before leaving, San Sheng said to Xing Wu: “Rest well these few days. See you next week.” Xing Wu nodded.

After they left, Qing Ye lowered the table on the hospital bed, ran out to rinse the bowls and chopsticks, then laid out the food she’d brought from home on the table, telling Xing Wu: “They’re going to connect electricity to the house these days. Your mom won’t be coming today.”

Xing Wu silently took the chopsticks, looking at Qing Ye. She handed him the rice and added, “After we finish eating, I need to go back to the factory. If it gets late, I’ll just go straight to the hotel.”

Xing Wu lowered his head and called out: “Qing Ye.”

“Oh right, the mock exam results came out today. Guess what Pang Hu scored? 476! He couldn’t believe it himself. If he pushes a bit harder at the end, he should have no problem getting into university, right?”

Xing Wu put down his rice bowl, his voice deep: “Qing Ye.”

Qing Ye slammed the bowl on the table and started to walk out. Xing Wu finally couldn’t hold back and said in one breath: “You don’t want me to go?”

Qing Ye didn’t turn around, but her eyes were already blurry with tears, her shoulders trembling slightly. After a while, she raised her hand to rub her eyes and turned around: “Your injuries just healed, can’t you wait?”

Xing Wu slightly furrowed his brows, the light in his eyes bottomless: “Can’t wait. The domestic EA League starts next month. They’re willing to give me 100,000 yuan as travel expenses to go to Shanghai. It’ll take about a month.”

AEG Club didn’t have a strong FPS (first-person shooter) team—this had always been a weakness for many domestic clubs. San Sheng, who had left the county years ago, had recommended Xing Wu to the club’s bosses. After several bosses anonymously watched one of Xing Wu’s matches, they had been trying tirelessly to recruit him into the club for years.

Xing Wu slowly turned to look out the window. Spring had arrived unknowingly. The coldest winter had passed, but this remote county still showed no signs of blooming flowers. He said to Qing Ye: “Changing the path you want to take because of money—this kind of crappy thing has happened to me too many times. So I won’t let it happen to you. Including the money for building the house at home, consider it borrowed from you. I’ll raise this money and return it to you as soon as possible.”

Qing Ye looked up at him: “I don’t care!”

“But I do.” Xing Wu turned to look at her with determination.

The air suddenly grew quiet. Xing Wu got off the bed and came to stand before her, looking down: “You don’t want me to go?”

Qing Ye just shook her head silently. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to go—Grandmother was currently in the hospital, maintained by daily medication, and didn’t need Xing Wu’s constant attendance.

If Xing Wu was willing to take this step, it might be good for him. It’s just that after such a long time, she had grown so accustomed to having him nearby, to their bantering and fooling around. Suddenly being apart for a month—Qing Ye didn’t know how to face it.

Xing Wu pulled her into his embrace and said: “I should be back before your college entrance exam.”

Qing Ye said chokingly: “Shanghai has lots of beautiful women.”

“I’m going there to compete, not to chase girls.”

“Looking like you do, even if you don’t chase others, they’ll chase you.”

“How do I look?”

Qing Ye raised her head, eyes full of tears: “Don’t you know?”

Xing Wu’s lips held a smile: “No, tell me.”

Qing Ye said huffily: “I heard those e-sports stars are always surrounded by internet celebrities.”

Xing Wu said amusedly: “Who told you that? A country bumpkin like me wouldn’t catch their eye.”

“Then why did I fall for you?”

Xing Wu tilted her chin up, his warm breath falling on her face: “You have poor eyesight.”

Qing Ye sniffled: “My taste is excellent. What I like is usually limited edition, something everyone wants.”

Xing Wu laughed, standing straight and holding her shoulders: “I promise after I go, I won’t even eat mother hen wings at KFC.”

Qing Ye couldn’t help but laugh through her tears.

The day Xing Wu was discharged, Huang Mao and the others all came. When they heard he was going to Shanghai for EA League training, they were even more excited than him. The group of guys were shouting wildly in the street—if Xing Wu hadn’t just recovered from serious illness, they would have lifted him.

Although the ID “Sniper King” was indeed famous in the county, with many people impersonating his account, he wasn’t a real professional player yet.

During this trip to Shanghai, even though Xing Wu hadn’t explicitly stated he would join AEG Club as a professional e-sports player, Huang Mao and the others seemed to already see tomorrow’s e-sports god.

Originally, everyone planned to arrange a farewell dinner the next day, but Xing Wu directly refused. Huang Mao, thinking about Xing Wu leaving for a month, couldn’t contain himself and called again suggesting they hang out at the hotel.

Xing Wu held his phone, looking at Qing Ye showering in the bathroom. She had forgotten to pull the curtain, and through the frosted glass, her alluring silhouette was visible. His eyes tightened as he said to Huang Mao: “Are you just bored out of your mind?”

Huang Mao was stunned, replying: “Well, yeah, kind of bored. You’ve been in the hospital all this time, I’ve been dying of boredom.”

“Go play with mud if you’re bored, I don’t have time for you.” He hung up after speaking.

His footsteps took him to the bathroom door. Qing Ye turned off the water and asked: “Why are you standing at the door?”

“Getting you a towel.”

“I have one.”

“Getting your clothes.”

“Got those too.”

“Oh, then I’m coming in.”

“…”

Qing Ye frantically covered herself, but Xing Wu had already opened the door. In the misty air, her proportionate, fair body was breathtakingly beautiful.

Xing Wu directly lifted his shirt and walked toward her step by step, saying: “That was Huang Mao calling.”

Qing Ye trembled slightly looking at him: “And?”

“He wanted to come over.”

“What did you tell him?”

Xing Wu pulled her hands away, his eyes dreamy as he dropped light kisses: “I told him to go play with mud.”

Qing Ye, burning from his kisses, hooked her arms around his neck. The water droplets from her body transferred to Xing Wu’s skin, carrying a sweet fragrance. Her eyes flashed fiercely: “If he dares come, I’ll throw him from the second floor.”

Xing Wu carried her out from under the shower, laughing: “Then what do you want to do?”

Qing Ye buried her flushed face in his neck, her soft body making Xing Wu lose control instantly.

After being discharged, Xing Wu disappeared for two days. This time, however, his brothers weren’t as tactless as during New Year’s—even Huang Mao didn’t disturb him.

But on the morning he left, everyone still came to see him off. Quan Ya, Da Hei, and all the others showed up at the long-distance bus station.

The weather was beautiful that day, with occasional breezes. Qing Ye wore the light blue dress Xing Wu had bought her after his discharge—she had chosen the color herself. With her fair skin, it was particularly eye-catching. The breeze lifted her skirt hem as Xing Wu held her hand with one hand and carried his bag with the other.

At the terminal entrance, the group of brothers went to hug him. Xing Wu said disgustedly: “Get lost, stay away from me.”

Huang Mao and others insisted on pulling him close, while Qing Ye stood beside them giggling.

During the commotion, someone pulled at Xing Wu’s collar, revealing clear hickeys on his neck. Everyone froze, the atmosphere suddenly turning awkward. Qing Ye’s face instantly turned red.

Xing Wu hurriedly fixed his collar and cursed: “Itching for trouble?”

He gave Huang Mao a kick, who jumped away laughing. Xing Wu pulled Qing Ye close and said to them: “After I leave if anything happens to her…”

Before he could finish, Quan Ya, hands in his pockets, coolly said: “Relax, do you need to say it?”

He then lowered his head to tell Qing Ye: “I’ve talked to my mom. She’ll go to the hospital during this time. Just focus on your things, don’t worry about Grandmother.”

Qing Ye nodded.

The time came, and Xing Wu turned to enter the station. A row of brothers hung on the railings outside watching him. He still wore his neat sportswear, his tall figure strong and straight, carrying only a simple handbag as luggage. This was Xing Wu’s first time leaving his hometown for somewhere far away.

Qing Ye had been laughing and joking with them all the way, but the moment Xing Wu turned to enter the station, she finally couldn’t control her tears.

As if sensing something, he turned back to look at her. Time seemed to freeze in that second. Qing Ye seemed to remember when she first came to the county and noticed him at first glance—his clear profile, and bright eyes. Back then, she didn’t know this boy would leave such a deep mark in her life.

Tears blurred her vision, blurring Xing Wu’s figure. She suddenly felt very uncomfortable. It was only a month—she had been telling herself repeatedly these past few days that it was just one month, it would pass quickly.

But somehow, watching Xing Wu’s departing figure now felt like they were heading to opposite ends of the earth, making her heart unsettled.

She blinked, and as her tears fell, her vision cleared again. She saw Xing Wu suddenly push through the crowd and stride back to her. They held each other tightly across the railing as he said to her: “Wait for me.”
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During the week after Xing Wu left, Qing Ye maintained her regular schedule of attending classes, helping at the factory after school, finding time to help everyone review exam topics and question types, and then returning to the hotel to wait for Xing Wu’s call.

Although Qing Ye started missing him the day after he left, she could always count on his call no matter how late. His days in Shanghai were even more monotonous than in Zhazhating. To outsiders, it might have looked like he was just playing games, but the daily intensive training was grueling and tedious.

Once in training mode, they would go five or six hours without eating or using the bathroom, leaving them extremely exhausted. Yet no matter how busy he was, he still set aside half an hour every day to call Qing Ye, though he never mentioned these hardships to her.

The club had rented them a bachelor apartment where he lived with other players. While the apartment was clean and tidy, living with a bunch of guys meant things were somewhat rough around the edges.

When he missed Qing Ye, he would want to see her. Whenever their video calls connected, they would just stare at each other with silly grins, unable to say a word for quite some time, content just to gaze at each other without wanting to look away.

On the weekend after Xing Wu left, Qing Ye had just woken up when she received a call from Pang Hu, urgently asking her to come to the factory because something big had happened.

Only when she arrived did she learn that after their recent food-tasting event, the video of her playfully introducing products in London, New York, and Indian accents had been uploaded to Pang Hu’s short video account the night before.

He had casually edited it while lying in bed and included the online store link. When he checked his phone in the morning, he was shocked to find the video had suddenly gone viral with hundreds of thousands of likes and many comments demanding to know everything about “this young lady” within three minutes.

Pang Hu thought he was seeing things and immediately called and woke up Du Qiyan to ask if there was any activity on the online store.

When Qing Ye heard this, she rushed to Du Qiyan and checked the backend – good heavens! They had automatically processed over three hundred orders overnight. When Qing Ye saw these numbers, she was just as stunned as Pang Hu and Du Qiyan had been that morning, standing frozen in front of the computer.

While they could only helplessly call Qing Ye after their shock wore off, she immediately sprang into action after her initial surprise, grabbed a blackboard, and began listing out work plans that needed immediate implementation.

She ultimately outlined five main areas: materials, production, online store, shipping, and social media operations, with a large character for “people” written in the center.

They needed many people right away, as the four of them alone couldn’t possibly handle the entire supply chain.

So in just one morning, they called everywhere to contact people. Liu Nian even called his mother to help. Pang Hu finally demonstrated his authority as class monitor – with one phone call, dozens of people rushed over, and many students from the tutoring class voluntarily came to help Qing Ye, directly joining the production line.

Old Man Xie was playing chess when he got the news. He immediately drove his old Wuling van to gather all his extended family members from their rural hometown to prepare supplies.

Du Qiyan stayed glued to the online store handling inquiries from across the country. Quan Ya brought a batch of boxes and took charge of product packaging, an extremely labor-intensive process, but he seemed very experienced in this area. He had even brought packaging equipment, and packages of various sizes emerged from their hands like magic, with boxes precisely wrapped in tape.

Qing Ye didn’t even have time for lunch, busy everywhere coordinating shipping matters. In the afternoon, Huang Mao called his father to come directly with his truck. When Qing Ye saw Huang Mao jump down from the cargo truck, she wanted nothing more than to give him a big hug.

By evening, that video had reached over a million likes, with orders still steadily coming in through the online store. Everything had happened so suddenly – everyone had been working hard all day. It wasn’t until evening that Qing Ye caught her breath and said to Pang Hu, “This is surreal. Why don’t you study social media and develop your account? Traffic equals money, fatty.”

It was like a bolt of lightning had struck Pang Hu’s head as he discovered this new world, spending the entire evening studying how to become a qualified social media content creator.

They stopped working after dusk because Old Man Xie hadn’t delivered the goods yet. Pang Hu, as if possessed, kept pestering Qing Ye to record another video to test the waters.

So Qing Ye casually rolled up a book as a microphone, but just as she was about to let Pang Hu start recording, she touched her hair and asked, “Should I fix my hair and put on makeup or something?”

Everyone around shouted: “No need!”

Qing Ye laughed, and Pang Hu told her, “You, you’re just fine like this, na-naturally beautiful, just stay ca-casual.”

Qing Ye thought being casual was indeed better, so she snapped her fingers and said to the others, “Then don’t all hide behind Pang Hu! Go do whatever you need to do. We’ll title this ‘High School Students Getting Rich and Pursuing Prosperity, Balancing Making Money and Studying.’ How’s that?”

Pang Hu suddenly got inspired and exclaimed, “Th-this is good, it’s ca-catchy!”

Everyone immediately got into position and character. Qing Ye flipped her long hair and began introducing their small but complete food factory in perfect pronunciation. She playfully switched to comical Japanese-accented English, then a Korean accent, deliberately interacting with Pang Hu behind the camera, asking him which country it was. Pang Hu responded, “Sumida!” making Qing Ye’s eyes crinkle with laughter.

This was one of her special talents. Having attended international schools all her life, she knew many students from different countries and had unconsciously learned to imitate various countries’ English accents. Since middle school, whenever she got bored memorizing texts and vocabulary, she would hide in her room and play around switching between different accents to make studying less tedious.

Qing Ye never imagined that this little amusement of hers would one day go viral on social media. After Pang Hu went home, he stayed up all night studying video editing, music, and special effects. He uploaded this new video in the early morning and slept for just two hours before being awakened by phone calls.

Many people simultaneously discovered this trending video in the morning, and within just one morning, the likes broke a million, with the online store completely swamped with orders.

Many people desperately begged for the contact information of the young lady in the video. Qing Ye, despite being makeup-free, had naturally refined and clear features, spoke fluently with dramatically entertaining accents, and instantly gained countless fans.

Her Korean-accented interview with Du Qiyan, and Du Qiyan’s shy camera-avoiding confused expression, led many people to exclaim their love for that adorably silly young lady.

Many even shouted that the packaging guy was handsome and wanted to see more of him. Pang Hu wondered who this packaging guy was until he ran to the factory and saw Quan Ya crouching in the courtyard cutting boxes, then he understood.

The explosion of orders the next day completely overwhelmed Qing Ye. She first estimated their production capacity and called Old Man Xie to ask if he could keep up with the supply.

While they definitely couldn’t keep up, Old Man Xie told her that many families in their village made these products, guaranteeing he could source the goods for her. With this assurance, Qing Ye felt more confident.

In just two days, everyone got moving. Huang Mao joked that Liu Nian was the Production Department Director, Quan Ya was the Planning Department Director, Da Hei was the Logistics Support Department Director, Du Qiyan was the E-commerce Department Director, Pang Hu was the Marketing Department Director, and he proudly claimed to be Transportation Department Director.

Though it was just a joke, with everyone performing their duties and pushing forward, they processed over seven hundred orders within five days. Pang Hu received various cooperation requests through private messages. No one expected Qing Gu to become a legitimate internet-famous store in such a short time.

Their gang of misfits each gathered their following, with Pang Hu’s daily videos averaging hundreds of thousands of views.

The biggest draw of the videos was how these poor young people used their labor and wisdom to get rich. Pang Hu invested more passion in learning editing, following Quan Ya to study filming and scriptwriting.

He discovered he had such a love for creating storylines that even Huang Mao’s daily trips with his father’s truck became comedic sketches. This Huang Mao, particularly attention-seeking, tried too hard in his pursuit of internet fame. His daily outfit of tight clothes, pea shoes, and flowery T-shirts successfully made him the most criticized character in Qing Gu’s short videos, but the more he was criticized, the more enthusiastic people’s reactions were to his appearances.

He even specially created a Weibo account for this, dedicating himself to uploading eye-searing selfies taken in the cargo truck every day.

When Xing Wu heard about Qing Gu going viral online, he would watch their videos between training sessions, finding joy from afar in his distant location. However, in the two weeks leading up to the competition, they had to enter closed training.

Most of these esports players were teenagers or young men in their early twenties. Previously, there were often incidents before competitions where someone would have an argument with their girlfriend and disappear, sometimes couldn’t even be found for the competition, causing huge losses for the club. So now the contracts required two weeks of closed training before competitions, cutting off contact with the outside world to fully ensure smooth competition participation.

The night before, Xing Wu had his last video call with Qing Ye. Looking at his sharp features throughout the video, Qing Ye asked if he had lost weight.

Xing Wu laughed, touched his face, and joked, “Beauty filter.”

He also reminded her: “You can’t put all your energy into the factory anymore, we’ll deal with it when I get back. Remember to eat breakfast, drink milk, and eat eggs every day. I just called my mom and asked her to buy meat for you every day during this time…”

He laughed at his own words. His hair had grown a bit longer, falling messily on his cheeks, perhaps because he had just showered and hadn’t styled it. Wearing a black short-sleeved T-shirt, this casual look had a somewhat Japanese feel. As Qing Ye kept looking, her eyes welled up with tears, and she said to the video with a pout: “Want a hug…”

Those words moved Xing Wu too. He lowered his head and rubbed his nose, then looked up again, his eyes containing countless bright stars, but unable to say a word.

That was their last video call. After that, even their only means of communication was cut off. Qing Ye didn’t know how he was eating in the days that followed if he had time to sleep, or if anyone would scold him if he didn’t play well. This empty feeling made her heart feel empty too.

But the routine life continued every day. The college entrance exam had reached its final sprint stage, and as Xing Wu said, she had to pull back all her energy.

However, she had learned a principle from her father since childhood – money can solve most problems in this world.

Although the seven hundred-plus orders only brought in just over forty thousand yuan, even less after deducting various costs, people need to know how to prioritize to go further.

So she used the money earned from this batch of goods to offer part-time wages. Many students from Anzhong were attracted by the fame, so those good students were quickly replaced, and their second batch of orders was processed in a very short time.

From the initial chaos, things gradually got on track. Though every day still felt like a battle, it seemed everyone had found their direction.

The construction of Xing Wu’s house had begun. He had already given instructions to the workers before leaving. This house was designed by Xing Wu himself, and the general outline could already be seen. Every time Qing Ye went home, she would especially detour to the front door to look at her small balcony, imagining the beautiful feeling of embracing the sunshine in the morning.

Everything seemed to be continuously moving in a good direction.

She would take advantage of going home for lunch every day to make a quick round at the factory. It was on such a sunny afternoon that Pang Hu suddenly rode his bicycle to the factory to find her.

When Qing Ye came out of the workshop, Pang Hu, panting heavily, said to her: “Your dad is, is at school!”
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Last month, Qing Ye received a call from Uncle Sun, telling her that there would soon be news about her father, but she never expected him to be released so quickly.

On the way back to school, Qing Ye walked with hurried steps, just short of running, and finally saw her long-absent father in Teacher Yang’s office.

The moment she saw her father, Qing Ye suddenly became too emotional to speak. After not seeing him for more than half a year, he seemed to have changed a lot – the lines on his face had deepened, and several strands of white hair had appeared, yet somehow nothing had changed – he was still the same dignified middle-aged man in his suit.

She stepped into the office and called out: “Dad.”

When Qing Hong Zhi turned his head, he showed his familiar smile. In that instant, the heavy stone in Qing Ye’s heart suddenly dropped. All the worries and troubles of these many days disappeared the moment she saw her father.

She strode forward. Qing Hong Zhi had been worried about Qing Ye for so long, and after staying inside for such a long time, he was finally seeing family after traveling thousands of miles. He was also very emotional, standing up from the stool in front of Teacher Yang and embracing Qing Ye, saying to her: “Xiao Ye, I’ve come to take you home.”

Qing Ye’s body stiffened, and she stepped back in shock. Beside them, Teacher Yang was moved by the scene of father and daughter reuniting, and handed Qing Ye a form, saying: “Your father has already handled all the necessary procedures for you. Qing Ye, just fill this out, and you can return to your original residence to take the college entrance exam with your father.”

Qing Ye looked at Teacher Yang in confusion: “Return to original residence?”

Teacher Yang explained: “Isn’t your household registration still in Beijing? After transferring your student status back, you can take the college entrance exam directly in your household registration location. Your father has already contacted the receiving school for you, and we’ll help expedite your transfer. It’s just a pity – we were hoping you could bring glory to our school.”

Qing Ye’s brows gradually furrowed: “Go back to take the exam? Are you joking with me?”

Teacher Yang looked at Qing Hong Zhi in confusion. Qing Hong Zhi quickly noticed his daughter’s unusual expression and turned to Teacher Yang saying: “We’ll come back to see you later.”

Teacher Yang nodded.

After leaving the school, Qing Ye said to Qing Hong Zhi: “Dad, I’m not going back for the exam.”

Qing Hong Zhi didn’t take his daughter’s words seriously, still smiling gently as he said: “Why not go back?”

Qing Ye couldn’t tell her father that she was in love, that she was dating the son of his supposedly cheap sister-in-law, and that she had promised to wait for him to return, so she couldn’t leave.

But her father had just been released, and she had finally gotten him back – how could she tell him she couldn’t go back with him? She couldn’t say it.

She just kept her head down and said glumly: “Why did you just show up without calling me?”

Qing Hong Zhi was slightly taken aback, hearing a hint of reproach in his daughter’s tone. He looked at Qing Ye calmly and said: “I called you more than once these past few days, but you didn’t answer. Didn’t Sun Hai tell you?”

Qing Ye lowered her head even more. The factory’s external contact numbers had all been transferred to Quan Ya lately. Since Xing Wu entered closed training, she had been focusing entirely on final revision, often keeping her phone on silent mode, and hadn’t paid much attention to unknown numbers.

In just half a minute, Qing Ye’s thoughts struggled constantly. Finally, she took a deep breath, raised her head to look at Qing Hong Zhi, and gathered her courage to say: “Dad, can I… not go back for now?”

Only at this moment did Qing Hong Zhi realize his daughter wasn’t just saying this casually. Although Qing Ye had always been strong-minded since childhood, she had never gone against him on major matters.

Qing Hong Zhi finally dropped his expression and looked at her somewhat sternly: “You mean you don’t plan to come with me? You want to stay here?”

A Mercedes was parked across the street. Sun Hai had been sitting in the driver’s seat, but seeing the father and daughter’s expressions change after coming out of the school, he got out of the car and strode toward the school gate.

He heard Qing Hong Zhi’s questioning of Qing Ye, while Qing Ye never dared to meet Qing Hong Zhi’s eyes, silently nodding her head.

Seeing Qing Hong Zhi’s face darken, Sun Hai tried to mediate, saying to Qing Ye: “Xiao Ye, don’t be stubborn. Your father has been worried about you the whole time he was inside, afraid you were suffering, afraid you were under too much pressure. Whenever he saw me, the first thing he asked about was you. As soon as he got out, he quickly contacted people to find a school for you. We drove for over ten hours non-stop to come pick you up and take you home. How can you be throwing a tantrum with your father now?

Alright, let’s not say more. Let’s find a place to eat first, and in the afternoon you can go back to school to pack your things. Didn’t you always hate this place?”

“I’m not going back.” Qing Ye still kept her head down, only saying this one sentence. She couldn’t go back. How could she leave at this time? What would Xing Wu do when he came back and couldn’t find her? She couldn’t even make a phone call to him now. She couldn’t just leave without saying goodbye.

Qing Hong Zhi was finally angered by Qing Ye’s stubborn attitude and said to her: “You’re being inconsiderate!”

Qing Ye’s eyes instantly reddened. This was the harshest thing her father had ever said to her since childhood. The lunch break was almost over, and people were gradually returning to school through the gate, all curiously staring at Qing Ye. Qing Hong Zhi suddenly became aware of his daughter’s face and didn’t continue scolding her, only saying: “Go to school then, pack what you need to pack. Your Uncle Sun and I will go get some food first, then come to your aunt’s house to say goodbye.”

Qing Ye bit her lip without saying anything. Just as she turned around, Huang Mao’s gang was coming out of the internet cafe, shouting from afar with laughter: “Qing Ye, wait for us, let’s walk together!”

Qing Ye quickly glanced at Huang Mao and the others without stopping, rapidly entering the school. Behind her, Qing Hong Zhi turned to look at that group of delinquent youth, each dressed in bizarre clothes and looking slovenly, with dyed and permed hair, openly smoking cigarettes even at the school gate. He had no idea when Qing Ye had gotten to know such students, but from the way they called out to her, they seemed quite familiar.

When Qing Hong Zhi looked at his daughter’s retreating figure again, deep worry was hidden between his brows.

After returning to class, Qing Ye sat silently in her seat. She didn’t pack anything, just randomly opened a book and lowered her gaze.

Everyone in class turned to look at her. Many had seen Qing Ye’s father come to school at noon and had heard about her transferring back to Beijing for the exam. But her face was cold, with no warmth in her expression, and no one dared to ask her anything. Even Shi Min didn’t dare say a word to her all afternoon.

Qing Ye ultimately didn’t stay until school was over, leaving early after the second period with Teacher Yang’s permission to return to Li Lanfang’s house. She felt she needed to talk to her father again. Her father had just overcome a difficult time and had traveled thousands of miles to take her home as soon as he got out. Her attitude at noon had indeed been poor. She didn’t want to make her father sad, and it wasn’t that she didn’t want to go home with him – she just needed to at least wait for Xing Wu to return, to tell him in person.

But when she returned to Li Lanfang’s house, her father and Uncle Sun were already there. Just as Qing Ye turned into the back courtyard, she saw Li Lanfang pushing back and forth with her father. Finally, Li Lanfang firmly pushed the thick manila envelope back into Qing Hong Zhi’s hands, saying to him: “I absolutely won’t take this money. Stop pushing it on me, brother.”

Although Li Lanfang was greedy, she also knew she absolutely couldn’t take this money anymore. Qing Ye had paid for the house – if she took her father’s money too, Xing Wu would raise hell when he returned.

Qing Hong Zhi caught sight of Qing Ye standing at the corner of the courtyard from the corner of his eye. He put away the manila envelope without insisting further and said to Li Lanfang: “In any case, thank you for your trouble during this time. If you need anything in the future, just let me know.”

Although Li Lanfang usually strutted around in Zhazhating, in front of an imposing man like Qing Hong Zhi, her presence was notably diminished. She smiled ingratiatingly as she invited them to stay for dinner.

Sun Hai couldn’t help but glance at Li Lanfang’s still-unfinished house, having no idea where they usually ate their meals.

Qing Hong Zhi didn’t expose this, leaving Li Lanfang some face as he said tactfully: “No need, we came in a hurry and still have some matters to attend to.”

After speaking, he strode toward Qing Ye, giving her a look indicating she should come out.

Qing Ye turned and followed her father out of Li Lanfang’s house, going from the back courtyard to the front yard. Their car was parked across the street.

After coming out, Qing Hong Zhi didn’t say anything, but Sun Hai walked to Qing Ye’s side and said to her: “We heard from your aunt that you started a factory?”

Qing Ye nodded. Sun Hai glanced at Qing Hong Zhi’s back and lowered his voice to tell Qing Ye: “Your father is quite angry. Originally, he sent you here because he was worried about your former classmates gossiping about you and worried about strange people causing you trouble. He wanted you to focus quietly on your studies for this year. But instead, you’ve put your energy into other things.”

Qing Ye responded glumly: “It’s all business anyway, he started early too, didn’t he? I haven’t done anything illegal, what’s wrong with that?”

Sun Hai said: “How can you compare your era with your father’s? At your age, your main task should be studying. With academic success, why worry about not having a good career later?”

Qing Ye turned her head away. She couldn’t refute Sun Hai’s words, nor could she tell them what she had gone through in the past half year that led her to this point. If she hadn’t fallen for Xing Wu if Xing Wu’s house hadn’t burned down if they hadn’t been forced into a desperate situation, why would she have chosen to fight back from rock bottom?

When they reached the car, Qing Hong Zhi stopped and turned around. In front of Old Qing, Sun Hai said to Qing Ye: “Listen to Uncle Sun. I’ve already talked to your father. We know you have new classmates and teachers here. We’ll find a place to stay in the county town tonight, so you can properly say goodbye to your teachers and classmates. If you can’t transfer the factory, I’ll find someone to help you handle it later. We’ll head back tomorrow, how’s that?”

Despite Sun Hai’s best efforts to mediate between father and daughter, unfortunately, both had identical temperaments – once they’d made up their minds about something, they wouldn’t easily change their decision.

Qing Ye once again appealed to Qing Hong Zhi: “Dad, I don’t want to argue with you. Can I just take the college entrance exam here? I promise I’ll do well and won’t slack off. Friends are helping manage the factory now, and I’ll prepare properly for the exam. It’s not that I don’t want to go back with you, it’s just… I’ve been here for so long…”

Qing Hong Zhi rested one hand on the car roof, looking at his daughter with incomprehension: “What do you mean ‘so long’? You’ve only been here a few months! You studied in Beijing for so many years, and you’ve been here less than a year – now you’re reluctant to leave?”

Qing Hong Zhi carefully observed Qing Ye’s expression. He certainly knew his daughter well. They say daughters should be raised in prosperity, and since Qing Ye’s birth, he had cherished her, trying to provide the best in food, clothing, and all aspects of life, especially materially. If she asked for the moon, he would never give her just stars.

He had heard from Sun Hai that when Qing Ye first arrived here, she had complained about wanting to go back. He could imagine that for Qing Ye, the living conditions in this backward county town were certainly inadequate, which was why he came to take her home as soon as he was released.

But what Qing Hong Zhi never expected was that instead of being overjoyed to return with him, his daughter insisted on staying – staying in this broken place where they didn’t even have a proper house to live in.

Qing Hong Zhi wasn’t foolish, and quickly sensed something, probing: “Did… something happen?”

Qing Ye raised her head to look at her father, her large eyes flickering. Several times she wanted to be honest with her father – yes, I’ve met the man I love most in this life, I’m in love, I don’t want to leave him, I can’t let him down.

But ultimately she held back. Her father hadn’t met Xing Wu, and judging from his attitude toward Li Lanfang’s family, he would likely think she had been deceived by some poor boy, or that youthful passion had clouded her judgment with love. Knowing her father, he would probably be so angry he’d drag her into the car and head straight back to Beijing.

So Qing Ye couldn’t say it, only asking her father again: “Can we go back after the college entrance exam?”

If Qing Ye had said this and pleaded before they visited Li Lanfang’s house, Qing Hong Zhi might have considered it. After all, there were only two months until the exam, and transferring back might affect her emotions and mindset.

But after coming to Li Lanfang’s house and seeing their situation firsthand, hearing that their house had burned down during Chinese New Year, and learning that his daughter had been staying in a shabby hotel full of all sorts of people during these crucial months, Qing Hong Zhi felt indescribable emotions. If Sun Hai hadn’t been there to persuade him, he would have taken Qing Ye back to Beijing immediately.

Especially after seeing Huang Mao’s group calling out to Qing Ye at noon, Qing Hong Zhi became even more determined not to let Qing Ye stay in such an environment.

So he told Qing Ye very directly: “We can discuss how you want to handle other matters, but on this, I won’t agree. Look how many days are left until the exam. I’ll handle the transfer procedures for you. If you don’t return to Beijing with me, you’re jeopardizing your future. Think about it.”

With that, Qing Hong Zhi got into the car. Sun Hai anxiously said to Qing Ye: “Be good, stop making trouble. Look at what time it is.”

After Qing Hong Zhi and Sun Hai left, Qing Ye turned back somewhat glumly and walked into the courtyard, sitting on the threshold of the backyard watching her shadow at her feet. She took out her phone and kept scrolling through her chat history with Xing Wu. The last message was from that night after their video call when she had fallen asleep, Xing Wu had quietly sent her a message: “Wife, I miss you.”

When Qing Ye saw this term of endearment in the morning, she had been so excited yet shy that she rolled around in bed, but now seeing it made her nose sting with emotion.

She dialed Xing Wu’s number, but the phone showed it couldn’t connect. She put down her phone, buried her face between her knees, and ran her hands through her hair, her thoughts in turmoil.

Li Lanfang was cooking in the kitchen and poked her head out to look at Qing Ye. After a while, Qing Ye felt a shadow fall over her. When she raised her head, Li Lanfang was offering her freshly boiled corn. She took it, and Li Lanfang sat down beside her, saying casually: “Your father hasn’t changed much in all these years. I saw him once many years ago.”

Qing Ye quietly took a bite of corn and listened.

“You were just a year old then. I took Wu Zi to Beijing alone to find your mother.”

Qing Ye looked up at Li Lanfang in surprise: “You’ve been to my home?”

Just after asking this question, Qing Ye suddenly remembered that on her first day here, Li Lanfang had indeed mentioned visiting her in Beijing.

Li Lanfang looked up at the patch of sky above the courtyard, reminiscing: “Your mother’s health wasn’t good right after you were born. I went to see her partly out of guilt – I hadn’t visited her since leaving home. When I was still a girl living at your grandmother’s house, your mother was several years older than me. When I went there, your mother was already sensible and never complained about the family bringing back another child or mistreating me. Instead, when I came home late from school because I was playing, she would wait to eat with me, and when her grandmother gave her something good to eat, she would always save a portion for me.”

Li Lanfang spoke about Qing Ye’s mother with great emotion. She sighed deeply and said: “I already had Wu Zi when I got together with Xing Guo Dong.”

Qing Ye’s hand tightened on the corn. Although she had guessed this long ago, hearing it from Li Lanfang’s mouth for the first time still slightly shocked her.

Li Lanfang told her: “I had no choice at the time. I ran to the countryside. My original parents wouldn’t take me in, so through someone’s introduction, I ended up with Xing Guo Dong. I didn’t dare tell him about Wu Zi. When Wu Zi was born not looking like him, he became suspicious. Later he asked around and came back in a rage. Wu Zi was just a few months old when he started hitting him, making him strip naked in the dead of winter. Wu Zi was so small then – I was really afraid he would kill Wu Zi, so I scraped together some travel money and took Wu Zi to Beijing to seek help from your mother.”

Qing Ye stared at Li Lanfang in shock, her first thought being that she and Xing Wu had met when they were one year old.

If she had known about Xing Wu’s childhood experiences earlier, she would have done everything possible to convince her parents to keep Xing Wu. Perhaps that way, Xing Wu’s life would have been completely different, and he wouldn’t have had to endure so many hardships later in life.

But she was only one year old then, and many things had slipped past. Her mother hadn’t forgiven Li Lanfang – she couldn’t forgive how Li Lanfang’s selfishness and rebellion had broken her grandparents’ hearts. Even after Li Lanfang left, her grandmother had fallen seriously ill and undergone surgery. A critical condition notice had been issued at the time, but Li Lanfang still didn’t come to visit.

So Qing Ye’s mother refused to acknowledge Li Lanfang as her sister anymore, and she could only return to Zhazhating with Xing Wu in disgrace.

It wasn’t until a few years ago when Qing Ye’s mother’s health problems were discovered that she had several phone conversations with Li Lanfang during her final years.

Li Lanfang sighed: “I did many stupid things when I was young. The worst was leaving your grandmother’s house. Back then, I thought I could live well on my own – how could others understand? Later, I had to eat the bitter fruit myself.

If I hadn’t left your grandmother’s house back then, things definitely wouldn’t be like this now. There’s no medicine for regret in life. What parents would harm their children?

Qing Ye, when Wu Zi comes back, I’ll tell him. Go back with your father…”
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Qing Ye lowered her head and bit into the corn, each swallow accompanied by a painful lump in her throat. She knew clearly what returning with her father would mean. There were still so many things she hadn’t told Xing Wu, so many decisions unmade. Everything was too sudden, leaving her thoughts in such disarray that her eyelashes trembled violently.

After the pot had been heating for a while, Li Lanfang quickly got up to check the fire. Qing Ye’s tears finally broke free, as reason and emotion continuously intertwined, nearly driving her mad.

Li Lanfang turned off the stove and came out of the kitchen, saying to Qing Ye, “Tonight’s food is all in the pot. If you don’t want to stay with your father, eat by yourself. I’m going to the hospital – the old lady has been acting up again these past two days. It’s truly endless.”

She went inside to change her shoes, and when she came out, she suddenly exclaimed, “Oh right, Qing Ye, Wu Zi seems to have some money that hasn’t been settled. People haven’t been able to find him these past few days. They asked me to go collect it quickly and sign something about numbers. I don’t understand it – if you’re free later, help him collect it.”

Qing Ye slowly raised her head to look at her. “Where?”

Li Lanfang pulled out her phone to show Qing Ye the text message, telling her, “It probably isn’t much money. After you collect it, just keep it for yourself.”

After speaking, Li Lanfang hurriedly left for the hospital. Qing Ye also stood up from the doorstep. The afternoon sun still scorched the earth, with dry air permeating everything. Qing Ye very much disliked this climate, but during her time here, she seemed to have grown accustomed to this feeling. Perhaps it was because this was Xing Wu’s home. Even the densely packed self-built houses within sight, the potholed streets, and the small shops at intersections all felt more intimate. It seemed that just breathing the air here made her feel Xing Wu was still by her side. Perhaps with just one turn, he would suddenly appear before her and tell her: “I’m back.”

But once she left this place and returned to her father’s side, everything in the future would become uncertain. After they lived apart, how could they make their lives intersect again?

Like two people standing at a crossroads, they would ultimately have to turn toward different paths. Whether they would be together again in the future, and how long it would take, everything had become unknown.

With these thoughts weighing heavily on her mind, she walked out to the intersection and hailed a car, giving the driver the address. As the car picked up speed, the scenery outside the window changed from familiar to strange. Without realizing it, Qing Ye arrived at a place she had never been before. Sand blew through the window into her eyes, and she quickly closed the window and rubbed her eyes. Outside, dust was flying everywhere, the streets on both sides were bare, and large cargo trucks would occasionally pass by, stirring up even more dust.

The taxi stopped under a large entrance, telling her this was Ba Dao Kou. Qing Ye paid and got out, walking through the hazy entrance. Looking around, the place was huge, with goods scattered chaotically everywhere. Dirty-looking men were visible throughout, disheveled and grimy. Trucks continuously shuttled through, making thunderous sounds as they drove over the steel plates on the ground. A van coming head-on charged recklessly through, frightening Qing Ye into quickly moving aside.

At first glance, this place resembled a large logistics distribution center or warehouse, but it was much more disorganized than a distribution center. Her appearance here as a clean-looking young girl drew many curious glances.

Qing Ye quickly approached a brother who looked relatively honest and asked where the Tianda Finance Office was. The brother, with a dirty towel hanging around his neck, pointed backward: “Go straight to the end, turn right, and look for a red house.”

His voice was almost a shout, making Qing Ye’s ears ring, but she still repeatedly thanked him and followed his directions. She had originally thought it would be a proper building, but after passing by twice and asking people nearby, she finally discovered that the makeshift house was the so-called finance office.

Qing Ye went in and explained her purpose. The middle-aged woman in the finance office took out a large ledger with a yellowed cover, found Xing Wu’s name, then tossed it to Qing Ye, saying, “Sit over there and check it yourself. If there’s no problem, sign at the back.”

Qing Ye said “Thank you” and sat down on the plastic chair by the window. The ledger was filled with densely packed names. She found Xing Wu’s entry, which recorded the time – it was piece-rate pay for March, showing six to seven hours or more of work time each day.

Qing Ye suddenly flipped the ledger back, quickly finding February’s records, and January’s, but December’s records were no longer in this book. She couldn’t determine when Xing Wu had started working here, but how did he have the time? He was even spending five to six hours here every day?

Suddenly, she remembered something – the driving school. Xing Wu had told her he was going to driving school every day. When did that start? Qing Ye thought back – it seemed to be not long after Shun Yi closed that Xing Wu told her he had enrolled in driving school.

So after the New Year, he would return at nine or ten every night. When her tutoring classes resumed, Xing Wu was even busier than her, returning home even later. Sometimes he was always dirty, and while Qing Ye knew he had taken on some work outside – he often took on jobs before, nothing more than fixing networks at some company or maintaining machines at some factory – she never imagined Xing Wu would come to such a place to do manual labor.

Qing Ye suddenly felt cold all over. She raised her head to look through the cramped window. Sun-darkened men carried huge cargo boxes on their shoulders, bent under the weight, with large beads of sweat continuously dripping from their foreheads. On the truck, such boxes were countless at a glance, and men stood on top of the truck, nearly three meters high, moving things down box by box under the sun, unable to straighten their backs for long periods.

Qing Ye was still wearing long sleeves, but these men were already bare-chested, sweating profusely. On another side, a young man squatting in the corner eating his meal had barely taken two bites before being called to carry cargo again. Those older men cursed at him loudly. Even in such a bottom-level survival environment, oppression and class distinctions still existed invisibly.

The boxed meal was just thrown on the ground. The entire area was filled with dust, carrying an oppressive heaviness. Chaos, filth, and laborers working continuously like machines.

Qing Ye’s heart suddenly clenched tightly. Over the past few months, Xing Wu had been just like these people, doing heavy, arduous labor. He might even have been ordered around like that young man just now, bearing more work, all for the numbers in this ledger.

Several times at night, feeling the increasingly thick calluses on his fingertips, she had wondered when such days would end.

During that time, he had to cover grandmother’s medical expenses, and caregiver fees, buy machines for the factory, and gradually get her those not-so-cheap daily necessities. When she wanted to buy a dictionary, he directly transferred her the money.

And this money was earned by him in such a harsh environment. Qing Ye didn’t want to and couldn’t bear to look at the scene outside the window anymore. She suddenly felt that everyone before her had become Xing Wu. She seemed to see him climbing to such heights, such dangerous places to unload cargo, seemed to see him sweating profusely, bent under the weight of cargo boxes, seemed to see him squatting in that corner surrounded by filthy garbage, eating that unappetizing boxed meal.

Qing Ye buried her face in her palms, instantly breaking into tears. She had never known that what she brought to Xing Wu would be such an unbearable life. He shouldn’t be like this, shouldn’t be doing such bottom-level work. If it wasn’t for money, if it wasn’t for trying to earn as much as possible, how could he end up like this?

She didn’t care at all, didn’t care that they had nothing now, didn’t care about staying with him in hotels. From the moment she decided to bet their future with her future, nothing else mattered.

But he said he cared, so he desperately earned money, carefully hiding all the hardships, showing only his most relaxed side to her. However, when Qing Ye stepped in here, all the truth was torn open, and laid bloody before her eyes.

He wasn’t relaxed, not at all relaxed. She didn’t even know if she had brought him happiness or disaster!

It turned out that family burdens had already forced him to mature beyond his years, forced to bear so much of life’s pressure at such a young age, and now, she had also become one of his burdens.

Three thousand two hundred yuan – this was Xing Wu’s total piece-rate income for half a month before the County Sports Meet in March. She even saw that the person below Xing Wu only earned just over four thousand for the entire month. In this county town with such low wages, an income of over three thousand in half a month – Qing Ye couldn’t imagine how many heavy goods he had to move to earn such numbers.

When she left that place, it was a long gravel road with no cars, only occasional trucks rushing past her from that place she had just left. She walked aimlessly with heavy steps.

The sunset spread intense light across the earth, yet it seemed blocked by a layer of dust. Everything visible was covered in an intangible veil. The distant trees were desolate, with occasional dilapidated mud houses, half-collapsed and abandoned.

Following the gravel road up the hillside, past the mud houses, Qing Ye froze. In the distance, the vast endless Gobi Desert was magnificent and grand. The earth was ignited by the sunset, like a raging fire burning heaven and earth.

Qing Ye’s dim eyes were suddenly illuminated by this scene before her. She had somehow inexplicably walked to this stretch of the Gobi Desert where Xing Wu had brought her before as if destined.

That day under the vast sky, under the brilliant sunset glow, they got together.

Back then, looking at where heaven and earth met, she had asked him if he believed that the person you liked in high school could be remembered for a lifetime. She said she wouldn’t spend a lifetime remembering one person, that she, Qing Ye, wouldn’t be ruined by anything. Back then, she was so confident she could bring him light, and drive away his darkness.

But looking at it now, what had she brought him? Perhaps sweetness, perhaps tenderness, but also accompanied by greater burdens. She had never thought that because they were together, Xing Wu would have to pay such a great price. He was only eighteen; he shouldn’t be buried in dusty manual labor all day.

He had said before that money issues had changed the path he wanted to take. This kind of fucking thing had happened to him too many times. What reason did she have to continue letting these fucking things happen to him just so she could walk her path?

Looking at this passionate stretch of land, Qing Ye suddenly found peace. She started laughing silently, and as she laughed, tears flowed out. She would leave this place, leave the factory to Xing Wu. Although it didn’t earn much, it was enough to cover my grandmother’s monthly hospitalization fees. He wouldn’t need to rush about for a living anymore, and wouldn’t need to worry about her tuition fees. This was their best choice.

Some say the person you like in high school can be remembered for a lifetime. Only today did Qing Ye understand the meaning of these words. They in high school were like the tiniest specks of dust in this world, floating in the air, not knowing where they would end up in the future, without thick feathers, without solid wings. How many people lost each other in the ups and downs, so that past sincerity became an indelible memory in their hearts?

But a lifetime is very long. She still had lots of time and could do many things. She wasn’t a coward, so she wouldn’t stand still.

Qing Ye turned around to take one last look at this dazzling stretch of the Gobi Desert, then took out her phone and called her father.
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Qing Ye followed the Gobi Desert back to the street before hailing a car to return to Xing Wu’s home. She placed the three thousand two hundred yuan in grandmother’s drawer, then went directly to the county town.

Qing Hongzhi and Sun Hai circled the county town before finding a decent hotel to check-in. Qing Ye went to find Qing Hongzhi there and told him she would return with him, but not tomorrow – she needed one more day.

Qing Hongzhi told her time was pressing; they must return to Beijing the day after tomorrow. After returning, there would still be procedures to handle, and with the college entrance exam drawing closer, they couldn’t delay any longer. Qing Ye agreed with her father.

That evening, she returned to the factory and listed out everything she could think of item by item. Worried that Du Qiyan and Liu Nian couldn’t handle everything, she specially instructed Quan Ya again. No one had expected her to leave so suddenly, and everyone’s spirits fell with her departure. Several times, Liu Nian wanted to ask her: “Are you really leaving like this? Not waiting for Brother Wu?”

But each time the words reached his lips, seeing Quan Ya shake his head at him, he couldn’t bear to ask.

Qing Ye left rather hurriedly, not even having time to say goodbye to everyone she knew. She only went to Old Yang’s office the next morning to fill out forms. Old Zhu and Miss Yu, who liked Qing Ye the most, came to give her countless reminders and see her off one last time. In all their years of teaching, they had never taught a child as naturally gifted as Qing Ye. If she hadn’t transferred, perhaps her college entrance exam results would have been their most brilliant achievement in their teaching careers. But this achievement would ultimately belong only to her, not to them. After all, she was born in an environment of excellence, and now was merely returning to where she belonged.

Coming out of Old Yang’s office, Qing Ye walked back to Class 2’s door. Everyone was in self-study, most people with heads down doing practice problems, some memorizing things, or several people discussing questions.

Qing Ye remembered when she first came, the class was in chaos every day, especially during self-study periods, so noisy she couldn’t even focus on solving problems.

But now looking around, most people were making final preparations for their future. Regardless of how this battle would end, at least they had tried their best.

Qing Ye moved her gaze to that solitary desk in the last row, which had been empty for a long time. Though knowing no one would be there, Qing Ye still looked at it every day when she came to class, often turning back to look during breaks, as if by persistently looking back for him, he would suddenly appear behind her one day, staring at her with that casual, warm smile.

But she knew she couldn’t wait anymore.

Qing Ye finally called Fang Lei, Fat Tiger, Shi Min, and Xiao Ling Tong out of the classroom to tell them what she planned to do. This was perhaps the only thing she could do for them before leaving.

So that evening after the last class ended, half of the third-year students hadn’t left. Everyone gathered in the fifth-floor corridor facing the main entrance. This unprecedented scene quickly drew the attention of many parents at the entrance and school officials.

Several school leaders hurried to the high school building and loudly questioned what they were trying to do.

At this moment, two banners suddenly dropped from the fifth-floor corridor, with red cloth and gold characters reading “Return our evening self-study, return our future.” These ten powerful brush-written characters were personally written by Qing Ye.

The school leaders were stunned. When they originally decided to cancel evening self-study, many teachers complained to school leaders and protested, but ultimately couldn’t resist parent pressure, and this matter was never restarted. Most of those An Zhong children didn’t care about canceling evening self-study at all.

What the school leaders hadn’t expected was that now these children would suddenly organize themselves to demand the resumption of evening self-study, something that had never happened in An Zhong’s history.

First came the unified cry from the third-years on the fifth floor: “Return our evening self-study, return our future!”

And those first and second-year students gradually walking out of school began to stop, passionately joining their senior schoolmates in shouting.

When Principal Zhong arrived, what he saw was the campus shrouded in night, with deafening shouts rising and falling. He had been at this school for over ten years, experiencing many large and small incidents, but this was the first and only time these students who usually gave him headaches were shouting for the sake of studying.

He had received a call and come to disperse these students, but when he truly stood under that huge banner, with students’ shouts in his ears and the third-years’ yearning for the future before his eyes, that passion deeply moved Principal Zhong for the first time.

More and more student parents gathered at the school gate, some coming to pick up their children, some rushing over after hearing about the student protest, and surrounding residents all ran out of their homes not knowing what had happened.

It was then that Fang Lei squeezed through the crowd to personally hand the prepared megaphone to Qing Ye. Qing Ye asked: “Have all your parents come?”

Fang Lei nodded: “Both my parents came. I’ve notified others in other classes, though I’m not sure exactly how many came. At least all the parents from our class who could come are here.”

Qing Ye nodded, and Fang Lei said somewhat worriedly: “Are you sure? Once you speak up, the school might come after you, after all, the nail that sticks up gets hammered down.”

Qing Ye directly took the megaphone and looked at her: “My transfer procedures are already completed. Strictly speaking, they can’t control me. This matter can only be voiced by me.”

After speaking, the classmates around Qing Ye automatically made way for her. The last rays of sunset fell on the corridor, illuminating everyone’s determined faces. Under everyone’s gaze, she walked step by step to the center, standing between the two banners, raised the amplifying megaphone toward the many faculty, students, parents, and onlooking crowd below, saying: “I’m very sorry to waste everyone’s time, making all of you who should be having dinner come watch a group of third-year students making trouble. I think the school leaders below and parents at the school gate must all think we’re making trouble, but our time has already been wasted for several months. We wouldn’t spend our final sprint time making trouble unless necessary.

I hereby represent all An Zhong students, especially the third-years facing the imminent college entrance exam, to request the school restore evening self-study!”

At these words, the entire fifth floor shouted in unison: “Restore evening self-study!”

It was then that among those standing at the school gate, a middle-aged woman suddenly questioned: “Why restore evening self-study? There are already enough classes every day. Those who want to study can study at home just the same. Dragging everyone to stay so late, if someone’s body breaks down before the college entrance exam and can’t participate, who will take responsibility?”

The surrounding crowd immediately erupted in an uproar, with a group of parents shouting: “That’s right, those who want to study can study at home, don’t drag out classes like this. Students are already under enough pressure.”

Principal Zhong looked back at the parents outside the school, somewhat helplessly exchanging glances with other school leaders. The school’s attitude had always been to avoid trouble, so when many parents proposed canceling evening self-study, the school could only compromise, fearing these parents would cause trouble. But now the school was caught in the middle, in a difficult position.

This was probably the first time in An Zi County’s history that students and parents were shouting at each other across space.

Shi Min said in Qing Ye’s ear: “Class 6 parents.”

Qing Ye wasn’t flustered at all, directly raising the megaphone to say: “This parent is talking to us about responsibility, so today all of us students present will talk to you about responsibility.

You say those who want to study can study at home, then when we go home and don’t understand problems, can we come to your home for guidance? When we can’t organize our review framework ourselves, can we ask you to help organize it? If we can’t reasonably allocate time, can we also ask you to help everyone allocate and supervise three hours of after-school review progress?

With one sentence about fearing body breakdown, you forcibly deprive all students of three hours every day, 360 hours in four months. If your children are physically weak and unable to bear the heavy study tasks, thereby wasting everyone’s 360 hours of study time, and everyone cannot maximize efficiency in these 360 hours leading to college entrance exam failure, can you bear this responsibility?

If you can guarantee the prospects of every student present here, we will disperse immediately. Please answer, parent!”

Instantly, more parents began speaking up in support of restoring evening self-study. Most of them had objections when evening self-study was canceled, but simply hadn’t realized how big an issue it was, and hadn’t taken it seriously at all.

When Qing Ye directly linked evening self-study with prospects, all parents exploded. Parents who had maintained silence all began speaking up to fight for their children’s interests.

As if in a very short time, those parents opposing evening self-study were surrounded by voices. Both sides of the parents argued until red-faced.

Qing Ye raised the megaphone again to look at the school leaders: “On behalf of all An Zhong students, I request the school consider restoring evening self-study…”

As she spoke to this point, a group of teachers had already come to the fifth floor heading straight for her. Qing Ye turned her head to look at that group of teachers, her gaze unwavering, staring at them as she said her final words: “We… have no time left…”

After speaking, she directly placed the megaphone on the ground, and then she was taken to the educational affairs office. After she left, those usually muddleheaded, introverted, shy students one by one squatted down to pick up the megaphone she had put down, like a silent inheritance. She had left, leaving her final determination for the college entrance exam to them.

And the overwhelming shouts finally moved the school. They withstood the opposing voices, carving out space for these third-year students at the last moment, ensuring their evening self-study venues and teaching resources going forward. Finally, that group of parents’ voices were drowned in everyone’s passion. Even the onlooking residents could feel the ignited youth of the students inside the gate and their yearning for a beautiful future.

The school ultimately didn’t make things difficult for Qing Ye, only giving her some education. Until very late, when Principal Zhong finished handling matters outside and walked into the educational affairs office, Qing Ye raised her head to look at him, prepared for anything, but Principal Zhong only said to her: “It’s late, go rest quickly.”

Qing Ye stood up stunned, bowing deeply to him: “Thank you, Principal.”

Principal Zhong didn’t say anything, just nodded. As Qing Ye was about to walk out the door, Principal Zhong finally said behind her: “You’ve worked hard, child.”

When Qing Ye turned her head, her eyes were red. Principal Zhong smiled and said: “Good luck on your college entrance exam.”

Relief finally showed on Qing Ye’s face. She left this campus where she had spent most of the year, facing the night. Familiar playground, familiar corridors, familiar classrooms, goodbye.

…

Qing Ye left An Zi County with her father the next morning. Apart from Li Lanfang, she hadn’t told anyone. She didn’t want to see farewell scenes; rather than saying she was afraid of seeing others cry, she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to control herself. This was good, coming silently, leaving silently.

However, sitting alone in the back seat, she kept editing messages, wanting to explain her departure to Xing Wu. She typed many, many words, but finally, the wheels hit a deep pothole, splashing muddy water that flew onto the glass. Qing Ye was jolted into putting down her phone to look at the mud spots on the car window, her gaze turning to the scene outside the glass.

Lovely middle-aged women with baskets bantering with garlic-selling bosses, several middle school students chasing each other, followed by a group of wagging-tailed mongrels, the faded green paint on mailboxes had been repainted at some unknown time, the skewer stands at the street corner, the old man wearing a worn apron with hands covered in black ash, but his face still wearing the same friendly smile as when she first came.

Time moved very slowly here. This county town seemingly sealed in the last century had its own ease and peace, struggles and hesitation, courage and tenacity.

Perhaps it developed slowly, perhaps it couldn’t compare to big cities, but the people here wouldn’t be overcome by their innate environment. Perhaps one day in the future, this place will become completely renewed.

A faint smile suddenly appeared at the corners of Qing Ye’s mouth. She lowered her head and deleted all those lengthy words, only telling him: I’ve returned to Beijing with Dad.

She thought he would understand.

Yao Yan – Chapter 97
On the day Xing Wu returned, the same group went to the station to meet him, though one person he most wanted to see was missing.

After returning home and putting away his things, Li Lanfang handed Xing Wu the envelope containing three thousand two hundred yuan. She chattered beside him, explaining that this was his earnings from work, and she had asked Qing Ye to collect it. Though she had wanted Qing Ye to keep it for herself, the girl had returned it.

Xing Wu gripped the envelope, feeling its weight grow heavier in his hands until finally, he clutched it tightly, his fingertips trembling slightly.

That evening, the group took him directly to a pre-booked restaurant for a welcome-back dinner.

A month wasn’t particularly long, yet it wasn’t exactly short either. Xing Wu had grown thinner since his departure, his features more defined. His crew cut had grown out a bit, giving him a somewhat different appearance.

His brothers kept asking about his life in Shanghai, whether he’d encountered any famous opponents in the tournament, and if anything interesting had happened during the matches.

For buddies who used to hang out together daily, their reunion naturally sparked endless conversation topics. Yet everyone tactfully avoided mentioning that one name – they didn’t bring it up, and Xing Wu didn’t ask.

It was as if everything that happened here had been a dream, as if that dazzling, radiant girl had never come, and their lives had returned to their previous state, seemingly unchanged.

Yet inevitably, as bottle after bottle of alcohol was consumed, those vivid memories rippled through everyone’s hearts. She hadn’t just been here – she had subtly changed everyone around her, making it impossible for them to act as if nothing had happened, even so many days after her departure.

Huang Mao, drunk on alcohol, was the first to mention her name. He couldn’t hold it in anymore. Throughout the entire evening, seeing Xing Wu’s faint smile made Huang Mao even more uncomfortable than Xing Wu himself.

Finally, after downing half a bottle of beer in one go, he burst out cursing: “If you ask me, Qing Ye is just ungrateful, burning bridges, turning her back on us. How else could she leave without saying a word? Did we treat her badly? We all gave her our hearts, how could she do this…”

With these words, the carefully maintained atmosphere of the entire evening collapsed. The previously boisterous table suddenly fell silent, and the last trace of a smile vanished completely from Xing Wu’s face.

Pang Hu couldn’t bear to hear it and said to Huang Mao: “Don’t, don’t talk about Qing Ye like that.”

Huang Mao got fired up, throwing his beer bottle to the ground and saying, “What? Am I wrong? Never mind about us, but what about all those teachers at school? Which one didn’t look after her? They even waived her tuition fees, hoping she’d become the province’s top scorer this year. The whole county’s hopes were on her, and then she ran back to Beijing right before the college entrance exam. What kind of loyalty is that!”

Quan Ya raised his eyelids, seeing Xing Wu’s increasingly dark expression, and slightly furrowed his brows as he glared at Huang Mao. However, Huang Mao was completely drunk and continued speaking without restraint.

This time Pang Hu was truly angry. He stood up and bellowed at Huang Mao: “What’s wrong with Qing Ye? Her grades were already good before she came here, it’s not like our county made her that way. On the contrary, she helped us so much, what right do you have to talk about her like this?”

Huang Mao suddenly lowered his head and frantically scratched his hair. What right did he have to talk about her like that? He didn’t want to speak ill of her. From the first day Qing Ye arrived in this country, his life seemed to brighten up. When she smiled at him, all unpleasant things seemed to vanish. He didn’t want to speak about her this way, but he couldn’t control his emotions. He couldn’t understand, couldn’t accept it – even after so many days, he still couldn’t accept the fact that Qing Ye had suddenly left.

Finally, Xing Wu looked at Huang Mao and said in a deep voice: “Qing Ye found out about my job taking fights at Ba Dao Kou.”

Huang Mao suddenly stopped his frantic movements and looked up at Xing Wu in shock.

Xing Wu continued: “From now on if I hear anyone speaking ill of her again, I won’t be polite about it.”

Huang Mao suddenly pulled out his phone shamefully, shouting that he wanted to call Qing Ye, while repeatedly saying to Xing Wu: “Brother Wu, why don’t you call and ask Qing Ye what she means? Is she going abroad right after the college entrance exam? What about you two? Ask her!”

Xing Wu snatched his phone and slammed it on the table, seriously warning them: “This is the most crucial time for her right now. None of you are allowed to disturb her during this period, understand?”

Huang Mao, Pang Hu, and the others all lowered their heads in silence.

So until the college entrance exam, Qing Ye didn’t receive any calls from her Zha Zha Ting friends. Even the group chat Huang Mao had created fell silent. Sometimes she would self-mockingly think, had those punks forgotten about her?

Xing Wu hadn’t contacted her either. After the competition ended, he immediately asked for his phone back, intending to tell her he was coming home soon, but instead received news that she had returned to Beijing with her father.

That night, while the entire club was celebrating, he, as the main character, stood alone at the Bund facing the night wind for the entire evening. In the end, he resisted the urge to go find her.

The only contact was when he first returned to Zha Zha Ting and sent her money – one hundred and fifty thousand yuan.

This money seemed to tell her that he was home, and everything was fine.

…

Sometimes people are really strange. Someone like him, a poor student, somehow became inexplicably infected by the surrounding atmosphere in the month before the college entrance exam. Despite barely attending classes throughout his three years of high school, after returning from Shanghai, he started staying for evening self-study sessions with everyone else.

Perhaps it was because these were their final moments together, or because these were the opportunities Qing Ye had fought so hard to secure for everyone before leaving, or maybe because just sitting in the classroom made him feel her presence as if she might be quietly sitting in front of him if he just looked up.

So during this time before the college entrance exam, he also studied diligently, following along with everyone in memorizing texts and solving practice problems. When he couldn’t understand something, he would puzzle it out himself. Sometimes while thinking, Qing Ye’s voice would seem to appear in his mind. Xing Wu discovered that her voice was truly ingrained in his memory – things he thought he would never remember, he later proved he had secretly memorized many of them.

Sometimes when he couldn’t figure out a problem, after two days of pondering, he would work it out. He would even feel proud looking at characters he once couldn’t recognize. If he had spent more effort back then, perhaps he could have been good at studying too.

Although during this time he still received many calls inviting him to competitions – after this season’s tournament, the ID “Sniper King” had truly made its mark, standing out among all participating teams to become a rising star in domestic FPS events. His tournament photo also spread rapidly across the internet. He had never imagined that one day he would receive so much attention because of a photograph.

Fortunately, Xing Wu was usually low-key. Apart from his gaming accounts, he barely used social media. After industry insiders discovered he hadn’t joined any club, his phone was flooded with calls. Various clubs, both known and unknown, extended offers to him, some with conditions so tempting that even Xing Wu had to admit their appeal.

AEG Club quickly sent him a formal invitation to participate in the national competition later that year. He hadn’t given them a definite answer yet, only telling them he needed to complete his college entrance exam first.

After three years, he felt it necessary to get his graduation certificate before planning his next steps.

What made him more hesitant was that joining a club meant becoming a full-time professional player, which might mean coming home only once a year. He wasn’t ready to leave his family yet, couldn’t leave his grandmother who was still in the hospital.

According to Li Lanfang, during his absence, his grandmother’s condition became very serious, one night when she almost had a cardiac arrest. So after returning, besides going to school, Xing Wu spent most of his time by his grandmother’s side.

Perhaps there’s a mysterious bond between family members – after Xing Wu’s return, his grandmother’s condition improved slightly.

But just one week before the college entrance exam, on an ordinary morning, just as Xing Wu had arrived from home and pulled up a chair beside the hospital bed, his grandmother suddenly stared at him with a kind gaze. Although Xing Wu knew his grandmother had lost consciousness years ago, that morning, her eyes seemed to regain their former clarity, looking at him with deep affection.

He uncertainly called out: “Grandmother?”

She didn’t answer. He tried speaking to her a few more times, but still got no response.

Xing Wu finally gave up and went to find a nurse for medication. When he returned, his grandmother was gone, passing peacefully on that ordinary morning, seemingly with a smile on her face.

Even after his grandmother’s burial, Xing Wu kept thinking about that night when her heart nearly stopped while he was away. Had she been holding on just to wait for his return? Perhaps so. The doctors said his grandmother’s cerebral palsy had long since left her unable to recognize the outside world, but in his heart, he believed she could always sense his presence.

His grandmother’s sudden departure was like the final straw for Xing Wu. After the funeral, he shut himself in a hotel. He didn’t tell anyone to inform Qing Ye, nor did he want to see anyone. No one knew how he spent those days.

…

On the day of the college entrance exam, Beijing was hot. Qing Ye wore a light short-sleeved shirt. Qing Hongzhi personally drove her to the exam site. As she got out of the car and looked up at the bright sun, she wondered if it was hot in An Zi County.

Her phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket. She took it out and saw a message from Xing Wu with just two words: “Good luck!”

Qing Ye’s eyes welled up with tears as she replied: “You too.”

Then she turned off her phone and handed it to her father.

…

After the college entrance exam, many students at An Zhong returned to school for a grand book-tearing ceremony. Despite teachers repeatedly reminding them that they could sell the books for waste paper instead, everyone felt like birds being set free, wanting to mark the end of their long high school journey through this ritual.

Xing Wu remained in his seat, staring at the empty desk in front of him. Usually, no one would touch his things, but that day was so crazy they even dragged away his desk and tore up the mostly new books from his drawer.

Xing Wu found the chaotic scene gave him a headache, so he kicked back his stool, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and wandered over to the music classroom. There he caught the scent of smoke and saw Huang Mao alone on the balcony, puffing away.

Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and slowly walked toward him, suddenly shouting: “Hey!”

The shout nearly made Huang Mao burn himself. Turning to see it was Xing Wu, he immediately relaxed. Xing Wu smirked and said: “Getting bold, smoking in the teaching building now.”

Huang Mao offered the cigarette to Xing Wu, who glanced down briefly and turned away, saying flatly: “Quit.”

Huang Mao looked at him in disbelief: “Are you serious? You quit?”

Xing Wu shrugged indifferently: “In this world, there are only two kinds of things for me – things I don’t want to do, and things I decide to do.”

Huang Mao grinned at Xing Wu’s tone and suddenly laughed: “You’ve been influenced by Qing Ye.”

Xing Wu froze for a moment, belatedly realizing that what he’d just said did indeed have Qing Ye’s world-disdaining style. He lowered his head and joined in the laughter.

Huang Mao glanced at him and couldn’t help saying: “Wonder how she’s doing now? Did she perform well in the exam? Brother Wu, do you think… is she already preparing to go abroad?”

Xing Wu took his hands out of his pockets and rested them on the balcony, gazing at the distant sun on the horizon, remaining silent.

He didn’t know what was needed to study abroad, but presumably, the college entrance exam was just the beginning for Qing Ye. If she was going abroad, the preparations must be very complicated.

He sighed and turned to leave. Huang Mao watched his retreating figure and shouted: “Where are you going?”

“Home to sleep.”

From returning from the competition to preparing for the exam and then his grandmother’s sudden passing, he hadn’t had a proper rest. At the end of the exam, he suddenly felt exhausted. He crashed at home and didn’t come out again, sleeping for two whole days, regardless of day or night.

Before the exam, Xing Wu had already checked out of the hotel. The first floor of his house was finished, though the second floor’s soft furnishings weren’t complete yet. These two days after the exam, he was like dead to the world, not responding no matter how many times Li Lanfang called him to eat. Several times, Li Lanfang quietly approached him, crouching down to place her finger near his nose, worried whether her son had passed out.

He was too tired. After the sudden release of long-term physical fatigue and mental pressure, his subconscious entered a two-day recovery state.

On the morning of the third day, when Li Lanfang woke up, she was startled to see Xing Wu had already prepared a table full of dishes. She asked in surprise: “What time did you get up?”

“Four-thirty.”

“Why cook so much? The two of us can’t eat it all.”

“Bored.”

Li Lanfang couldn’t help but laugh: “If you’re bored, go check on the factory.”

“I’ll go later.”

Xing Wu and Li Lanfang sat harmoniously in the courtyard sharing breakfast, then he rode his small motorcycle through the streets to the Qing Gu Food Factory.

He parked his motorcycle in the yard and looked back at the “Qing” character in the factory’s sign. Quan Ya had recently had it redesigned, adding radiant flames around “Qing,” giving it a rather energetic feel, which he found quite appealing.

The busy day started in the morning. Xing Wu gradually familiarized himself with what Qing Ye had left behind. Sometimes he would space out looking at the notes she’d left before departing. In the days following the exam, he was basically busy from morning till night, then would return home to share a meal with Li Lanfang.

Life suddenly became very monotonous. At some point, that girl had become the light in his life – just seeing her meant life was never dull. But with her departure, he seemed to suddenly lose his direction.

Pang Hu, Fang Lei, and others were at home waiting for exam results and choosing schools, while those who had no hope of getting into school were contacting Xing Wu these days, asking if the factory needed workers. Currently, the factory only had Liu Nian, Du Qiyan, and Quan Ya, and indeed needed a fixed workforce, so this small food factory provided employment opportunities for a batch of graduating seniors.

Life always pushes people forward. Xing Wu, once a casual repairman, began seriously learning about business management.

To keep the factory running well, he visited the county bookstore these days and bought several books to study production and operation models.

But sometimes when reading became too boring, he’d fall asleep in the lounge chair. Quan Ya always laughed at him, a rough guy pretending to be cultured, asking if he could even understand what he was reading.

Whether he understood wasn’t important; he just suddenly enjoyed the process, just like how she looked countless times holding her books.

A few days later, one afternoon as the Sniper Master was dozing in the courtyard chair with a book, he heard Huang Mao’s excited shout in his dream: “Brother Wu, Brother Wu, look who’s back!”
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After getting off the plane and taking a bus, it was already afternoon when she arrived in An Zi County. When Qing Ye first came here, she could never have imagined that after leaving, she would return to this place on her own.

Coming back today was entirely unexpected. That morning, she had attended her final class meeting at school, saying goodbye to classmates whose names she barely knew. Watching them embrace and cry together, she suddenly missed the gang from An Zhong tremendously, missed him.

Then after leaving school, she inexplicably booked a plane ticket. It wasn’t until more than two hours later when the plane landed that she realized she had traveled alone from Beijing to another province, without even telling Xing Wu in advance.

By afternoon, she was at his doorstep, looking at the nearly completed two-story white house, suddenly unsure how to face him.

When Li Lanfang came out with her shopping basket and saw her, she was incredibly surprised. Qing Ye didn’t go in, only urgently asking: “Where’s Xing Wu?”

Li Lanfang told her he was at the factory, so Qing Ye turned and walked toward the target factory in the summer breeze.

That day she wore a purple A-line dress with small flowers, the color scheme gentle, carrying summer’s essence, pure and moving. Huang Mao and Pang Hu saw that figure from far away, but they couldn’t believe the distant girl was Qing Ye, following her for five minutes before daring to call out to her.

The moment Qing Ye turned around, Huang Mao’s eyes suddenly lit up, while Pang Hu gave her a silly grin.

On the way to the factory, Qing Ye learned that Xing Wu’s grandmother had passed away before the college entrance exam, heard how Xing Wu had shut himself in a hotel for days refusing to see anyone, heard how he wouldn’t let them disturb her, heard many things that had happened after she left.

When they reached the factory gate, Huang Mao called inside: “Brother Wu, Brother Wu, look who’s back?”

When Qing Ye walked into the courtyard, Xing Wu was lying in what used to be her exclusive lounge chair, his deep-set eyes tightly closed, a thick book resting on his chest, dappled sunlight through branches dancing on his face, his eyelashes seeming to flutter slightly.

Huang Mao eagerly called again: “Brother Wu, wake up quick.”

Xing Wu slowly opened his eyes, unhurriedly turning his head. The summer breeze lifted the hem of Qing Ye’s dress, the soft purple flowers seeming to dance in the wind. She stood before his eyes, behind Pang Hu and Huang Mao, smiling at him, gentle dimples quietly blooming at her lips.

Xing Wu’s black pupils gradually dilated as he slowly sat up from the lounge chair, his gaze full of unfamiliarity and shock, as if unable to determine whether the person suddenly appearing before him existed in his dreams or reality.

Huang Mao asked in confusion: “Brother Wu, don’t you recognize Qing Ye?”

His gaze gradually cleared. As he stood up from the chair, the book fell to the ground. Qing Ye walked toward him step by step, bent down to pick up the book, and looked at it.

Then she handed the book back to him, tilting her head and hiding her smile: “‘Management Methods of Outstanding Enterprises’?”

Xing Wu awkwardly snatched the book back, hiding it behind him, his gaze wandering as he said: “When did you come back?”

“Just now.”

Then the air grew quiet, neither of them saying another word. Pang Hu looked back and forth between Xing Wu and Qing Ye.

Just then, Du Qiyan rushed out from the factory shouting: “Qing Ye, it really is you, I’ve missed you so much!”

Following her cry, Liu Nian, Quan Ya, and many others came running out. It felt like returning to one’s maiden home. Qing Ye was quickly pulled into the factory, everyone surrounding her and talking all at once about recent events, while Xing Wu just stood outside the crowd, watching her from afar, then said to Huang Mao: “Book a private room for tonight.”

Huang Mao excitedly said: “Yes, yes, I’ll go book it right away.”

Qing Ye noticed the office had gained a row of filing cabinets, looking more and more professional. Looking up, she saw many books on top of the cabinets, all about management, business, sales, and so on.

She pointed at that row of books and teased Liu Nian and the others: “Not bad, quite ambitious!”

Liu Nian said sheepishly: “Those were all bought by Brother Wu.”

Hearing this, Qing Ye looked out of the office, her gaze briefly meeting Xing Wu’s through the glass. He quickly averted his eyes, lowering his gaze, while Qing Ye’s heart skipped a beat. That long-absent flutter seemed to inexplicably appear only when she saw him.

She chatted with Du Qiyan and the others for a while, then walked out of the office and stopped in front of Xing Wu, saying: “Is your house finished? I just went by and it looked almost done.”

Xing Wu raised his dark eyes: “You didn’t go in?”

“No, I was in a hurry to…”

Qing Ye didn’t continue, mainly because it would have been embarrassing to say more. She turned her head away and smiled, and Xing Wu’s lips also curved into a slight smile.

Quan Ya happened to come in and looked at her, asking: “You came back just like this? Didn’t bring anything?”

Qing Ye said somewhat awkwardly: “No, my father doesn’t even know I left Beijing, so I have to go back tomorrow.”

After saying this, she quickly glanced at Xing Wu. He lowered his eyelashes, hiding the light in his eyes, only saying to her: “Let me take you back to see it.”

Qing Ye nodded. As they were about to leave the factory, Pang Hu said to them: “Brother Wu, the private room is booked at the usual place. Bring Qing Ye over early later, we want to have a proper reunion.”

Xing Wu responded, but Qing Ye suddenly remembered something and said to Pang Hu: “Remember to call Fang Lei.”

Pang Hu smiled: “I’ll call her right away.”

Although Xing Wu’s small motorcycle was parked in the yard, he didn’t ride it to take her back. Qing Ye looked back curiously and asked: “Is the bike broken?”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “No.”

Then there was only one possibility – he didn’t want to ride. So they walked back slowly, both taking their time.

Qing Ye quietly observed Xing Wu. He was wearing clothes she’d never seen before, possibly bought either in Shanghai or after returning – a black letter drop-shoulder t-shirt and khaki cargo pants with elastic ankles. Perhaps because of the sun, he also wore a black baseball cap. Qing Ye gradually fell a step behind to look at his long legs from behind. Even though she had returned to her original life where non-mainstream enthusiasts were rare and she often saw handsome guys, she had to admit her man was still the most pleasing to the eye.

Seeing she hadn’t kept up, Xing Wu suddenly stopped and turned around. Qing Ye unexpectedly bumped into his shoulder, the inadvertent contact making them both feel as if they’d been shocked. Qing Ye moved a step to the side, while Xing Wu remained still, hands in his pockets. Though he maintained that casual appearance, his gaze held a teasing light that made Qing Ye’s face instantly flush red, and she turned her head away.

Perhaps to ease this subtle atmosphere, Xing Wu asked: “How did the exam go?”

Qing Ye finally turned back: “For me, there’s only normal performance and exceptional performance. Which do you think it was?”

Under the cap brim, Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly. Either way, she should be able to choose schools easily.

So Qing Ye asked him: “What about you? How did you do?”

Xing Wu said seriously: “Pretty good.”

Qing Ye suddenly laughed: “Pretty good? How good?”

“Probably about three hundred points below you.”

Qing Ye covered her mouth and laughed, giving him a thumbs up.

They chatted casually like this, not asking about each other’s recent lives or plans, just discussing light topics like old friends reuniting after a long time.

Before they knew it, they had arrived home. Xing Wu opened the door. The first floor had been completely transformed, vastly different from when Qing Ye first came to Xuan Dao.

Since the barbershop wouldn’t reopen, the entrance on the first floor was now a bright living room with rooms on both sides. Originally, Xing Wu had planned to put his grandmother and Li Lanfang’s rooms on the first floor, but now that his grandmother was gone, there was an extra room.

The interior still needed some soft furnishings, so there was no furniture, leaving it empty. Xing Wu pointed to the left room: “The second floor isn’t ready yet, I’ve checked out of the hotel, so I’m sleeping there for now.”

Qing Ye followed where Xing Wu pointed and entered that room. There was nothing inside except a very narrow wooden bed, extremely simple. They probably needed to wait until everything was finished before buying furniture. However, Qing Ye quickly thought of an important question: where would she sleep tonight? Also on this wooden bed that looked less than 1.2 meters wide? She’d probably have to sleep right on top of Xing Wu.

But all these scattered thoughts vanished when Xing Wu turned to look at her. She nervously left the room, blushing to her ears. Xing Wu followed her out, puzzled, asking: “What’s wrong?”

Qing Ye pretended nothing was wrong: “Nothing, I’m going to look at the second floor.”

The stairs had changed direction, but she habitually walked toward where they used to be. Xing Wu laughed behind her: “This way.”

But Qing Ye had already foolishly run to that corner and opened the door.

Xing Wu leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, watching her: “You didn’t think I hid the stairs behind the door, did you?”

Only then did Qing Ye discover a very spacious and comfortable bathroom behind the door. She turned back in surprise: “You put a bathroom in the house?”

The setting sun slipped through the door crack, shining in Xing Wu’s eyes, emitting a soft light: “Didn’t you say public bathrooms were inconvenient?”

As Qing Ye turned to close the door, her lips curved into a gentle smile.

She followed Xing Wu upstairs. The second floor’s layout was completely different too, with two rooms with balconies and one relatively smaller room.

Qing Ye asked him: “Three rooms? How do you plan to arrange them?”

Xing Wu pointed at the small room: “Study.”

Then pointed at the right room: “Bedroom.”

Then Qing Ye looked at the left room: “What about there?”

Xing Wu shrugged: “Don’t know.”

Qing Ye smiled and said: “Nursery?”

As soon as she said it, Xing Wu raised an eyebrow and looked at her. Qing Ye immediately bit her lip and turned to enter the right bedroom. Xing Wu watched her shy manner, suppressing his smile as he followed.

The second floor wasn’t finished yet, the wall putty had just dried. Qing Ye entered the room and went straight to the large balcony she had dreamed of. Actually, after returning to Beijing, her life had gradually returned to how it was before, her room also had large bay windows, but the view here was different.

When she ran onto the balcony, the setting sun hung clearly on the horizon, the sky dyed red. Spreading her arms gave her the feeling of embracing the earth.

Xing Wu stood in the room watching her stretch her arms, her long slender figure enchanting in the dress. His gaze froze for a moment, and he suddenly straightened up and walked toward her.

Qing Ye contentedly stretched, just about to lower her arms when a pair of large hands suddenly encircled her waist. In that instant, she felt her heart violently tremble. He moved in front of her, backlit, and bent down to kiss her.

Yao Yan – Chapter 99
As their lips met, intense passion suddenly erupted from within their hearts, causing both their bodies to tremble slightly. At that moment, Panghu, Fang Lei, Shi Min, and the others came running to the door downstairs, shouting: “Qingye, Qingye come out quickly!”

Their fleeting kiss ended as they abruptly separated, staring at each other in a daze. Looking up, their friends spotted them on the balcony and called out: “Qingye, Brother Wu, come down! What are you doing up there?”

Qingye’s cheeks flushed like ripe apples. Not daring to look at Xing Wu again, she rushed downstairs.

As soon as she emerged, Shi Min and Fang Lei rushed to embrace her. The boys gathered around Qingye, commenting on how she had grown even more beautiful. Qingye proudly flipped her long hair: “When was I ever not beautiful?”

Everyone walked to the restaurant together, laughing and joking with arms around their shoulders. Xing Wu came out last, locking the door.

Qingye glanced back at him just as he finished locking up and looked her way. Many things remained unspoken, conveyed only through that shared look.

Qingye quickly turned away. Xing Wu held a light jacket – it was windy here, and Qingye’s dress would occasionally flutter up, revealing her fair, smooth legs, and drawing unwanted attention.

He caught up in a few steps, wrapping his arms around her waist to tie the light jacket. Everyone stopped walking and responded with playful whistles.

Qingye said somewhat embarrassed: “It’s too warm to wear this.”

Xing Wu tied the sleeves decisively while looking down: “Wear it. The restaurant’s air conditioning will be cold.”

Qingye didn’t argue further and rejoined Shi Min and the others. That evening, Lang Dai, Zhang Kai, and others also came. At the large table of food and drink, Qingye learned that Da Cao’s case was about to be sentenced. She wondered if the elders of the Dark Hall had deliberately pushed Da Cao out as a scapegoat – he had been found guilty of more than one or two crimes, and this time he likely wouldn’t get out easily.

The conversation turned to college entrance exams. Fang Lei, Panghu, and Shi Min had all done fairly well, expecting scores above 450. Shi Min asked Qingye if she had finalized arrangements with the overseas university.

Everyone looked at her, except Xing Wu who kept his eyes down, turning the wine glass in his hand. Qingye smiled and said: “Let’s wait for the results first.”

Then she asked Fang Lei: “What about you? What are your plans?”

Fang Lei replied: “My scores probably aren’t enough for Xiamen University. I’ve been researching other universities in Xiamen lately. Qingye, help me analyze my options later?”

Qingye nodded: “We’ll talk after dinner.”

As for Panghu, he said he was still confused. His family wanted him to study majors he had no interest in, while they opposed the majors he wanted to pursue, leading to recent tensions at home.

Later, as dinner was ending, Qingye saw Panghu heading to the restroom and followed, calling out: “Class Monitor.”

Panghu turned around, scratching his head with an awkward smile: “Don’t… don’t call me that.”

Qingye walked up to him and said: “After returning to Beijing, I consulted a doctor friend of my father’s about your speech condition. Excluding genetic factors, it seems related to physiological development and psychological stress. I described your situation, mentioning how the symptoms improve when your emotions run high. She said there are correction methods available. Would you like to try?”

The smile gradually faded from Panghu’s face, replaced by indescribable excitement: “Wh-what methods? Do I need to see a doctor?”

“If you’re willing, I can communicate with her again when I return and share her contact information with you. She can provide some treatment options. However, the key lies with you. I heard your condition will primarily require psychological therapy, involving lots of recitation practice, breathing exercises, and pronunciation work – it’s a long-term process. It might be quite challenging to completely overcome the language barrier. You…”

“I… I want to try.” Panghu looked at Qingye with determination, as if suddenly finding direction amid his post-exam uncertainty.

Qingye smiled: “Alright, I’ll talk to her when I return and contact you later.”

Panghu nodded. As Qingye turned to head back to the private room, Panghu called out: “Qing… Qingye, thank… thank you thank you.”

Qingye turned her head, smiling: “No need for thanks.”

She pushed open the door and returned to the room. Amid his excitement, the seed buried in Panghu’s heart suddenly stirred, and his confused path forward began to grow clearer in his mind.

After Qingye entered, she sat beside Shi Min. Xing Wu, sitting across from her, glanced up. With so many people present, they barely exchanged words all evening.

Perhaps because everyone understood the difficult path Qingye and Xing Wu faced ahead, aside from Shi Min’s question about Qingye’s university plans, no one else teased them.

The lively dinner ended with everyone having drunk moderately, but not excessively.

Afterward, Fang Lei said to Qingye: “Let’s walk together for a bit.”

So Qingye bid farewell to everyone. Fang Lei, slightly tipsy, turned to Xing Wu with a smile: “Mind if I borrow your Qingye for a few minutes?”

Xing Wu’s lips curved slightly as he sat on a stone bench and took out his phone.

Qingye crossed the street with Fang Lei, chatting at the corner for a while.

A moment later, Xing Wu looked up to see Fang Lei’s expression had turned somewhat strange. Finally, she hugged Qingye tightly, nodding heavily against her shoulder, seemingly… crying.

After putting Fang Lei in a taxi and saying goodbye, Qingye walked back across the street.

Xing Wu stood up, putting away his phone, and glanced in the direction Fang Lei had left, asking: “Why was she crying?”

Qingye was silent for a moment before saying: “After the David Cup ended, I accidentally saw Wei Dong’s draft paper.”

Xing Wu’s brows furrowed slightly, surprised: “He was the one?”

Qingye nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell Fang Lei then?”

Qingye gave a small laugh, turning to walk beside him in the dim alley: “Fang Lei was so enthusiastic about getting my help then. If I’d told her, she might have lost her motivation. I couldn’t bring myself to say it.”

Xing Wu watched their shadows merge on the ground, saying absently: “So you told her just now?”

“Yes, I felt she should know. As for how she chooses her path forward, that’s for her to balance.”

Xing Wu remained silent. The difference between Qingye and Fang Lei was that no matter how deeply Qingye loved someone, she would never lose her direction. She wouldn’t forget her original aspirations for another person. It was precisely this unique radiance about her that made it impossible for Xing Wu to look away.

Soon Qingye noticed they weren’t heading home. She looked at Xing Wu askance: “Aren’t we going back?”

“Won’t sleep well there.”

Qingye looked around: “Hmm, this isn’t the way to the hotel either.”

Xing Wu stopped to hail a cab: “We’re not going to that hotel.”

Qingye was about to ask where they were going, but Xing Wu had already opened the car door and turned to look at her, so she decided not to ask.

The car drove straight to the county town, stopping in front of an upscale hotel. Coincidentally, Qingye had been here once before, when her father and Uncle Sun had stayed here during their visit.

At five or six hundred yuan per night, it ranked among the top five-star hotels in the county. After getting out of the car, she looked at the hotel entrance and stopped, saying to Xing Wu: “The regular hotel would have been fine for one night.”

Xing Wu glanced back at her before striding inside. Qingye could only follow. The receptionist asked how many rooms they wanted.

He looked at Qingye, who looked at the ceiling, and the floor, her eyes wandering everywhere, pretending not to hear. Xing Wu turned back to the receptionist: “One room, one night.”

Then he turned to Qingye: “ID card.”

Qingye handed him her ID card. The receptionist asked: “Which room type? We have Superior King and Deluxe King rooms.”

Xing Wu coughed slightly: “The Deluxe.”

Taking the key card, he turned to Qingye: “Let’s go.”

Qingye adjusted her small backpack and followed him into the elevator. After the doors closed, they each stared at advertisements on opposite walls, the air suddenly extraordinarily quiet. When the “ding” sounded, they both started.

Xing Wu said: “We’re here.”

Then walked out of the elevator. Qingye responded with an “Oh” and followed.

It felt strange – although they had stayed in hotels before, this was technically the first time Xing Wu had properly taken her to get a room and a Deluxe King at that. Though Qingye tried not to let her mind wander, she couldn’t help it. Her heart was racing, and she felt nervous.

Xing Wu looked back at her. She quickly lowered her flushed face, thinking the dim hallway light would hide her redness.

Then Xing Wu stopped, swiping open the room door. Qingye followed him in and looked around – it was indeed luxurious, with a bathtub and a large, soft-looking bed. The facilities were new, as this hotel had been built in Anzi County just in the past couple of years.

After Qingye set down her small bag, Xing Wu asked: “Want to shower?”

“Um… yes…”

Then Qingye remembered something awkward: “I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “Just get in bed after your shower. I’ll wash your clothes – they’ll dry by tomorrow.”

As he spoke, he went to the window and drew the curtains. In the enclosed space with just the two of them, Qingye’s heart beat faster.

She showered and came out wrapped in a towel. Xing Wu was lounging in a chair, idly flipping through TV channels.

After she slipped under the covers, she tossed out the towel. Xing Wu turned his head, their eyes meeting briefly in the air. This time, Qingye dove under the covers with burning cheeks. Xing Wu shook his head with a smile, got up to hang her wet bathrobe, and then returned to hover over the blanket.

Qingye felt his hands press down on either side of her as his deep, pleasant voice came from outside the covers: “Aren’t you hot?”

As Qingye pulled back the covers, he had already turned to enter the bathroom to wash her clothes. When Xing Wu came out again, he had showered as well, a towel around his waist as he stood by the television, apparently trying to find a good movie.

Qingye gazed at his back, admiring how the sensual lines flowed smoothly down his skin. The scars on his back were still faintly visible, lending an air of youthful wildness and defiance. Her voice came out soft and gentle: “I miss you.”

Xing Wu’s figure stiffened for a moment. In the end, he didn’t put on any movie, instead turning off the television and returning to the bedside.

Qingye had half her face buried in the blanket, revealing only a pair of liquid eyes gazing at him, their clear depths holding the tenderness he had longed for day and night.

When Xing Wu lifted the corner of the blanket, she trembled slightly. He knew she was nervous and had intended to help her relax with gentle kisses, but once his fingertips touched her soft, delicate skin, everything spiraled out of control as if bewitched.

Two months of yearning, two months of restraint, two months of separation – it all transformed into an unstoppable tide of passion. Until their intertwined pleasures led them both to sink deeper, burning together, as if the entire world contained only the two of them, possessing each other completely, finally releasing their uncontrollable longing.

Setting aside their family backgrounds, Xing Wu and Qingye were perhaps the most compatible lovers in every way. The advantage of having a scholarly girlfriend was her exceptional learning ability – though starting as a complete novice, in just a few short months she could captivate him entirely.

Their passionate intensity didn’t subside until late into the night. As they lay tightly embraced, after a long while, Qingye finally asked: “Why didn’t you tell me about Grandmother? I should have come back.”

Xing Wu stroked her soft hair, his voice hoarse: “I knew you would come back, that’s why I didn’t tell you.”

Qingye’s arms tightened around him. She hadn’t been by his side during his most vulnerable moment, and now knowing this filled her heart with indescribable sadness.

He asked: “Is your father alright now?”

“He’s fine, but he’s completely severed ties with the old company. He started his own business and has been quite busy lately.”

Though it was a brief response, Xing Wu understood that even a lean camel is larger than a horse – Qingye wouldn’t have to struggle anymore now that she was back with her father.

They talked about many things in the late hours, but never broached the most pressing reality between them – Qingye’s plans to study abroad. She didn’t mention it, and he didn’t ask.

The next morning, they both woke early as if by mutual understanding. Despite having slept only a few hours, neither wanted to waste time sleeping. They went to the hotel restaurant for the breakfast buffet.

They chose a window seat, constantly smiling at each other without excess words as if trying to memorize every detail of each other’s faces, not wanting to miss a single glance.

It was only eight after breakfast when Xing Wu asked: “What time are you leaving?”

Qingye teased: “Eager to get rid of me?”

But Xing Wu didn’t smile. He just gazed at her intensely, his grip on her hand gradually tightening. Qingye dropped the joke and told him: “The latest bus to the station is at three, but it’s fine – the station is close by.”

Xing Wu checked the time again: “Checkout is at noon. Do you want to go back up and rest?”

Qingye had no objection. They took the elevator back up, but once in the room, they couldn’t bear to part. Everything became intense, and heated, their emotions somewhat uncontrolled. Who knew when they would meet again? Their reluctance to separate could only be expressed through this primal, passionate connection.

Afterward, Xing Wu went to shower. When he came out, he saw Qingye crying quietly, face buried in the blankets. His eyes reddened too, but he didn’t let her see. Wiping his eyes, he went over and gathered her into his arms, helping her dress with gentle movements as if afraid to startle her. Qingye leaned against his chest, biting her lip to keep from sobbing aloud.

Finally, the noon bell rang – even the most beautiful dreams must end. They checked out.

Xing Wu took Qingye to lunch, but she had little appetite, barely touching the dishes. Worried she’d be hungry on her journey, he ordered some spicy crayfish. They didn’t have crayfish locally – it had to be transported from elsewhere, making it expensive. But Xing Wu didn’t seem to mind the cost, and while Qingye wouldn’t eat the other dishes, she would eat the crayfish.

Afraid she’d stain her clothes, he peeled all the crayfish for her, only feeling relieved when she finally ate some rice with them.

It was nearly two when they left the restaurant. They walked hand in hand toward the bus station, barely speaking. Though the distance was considerable, somehow they arrived before they knew it.

They stopped in front of the station hall. Last time, Qingye had seen Xing Wu off, but now he was seeing her off. How she wished they didn’t have to keep saying goodbye to each other.

Xing Wu said he’d buy the tickets and asked her to wait. Qingye watched his figure longingly among the crowd. While queuing, he kept turning back to look at her. In the sea of people, they could always find each other at first glance. But what about later? When they were surrounded by more and more people, would they still be able to see each other so easily?

Xing Wu returned saying: “Got them. Let’s go.”

Qingye wondered why he hadn’t given her the ticket until he led her onto the bus and she realized he’d bought two tickets – he was accompanying her to the airport in the neighboring city.

On the bus, Qingye suddenly realized: “After seeing me off, will there still be buses back for you?”

Xing Wu’s eyes held a carefree smile: “Don’t know. We’ll see when we get there. If not, I’ll stay the night.”

Qingye hugged his arm and rested her head on his shoulder, feeling like crying again. He didn’t need to make this extra trip, but this way they got three more hours together.

Perhaps from exhaustion, though Qingye tried to stay awake, the swaying bus lulled her to sleep in Xing Wu’s arms.

Only when they arrived did he wake her. She said reproachfully: “How could you let me fall asleep?”

Xing Wu said indulgently: “You looked too tired. I didn’t want to wake you.”

Qingye followed Xing Wu off the bus, beating her chest in frustration. After getting her boarding pass, they had to part at security.

Qingye used to think couples getting clingy and dramatic at airports was like shooting some awful drama scene. She would always look away from such eye-searing displays.

Who would have thought she’d one day be doing something so eye-searing herself? She gazed at Xing Wu reluctantly as he gripped both her hands, looking down and gently caressing the back of her hand while saying evenly: “After you go back, don’t come here anymore.”

Qingye’s eyelashes trembled violently as tears suddenly poured down. She choked out: “You jerk! Sleep with me and then dump me?”

She tried to yank her hands away but he held tighter, pulling her into his arms with a smile: “You know what I mean.”

Qingye pressed her forehead against his chest, crying uncontrollably. Long ago, she had made him promise never to say the words “break up” no matter what happened.

So he didn’t say those two words, even at their parting he didn’t say them.

He told her not to come back because he understood too well, and could see too clearly what would happen if they continued like this.

Perhaps at first Qingye would make the tiring journey back, for love or passion, but eventually, busy and distant lives would replace all that. She would become more excellent, and more mature. He didn’t want to tie her down to this dark county. Once she left, she had broader skies ahead, she would become even more brilliant.

So… he was afraid. Afraid she’d keep coming back for him, perhaps for just a night before leaving again. He couldn’t bear to do that to her. He feared she’d feel cheapened, feared she’d eventually find it all worthless, feared she’d come to hate the distance, slowly leave him, gradually disappearing from his life bit by bit.

Yes, he understood too well. Because he understood so well, he knew that continuing like this, the gap between them would eventually wear away this intense love. He couldn’t bear that.

Qingye left his embrace and stepped back to look at him, tears streaming from her eyes, yet she smiled saying: “Before coming here, I already accepted Q University’s offer.”

Xing Wu stared at her shocked: “What did you say?”

“I decided to stay in Beijing and go to Q University. There’s nothing wrong with attending a top domestic university. You said changing your decisions for money is bullshit. I’m not doing this for money but for my dreams. Everyone needs dreams, right?”

She stepped backward, raising her arm to wave: “I’ve shortened the distance between us by half. The other half is up to you. If you lose me, I’ll become someone else’s sweetheart.”

Xing Wu watched her smile, tears welling in his eyes.

Qingye turned and rushed through security without looking back. She feared if she looked back, she’d never want to leave. But she had to steel herself to leave, for their future.

…

Xing Wu sat for a long time at the airport, perched on the railing watching planes pass overhead.

He suddenly realized – Qingye was gone, truly gone. How could he catch up to her?

There seemed to be two viable paths before him. The most direct would be buying a ticket to Beijing right now to find her.

Grandmother was gone, the house was built, and he had fewer ties now. He could become a full-fledged Beijing drifter. Maybe then he could be with Qingye immediately, see her every day.

But after she started school, she’d be surrounded by the nation’s elite, while he’d be among the lowest workers. He might not even be able to appear presentably beside her – how could he carve out a place for her in the talent-filled capital?

So although this was what Xing Wu desired most, it was also the first path he rejected.

The second path was agreeing to join the club, focusing on preparing for competitions. If he could make a name for himself in domestic competitions by year’s end, next year he could compete in Japan and Korea, then Europe and America.

But he had rejected Manager Jiang’s goodwill precisely because he didn’t want to be bound by such implicit rules. Yet during that month-plus in Shanghai, he realized joining a club’s contract would just be jumping into another form of constraint.

He might spend years in bitter training, seeing Qingye barely twice a year, endless days of practice and competition, over and over.

The industry’s top players seemed glamorous, but they were as rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. More people wasted their youth, and wore down their bodies, only to face difficult circumstances after retirement. Most had to retire forcibly after 25 when they couldn’t keep up with the energy demands. A professional player’s golden age was only between 16 and 23. If you couldn’t make it, with no education, no money, and no health, you might end up doing logistics work for the club.

If he was lucky, after four years he might gain some fame and money. If fortunate enough to build connections after retirement, the best development would be starting his club and company. It might take another four years for the club to make a name for itself.

But eight years – that meant separating from Qingye for eight years before possibly carving out his place. After eight years, perhaps as Qingye said, she would have become someone else’s sweetheart.

Xing Wu’s heart clenched painfully at the thought. He jumped down from the railing.

He couldn’t bear eight years of separation. This path was too risky. Even if after eight years everything went as he imagined, Qingye would have long graduated. She’d be surrounded by industry elites and top domestic talents. Even if he made some money by then, so what? The distance between them would still be like the vast galaxy, uncrossable.

So there was only one path left before him. Though it seemed absurd for a lifelong troublemaker like him, something that would shock those around him… it seemed only this way could he reach her side in the shortest time.

Rolling heat waves burned on the asphalt, the rising heat like dancing flames. Xing Wu’s steps grew faster and faster, passion exploding in his heart. He strode to the street behind the airport and hailed a cab, returning straight to Anzi County without even haggling the price.

The sun sank below the horizon as darkness crept in. When he returned to Zhazha Pavilion, night had fallen. Panghu was just preparing for bed when a sudden urgent knocking made him grope his way up in the dark. He shuffled over in slippers and opened the door to find Xing Wu with bright eyes.

Panghu stared at him for a while, feeling something was off about Xing Wu today but unable to say what. He asked in surprise: “Bro-Brother Wu? Where’d you go? Wha-what’s wrong?”

Xing Wu’s gaze fixed on him as he asked directly: “Do you still have your books?”

“Wh-what books?”

“High school books. Did you tear them up?”

Panghu grinned slyly: “No-no, I to-took them home early. They still have Qingye’s notes. Couldn’t bear to tear them, ke-keeping them as memento.”

“Give them to me.”

Panghu glanced back at the clock on the wall, completely confused: “Bro-Brother Wu, why are you as-asking for books in the mi-middle of the night?”

“I’m going to repeat senior year.”

After a moment’s shock, Panghu suddenly broke into a foolish grin at Xing Wu, who finally showed a relieved smile. In the dead of night, two young men – one inside the door, one outside – laughed uncontrollably.

“Life is like a rushing flood – without islands and reefs, it cannot create beautiful waves.” – Ostrovsky.

…

[End of main story. Side stories to follow exclusively on Wenxue City locked to the “Shi Jiu Yuan” column, Weibo: Shi Jiu Yuan]

Yao Yan – Chapter 100
Qing Ye ran to the boarding gate before finally finding a quiet corner. Her eyes were still red. She knew she must look disheveled and embarrassed, but when Xing Wu told her not to come back, her heart felt like it was being torn apart by countless knives, bleeding raw with pain.

She didn’t know what fate had in store for them after she boarded the plane. Even someone as confident as she felt afraid and lost for the first time when faced with all those uncertainties about the future.

It wasn’t until a bottle of water appeared before her that she slowly looked up. The woman standing there wore a sleek black suit dress and high heels, quietly watching her. “I saw you and Wu Zi outside. You seemed to be talking, so I didn’t interrupt.”

Qing Ye looked at Shu Han, somewhat startled as she accepted the water. “You?”

Shu Han sat down beside her, removing her sunglasses and placing them on top of her head. “Yesterday, Quan Ya mentioned you were back. Leaving so soon?”

Qing Ye lowered her eyes and hummed in agreement. “What about you? Where are you headed?”

Shu Han let out a long breath, her gaze distant. “I left Old Jiang. Planning to try my luck in Shenzhen.”

Qing Ye turned to stare at her. Shu Han gave a self-deprecating smile, her voice languid. “Can’t keep finding excuses to waste away. Got to look forward.”

She turned to smile at Qing Ye, who lowered her head and gave a faint smile in return.

“Will you come back?” Shu Han asked.

Qing Ye’s eyes unconsciously grew moist again, but she remained silent.

The airport announcement declared the Shenzhen flight was boarding. Shu Han glanced up at the large screen and said to Qing Ye, “I can’t remember which year it was. We were only around ten years old when we went to the county town to play ring toss. Quan Ya had his eye on an MP3 player, and Wu Zi wanted a game controller. The prizes were really good, so there were lots of people playing. The owner had tampered with the packaging boxes, so we didn’t win anything and spent all our money. We cursed the whole way home.

“For a long time after that, Wu Zi would go watch people play ring toss every day. Then one day, he came back with both the game controller and the MP3 player Quan Ya wanted. To this day, I still don’t know how he managed to win them.

“But that’s just how Wu Zi is. When he wants something, he’s always very persistent.”

Qing Ye’s eyelashes fluttered slightly. Shu Han had already stood up, putting her sunglasses back on as she said, “I’m off.”

Qing Ye raised her eyes to watch Shu Han’s retreating figure, suddenly realizing that the flowers hadn’t yet withered, time hadn’t aged, and life was still blooming. This wasn’t an ending, but rather a true beginning.

…

After the long summer vacation, everyone’s life entered another phase.

Fang Lei’s college entrance exam score was higher than she expected – 473 points. In the end, she didn’t choose to go to Xiamen but instead went to the provincial capital to study broadcasting and hosting. She thought it would be better to stay closer to home, making it easier to visit.

She stopped contacting Wei Dong afterward but heard that he had underperformed in the college entrance exam and missed his chance at Xiamen University. He ended up at a university in the South instead. After that, Fang Lei stopped inquiring about him.

However, because of her major, Fang Lei maintained frequent contact with Pang Hu after starting university. They partnered to run a social media account, with Fang Lei as the host regularly broadcasting to introduce Qing Gu’s products, and Pang Hu handling operations. They made the account quite successful, gaining a steady following within a few months and earning some pocket money along the way.

Shi Min’s college entrance exam score was 6 points lower than Fang Lei’s. When choosing schools, her goal was clear – unlike Fang Lei, she wanted to go far from home and study hotel management.

So she thoroughly researched every second-tier college offering tourism management that she could qualify for and finally chose Beijing.

She wasn’t sure why she made this decision, but knowing that Qing Ye would be in Beijing made her want to be closer. Just like before, no matter how thorny the situation, having Qing Ye sit beside her always made everything feel more manageable.

For Shi Min, leaving her familiar hometown for the first time to go to a strange place, she subconsciously yearned for the city where Qing Ye was. Though the living costs would be higher, she thought challenges and opportunities coexisted – taking such a brave step while young might not be a bad choice.

Pang Hu did surprisingly well in the college entrance exam. His original goal was just to get into a vocational college, but after the final sprint, he actually scored 498 points, just two points shy of 500, even making it onto the school’s top 50 honor roll, which delighted him to no end.

But after the initial joy came worried. People are often greedy like this – when they could only score around 300 points before, they’d be content with getting into a vocational college. Later, reaching 400 made them hope for a second-tier university. Now approaching 500 points, his ambitious thoughts became even more uncontrollable.

Finally, after three days of internal struggle, he sat down with his family for a heart-to-heart talk that lasted all night.

The next morning at just past five, he ran to Xing Wu’s house. The same scene, the same two people, one inside the door, one outside – only this time it was Pang Hu saying to Xing Wu: “I’ll, I’ll repeat the year with you.”

And so, to everyone’s shock, Xing Wu and Pang Hu returned to An Zhong High School to repeat their final year. Among the shocked crowd, besides the gang from Zha Zha Pavilion, the most incredulous were the teachers at An Zhong.

After all, they had finally managed to graduate these troublesome students after three years of endurance. Thinking the incoming freshmen weren’t showing many signs of being problematic yet, the school leaders were looking forward to having it easier for the next few years, but then… these two came back.

The disciplinary director, Director Gu, personally invited these two for tea, earnestly trying to persuade Pang Hu – with such good exam results, why repeat the year?

Under the scrutiny of many teachers, Pang Hu somewhat embarrassedly explained that he mainly wanted to use this year to try correcting his stutter while improving his academic performance. If he could overcome his speech impediment, he planned to apply to the Central Academy of Drama next year. The office full of teachers laughed when they heard this, but when they saw Pang Hu’s serious expression, they suddenly felt admiration for the chubby boy.

Then Director Gu turned to ask Xing Wu why he wanted to repeat the year. After all, Fan Tong was at least a class monitor, and though not always well-behaved, he wasn’t completely hopeless. But Xing Wu, a pure slacker, suddenly came back demanding to repeat the year – not a single teacher could understand it.

Xing Wu simply responded with four words: “For my dream.”

If Director Gu hadn’t been mindful of his position as disciplinary director, he would have replied with four words: “Complete nonsense.”

In any case, the two of them repeating the year became a sensation that rocked all of An Zhong.

Although Qing Ye didn’t stay at An Zhong to take the college entrance exam and become the provincial top scorer everyone had hoped for, the batch of students from her tutoring class produced several scores above 600 points and many above 500. The first-tier university acceptance rate directly surpassed Jin Zhong, becoming the most brilliant graduating class in An Zhong’s history.

The school hung a large red character announcement at the gate, and Yellow Hair and the others especially came back to An Zhong to admire this face-showing announcement, finding Fan Tong’s name and showing off, each taking out their phones to snap photos frantically.

After taking pictures, Yellow Hair stood in front of the announcement and said, “If Qing Ye hadn’t left, she’d be in that top position.”

Although Qing Ye didn’t stay for the college entrance exam, her confidence, her beliefs, and her determined smile unconsciously influenced many people. Like a brilliant sun, as long as she appeared before everyone each day, her radiance could illuminate more people.

Perhaps even until the moment she left, she hadn’t realized that because of her appearance, many confused children at An Zhong gradually found their goals and developed a determination to strive for them.

So Yellow Hair suddenly felt emotional and said, “Qing Ye is a living Bodhisattva.”

Yellow Hair’s original intention was to be poetic, but due to his limited education and knowing few poems, he couldn’t express it properly. Therefore, when the words left his mouth, everyone around was thunderstruck, all turning to ask if he had borrowed money from Qing Ye.

Speaking of Yellow Hair, after high school graduation, his grades were too terrible to get into any school. Someone suggested he go to Lan Xiang to learn how to operate excavators, saying those machines were big and impressive to drive around.

But Yellow Hair didn’t want to leave Zha Zha Pavilion. When he heard Xing Wu and Pang Hu were repeating the year, he was quite happy, thinking he could still hang out with them every day like in high school. Little did he know that later, Xing Wu and Pang Hu would find him too noisy and worry about him affecting their studies, completely excluding him from their circle.

This left the bored Yellow Hair with no choice but to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a cargo driver.

He struggled through the first half year, with hardships that went without saying – when busy, he had to be both driver and porter, getting tanned and rough.

Yellow Hair remained responsible for transporting Qing Gu’s goods. Later, as Qing Gu expanded production and transport volume increased, Yellow Hair took the money his father had saved for his marriage and started his own small transport company, properly organizing a transport team. Through Xing Wu’s facilitation, they established long-term business relationships not only with Qing Gu but also with the target factory, though that’s a story for another time.

As for Xing Wu, he actually scored 401 points on the college entrance exam, shocking Old Yang, Zhu Wu, and their group. After all, throughout three years of high school, they had never seen him seriously attend a single class, yet he could still score 401 points – it seemed miraculous. If the college entrance exam system hadn’t been so strict, they might have suspected he had threatened other students to help him cheat.

But in reality, he had just written the essay seriously.

Everyone said that with his intelligence if he put in more effort this year, he could score over 500 points next year and get into a 211 university without a problem. But he knew clearly that his goal wasn’t just a hundred more points.

Only Pang Hu could probably guess where he planned to go, but even this guess seemed too distant – he dared only to speculate, not confirm.

Many things are like this – they seem unattainable, but only when you truly decide to do it and plunge forward can you finally know whether you can achieve it or not.

So after that summer vacation, everyone went their separate ways but dove into new lives.

Everyone living in this world keeps flowing forward without ceasing, and Qing Ye was no exception. Actually, after her exam, she calculated her score to be around 712 points. Before the scores were officially released, she had already received calls from both Q University and B University, which surprised her. Since she leaned toward science, she chose Q University’s School of Economics and Management.

Her final college entrance exam score was one point lower than her estimate – 711, making her the second-highest science student in the city that year. Qing Ye especially noted the top science scorer – a girl named Xie Qian Qian from a public school, who scored 713 points, two points higher than her.

On registration day, everyone was accompanied by their parents. Qing Hong Zhi even brought a female assistant to help Qing Ye settle in. Q University’s modern student apartments were famous nationwide, and only upon entering the dormitory did it feel worth the years of high school struggle to live in such accommodations.

The rooms were bright and clean, with independent balconies, bathrooms, and shower rooms. Even the colors of the desks and beds were harmoniously comfortable.

Qing Ye arrived relatively late. When she got there, two roommates had already settled in. One who had just bid farewell to her parents was called Sun Wan Jing, wearing glasses and a ponytail – quite a scholarly girl. The other was named Qu Bing, whose parents were both present and exchanged business cards with Qing Hong Zhi. They were also in business but not local, having come specially from Shaanxi.

When Qing Ye introduced herself, both girls looked up at her. Though no one said anything, they had heard about Qing Ye’s college entrance exam score.

However, the School of Economics and Management was Q University’s premier college, and everyone admitted was a top student from their respective provinces. After their initial surprise, the two went back to their own business.

After Qing Hong Zhi left, the three of them discussed whether they should first explore various places around campus.

Just then, the dormitory door suddenly opened, and a fresh-faced girl with short hair burst in, wearing a tank top and shorts, carrying a not-so-large backpack. She didn’t look like someone coming to register, more like someone passing by to rest briefly.

Soon the three realized that this sweet-looking short-haired girl was their fourth dormmate, who had come alone without parents, traveling light.

She put down her bag and turned to look at everyone, saying, “Hello, I’m Xie Qian Qian.”

At this, all three girls raised their heads and stared at her in amazement.
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After classes began, Qing Ye officially entered university life, which differed somewhat from her expectations.

Back at An Zhong, she had left the second-place student far behind. Even at the international school, she had always been an academic goddess. But after coming to Q University, that sense of superiority she had built over many years was instantly crushed to nothing. Looking around, every classmate she could see was equally talented, and some people excelled not only in academics but also in other comprehensive abilities.

So she became just an ordinary person among many outstanding individuals. The freshman academic life entered an intense, fast-paced state right from the start, which left her somewhat bewildered, but with everyone around her working so hard, she had no reason to slack off.

Top students become top students because each has some peculiar habits that ordinary people can’t understand.

Especially their dormmate Sun Wan Jing – after the unified lights-out at eleven every night, her emergency light would persist until one or two in the morning. Sun Wan Jing’s mother was a professor at B University, and her father worked at the Chinese Academy of Sciences. Her family was extremely strict about her studies.

Qing Ye was among those who slept earlier in the dorm, besides the provincial top scorer Miss Xie. Sometimes she wanted to invite everyone to go shopping together to relax, but seeing everyone in such an intense study mode, it seemed like not having an emergency light would fail to demonstrate one’s status as a quality top student.

The most talkative in the dorm was Qu Bing. After getting to know her for a while, Qing Ye discovered she was quite unique too. She would follow celebrities, analyze CP relationships, watch dramas, and gossip about everything, yet none of this affected her ability to instantly enter a state of complete absorption in studying.

She told Qing Ye that the craziest thing she had done before the college entrance exam was secretly traveling two hundred kilometers to Xi’an to attend her idol’s concert, then rushing back overnight for the second mock exam. Even so, she scored full marks in math on the college entrance exam – how could anyone explain that?

According to Qu Bing, most people who entered Q University’s School of Economics and Management came with simple and unadorned goals like earning an annual salary of one million and approaching CEO status within five years after graduation.

Later, Qing Ye found she hadn’t exaggerated at all. Take her family’s business scale for example – forget about within five years after graduation, becoming CEO immediately upon graduation would be a casual, easy matter.

Of course, the most unique had to be that surname Xie, given name Qian Qian, the college entrance exam top scorer.

This girl was the quietest in the dorm. Whether they were gossiping or discussing serious professional issues, she never participated, seeming somewhat unsociable. Moreover, she was absent from the dorm most of the time, often returning at night covered in sweat, taking a shower and falling straight into bed, falling asleep immediately, and sleeping very deeply – she didn’t even wake up when Qu Bing broke a glass one time.

Her family background was even more mysterious. If you said her family wasn’t well-off, she carried a blue embroidered D-brand backpack that Qing Ye had only seen in limited edition pictures. If you said her family was well-off, she always wore canvas shoes that cost just twenty-something yuan from street vendors and always kept sausages and pepper-salt baked flatbreads in her bag – quite an unusual style.

Qing Ye paid attention to her mainly because her college entrance exam score was two points higher than her own. Originally, Qing Ye thought she was among the less studious ones in the dorm, but Xie Qian Qian was even more extreme – in the first week of classes, she was never seen studying in the dorm, and no one knew what she was busy with all day.

Xie Qian Qian wasn’t tall, had a sweet face, and looked delicate and fragile. Qing Ye thought so too, so during the first few days of school, she looked after her quite a bit, sometimes helping her carry things when she saw her thin arms and legs.

However, a week after classes started, one day their dorm decided to go out for a meal to strengthen their dormitory friendship. The usually unsociable Xie Qian Qian went too. Although Qu Bing very skillfully tried to probe her background indirectly, Xie Qian Qian even more skillfully deflected her questions. Qing Ye found the verbal sparring between the top students increasingly interesting, so throughout the meal, Qu Bing couldn’t get anything out of her.

But when leaving the restaurant, the neighboring liquor store was unloading cargo, and a worker carrying two boxes was struggling. Just as he was about to reach the door, the top box tilted and fell straight toward Xie Qian Qian’s head. Qing Ye was about to cry out in alarm.

But before she could make a sound, Xie Qian Qian caught sight of it in her peripheral vision and immediately jumped down the stairs.

More than ten steps! She did a neat mid-air flip and landed steadily, with the box crashing where she had been standing. Not just the three of them, but even passersby were stunned, and the delivery worker was scared into a cold sweat.

At that moment, Qing Ye had only one thought: this girl knows martial arts!

Whether she knew martial arts or not, nobody knew for sure, but Qing Ye figured out that this girl wasn’t someone to be trifled with. She looked delicate and petite, quite deceptive, but was a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

After returning to Beijing, Qing Ye went with her father to thank the Meng family in person, so she and Meng Rui Hang resumed contact. After the college entrance exam, He Le Ling finally completely awoke from her obsessive state, and her family planned to send her abroad.

When Meng Rui Hang heard Qing Ye was staying in China, he had an impulse and didn’t want to go abroad either, instead applying to Q University’s Foreign Languages Department. Qing Ye directly warned him not to fantasize about having any chance with her.

But Meng Rui Hang asked her in return: “How far have you gotten with that person?”

Qing Ye naturally wouldn’t tell him how far, but Meng Rui Hang chuckled and said: “I’ll keep it secret for you.”

Speaking of secrets, Qing Ye did owe Meng Rui Hang a favor, because not long after, Qing Hong Zhi personally sought out Meng Rui Hang to ask if Qing Ye had gotten a boyfriend while away.

He felt something was different about Qing Ye after she returned this time. Qing Hong Zhi was ultimately a businessman, skilled at reading people, and with just one daughter, naturally paid extra attention to Qing Ye. However, Meng Rui Hang loyally kept the secret.

The busy university life didn’t leave Qing Ye much time for random thoughts, but some people can’t simply be erased from memory by not thinking about them.

After returning to Beijing, she didn’t contact Xing Wu again. Although they had never discussed anything, not even saying the words “break up,” it was like a silent agreement, agreeing that someday in the future, they would find their way back to each other.

Qing Ye still received money every month, a substantial amount – profits from Qing Gu.

Qing Ye wasn’t short of money now, and the money for building Xing Wu’s family house had been fully repaid, apart from the 150,000 yuan Xing Wu had paid her in one lump sum. But every month on the tenth, Du Qi Yan would still punctually transfer money to her, never missing once.

Although she had told Du Qi Yan there was no need to send her money anymore, Du Qi Yan had only replied: “Don’t make it difficult for me.”

She knew it was all that person’s intention.

So Qing Ye became quite wealthy after starting university as if money was falling from the sky.

Besides Du Qi Yan, because she had introduced a doctor to Pang Hu, Qing Ye still kept in touch with him. She heard he now spent four hours every day on recitation practice, which greatly impressed Qing Ye – it meant that besides attending classes, sleeping, and solving problems, he used all his remaining time on speech correction. Such perseverance wasn’t something ordinary people could maintain.

Initially, there wasn’t much effect, and Qing Ye was quite anxious for him. She made various inquiries in Beijing and told him all the methods she could find out about. During about a month when Qing Ye was quite busy and hadn’t contacted Pang Hu when they next spoke on the phone, he could complete entire sentences, with at most one pause in between – he had made tremendous progress.

When Qing Ye heard that Xing Wu and Pang Hu were repeating the year, she mailed two boxes of review materials from Beijing. Of course, this included the eight-province real exam questions that Xing Wu was very familiar with. Although they were nominally sent to Pang Hu, all materials were prepared in two copies, and although Qing Ye didn’t say anything, Pang Hu very conscientiously delivered one box to Xing Wu’s house.

Worth mentioning is that every time Qing Ye called Pang Hu, she would always ask, “Where are you?”

If Pang Hu said “I’m at home,” then he was at home or alone. If he replied “I’m outside,” then Qing Ye knew that person was beside him – it was like an unspoken understanding.

If Pang Hu was next to Xing Wu while talking to Qing Ye on the phone, he would kindly put it on the speaker to let Xing Wu hear Qing Ye’s voice, although he knew Xing Wu wouldn’t take the call.

Every time, Xing Wu would appear not to be listening, seeming indifferent and busy with his things, but often when Pang Hu and Qing Ye got to something funny, he would turn around to see Xing Wu with a slight smile on his lips.

Pang Hu wasn’t very clear about what was going on between Xing Wu and Qing Ye. To say they had broken up – well, they both seemed to care about each other in some intangible way. To say they were still together – well, they had gone so long without contacting each other, as if both were being stubborn.

One night after National Day, as Pang Hu was leaving Xing Wu’s house, he couldn’t help asking: “Brother Wu, if… if, I mean hypothetically, if you don’t get into Q University, does that mean you’ll never look for Qing Ye again?”

The autumn wind lifted the hem of Xing Wu’s clothes as he leaned against the doorframe, looking at Pang Hu. His eyes were as black as ink, like a bottomless pool, impossible to fathom.

Pang Hu gave an awkward smile: “Hey, forget I said anything.”

Even after Pang Hu had turned and left, Xing Wu still stood there watching his retreating figure, suddenly shouting: “There is no ‘if’!”

After that day, Pang Hu never asked such a foolish question again. He gradually understood why Xing Wu had to act this way – perhaps only by doing so could he force himself to keep advancing toward that goal. As he had said, he wouldn’t give himself the chance for “ifs,” much less let himself live with regret forever.

…

For a while, after classes started, Meng Rui Hang indeed hadn’t sought out Qing Ye. He was probably quite busy too, but in the period before Christmas, he suddenly started frequently looking for Qing Ye and often invited her to the library together.

So one fine afternoon, Qing Ye earnestly told him: “We can never be together.”

Then Meng Rui Hang seriously replied: “I’ve taken a liking to your dormmate Xie Qian Qian. Help set us up?”

They both stared at each other blankly, then burst out laughing.

Qing Ye finally suppressed her laughter enough to ask: “What do you like about her?”

Meng Rui Hang said very seriously: “She’s very cute, kind of like a girl from anime, quite shy, right?”

“…” Qing Ye couldn’t hold it in anymore and covered her mouth, laughing hard.

Seeing Qing Ye’s unusual reaction, Meng Rui Hang frowned and asked: “Is there a problem?”

Qing Ye quickly waved her hands: “No, no problem. I’ll find a chance for us all to have a meal together, and you can get to know her yourself.”

Meng Rui Hang felt quite gratified that Qing Ye was being helpful.

The sunlight was particularly gentle that day as they sat by the window. Perhaps because the new year was approaching, Qing Ye’s mood had improved somewhat lately. She suddenly realized she hadn’t posted on Moments since starting university, so she sat up straight, smoothed her hair, and asked Meng Rui Hang to take a photo of her.

In the photo, Qing Ye sat in the elegant library, her long hair falling over her shoulders, the moment peaceful and beautiful, with a serene smile on her face. Everything looked perfect.

So Qing Ye posted this photo on Moments with the caption: “Long-awaited sunshine.”

As soon as she posted it, her Moments exploded. The friends from Zha Zha Pavilion all liked and commented, asking how she had been lately, saying they hadn’t heard from her in a long time, asking when she would come back to visit them, and so on.

But after Yellow Hair’s comment: “Holy crap, I zoomed in and can see in your pupils it was a guy taking the photo! Did you get a new boyfriend so quickly?”

After that, the comments under Qing Ye’s post went quiet as a chicken – no one dared to say anything more.

Pang Hu thought that since Brother Wu rarely posted on Moments anyway, he probably wouldn’t notice this update.

However, the next morning, he saw Xing Wu with a dark face, and he didn’t speak a single word to anyone all day.
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Qing Ye eventually helped arrange a meeting between Meng Rui Hang and Xie Qian Qian, repaying the favor from when Meng Rui Hang had kept her secret.

Of course, the pretext wasn’t too forced – with New Year’s Eve approaching in a few days, she used this opportunity to invite her dormmates out for barbecue skewers, casually including Meng Rui Hang.

Everyone went except Sun Wan Jing, who needed to stay in the library that evening.

The entire evening was quite harmonious. Though Xie Qian Qian didn’t talk much, her astonishing appetite shocked the other three. Throughout the evening while they chatted, she ate continuously from start to finish, never stopping. Qing Ye couldn’t understand how someone with such a small frame could have such a huge appetite.

But that wasn’t important. The key moment that night came when everyone was happily dining together, and a muscular man at the neighboring table, either drunk or whatever, kept trying to reach for Qing Ye whenever she passed by to get dishes. Disgusted, Qing Ye began taking detours to avoid him.

The group of men at that table deliberately stirred things up, discussing their table with lecherous looks, since except for Meng Rui Hang, they were all women.

Just as Qing Ye’s group was getting up to leave, that table either made a bet or somehow goaded the muscular man, who then blatantly reached out to grab Qing Ye’s bottom.

At that moment, Qing Ye was talking to Qu Bing, her back to the neighboring table, completely unaware. Just as the man was about to succeed, his wrist was suddenly caught. Qing Ye hadn’t felt anything when she heard a scream. When she turned around, she saw Xie Qian Qian gripping the muscular man’s wrist, twisting it like a pretzel. She kicked away the stool the man was sitting on, causing him to fall straight onto his bottom. Even then he couldn’t break free from Xie Qian Qian’s grip. When the man’s friends came to grab Xie Qian Qian, she kicked the tall skinny one and sent him flying.

Qing Ye and the others were completely stunned. Everything happened in a flash – they barely understood what had occurred before they were all taken to the police station.

So what should have been a pleasant New Year’s Eve was spent at the police station. The police were quite shocked to learn these four troublemakers were from Q University.

The muscular man played innocent and pitiful, so the main questioning naturally focused on Xie Qian Qian who had used force. However, whether from tiredness or whatever reason, she just kept yawning, appearing completely disdainful of explaining.

In the end, it was the silver-tongued Qu Bing who explained the whole situation. You should know how a logical science student can argue black into white. Combined with victim Qing Ye standing beside her, blinking pitifully at the police uncle in a coordinated performance, the police instantly felt the muscular man’s group had gotten what they deserved.

Deserved or not, fighting was still wrong – they had to take responsibility. Although they hadn’t thrown any punches, Xie Qian Qian had acted to protect Qing Ye, so they couldn’t abandon her. Just as Meng Rui Hang was about to contact his father, two imposing men came to handle the matter, and afterward, they were free to go.

Leaving the police station, they saw the middle-aged uncle who had helped them out driving a Beijing-plated Phantom. Before leaving, he said to Xie Qian Qian: “Remember to come home.”

Xie Qian Qian appeared rather dismissive as the car drove away, leaving a group of bewildered people behind.

So on their way back to school, Qu Bing tentatively asked: “Was that your father just now?”

Xie Qian Qian casually replied: “Butler.”

“…” What a mystifying answer – whose butler drives a Rolls-Royce? Did her family own ten mines that needed managing?

Therefore, no one pursued the topic further, nor dared to – who knew if she was showing off or joking?

Qing Ye didn’t plan to go home tonight either. It was already past ten when they reached the school gate. Qu Bing and Meng Rui Hang began arguing about some domain problem, their discussion becoming increasingly complex as they brought in calculus concepts. Xie Qian Qian listened beside them, occasionally contributing a comment.

Qing Ye walked alone at the back. Though she didn’t speak, she was listening to their discussion. Suddenly, a car across the street honked its horn. This road usually didn’t allow honking, so Qing Ye reflexively looked up across the street. She saw a tall figure quickly step back onto the curb. Qing Ye was startled – the car passed by, blocking her view. Her heart suddenly began racing wildly, but in that split second while she blinked, the car passed and there was no one across the street.

The three ahead stopped and turned back to call her: “Qing Ye, what are you looking at?”

Her gaze swept across the street once more before she sighed, turning back with some disappointment: “Nothing.”

On the way back to the dorm, the three somehow started discussing conjugate matrix definitions, while Qing Ye’s mood suddenly plummeted to rock bottom. She couldn’t hear a single word they were saying anymore.

Perhaps it was because of that sudden apparition, or maybe the date reminded her of him, or perhaps they’d been apart too long and everyone started looking like him.

Walking at the back, Qing Ye lowered her head and rubbed her dry eyes, struggling to suppress the violent emotions in her chest.

Finally, the three women bid farewell to Meng Rui Hang and returned to the dorm. But as soon as they entered, Sun Wan Jing handed Qing Ye a wrapped small box, saying someone had delivered it for her earlier that evening.

Qing Ye asked who had brought it, but Sun Wan Jing didn’t know. There was no note inside or outside the box. Qing Ye sat on her bed and opened the wrapped box to find a deep black jewelry box inside. She opened the jewelry box with trembling hands to find a dandelion-shaped necklace lying quietly within.

All three dormmates saw how Qing Ye’s entire expression changed the moment her gaze fixed on that necklace. The next second, she closed the box, grabbed the necklace, and rushed out.

The night wind blew cold against her face. One year – on this day last year, everyone had gathered at Xuan Island. The two of them had snuck into the house and hidden behind the door where he had kissed her and said “Happy New Year.”

She had buried her face in his neck and told him her New Year’s wish was to spend next New Year’s Eve with him again.

He had promised that no matter where in the world she was, he would spend New Year’s with her.

How could she have forgotten?

That person was him – the figure she saw was Xing Wu. He had come, come to Beijing. He had seen her just now and must have wanted to rush over to her, which was why that car suddenly honked. But Qing Ye didn’t know why he wouldn’t meet her.

She searched that street endlessly like a headless fly, but among countless people, that familiar figure was nowhere to be found.

She stood lost at the street corner. As she turned, she saw in the distance that archway with its green bricks and white pillars. When that landmark bearing the school name suddenly entered Qing Ye’s view, she suddenly understood everything.

He had come to find her, traveling thousands of miles. Perhaps when he saw her, he had wanted to rush to her, but in that instant, she and her group of elite classmates had walked through that tall archway. He had stopped outside the arch. She could even feel Xing Wu’s emotions at that moment – anxiety, unease, and perhaps some resistance.

Xing Wu was someone with such strong self-esteem. Sometimes Qing Ye wondered if he couldn’t get into a Beijing university, or if he couldn’t make something of himself, would he never come to see her in his lifetime? She had told him long ago that she didn’t care, but he had told her he did care, so she could only desperately endure the pain of separation.

However, all of this shattered when Qing Ye saw that archway. Her heart ached for him. She knew very clearly what she had gone through in three years of high school to step through this archway, and for Xing Wu to pass through this door in one year, the price he would have to pay was greater than anyone’s.

She could even imagine him burning the midnight oil studying, his life like stagnant water. But how much pain must he have felt after seeing her walk through that door with his own eyes?

This door separated them into two worlds, so he had ultimately stopped before the archway without appearing.

Qing Ye took out her phone and dialed his number again and again. This familiar number had lain quietly in her contacts for half a year. Though she had looked at it countless times, though she had wanted to dial it many times, she had never felt as impulsive as now.

The call went through, but Xing Wu didn’t answer. The cold wind crept into her pores, the chill assailing her from all directions. She didn’t know how long she had walked before helplessly standing by the roadside and sending him a series of voice messages.

“It was you, wasn’t it?”

“Don’t hide from me, come out.”

“Where are you?”

The air was filled with bitter cold. The stars were hidden in the night sky, infinite darkness enveloping Qing Ye as she crouched down, tears suddenly rolling down her face.

With a sobbing voice, she sent the final two words: “Jerk.”

The clock struck twelve – another new year. Qing Ye received his reply.

Just four words: “Happy New Year.”

She suddenly stood up and ran frantically down that street. She was certain Xing Wu was nearby, watching her from somewhere. She began calling him again, and this time he answered, but when the call connected, they both suddenly fell silent.

Finally, Xing Wu spoke first, saying to her: “It’s cold at night. Go back early.”

Qing Ye heard a radio noise through the phone – he was leaving…

She bit her lip hard to keep from crying out, hanging up without saying a word.

Anger, resentment, and grievance – all emotions suddenly flooded her chest. After entering the school gate, she felt like she couldn’t catch her breath, leaning against a nearby tree as the world spun around her.

She didn’t even know how she made it back to the dormitory. Qu Bing had spoken with the dorm supervisor and waited downstairs for her, finally swiping her card to let her in.

As soon as she entered the dorm, Qing Ye collapsed onto her bed, covering herself with the blanket and crying silently. She had never missed him as much as she did at this moment – missed his eyes and brows, his gentle voice, even his warm embrace. Countless intense memories caused Qing Ye’s emotions to completely break down.

The half year’s worth of endurance crumbled with everything that happened tonight. Only when her blanket was suddenly pulled away and her arm forcefully grabbed by Xie Qian Qian, pulling her entire body up, did she realize just how strong this girl’s grip was.

Her tear-stained, disheveled face was exposed to her three roommates as the blanket was pulled away.

Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing watched her in silence, while Xie Qian Qian opened her wardrobe, pulled out several cans of beer, opened one, and forced it into Qing Ye’s hand, saying: “Drink. You’ll sleep better after drinking.”

Qing Ye mechanically accepted the beer, drinking while crying. The dorm lights were already out, and they hadn’t turned on their emergency lights, so only moonlight illuminated the three pairs of eyes watching her.

Seeing Qing Ye cry like that, Xie Qian Qian felt uneasy and quietly opened a can herself. Qu Bing followed suit.

While drinking, Qing Ye took out the necklace and held it up to the moonlight. The dandelion pendant slowly rotated in the air, its design so familiar. Qing Ye brought the pendant closer to examine it carefully, finding a tiny character “晴” (Qing) in the lower right corner on the reverse side of the pattern.

The other three watched as Qing Ye suddenly stood up, hurriedly walked to her desk, pulled open the drawer, and took out a drawing, laying it flat on the table.

Xie Qian Qian stood not far from her, glancing sideways at the drawing. In it, a person lay among pure white dandelions, exuding a forbidden beauty that was impossible to look away from. Dandelions danced in the air with the wind, while the girl in the drawing had her eyes closed, lips slightly curved in a moving smile.

Qing Ye gradually placed the pendant near the lips of the person in the drawing – the small dandelion falling on the lips matched the pendant’s shape perfectly.

When Qing Ye saw this, she understood – he had personally designed this pendant’s shape. On her birthday last year, he had said he would make up for her gift later – it was this platinum necklace.

Seeing Qing Ye’s expression, Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing curiously gathered around. Then Qu Bing stared at the drawing and asked: “This is you, right? It’s drawn so well. Who drew it?”

Qing Ye choked up: “My boyfriend.”

The air suddenly grew quiet. After a long while, Sun Wan Jing finally said: “The flower language of dandelions is love that cannot stay, like its seeds – they scatter with a breath, impossible to hold onto. Their destination depends on the wind’s direction. Wherever the wind takes them, they will land, take root deeply, and grow tenaciously. That’s why the white dandelion’s flower language is also never-ending love.”

After she finished speaking, she turned around, opened a beer for herself, sat at her desk, turned on the emergency light, and opened a book, while Qing Ye had already broken down in tears.

This was her first time hearing about the dandelion’s flower language. She had never known that behind this drawing lay so much anxiety, fear, determination, and intense emotion – just like how he had traveled thousands of miles just to see her once, yet never dared to approach.

That night, she didn’t know how long she cried, only that the three of them accompanied her drinking until midnight. Perhaps people sometimes really need to vent – after crying her heart out, the pressure of the past half year seemed to transform completely.

Waking up the next morning, the previous night’s anger, resentment, and grievance had gradually dissipated. After calming down, Qing Ye gradually understood Xing Wu’s actions from the night before.

If he had appeared, they wouldn’t have been able to separate again. She wouldn’t have let him leave, and he wouldn’t have been able to bear leaving either. Then all their previous efforts would have been for nothing.

From that day on, Qing Ye completely immersed herself. She returned to her pre-college entrance exam schedule, sleeping only five hours daily, pouring enormous energy into her major courses, and preparing for various certification exams.

After New Year’s Eve, Meng Rui Hang never mentioned pursuing Xie Qian Qian again. Qing Ye figured he had probably assessed the situation and decided he couldn’t beat Xie Qian Qian, so he backed off. However, he had been in frequent contact with Qu Bing lately, sometimes arranging to go to the library or evening self-study together.

As for Xing Wu, people noticed that after the New Year, his entire state went from intense to obsessive. He slept even less, constantly memorizing huge volumes of English vocabulary and classical texts. Following the framework outline Qing Ye had printed for him, he tackled it bit by bit, thoroughly researching points he didn’t understand, refusing to sleep until he figured them out.

His ruthlessness toward himself made even Li Lan Fang unable to watch. She tried to persuade him several times to give up, to not push so hard, but he seemed possessed, refusing to listen to anyone.

Finally, before the New Year, he worked himself sick, falling seriously ill. After suffering for three days at home, when Li Lan Fang forcibly dragged him to Doctor Zhuang’s clinic, his fever had reached over forty degrees. Throughout the entire Spring Festival period, he spent every day sitting in the hospital getting IV drips, watching the sun rise and set, and counting down the days of his life’s final struggle.

After Dark Hall was taken down, Fang Lei’s cousin Fang Jie took over most of the target factory’s supply chain. Although Fang Jie came from a gangster background, he was extremely smooth in dealing with people and had excellent business sense and vision, so he had been quite successful these years.

Having heard about Xing Wu’s factory, he especially came to have tea with Xing Wu one time. During the Spring Festival, while Xing Wu was sick, he used visiting the sick as an excuse to discuss a business proposition with Xing Wu.

After visiting the Qing Gu food factory, he understood these young people’s operation model and quickly sensed a business opportunity. He wanted to invest in Qing Gu, transforming the factory into a snack franchise with independent research and development.

That day, he talked with Xing Wu for a long time, including future business models and supply chain management, wanting to create a local internet food e-commerce enterprise.

This suggestion indeed gave Xing Wu many insights. Xing Wu himself clearly understood that for a small workshop to grow bigger, changing the model and attracting investment was a necessary step. Moreover, he had known Fang Jie for many years. Though the man was cunning, he prioritized profits, so purely from a business partner perspective, he was indeed a good choice. Combined with his relationship with the target factory, Xing Wu felt this was an option worth trying.

So after the Spring Festival, various work began to progress. However, Qing Gu’s legal representative was still Qing Ye, which meant everything from brand registration to equity changes to a series of progression documents needed her identification and signature – this was quite troublesome.

After Du Qi Yan contacted Qing Ye and explained these circumstances, before the start of winter break classes, Qing Ye decided to return to Zha Zha Pavilion once to change the legal representative.
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This time, Qing Ye returned to Zha Zha Ting. Qing Hong Zhi arranged for two people to accompany her back to handle these matters – one was a female assistant from his company.

The other person was Jiang Bo, who could be considered Qing Hong Zhi’s friend despite their age difference. In his thirties and still unmarried, he was a notorious figure in Beijing’s legal circles, known as the “Tyrant Flower.” The “Tyrant” referred to his dominating presence in court, while “Flower” was a nickname earned from his reputation of remaining unattached despite numerous romantic opportunities.

Jiang Bo had indeed helped Qing Hong Zhi navigate through some complex cases. Later, when Qing Hong Zhi started his own company, he hired Jiang Bo as his part-time legal counsel, seeking his assistance with various matters, including the current issue of changing his daughter’s legal representative status.

Qing Ye wasn’t particularly familiar with Jiang Bo, having only met him twice before. She was resistant to her father’s arrangements this time, feeling that it was just a matter of signing some documents, yet her father had made such elaborate preparations.

Take this Lawyer Jiang, for instance – he brought a large suitcase, wearing a flashy black trench coat paired with a red turtleneck sweater and gleaming British leather shoes. Qing Ye strongly suspected that his huge suitcase contained nothing but clothes as if he were going on vacation.

Especially with his meticulously trimmed mustache and quintessential playboy face, Qing Ye couldn’t understand how his clients could trust someone with such an appearance.

During the drive to the airport with Uncle Sun, Jiang Bo, who hardly looked his age with his alluring phoenix eyes, spoke to Qing Ye in an unnaturally mature tone: “Last time I saw you, you were shorter, wearing two little braids. Now you’ve grown so much.”

“…”

“I thought you were still in high school.”

“…”

“By the way, do you remember me?”

Qing Ye forced a smile at him and then closed her eyes, pretending to sleep. Only then did he finally stop talking.

But he didn’t stay quiet for long before starting to chat with Assistant Tian.

Meanwhile, Qing Ye felt somewhat anxious. Since New Year’s Eve, she had completely cut off contact with the people in Zha Zha Ting. After more than half a year, returning to this once-familiar place and potentially seeing that person made her unexpectedly nervous.

On the plane, Jiang Bo sat next to Qing Ye and took out a document from his briefcase, handing it to her: “This is the asset evaluation report. I’ve prepared it for you. We’ll use this report to negotiate the transfer price with them. I’ll handle the negotiations, so don’t worry.”

He then handed her another document: “This is the transfer agreement. Your father mentioned that the place is quite poor, and I suspect they might not understand these matters well, so I prepared everything in advance. If they have no objections, they can sign it directly.

Don’t worry, this agreement protects you from all risks. It clearly outlines everything – debt issues, operational conditions, labor risks. Once they sign, you won’t have to worry about anything that happens with this company in the future.”

Qing Ye gave the documents a cursory glance, threw the transfer agreement back to him, and then promptly tore the asset evaluation report in half.

The “rip” sound startled Jiang Bo, who immediately exclaimed: “Why did you tear it up?”

Qing Ye slapped the torn papers onto him: “Not needed.”

Jiang Bo raised an eyebrow: “Not needed? Your father specifically asked me to help calculate the assets clearly so you wouldn’t lose out in the transfer.”

Qing Ye repeated: “Thank you for your kindness, but I don’t want any transfer fee.”

Jiang Bo immediately narrowed his eyes, looking calculating. This made Qing Ye smile and ask directly: “What else did my father tell you to do?”

Jiang Bo raised his eyebrows in surprise, then smiled: “I see you’re as quick-thinking as your father.”

Qing Ye turned her head to open the window shade, gazing at the misty clouds, and said flatly: “Arranging two people to accompany me – did he think I was negotiating with a listed company?”

Jiang Bo crossed his legs, saying leisurely: “I’ll tell you since it’s no big deal. What’s in it for me? Will you introduce me to your college classmates?”

Qing Ye shot him a contemptuous look: “Uncle, where’s your sense of shame?”

Jiang Bo appeared unbothered: “Call me brother, not uncle. I’m not that much older than you. Are all the young ladies at your school like you, looking down on people?”

“We only look down on unserious people.”

Jiang Bo laughed immediately, turning slightly toward Qing Ye: “Your father did give me some other instructions. He wanted me to see if you’d found yourself a lover in that poor place.”

Qing Ye turned to look out the window coldly, saying: “Then why tell me?”

Jiang Bo responded confidently: “Whether I tell you or not, I’ll complete what your father asked me to do. Brother’s been through this before, so little sister, be careful not to give yourself away.”

“…” You wish.

After getting off the plane and transferring to a bus, Jiang Bo complained the whole way. But when they finally got off the bus in An Zi County, he genuinely exclaimed: “This place is backward. What era are these taxis from? I think your father was overthinking it – how could you find a boyfriend here? Your taste would have to be unique.”

Although Jiang Bo’s reaction mirrored Qing Ye’s initial impression of An Zi County, hearing these words now felt jarring to her. She walked away to hail a taxi.

Assistant Tian, dragging her suitcase, followed behind saying: “Qing Ye, let’s find a place to stay first and put down our things before meeting them.”

Since only Qing Ye knew the area, once in the taxi, she gave the driver directions to the hotel where Xing Wu had taken her before, then sat quietly in the front passenger seat, staring out the window without saying a word.

At the hotel, seeing Qing Ye’s low spirits, Jiang Bo approached her and said: “Don’t look so gloomy, making it seem like your father sent two people to monitor you. Think about it – your father couldn’t be here for your crucial college entrance exam period and felt guilty about it. He’s just worried you might make a rash mistake. After you graduate, if he doesn’t find you a wealthy match, he’ll at least look for someone of equal standing, like an elite professional like me.”

Qing Ye handed her ID card to Assistant Tian and turned to Jiang Bo: “The person he owes is my mother, not me. And please, pick up your face from the floor.”

Jiang Bo fell silent, thinking that Brother Qing’s daughter had quite a personality. No wonder before leaving, Brother Qing had gone to such lengths to ask him to nip any concerning developments in the bud.

Jiang Bo narrowed his eyes and smiled silently.

Qing Ye shared a room with Assistant Tian, while Jiang Bo got a single room. By the time they got to their rooms, it was already three in the afternoon. After a brief rest, they prepared to head to Zha Zha Ting. Since they might need to file documents at the Industrial and Commercial Bureau and it was too late today, they planned to first meet with the other party to discuss the relevant matters, and then prepare the materials for tomorrow.

The early February weather didn’t seem as cold as last year. Qing Ye wore a light purple coat that wasn’t particularly thick, and she didn’t need to huddle against the cold. She stood downstairs with Assistant Tian, waiting for Jiang Bo.

However, when this gentleman came down, he had changed into a formal suit and carried himself with an air of importance. His appearance and the way he strutted around made him stand out like an exotic flower in this county town.

Qing Ye’s eye twitched as she asked him: “Why did you change clothes?”

Jiang Bo adjusted his suit with a serious expression: “This is called professional integrity, little sister. Let’s get to work.”

“…”

So Jiang Bo, dressed like he was heading to the World Trade Center, appeared in Zha Zha Ting, drawing stares along the way. Since Qing Ye had informed Du Qi Yan about her arrival today, even Huang Mao and Pang Hu were present when they reached the Qing Gu Food Factory.

As soon as she stepped into the familiar courtyard, Pang Hu excitedly dropped his book, stood up from his small stool, and grinned at Qing Ye: “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Qing Ye opened her arms to him: “Did you miss me?”

Pang Hu hugged her with a smile: “Yes, very much.”

Jiang Bo silently observed this enormous creature beside Qing Ye, his face twitching. Surely not?

Then Huang Mao approached with a pitiful expression: “You only have eyes for Fatty, not me? You never reply to my messages – have you forgotten me?”

Qing Ye put her arm around his shoulders as they walked toward the factory building, secretly scolding: “Don’t you need a filter for that mouth? I brought you a gift this time.”

Hearing about the gift, Huang Mao excitedly asked: “What is it?”

“I’ll give it to you tomorrow.”

Later, Qing Ye whispered something to Huang Mao that Jiang Bo and the others couldn’t hear, but they saw Huang Mao turn to give Jiang Bo a look.

Jiang Bo watched Qing Ye and Huang Mao walking arm in arm, whispering secrets, his frown deepening. As soon as they entered the factory, Qing Ye went straight to the production line to find Liu Nian and continued discussing recent production matters with him.

Jiang Bo and Assistant Tian were invited to Du Qi Yan’s office, where she served them tea.

Through the office window, Jiang Bo observed how familiar Qing Ye seemed with the young man called Liu Nian.

Just then, Du Qi Yan called out: “Qing Ye, they’re back.”

Qing Ye’s conversation with Liu Nian abruptly stopped. She looked up toward the factory entrance, where Quan Ya entered first, followed by the man she hadn’t seen for half a year.

His hair had grown longer, no longer the rebellious crew cut, but somehow transformed into a messy layered style. He wore a black motorcycle jacket, his eyes carrying a cold handsomeness. From the moment Qing Ye saw him, her heart seemed to stop. She could even feel the sounds entering her ears being infinitely amplified, all other people instantly fading away, her eyes fixed only on that figure.

Qing Ye had thought seeing him would make her lose control, that she would be impulsive like on New Year’s Eve, perhaps unable to contain herself. But perhaps due to the long separation, this once-familiar person now felt slightly strange to her. She was more controlled than she had imagined, at least outwardly showing no emotional fluctuations.

She simply put down the new product samples and walked toward them. Xing Wu quickly noticed her as well, turning his gaze toward her, merely… looking at her, his dark eyes unfathomably deep.

Jiang Bo and Assistant Tian also came out of the office. Qing Ye walked up to Quan Ya and the others. Surprisingly, no one spoke, not even the usually chatty Huang Mao, who quietly watched them at this moment.

The atmosphere became mysteriously awkward for a moment, even Assistant Tian looked around uncertainly, not knowing what was happening.

Jiang Bo curled his lips thoughtfully, observing the two men who had just entered – one scholarly-looking, the other radiating vigor, both around six feet tall and quite handsome.

Qing Ye introduced her companions calmly but politely: “This is Lawyer Jiang, and this is my father’s assistant, Ms. Tian.”

Then looking at the others, she introduced: “Quan Ya, Xing Wu.”

Jiang Bo stepped forward, offering his business cards with a smile in his eyes: “I’ll be helping Qing Ye handle the transfer procedures. Shall we find a place to talk?”

Quan Ya took the card and glanced at it, then looked at Qing Ye. She avoided his gaze – she had already made it clear to Jiang Bo that she didn’t want any transfer fee, just the basic procedures.

The money she had initially invested in the factory had already been recovered through the monthly payments Xing Wu had Du Qi Yan send her. She didn’t want to discuss asset liquidation anymore. Since leaving Zha Zha Ting, she hadn’t spent any energy on the factory, and her return now was purely for procedural matters – it wasn’t that complicated.

Quan Ya pocketed the card, and Xing Wu said to Jiang Bo: “Let’s talk somewhere else.”

The transfer materials were already prepared and with Fang Jie. That place was more spacious, just next door in Target Factory Zone 3, not far to walk.

As they were leaving, Huang Mao approached Xing Wu and said: “Watch out for that bakayaro.”

Xing Wu frowned: “What bakayaro?”

“That guy with the mustache next to Qing Ye, doesn’t his mustache look like a bakayaro? Qing Ye just secretly told me not to mention your relationship with her in front of him. Why do you think that is?”

Just as he finished speaking, Huang Mao’s expression suddenly changed: “Don’t tell me Qing Ye and he…”

Xing Wu looked back at the well-dressed Jiang Bo but said nothing.

On the way, Qing Ye walked with Quan Ya, discussing factory matters. Since her departure, all factory affairs, big and small, have been managed by Xing Wu and implemented by Quan Ya. Quan Ya handled regular tasks like recruitment, client relations, suppliers, advertisers, and such. The factory now had over a dozen workers and had hired an accountant – things were becoming more professional.

Jiang Bo, Assistant Tian, and Xing Wu walked behind them. Jiang Bo tried to indirectly inquire about the factory’s future development while making small talk with Xing Wu.

Before they knew it, they arrived at Fang Jie’s company, a five-story standalone office building that looked quite impressive.

Jiang Bo deliberately pulled Qing Ye back and told her: “I just chatted with Xing Wu – this factory could attract significant investment. Are you sure you don’t want a transfer fee? If your father knows about this…”

“No,” Qing Ye replied decisively.

Entering the building, the five of them got into the elevator. Quan Ya pressed the fifth-floor button. Assistant Tian held the door as Qing Ye entered first, standing at the back. After they all entered, the elevator door closed.

When Qing Ye looked up, she found Xing Wu standing right in front of her. His back was still so tall and broad. The distance was too close, and his familiar scent seemed to wash over her, entering her nostrils, and instantly awakening long-dormant emotions. She suddenly had the urge to tightly hug him from behind, but the elevator quickly stopped, and Quan Ya said: “We’re here this way.”

Qing Ye unconsciously stepped forward but accidentally stepped on Xing Wu’s heel. He turned to look at her, and she raised her head in confusion, saying very softly: “Sorry.”

Xing Wu had already turned away and stepped out of the elevator. Qing Ye walked last, quickly regaining her composure.
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They were led to a bright conference room, where Qing Ye unexpectedly encountered an old acquaintance, Fang Lei.

So Qing Ye sat with Fang Lei on the sofa outside the conference room to catch up, leaving the negotiations to Jiang Bo. Truthfully, she didn’t want to discuss the transfer details with Xing Wu – it felt strange to sit opposite each other discussing such matters.

The Venetian blinds weren’t drawn, and through the floor-to-ceiling windows, she could see Xing Wu and Jiang Bo seated facing each other at the conference table, with Quan Ya and Assistant Tian sitting beside them respectively.

Qing Ye asked Fang Lei how she had been. Fang Lei said she was doing well – with her personality, she could handle any new environment. Then she asked Qing Ye about Q University.

Qing Ye turned her head toward the conference room. Perhaps it was her imagination, but seeing Xing Wu this time, she felt he didn’t look well. He seemed thinner, his profile more sharply defined.

Though facing someone like Jiang Bo, Xing Wu maintained his usual calm demeanor, his presence no less commanding as he sat there discussing matters composedly.

Qing Ye answered Fang Lei distractedly: “It’s… intense. Everyone works hard.”

Following Qing Ye’s gaze toward Xing Wu, Fang Lei asked softly: “You and Wu Zi… did you break up?”

Qing Ye suddenly snapped back to reality, momentarily dazed. This was the first time in over half a year that someone had asked her this question so directly, and she found herself unsure how to answer.

Because even she didn’t know the answer, just staring blankly at Fang Lei.

Fang Lei changed the subject: “Let me show you my roommates.”

She took out her phone to show photos, and Qing Ye leaned in to look at Fang Lei’s college life. All the girls studying media were quite pretty, and Fang Lei chatted endlessly about interesting things at their school.

Just as Qing Ye was about to take her phone, her sleeve brushed against a disposable water cup, and scalding water suddenly spilled on her coat. She reflexively stood up, and Fang Lei asked in alarm: “Are you okay?”

Xing Wu, who had been speaking in the conference room, looked outside, his eyes suddenly tensing as his voice cut off. Jiang Bo and the others turned to look as well. Xing Wu glanced at Quan Ya, who immediately grabbed the tissues in front of him and walked out of the conference room.

The discussion paused, and Jiang Bo leaned back in his chair with interest, watching Quan Ya walk to Qing Ye and offer her tissues, asking: “Did you get burned?”

Qing Ye shook her head: “It’s fine, just got on my clothes. It’ll dry soon.”

She quickly glanced into the conference room, where Jiang Bo had narrowed his eyes in an ambiguous smile. Assistant Tian had also come out, while Xing Wu just lowered his head to look at documents, the shadows hiding his clenched jaw.

After this small incident, the negotiations continued for about forty minutes, proceeding smoothly. They could handle the procedures tomorrow morning.

After leaving the conference room, Jiang Bo privately told Qing Ye: “Your relative is quite reasonable. He agreed to all my requests.”

Qing Ye frowned: “What requests did you make?”

Jiang Bo replied: “Details about the equity transfer and risk assumption. Did you know there’s still some debt on this factory? By rights, you should have cleared that debt before the transfer, but he said it wasn’t necessary. Also, I suggested he bear tomorrow’s potential contract tax, stamp duty, and such – he had no objections.”

Qing Ye suddenly stopped walking: “You…”

“Why didn’t you tell me first?”

Jiang Bo responded puzzledly: “Did I need to tell you about this? Isn’t it good that I negotiated these terms for you? Wasn’t it because you felt awkward bringing these up with relatives?”

Qing Ye was quite angry, so when Xing Wu and the others came out of the conference room inviting them to dinner, she felt too embarrassed to face him. It seemed like she had brought a lawyer back to settle accounts, making a clean break.

Just as Jiang Bo said “Alright,” Qing Ye immediately refused: “No need, we’re a bit tired. We’ll head back first.”

Xing Wu glanced at her and asked: “Where are you staying?”

“We booked hotel rooms.”

Xing Wu didn’t say more.

On the way back, Qing Ye felt like she would explode from anger at Jiang Bo’s actions. Yet after getting out of the taxi, he mysteriously muttered: “Is it the one called Quan Ya?”

Qing Ye gave him a sidelong glance and mockingly gave him a thumbs-up.

…

That night, Qing Ye tossed and turned in bed. She was here, just twenty minutes away from him. It felt like she could see him just by leaving the hotel and taking a taxi – not like in Beijing, where even when she missed him, he felt so far away.

This feeling made her emotions fluctuate, and she couldn’t sleep at all. After tossing and turning for an hour, she got up frustratedly and put on her coat. Assistant Tian immediately sat up and asked: “Are you going out?”

Qing Ye pulled on her coat, turned to look at this young woman only a few years older than herself, and smiled: “Can’t sleep, going out for some air. Want to come along?”

Though her tone seemed inviting, her eyes held a threatening coldness. Assistant Tian said awkwardly: “It’s so late…”

Qing Ye continued putting on her shoes and said: “Or you can choose to take out your phone right now and report to my father.”

She stood up straight and tied her loose hair: “But I guarantee you’ll lose your job when you return to Beijing. Want to try?”

Assistant Tian looked troubled: “You won’t stay out all night, will you?”

Qing Ye had already picked up her phone and said finally: “I just want some fresh air. What did you think?” She smiled, opened the door, and left.

The night streets here were somewhat desolate, with no bustling nightlife. People had closed their doors and gone to bed early. There wasn’t even a tricycle on the road. Qing Ye put her coat hood on her head. She didn’t know where she was going, just breathing in the long-missed air of this place, feeling a bit more at ease.

The county town wasn’t far from Electronics Street. She had always thought she had a poor sense of direction, but after staying here for nearly a year, she realized upon returning that Xing Wu had taken her around this small place on his motorcycle. Following her memories, she unconsciously walked to Electronics Street.

Electronics Street looked the same as ever, with its uneven storefronts, though all were closed now. At night, the street had only piles of garbage and occasional floating plastic bags, giving it a somewhat desolate feel.

Qing Ye wandered until she found several open food stalls in an alley. Business was quite good at night, with tables set up along the street. Despite the weather, there was even a freezer at the entrance, covered with an old quilt. Qing Ye’s eyes suddenly lit up, and she walked guiltily toward the freezer. Lifting the old quilt to look, sure enough, they were selling ice cream.

Without hesitation, she took a Dongbei ice cream bar and called out: “Boss, how much is this?”

“Three yuan.”

Qing Ye took out her phone to scan the code, and just as she turned around after opening the wrapper, she saw a table of men staring at her.

With just one glance, she saw Xing Wu sitting at the back. The ice cream she was about to put in her mouth suddenly stopped, her whole body seeming to turn to stone. Da Hei immediately laughed: “With that hood on, we almost didn’t recognize you.”

He pulled over a plastic stool: “Sit down.”

There were four or five men at the table. Besides Da Hei, she had seen the others but wasn’t familiar with them.

Da Hei naturally put the stool next to Xing Wu. Qing Ye walked over somewhat awkwardly and sat down. The suddenly close distance made her feel uncertain. He was still wearing that thick motorcycle jacket from earlier, with the zipper pulled up to his chin, half his face hidden in the fur collar, arms crossed, his whole body hunched – she had never seen him dress so heavily in previous winters.

After Qing Ye sat down, Da Hei asked: “Why are you out alone so late?”

“Couldn’t sleep, just walking around.” As she spoke, Qing Ye took a bite of her ice cream, nearly losing her teeth from the cold, her expression scrunching up. Xing Wu turned his head to eye what was in her hand. Though he didn’t speak, his gaze held a trace of displeasure.

Qing Ye deliberately took another bite. Da Hei laughed: “Aren’t you afraid of the cold?”

“It is cold, refreshingly cold.” The whole table of men laughed.

But Xing Wu slowly lowered his arms and said flatly: “You all chat, I’m heading back first.”

Qing Ye’s heart sank. What did this mean? She had just sat down and he was leaving?

Da Hei joked: “It’s really hard to see you these days. Going back to study again?”

Xing Wu turned his head slightly toward Qing Ye, who awkwardly lowered her head. He said nothing and walked to the roadside. Qing Ye didn’t dare look back but heard the sound of a motorcycle starting, which seemed jarring in the quiet alley. The “put-put” sound matched her heartbeat. She suddenly feared he would leave just like this – not fear of being left alone, but this unfamiliarity suddenly made her want to cry.

But the motorcycle behind her didn’t drive away. Qing Ye heard him call out to her: “Coming or not?”

Da Hei and the others looked at Qing Ye, who turned her head nervously. Xing Wu straddled the motorcycle, his hands resting casually on the handlebars as he gazed at her, those deep dark eyes making Qing Ye’s heart skip a beat.

She found herself uncontrollably standing up and walking toward him, but when she reached him, she muttered: “I haven’t finished my ice cream.”

Xing Wu’s eyes moved to the ice cream in her hand, and the next second he snatched it, put it in his mouth, and said: “Get on.”

Qing Ye regretted it after her first bite. If Xing Wu hadn’t taken it, she probably would have forced herself to finish it. Though her mouth was cold, with him right in front of her, Qing Ye suddenly felt her heart burning like a flame, with many complex emotions bursting forth in an instant.

Xing Wu rode very fast, heading straight for her hotel. Qing Ye just nervously held onto the sides of the motorcycle. She finally understood Xing Wu’s riding skills – he could ride so fast yet steadily, so before, he must have been deliberately weaving around.

But she suddenly missed their previous times together, when they had fewer concerns and their hearts were simply drawn to each other. Not like now – though physically so close, they were separated by the farthest distance. Even wanting to hug him had become so difficult.

In less than ten minutes, Xing Wu had brought her back to the hotel. He had quickly finished the ice cream and now casually watched her with the stick in his mouth.

After getting off the bike, she told him: “I’ll visit your mother tomorrow morning.”

“Don’t bring anything.”

Qing Ye put her hands in her coat pockets and turned her head: “That’s my business.”

Xing Wu also turned his head but didn’t leave immediately.

Until Qing Ye spoke again: “That day, was it you?”

Only then did Xing Wu turn back to look at her steadily. Qing Ye’s clear eyes sparkled with light, showing longing, nervousness, and hope. If Xing Wu had looked away a moment later, she might have burst into tears. But finally, he started the bike and said: “Get some sleep.”

He didn’t pause for even a moment, turning the bike around and disappearing at the end of the road. Qing Ye just stood there watching his figure until she could no longer see him.

That night she barely slept, having many dreams. She dreamed of when she first came to Zha Zha Ting, when Xing Wu made her noodles and they huddled at the mahjong table, him lazily playing with his phone while she picked at her noodles. In the dream, they were unfamiliar yet peaceful, but seeing that scene now felt like it happened long ago.

The next day, Qing Ye left as soon as dawn broke. Assistant Tian was still asleep when she left. Although Xing Wu told her not to bring anything, she couldn’t bear to visit empty-handed after being away for a year.

She went to the county’s supermarket, bought some gift boxes, and took a taxi to Zha Zha Ting. To her surprise, though she came so early, Xing Wu had already left. She wondered if he was deliberately avoiding her since she’d mentioned visiting Li Lan Fang this morning.

Li Lan Fang was very warm when she saw Qing Ye. The house was finished now, and Li Lan Fang took her around to see everything. However, the second floor remained mostly empty, except for Xing Wu’s room – the other two rooms were temporarily vacant.

Li Lan Fang told Qing Ye to look around while she went to buy groceries. Qing Ye opened Xing Wu’s door. The room was spacious and bright, with a double bed in the middle. Looking at this bed, Qing Ye felt a mix of emotions.

During New Year’s last year, when they were staying in that rundown hotel, she had told him that once the house was fixed up, they would get a big double bed. The bed was here, but she had left.

A comfortable hanging chair sat on the balcony, just the kind she liked. She used to always tell Xing Wu that sitting on the balcony reading books in the breeze was life’s most pleasant thing. Words she had said casually, yet he had remembered.

Qing Ye sat in the hanging chair and swayed gently, her gaze falling on Xing Wu’s desk, which was neatly stacked with various review materials, piled high. This familiar scene reminded her of her state before the college entrance exam.

She stood up and walked to the pile of materials, flipping through them casually before pulling out the chair to sit down, imagining how he studied here, seeing his wild handwriting. Qing Ye smiled silently and took out a calligraphy copybook from her bag to place on top of his study materials. She noticed the notebook on top was almost worn out, showing heavy use.

So Qing Ye took down that notebook and discovered it was an error collection book, densely filled with records of problems to be solved and those already solved.

The dates were updated to yesterday – Xing Wu had been consistently recording his review progress almost daily, showing frightening self-discipline.

Qing Ye stared at the densely packed writing filling the entire notebook, her nose tingling. She couldn’t help but pick up a pen and carefully make annotations beside his problems. Time passed without her noticing.

Until Jiang Bo called her, saying he and Assistant Tian had already met up with Xing Wu and was about to go to the Industrial and Commercial Bureau – they were already at Xing Wu’s door.

Only then did Qing Ye snap out of her focus on the notebook. She quickly closed it, put it back, and hurriedly picked up her pen. Just as she was about to turn around, she saw a photo frame wedged among the books on the shelf, looking somewhat out of place among all the books.

Qing Ye was drawn to pull it out and was struck to see the photo that Huang Mao had taken of her and Xing Wu at last year’s winter marathon.

In the photo, they both wore school uniforms. When Huang Mao pressed the shutter, Xing Wu had his hand on her shoulder, and she was smiling brilliantly. Looking at this photo suddenly brought tears to Qing Ye’s eyes.

Footsteps appeared on the stairs, and soon Xing Wu’s voice came from the doorway: “Ready to go?”

Qing Ye’s body stiffened, and she hurriedly stuffed the photo frame back among the books before turning to look at him. Xing Wu’s eyes swept almost imperceptibly behind her, and Qing Ye quickly walked out, rushing past him and down the stairs.

Li Lan Fang was making tea for Jiang Bo and Assistant Tian. When Qing Ye came down, Li Lan Fang said to her: “No rush, have some water first. There’s no need to queue at our Industrial and Commercial Bureau – we’ll have time.”

Qing Ye took the water cup and stood by the back door looking outside. It was completely different from when she first came – the backyard had been completely redone, with a wall built to separate it from the other households.

Xing Wu also came down from upstairs, and Li Lan Fang handed him a thermos while nagging: “Take the water with you. You’ve barely recovered – heard you coughing last night. Want to end up in the hospital again?”

Qing Ye’s hand holding the cup suddenly trembled. Assistant Tian quickly asked: “What’s wrong?”

Jiang Bo also turned to look. Qing Ye hastily put down the disposable cup and looked anxiously at Xing Wu, who just kept his eyes lowered without saying a word.

Shortly after, they prepared to leave for the bureau. Xing Wu had driven over – Qing Ye didn’t even know when he’d gotten his license.

Just as they reached the car, Qing Ye suddenly said she’d left something at the house and ran back. The three of them got in the car to wait for her.

As soon as she entered the house, she rushed to the backyard to ask Li Lan Fang why Xing Wu had been sick.

Li Lan Fang exclaimed: “That boy disappeared before New Year’s, didn’t even come home. When he came back something was wrong. Got sick but wouldn’t say anything, just tried to tough it out. Spent the whole New Year in the hospital. Who knows where he gets that stubborn personality from!”

As Li Lan Fang picked vegetables while talking about Xing Wu, Qing Ye walked out the door in a daze.

She looked up at Xing Wu sitting in the driver’s seat. He lowered the window and turned to look at her. She had noticed yesterday that he looked thinner and unwell – it wasn’t her imagination but the weakness from his recent recovery. Last night she had even bought an ice cream that he’d seen – he must have taken it from her despite his condition, worried she’d get a stomach ache. If she had known his state, she would have thrown it away rather than let him touch it.

Qing Ye stood at the doorway looking at him, her eyes misting over, the street becoming increasingly blurry in her vision. Xing Wu slightly furrowed his brows. Jiang Bo lowered the back window and called out: “Get in the car, what are you spacing out for?”

Qing Ye quickly lowered her head and ran to the car. Jiang Bo and Assistant Tian were already in the back seat as she hurriedly opened the front passenger door.
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Xing Wu started the car, and after Qing Ye closed the door, her gaze lingered on him from the corner of her eye. She remembered casually mentioning long ago that he must look handsome while driving. Indeed, he did look handsome – his arm resting on the car window, steering with one hand, his deep eyes containing a faint light. That feeling was incredibly familiar yet somehow distant.

Until… Xing Wu turned to say something to her, she turned to look at him but didn’t hear anything he said. Her gaze was direct as if she was looking at him yet not really seeing him. In her mind’s eye, she saw the scene of him sitting alone in the infusion room – during the New Year holiday, in the empty clinic, with firecrackers going off outside in the streets, and the IV needle in the back of his hand.

Thinking of the needle, she unconsciously looked at his hand again, until Ji Bo tapped the back of her passenger seat: “Qing Ye.”

Only then did she suddenly snap back to reality. “Huh?”

“I was talking to you. What are you daydreaming about?”

She struggled to suppress the emotions hanging in her chest and turned to ask Xing Wu: “What did you say earlier?”

Xing Wu glanced at her: “Couldn’t hear?”

Qing Ye felt somewhat dazed, and Xing Wu simply turned the steering wheel to park the car by the roadside. He reached over directly to grab the passenger seat belt, and in that instant when he leaned over, Qing Ye froze against the seat back. Her heart instantly jumped to her throat, her eyes filled with moisture. Xing Wu looked up at her, noticing her reddened nose and eyes, which made his expression quiver slightly. They were only a fist’s distance apart, and in those two seconds, countless emotions crossed between their gazes.

With a “click,” he fastened her seatbelt, and the warning sound that had been going off finally stopped. The narrow car cabin returned to silence.

Xing Wu pulled the car back onto the road, and Qing Ye quickly turned her head, only to meet Ji Bo’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

When they arrived at the Industrial and Commercial Bureau, Quan Ya was already waiting there. All necessary materials were prepared, and the transfer procedures were simpler than imagined, taking only a morning to complete everything.

Xing Wu and Qing Ye sat face to face at a desk in the hall. Xing Wu reviewed the materials, signed them, and then passed them to Qing Ye. She signed her full name without much examination.

Ji Bo checked the documents while jokingly reminding Qing Ye: “Signing so quickly, aren’t you afraid someone might sell you out?”

Qing Ye ignored him. Xing Wu continued passing materials to her, each time his clearly defined fingers pointing to where she should sign.

Where he pointed, she signed, without any hesitation or need for questioning.

After leaving the Industrial and Commercial Bureau, Qing Ye no longer had any connection to Qing Gu. It was as if the last thread connecting them had been severed. From now on, she seemed to have no excuse to return to this place.

Xing Wu drove them to the hotel to check out and get their luggage. Huang Mao drove his minivan with Pang Hu to meet Qing Ye at the hotel entrance.

Qing Ye took out a complete set of “Chekhov’s Plays” from her suitcase and gave it to Pang Hu, telling him he could read it when practicing recitation.

She also gave a book to Huang Mao, “On the Importance of Speaking.”

Huang Mao held the book with an expression between laughter and tears. Pang Hu consoled him: “Not bad, at least Qing Ye gave you a book instead of blocking you.”

“…”

After chatting briefly with them, Xing Wu drove them to the bus station. When the bus pulled out from the station, Qing Ye saw Xing Wu’s car parked by the roadside, with him leaning against the car door and watching them leave.

Qing Ye opened the window and stuck her head out. For just that moment, she almost had the urge to jump off the bus, but soon his figure became increasingly blurry until she could no longer see him when she turned her head back.

Qing Ye’s phone suddenly vibrated. She quickly took it out – Xing Wu had sent her a message with just three words: “Take care of yourself.”

She stared at these three words for a while, her eyes moistening as she typed back: “You too.”

They took their flight in the afternoon and arrived in Beijing by evening. After getting off the plane and collecting their luggage, Ji Bo walked beside Qing Ye and suddenly said: “You and Xing Wu aren’t blood-related, right?”

Qing Ye turned her head and shot him a piercing glance. Ji Bo suddenly burst into laughter – Qing Ye swore she had never seen such an infuriating smile in her life. If it weren’t for all the people around, she would have ground his bones to dust right there.

Qing Ye stopped in her tracks and asked: “What do you want?”

Ji Bo continued laughing, saying in an extremely irritating way: “To report the truth to your father, of course.”

Qing Ye scoffed: “Where’s your evidence?”

Ji Bo said casually: “Little sister, I told you I’ve been through this before. You’re still too green. What do you think would happen if your father found out he delivered a lamb into a wolf’s den? Wouldn’t he die of anger?”

Qing Ye turned and left directly, not even bothering to say goodbye.

She had thought her father would confront her within three days, and she had even prepared her arguments, planning to bring up all his old accounts from eight hundred years ago to confront him on the spot.

However, unexpectedly, until the new semester started, her father hadn’t mentioned this matter at all. She wondered if Lawyer Ji had a change of heart, or if the evidence was insufficient. After all, as a lawyer, one must be rigorous, and she believed that during this trip back, there wasn’t much evidence for Lawyer Ji to catch her in the act.

After returning from An Zi County this time, without Qing Gu’s connection, Qing Ye and Xing Wu were completely like kites with cut strings. When she first started university, Qing Ye would occasionally call Pang Hu and chat with Du Qi Yan, but once a person leaves a familiar environment, they gradually distance themselves from the original people and things.

Qing Gu moved to new factory premises, with its own warehouse and independent production and packaging lines. Quan Ya became a proper manager, complete with business cards, traveling everywhere to negotiate and integrate franchiser resources. Meanwhile, Xing Wu used his extra time to build an internet team. With Fang Jie’s financial and human resource support, offline and online resources developed simultaneously. In just a year and a half from when Qing Ye took over that factory, Qing Gu grew from a small workshop of four people into a proper internet-based food e-commerce enterprise.

If Qing Ye had initially planted a seed in that unremarkable land, then Xing Wu later helped that tiny seed grow into a towering tree. Continuing Qing Ye’s internet sales concept, half a year later, this team with an average age of just over twenty, without any physical stores, quickly won their market share using the B2C model, focusing on brand culture, supply chain management, and customized service. As An Zi County’s first pure internet food enterprise, they also received Qing Gu’s first round of financing since its establishment.

Meanwhile, Qing Ye’s university life was equally exciting. In the second semester of freshman year, several major events occurred in their dormitory 319. First, in Q University’s famous M-Cup sports competition, the Economics and Management Department won the most M-Cups among all 21 departments. Xie Qian Qian single-handedly won all three championships in women’s Group A track and field events. She instantly transformed from an unknown freshman into the focus of the entire school. The whole department was abuzz on the first day, and that evening, Q University’s forum and message boards were all discussing this girl’s background, asking if she was from the national team.

By the next day, every competitor who saw her was intimidated. However, what really made Xie Qian Qian’s name a hot topic at Q University was her participation in the orienteering race. This competition required a compass and a map, demanding strong logical thinking, analytical ability, decisive judgment, and robust physical fitness – all essential qualities. After intense competition, while emerging victorious among over a hundred participants, she accidentally injured a professor. The key point is… she accidentally injured a professor.

As for how she managed to injure a professor while participating in an orienteering race, no one knew, but because of this incident, the Economics and Management Department didn’t receive the “Sports Ethics Award.”

Thus, she was instantly thrust into the spotlight, with various praise and criticism following. It was said she got into quite some trouble, but later they didn’t see anything happen to her.

Not long after this incident, Qing Ye’s previously popular video imitating various national accents somehow spread within the class, and so on throughout the department. The counselor specifically sought her out, hoping she would represent the department in this term’s English debate competition.

The debate opened with a powerful English speech. Although everyone’s speech content was excellent, Qing Ye’s appearance quickly drew more attention. After several rounds, they directly faced Q University’s Foreign Language Department. The opponent was also an eloquent female student, but Qing Ye remained completely calm. With both beauty and talent, her impromptu debate content was fascinating with tight logic, earning waves of applause.

More interestingly, Qing Ye’s debate angles were unique, and as the attacking side, she constantly set traps for her opponent. However, the girl from the other side was also very rigorous, methodically defending and elaborating her points. Qing Ye’s reactions were particularly quick, using loopholes in the opponent’s arguments to dialectically support her views. After several exchanges, the girl from the Foreign Language Department began to struggle to cope, starting to pile various examples to overwhelm Qing Ye. The biggest taboo in the debate is trying to convince the opponent rather than the judges.

When Qing Ye noticed her opponent’s rhythm showing breakthrough points and their thinking beginning to follow her lead, a barely noticeable smile appeared on her lips.

When it came to Western background and historical overview, she was no less knowledgeable than the Foreign Language Department students. Her opponent even frowned several times, showing embarrassed expressions at the breadth of knowledge Qing Ye displayed. After Qing Ye threw out large amounts of Western development history as evidence, the debate began to gradually tilt.

Then she began to speed up her speech, playing psychological warfare with her opponent through momentum and eye contact. Finally, under her constant attacks, this girl hesitated for just half a second and fell into her trap, contradicting her debate content. The scene immediately erupted in commotion, and Qing Ye gracefully curtsied to her: “Thank you for agreeing with my point.”

With this, that statement made her instantly famous, and this debate became the most exciting topic within Q University recently, later being recorded as a textbook example of debate.

Meng Rui Hang specifically excitedly told Qing Ye that she had been crowned their department’s new goddess, and many people from the Foreign Language Department directly called her “Department Beauty.” An Economics and Management student being named Department Beauty by the Foreign Language Department people became a topic of conversation between the two departments.

During this time, Qu Bing was also busy, not missing any student work or volunteer public welfare activities, being very active, and meeting many department bigshots. Most of the news in the dormitory came from her. Her purpose in doing all this was clear – she planned to run for student union officer. For this goal, she truly developed comprehensively in moral, intellectual, physical, artistic, and labor aspects.

While others in the dormitory were flourishing in various ways, Sun Wan Jing, who had been inconspicuous all along, ranked first in the department at the end of freshman year, despite entering with the lowest score among the four.

This directly led to their dormitory 319 becoming a special existence in Building 36. In short, everyone in this dormitory had some kind of superhuman rhythm.

They didn’t know what Xie Qian Qian was thinking, but after the grades came out, Qu Bing and Qing Ye had to give a capital RESPECT to Sun Wan Jing’s late-coming momentum.

Before summer vacation, everyone asked about each other’s holiday plans. Xie Qian Qian said she was going to work part-time. The other three in the dormitory looked at her in silence for a long time – someone whose family butler drives a Rolls-Royce says she’s going to work part-time?

Although it seemed somewhat unreasonable, they had gotten used to her often shocking statements.

Then they asked Sun Wan Jing if she planned to go anywhere during summer vacation. She said vacation isn’t for resting, it’s for surpassing others – some people win during vacation, while others lose during vacation.

After she said this, the other three fell silent again. Qing Ye originally wanted to say she’d sleep in for a few days but didn’t dare say it out loud.

As for Qu Bing, she said her mother called her to return to their hometown, as her cousin had finished the college entrance exam, but she didn’t know the situation yet.

Speaking of college entrance exams, yes, this year’s exams were over, and from the end, until the results were announced, Qing Ye’s mood had been anxious. She couldn’t pinpoint where the anxiety came from, just an inexplicable restlessness.

Strangely, until July, she hadn’t received any news, whether good or bad.

It had been a long time since she had contact with people from the past, and the group from Zha Zha Ting gradually faded from her life. The only news she heard was from Shi Min telling her that Pang Hu had been admitted to the Central Academy of Drama. Besides that, there was no more news about that person.

However, in early July, Qing Ye suddenly and inexplicably received a sum of money from Du Qi Yan – two hundred thousand. She specifically called Du Qi Yan about this matter, and after talking for half an hour, she learned that Qing Gu was about to undergo its first round of financing, and they were incredibly busy there lately.

Until she hung up the phone, she had forgotten to ask why they suddenly gave her two hundred thousand. Could it be some kind of hush money? Were they afraid that after Mr. CEO Xing becomes successful, she might try to extort him? Qing Ye wouldn’t accept this – her studies weren’t finished yet, and who knows who would be more impressive in the future!

What a puzzling two hundred thousand!
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Throughout the summer vacation, Qing Ye spent her time intensively. She rationally divided her time, simultaneously preparing for several certification exams she would take after entering her sophomore year, which occupied almost her entire summer vacation.

Xie Qian Qian was virtually missing in action all summer, but Sun Wan Jing often invited Qing Ye out to coffee shops or bookstores, where they would spend entire afternoons, though generally not disturbing each other, each busy with their own work.

As for Qu Bing, she would occasionally call Qing Ye for casual chats. Qing Ye heard that her cousin had been directly admitted to Q University’s famous Y Class through recommendation. Qing Ye couldn’t help but exclaim: “What kind of celestial beings is your Qu family?”

This class had always been the source of top domestic computer talent – half of the nation’s talents were at Q University, and half of Q University’s talents were in Y Class. How exceptional this class was – undoubtedly top-tier in domestic computer science. With around 50 spots annually, two-thirds were provincial recommended students and national competition winners, while the remaining spots, left for secondary selection, were filled by provincial top scorers. It was truly an abnormal existence. When Qing Ye first started university, she heard that a senior from the previous year, before even graduating, was spotted by a large domestic enterprise willing to offer an annual salary of 2 million to secure him. This senior didn’t even blink before refusing. Therefore, this gathering place of elite students possessed a noble and aloof nature that outsiders couldn’t comprehend.

Qu Bing also mentioned that when her cousin was recommended for Y Class, their family held a three-day feast. However according to her brother, there were even more extraordinary students in their year – 38 spots were taken by National Training Team members in mathematics, physics, and informatics, less than ten through independent recruitment, and four through regular examination. Among these four, one person received preferential admission with reduced points after submitting application materials, though their original score was already sufficient for admission – truly outstanding.

The two of them marveled over the phone about how each new wave surpasses the last, and how admirable such juniors were.

It wasn’t until late August when Qu Bing returned from her hometown that Qing Ye suddenly realized school was about to start – in the blink of an eye, she was already a sophomore.

Qu Bing came back a few days early, not by choice, but mainly because her cousin needed to report early, so she had to run around like a mother hen helping him. On registration day, she escorted him to his dormitory as a family member.

But after sending her brother to the dormitory, she went crazy, immediately calling Qing Ye, saying her brother had a roommate whose looks she could worship for a lifetime. It had only been a month since Qu Bing last said these words when she attended her mother’s friend’s son’s wedding and said the same about the best man, so Qing Ye didn’t take it seriously at all.

She was the last one in the dormitory to arrive at school, with the others getting into the rhythm a few days earlier.

Qu Bing brought local specialties from her hometown, but surprisingly, after two days, she was still going on about her brother’s roommate. Under her gossip-seeking probe, this exceptionally good-looking roommate of her brother turned out to be the genius who received the reduced points policy through secondary recruitment. It was said he had existing internet project achievements, and during the presentation of the results, his comprehensive evaluation was approved on the spot, becoming their year’s well-deserved potential stock.

Qu Bing asked if others in the dormitory were interested. This junior had already caught many people’s attention since arriving for registration, and many people had been asking her for information. If anyone in the dormitory was interested, she could prioritize resources, converting external sales to internal.

Sun Wan Jing, adhering to her principle of no dating before senior year, didn’t want to engage. Xie Qian Qian wasn’t uninterested in men, she just didn’t trust Qu Bing’s taste. For instance, among those fresh young celebrities she admired and claimed had divine looks, Xie Qian Qian didn’t approve of any. So she directly asked: “Besides looks, what else?”

Qing Ye calmly added: “Give one irrefutable reason.”

After struggling for a while, Qu Bing said: “He has a lot of hair.”

“…” Everyone burst into laughter, after all, as computer science guys aged, their hair volume decreased alarmingly, so having lots of hair could count as an overwhelming advantage.

Xie Qian Qian conceded and said they could discuss good resources again after she broke up with her fiancé.

The other three discovered that after becoming sophomores, this girl’s ability to shock with her words had improved – she could joke without changing expression, even bringing up a fiancé.

The next day, Qu Bing said her cousin insisted on treating them to dinner, showing some hospitality while seeking advice from senior sisters about survival at Q University.

Qu Bing readily agreed, saying they could invite his roommates too, then came back and dragged her dormmates to this new semester’s social party with Y Class juniors.

Except for Xie Qian Qian who really couldn’t make it, Qing Ye had been out during the day and didn’t really want to go, but considering it was Qu Bing’s brother, she should at least give Qu Bing a face since he just arrived in Beijing.

The time was set for 6 PM, meeting at Q University’s west gate. Qing Ye had met with her former high school classmates in Xidan that afternoon, leaving at 5 PM, planning to return to the dormitory to freshen up before heading out together. However, by coincidence, she ran into Lawyer Ji Bo whom she hadn’t seen in a long time.

Lawyer Ji Bo maintained his graceful manner and asked warmly upon seeing Qing Ye: “How have you been lately, little sister?”

Qing Ye deliberately responded: “You have the nerve to ask me?”

Unexpectedly, Ji Bo awkwardly said: “I tried to persuade your father, I didn’t expect him to directly confront Xing Wu, I’m sorry.”

The next second, Qing Ye’s pupils suddenly dilated as she stared at him in disbelief: “What did you say?”

…

When Qing Ye heard that her father had met with Xing Wu, she felt her head buzzing, countless emotions suddenly surging like a flood. Without another word, she rushed straight to Qing Hong Zhi’s company.

That anger made her look frightening all the way there. No wonder the people from Zha Zha Ting seemed to collectively disappear lately, and even Pang Hu hadn’t contacted her since arriving in Beijing.

She burst into Qing Hong Zhi’s office in one breath. Qing Hong Zhi was discussing something with a subordinate, but seeing Qing Ye’s expression, he asked his colleague to leave first.

As soon as the person left, Qing Ye threw her bag on the sofa and said: “I thought you would at least communicate with me first.”

Seeing Qing Ye’s aggressive manner, Qing Hong Zhi had already guessed why she had come. He unhurriedly opened his tea lid, blowing at the floating tea leaves, and said: “Some things can be discussed, some things I believe don’t need discussion.”

“Why?”

Qing Hong Zhi placed the tea lid on the deep wooden table and said mildly: “Just like this set of my rosewood desk and chairs – if you forcefully insert a particle board stool, do you think it’s appropriate? Perhaps it looks beautiful with a coat of paint, but it’s ultimately not durable. Do I need to teach you this principle?”

Qing Ye’s chest heaved violently, her eyes seemingly able to shoot fire, staring unblinkingly at Qing Hong Zhi as she said coldly: “What did you do to him?”

“What could I do? Just as a worried old father, I shared these principles with him.”

Qing Ye knew her father too well – he definitely wouldn’t just stop talking. If he wanted to, he could use the gentlest language to say the most hurtful things.

Thinking of the scene of him meeting Xing Wu, her entire heart trembled. She stepped closer to Qing Hong Zhi, slamming her hands on his rosewood desk, staring at him aggressively: “And then?”

Looking at his daughter’s bloodshot eyes, Qing Hong Zhi’s face suddenly showed a trace of mockery: “Then? Since you know, I’ll tell you directly – I cleaned up this matter for you. Then I proposed that as long as he stops interfering with your life, I could give him a compensation fee. I was originally prepared to give him 500,000 considering Li Lan Fang’s face, and let them live peacefully in the county. But when I just mentioned 200,000, he readily agreed, as if afraid a cooked duck might fly away.

Look, open your eyes wide and look carefully – what do you like about him? You’re only worth 200,000 in his eyes. The young man looks tough but his actions don’t match his aspirations, without any integrity.”

Qing Ye suddenly froze, thinking of that puzzling 200,000 from early July. Her previously angry face suddenly broke into a “pfft” of laughter. Originally Qing Hong Zhi was fuming, but seeing his daughter’s sudden abnormal behavior, he frowned and asked: “What are you laughing at?”

Qing Ye’s smile gradually grew larger, eventually reaching a rhythm that seemed impossible to stop. She slowly straightened up and narrowed her eyes: “Dad, how come I never found you so adorable before?”

Qing Hong Zhi stared at her with deeply furrowed brows.

Qing Ye had walked back to the sofa, picking up her small bag, saying mockingly: “200,000 is indeed a bit low. Dad, next time in this situation, you should do as they do on TV – take out a check and write him 100 million. That would better reflect your daughter’s value. How could you have the nerve to mention 200,000? Aren’t you afraid of being laughed at?”

Then she opened the door, turning back to tell Qing Hong Zhi before leaving: “Oh right, I won’t be back for dinner tonight.”

Seeing Qing Ye’s reaction, Qing Hong Zhi felt increasingly uneasy. He stood up and asked: “Where are you going?”

“Having dinner with classmates.” With that, she directly left with her bag.

Before she even left her father’s company, Qu Bing called to hurry her. Qing Ye said she had something earlier but was heading over now, telling them to go to the restaurant first and just send her the location.

Qu Bing said it was fine to wait a bit, just telling her to fly over quickly.

Earlier, Qing Ye had been so angry she’d lost her head and temporarily forgotten about dinner with the juniors. Actually, after leaving Qing Hong Zhi’s company, Qing Ye’s mood was quite complex. Her father had gone behind her back to find Xing Wu, and Xing Wu hadn’t told her. Even though he had returned that money to her, it was still through Du Qi Yan’s hands – was he planning to completely separate their paths? This feeling inevitably made Qing Ye feel embarrassed and angry.

If it weren’t for Qu Bing’s messages coming one after another urging her, she really wanted to call and question Xing Wu about what this meant.

After getting out of the taxi and rushing to the west gate, the early September weather was somewhat sultry. She wore a short-sleeved trendy T-shirt paired with flowing high-waisted wide-leg pants, tall and slender, still carrying some of August’s heat.

When she reached the west gate, sweat had formed on her nose tip. From far away, she saw a group of people standing at the side of the west gate. Qu Bing waved at her, and she quickly jogged over, panting: “Sorry, I temporarily…”

Qing Ye’s voice suddenly stopped. The gentle wind lightly danced with her long hair, the setting sun obliquely dyed red the blue brick and white-pillared archway. They stood under the arch, and Qing Ye’s eyes suddenly grew huge, her jaw instantly dropping, staring dazedly at a tall man in the crowd behind Qu Bing – fair white short-sleeved shirt, crisp khaki casual pants, vibrant chestnut hairstyle, thin-rimmed scholarly glasses on his nose bridge, and a shy faint smile on his lips.

At this moment, Qing Ye had only one thought – had a long-lost twin brother with an opposite temperament to Xing Wu appeared at the other end of the map?

She even somewhat fearfully stepped back. Seeing her ghost-like expression upon arrival, Qu Bing very embarrassedly blocked her view and whispered with lip movements: “I told you he was handsome but you didn’t believe me, but do you need to be so exaggerated? Looking like you’ve never seen a man before, calm down! Where’s your expression management?”

Qu Bing’s brother had already walked over, smiling: “You must be Qing Ye? Hello, I’m Qu Bing’s brother, Qu Xing.”

Qing Ye’s face was still frozen, unable to make any expression even if she wanted to, her eyes still staring straight at that person behind Qu Bing. The setting sun happened to shine on his glasses, causing some reflection – she couldn’t quite see the expression behind the lenses.

Seeing Qing Ye’s reaction to his roommate, even more exaggerated than his sister’s, Qu Xing instantly refreshed his understanding of Q University girls. What happened to their supposed nobility? How come they all acted like wolves upon seeing a man? And not even trying to hide it? Were they really this straightforward?

He secretly smiled and pulled his roommate forward to introduce to Qing Ye: “This is my roommate…”

A reflection slipped away from the glasses, and the deep, profound light in the man’s eyes unexpectedly crashed into Qing Ye’s line of sight. His lips curved into an unfathomable smile as he extended his hand to Qing Ye: “Xing Wu.”
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Qing Ye stared at the familiar hand extended before her. How many nights had she fallen asleep holding this hand? How many moments had she spent tracing the slight calluses on his palm, wondering when they would finally endure those difficult years and step together into the light?

In just two short years, they had progressed from mutual dislike to tentative exploration to unwavering commitment. They had experienced bitterness, despair, pain, sweetness, tenderness, and separation. Now, meeting beneath this dazzling archway with its blue bricks and white pillars, they should have been excited, embracing, crying tears of joy. Yet at this moment, Qing Ye suddenly felt the urge to hit someone—especially when looking at the hand extended before her. Her first impulse was to slap it.

However, considering that if she delivered that slap, today’s meal would be ruined, Qing Ye managed to suppress her impulse for the sake of not embarrassing the Qu siblings.

The others around them felt an inexplicable awkwardness. Qu Bing quickly grabbed Qing Ye’s arm, pretending nothing was wrong as she said with a laugh, “My goodness, it’s so hot! Let’s hurry and get something to eat.”

Qu Xing immediately agreed, “Yes, yes, let’s get a taxi.”

He cast an anxious glance at Xing Wu, but Xing Wu showed no signs of displeasure. He simply withdrew his hand into his pocket as if nothing had happened.

Three people had come from Qu Xing’s dormitory—besides the two of them, there was also a roommate named Zhuang Si Xian. After Qing Ye arrived, they headed to the roadside to hail a taxi. The boys walked in front while Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing pulled Qing Ye along behind them. Qu Bing wiped her sweat and said to Qing Ye, “What were you doing just now? You made things so awkward—didn’t you see how red Xing Wu’s face got?”

“Red? Is there something wrong with your eyes?” He never blushed even when walking around shirtless in front of me!

But Qu Bing continued, “The last time I saw him, he barely spoke. He’s the type of shy guy who gets embarrassed easily. Don’t scare him away on your first meeting.”

Qing Ye’s voice rose to a squeak: “Shy? Him? What’s there for him to be shy about?”

Her voice had gotten a bit too loud, causing the three boys in front to turn their heads. Qu Bing immediately pinched Qing Ye hard: “Lower your voice! Good grief, why don’t you just go up and say it to his face?”

Qing Ye glared at the elegant back in front of her with an annoyed expression. Had he gotten taller? Was he still growing after eighteen?

The taxi stopped then, and they let the senior girls get in first. However, when they reached the restaurant, Qu Xing’s taxi arrived first, with the three boys waiting at the mall entrance for the girls.

From a distance, Xing Wu’s white shirt was tucked into khaki casual pants, the straight pant legs slightly rolled up to reveal long, straight legs. His glasses concealed his originally deep and sharp eyes, also hiding the fierce look in them. At first glance, he appeared to be just a refined, sunny handsome guy. In contrast, Qu Xing beside him, with his somewhat casual mix-and-match style, looked more like an undisciplined poor student. Even Zhuang Si Xian, perhaps due to his anxious-looking features, somehow gave off a middle-aged uncle’s weathered vibe. Looking at them this way, Xing Wu had somehow become the most honest-looking among the three—it was unbelievable!

Xing Wu’s gaze fell on Qing Ye’s waist. He wasn’t sure if it was fashion or what, but he only knew that Qing Ye’s t-shirt was too short, as if she couldn’t afford enough fabric. With just a slight raise of her arms, her smooth, delicate waist would be exposed. He didn’t know when her clothing style had changed like this—college did make a difference.

They headed directly to the buffet restaurant Qu Bing had chosen, only to find it extremely crowded with a waiting list of more than ten tables ahead of them—about a half-hour wait. Qu Bing had already bought group vouchers and suggested they wait since she was treating everyone, and the others didn’t feel comfortable objecting.

So the six of them sat in the waiting area, with the three boys in the front row and Qing Ye and the other two girls behind them.

Qu Xing scrolled through his phone and suggested, “How about we play a five-player game of Honor of Kings?”

Zhuang Si Xian said, “Sure, let’s do it.”

Qu Xing patted Xing Wu’s shoulder: “Do you know how to play?”

Xing Wu pushed up his glasses with his long fingers, looking down at his phone: “I’m decent.”

Qu Bing jabbed at Qu Xing from behind: “You think everyone secretly plays games like you do? Others don’t have time for this.”

Qu Xing immediately protested: “You’re one to talk! Why do you always ask me to carry you when you’re trying to rank up? Even during my monthly exams!”

Qu Bing was momentarily speechless. Qing Ye let out a dry “hehe” laugh and suddenly interjected: “Don’t talk about your brother like that. Maybe others play even more intensely than he does.”

Qu Bing didn’t dare respond to this. While it seemed like she was defending Qu Xing, why did it feel like she was somehow throwing shade at someone?

They needed one more player besides the three of them. Qu Xing asked whether Qing Ye or Sun Wan Jing wanted to join.

Sun Wan Jing didn’t even have the game app and said she’d just help them watch their queue number. Qing Ye did have the game—she’d downloaded it when she first started college. During those nights, she would remember how things used to be in the small second-floor room: she would read while Xing Wu played games. Later, she downloaded Honor of Kings herself, played a few rounds to experience it, and then left it alone.

So she warned them: “I don’t know how to play.”

Zhuang Si Xian also said, “I’m not very good either.”

Qu Xing sighed helplessly: “Then I’ll have to jungle and carry you all. Qing Ye, if you don’t know how to play, do you have Yao’s trial card? Just play support and follow my lead.”

It took Qing Ye quite a while to figure out that the pink-haired girl was called Yao. After the game started, Qing Ye just wandered around aimlessly. Qu Xing anxiously said, “Qing Ye, don’t run around! Buy support items and come with me to counter-jungle their red buff.”

At the same time, a player with the ID “After Rain Comes Sunshine” sent a message: “Come.”

Qing Ye naturally assumed this was Qu Xing and headed toward the Monkey King in the game. Qu Xing was still calling from the front: “Qing Ye, hurry up!”

“Qing Ye, come on!”

Annoyed by his rushing, Qing Ye responded, “I am coming! Aren’t I right next to you?”

“Where did you come? Why are you mixing it up with the marksman in the bottom lane? Come find me!”

“Where are you?”

“…”

While Qing Ye was still fumbling around, suddenly “First Blood” rang out, and before anyone could react, “Double Kill” followed.

The bottom line Houyi and the enemy support Cai Wen Ji were instantly killed by the Monkey King.

Qu Xing blurted out “Damn!” and said: “Qing Ye, don’t come anymore, just stay in the bottom lane and follow the marksman.”

Qing Ye had no idea what was going on and was still standing under her tower studying the skill descriptions. She asked Qu Xing: “How do you play this hero?”

Qu Bing beside her couldn’t bear to watch anymore and told her: “Just use your ultimate skill and don’t do anything else.”

Just as she finished speaking, the Monkey King in the game ran over to the pink-haired Yao. After Qing Ye pressed the ultimate skill, she was startled—the pink-haired girl suddenly flew towards the Monkey King, instantly merging with him into one body. Throughout the entire game, Qing Ye didn’t do anything, not even needing to press any skill buttons. The Monkey King carried her around collecting kills, easily pushing to the enemy crystal while Qing Ye still hadn’t figured out who was who among her teammates in the game.

In the end, she even got a gold medal for support.

Qing Ye said with great satisfaction: “This game isn’t that hard! I played pretty well, right?”

The others around her stared at her with indescribable expressions. They’d seen people getting carried before, but never someone who got carried the entire time and still claimed they played well.

Sun Wan Jing informed them their number was called, and everyone got up to walk to the restaurant. Qing Ye casually asked: “Who was ‘After Rain Comes Sunshine’ just now?”

Xing Wu raised his eyes and gave her a meaningful sideways glance. Qing Ye instantly realized—damn, she had been following him from the start…

Qu Xing excitedly said: “Xing Wu, you’re pretty good at Honor of Kings! Those graceful movements—I wouldn’t have guessed! I thought you never played games.”

“Haven’t played in a long time.”

“…”

At the restaurant, they sat at a long table, three boys and three girls facing each other. Xing Wu sat on the outside, Qing Ye sat inside, and Qu Xing sat across from her.

Among the six of them, only Qing Ye and Qu Bing weren’t wearing glasses. Little brother Qu Xing said he wore contact lenses, while the others all wore glasses. Somehow the conversation turned to when everyone had started needing glasses.

Sun Wan Jing said she started wearing them in ninth grade, while Zhuang Si Xian said he ruined his eyes from study pressure in his second year of high school.

When it came to Xing Wu, Qing Ye, who had been sitting inside working on a large crab claw, suddenly piped up: “Some people wear glasses not because they’re nearsighted, but because they’re trying to look cool.”

She sat in the innermost corner, her whole figure shrouded in shadow. More importantly, she was holding large crab claw-like scissors, giving off an inexplicable “Professional Killer” horror movie vibe.

“…” The atmosphere suddenly became subtle. Qing Ye set down the stubborn crab claw and got up to refill her water glass.

As soon as she left, Qu Bing immediately said awkwardly to Xing Wu: “She’s just joking, she wasn’t talking about you.”

Xing Wu lowered his head with a faint smile, saying nothing.

When Qing Ye returned after making a round and bringing back a plate of snacks, the crab claw she had given up on had already been cracked open. The succulent crab meat now lay quietly on her plate. Qu Bing informed her at the right moment: “Xing Wu got the claw cracker to help open it for you.”

Qing Ye set down her plate and glanced diagonally across at him. Xing Wu happened to look up at her too. Qu Bing anxiously pulled at her and whispered: “Shouldn’t you thank him?”

Before Qing Ye could speak, Xing Wu said with a mild smile: “No need.”

Throughout the whole process, he acted refined and gentlemanly, putting on quite a show while also giving Qing Ye a way out. It made her look unsentimental, impolite, and cold-hearted. Qing Ye’s inner thoughts exploded.

Qu Xing returned with his food. The table was crowded, and as he stood to move some plates, he accidentally bumped Qing Ye’s phone. The screen lit up, and he happened to see the lock screen image, casually remarking: “That hand-drawn lady looks a lot like you.”

Sun Wan Jing chimed in: “It was drawn by her ex-boyfriend.”

Qing Ye quickly grabbed her phone and frantically locked the screen. When she looked up, she caught Xing Wu’s eye. He casually put a piece of beef in his mouth, his gaze falling on her phone.

Qu Bing interjected: “How do you know it’s an ex-boyfriend and not a current boyfriend?”

Sun Wan Jing replied matter-of-factly: “A year without contact turns even the best current boyfriend into an ex-boyfriend.”

Qu Xing was confused and looked at Qing Ye seriously: “So do you have a boyfriend or not?”

Qing Ye’s peripheral vision caught someone’s reaction—he had lowered his gaze and was stirring the barbecue sauce on his plate. Her lips curved slightly as she decisively answered: “Single. If you know anyone good, feel free to introduce them.”

Zhuang Si Xian laughed: “Senior, you must be joking. With your qualities, you need introductions?”

Xing Wu finally put down his utensils, picked up his water glass, leaned back in his chair, and cast her a deep, meaningful glance.

The conversation circled back to Xing Wu. Everyone learned he came from a county in G Province, known for its relatively backward economy. If he hadn’t mentioned it himself, no one would have guessed from his appearance and demeanor that he came from such an impoverished area.

Qu Bing’s gaze immediately changed, filled with inspiration and admiration.

Qu Xing joked: “If I had your looks, I’d rely on appearance rather than talent. With housing prices so high now, I might as well find a rich Beijing girl and settle down here directly.”

Qing Ye looked up at him with an ambiguous smile. Xing Wu pushed his glasses up his nose bridge reservedly and replied: “A rich Beijing girl…”

He deliberately dragged out his tone, then added: “Not a bad suggestion. Maybe I should try pursuing a single one.”

Everyone thought he was joking, except for a certain Beijing girl who turned away with an almost imperceptible smile playing at her lips.

After dinner, it was only eight o’clock when Qu Xing suggested they go sing karaoke. For young men who had just finished their college entrance exams and left their hometown for a new environment, it was like suddenly being set free. Since they were out having fun today, they might as well enjoy themselves thoroughly before officially starting their new academic life.

So everyone asked where to find a KTV. Sun Wan Jing had lived with her father at the Shenyang branch throughout high school, so among the six of them, only Qing Ye was truly a local. Everyone looked at her, and she pointed ahead: “There seems to be one over there, not far.”

They decided to walk there to digest their meal. On the way, Zhuang Si Xian pulled out a pack of cigarettes and asked Qu Xing if he smoked.

Qu Xing said “I’ll have one,” but Qu Bing immediately grabbed his collar: “Getting brave, are we? Want me to tell Mom and Dad?”

Qu Xing removed her hand and said: “It’s not like I didn’t secretly smoke in high school.”

Zhuang Si Xian then asked Xing Wu: “Want one?”

Xing Wu waved his hand: “I don’t smoke.”

Qu Bing said sarcastically: “That’s enough from you guys. Don’t corrupt the honest one. He doesn’t smoke.”

Qing Ye suddenly let out two “heh…heh” laughs.

Qu Bing turned to ask her: “What are you laughing at?”

“Was I laughing?”

“Yes, you were.”

“Oh, maybe I just found what you said amusing.”

“…”

At the KTV, they ordered some drinks and snacks. This was the first time the girls from Room 319 had gone to karaoke together. As soon as they entered, Qu Xing called out: “What do you want to sing? I’ll queue them up.”

But nobody felt like singing, so the private room became Qu Xing’s concert. He even picked the rather classic song “Glorious Years,” saying that when his whole class sang it after the college entrance exam, everyone cried, so he sang it with great enthusiasm.

After one round of excitement, they noticed people were either on their phones or eating snacks, which wasn’t very interesting. So they turned off the music and suggested playing games instead, so everyone could participate.

The game was simple: each person had a dice, and whoever rolled the highest could ask any question to the person who rolled the lowest. If they couldn’t answer within one second, they had to drink.

This game became much more interesting among a group of top students. Everyone wracked their brains to come up with tricky questions, making it like a live version of “The Brain.” At first, everyone was seriously challenging each other with academic problems.

After several rounds, the game took an unexpected turn. Qu Bing rolled a six and asked Zhuang Si Xian, who rolled a two: “How old were you when you had your first kiss?”

“…Six years old, with a little girl at my doorstep…” This sudden change in direction sent everyone into fits of laughter.

In the next round, Qing Ye unfortunately rolled a one, and Qu Xing excitedly held up his six and looked at her: “Compare your ex-boyfriend to an object, answer immediately.”

“An electric pony.”

“…” Instantly, the entire room fell silent. Xing Wu’s eyebrow twitched slightly behind his glasses, while Qing Ye’s face turned red to her ears, nearly bit off her tongue and swallowed it.

Yao Yan – Chapter 108
Around ten o’clock, they ended their gathering. Unfortunately, fate had other plans—when they left the KTV, it suddenly started pouring. They had to return before the dormitory closed at eleven, which made the situation quite awkward.

Qu Xing suggested, “How about this—I’ll run out to flag down a taxi, and then you all can get in.”

Qu Bing immediately made a sour face: “We’ll still get soaked running from the taxi to the dorm.”

Meanwhile, Xing Wu had already strode back into the KTV. After some negotiation, he paid a deposit and borrowed three umbrellas.

Two umbrellas went to the girls, while the three guys kept one. Qing Ye’s group’s taxi arrived at the school gate first. Qu Bing paid quickly and opened her umbrella to shelter Sun Wan Jing. Qing Ye opened the other umbrella as Qu Bing urged them, “Hurry back!”

But Qing Ye lingered behind, looking back repeatedly until she finally saw the other taxi stop. One umbrella wasn’t enough for the three guys. Qu Xing called out to the others, “Let’s squeeze together, we can shower when we get back.”

He was about to pull Xing Wu closer, but Xing Wu, uncomfortable with the idea of huddling with two other guys, awkwardly stepped away: “You two share it.”

With that, he walked into the heavy rain. Qing Ye glanced back at Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing, who were already far ahead, bit her lip, and turned to run after Xing Wu.

From a distance, Qu Xing saw Qing Ye splashing through the water and called out in surprise: “Why did you come back?”

Hearing Qu Xing’s voice, Xing Wu raised his head, his hair dripping wet. The wind lifted Qing Ye’s short t-shirt, water splashing around her. Rain had dampened her eyelashes as she ran toward him against the wind and rain. The two rows of street lights suddenly seemed dim in comparison. He stopped in his tracks, his eyes fixed on her approaching figure.

She ran up to him in one breath, stood on her tiptoes, and held the umbrella over his head. Raindrops cascaded down the umbrella’s edge, forming a misty curtain that enclosed them both.

When she looked up at him, he had removed his glasses. Those pitch-black eyes held the brightest stars of the night. Her body trembled slightly as he took the umbrella from her hand.

Qu Xing called back to her: “Senior, thank you! We’ll treat you to a meal next time. We’re heading back first!”

With that, he and Zhuang Si Xian huddled under their umbrella and jogged back to the dormitory. Qing Ye watched their retreating figures, then heard Xing Wu say, “Let me walk you back first.”

They walked toward Building 36. Strangely, although Qing Ye had a stomach full of questions for him—if not for tonight’s dinner, she probably would have called to interrogate him—she hadn’t expected heaven to play such a huge joke on her. He turned out to be the junior student Qu Bing had been mentioning for days. How did all this happen? Why hadn’t he told her? And how did he end up in Class Y?

It had become the most confusing event of the year, but now that they were walking alone together, she found herself inexplicably nervous. Her heart was racing, and she could feel the intense aura radiating from the person beside her like heat waves. Even at arm’s length, she felt herself trembling, so she moved slightly away.

When she moved away a bit, Xing Wu would shift closer to her. When she moved again, he glanced at her sideways, his voice ethereal on the rainy night: “You stuck so close to me in the game, why aren’t you sticking close now?”

Qing Ye crossed her arms irritably and said, “What do you mean by that, Xing Wu?”

His long legs moved slowly as he shifted the umbrella closer to her side: “Isn’t your waist cold?”

“…What’s it to you?”

“It looks cold to me.”

With that, he reached out to try pulling her t-shirt down. Qing Ye immediately slapped his hand away, exclaiming, “What are you doing?”

“Is this how you dress every day in college?”

Qing Ye couldn’t help but laugh sarcastically, extremely annoyed as she sneered: “Who are you to me? You’re being controlling!”

Xing Wu stopped in his tracks, his face completely devoid of warmth. Qing Ye completely ignored him and strode into the rain. He hurriedly caught up with her, and soon a large umbrella sheltered her head again.

As they approached the dormitory building, Qing Ye said curtly: “No need to see me further.”

As she was about to enter, Xing Wu grabbed her arm and pulled her under the rain shelter, putting down the umbrella. Qing Ye was already soaked through, with rainwater running from her hair to her eyelashes, then falling to her lips when she blinked. In the dim yellow light, Xing Wu’s white shirt had become completely transparent from the rain, revealing his enticing contours. He looked down at her lips, his sexy Adam’s apple bobbing slightly as he spoke in a husky voice: “Single? If I remember correctly, someone told me I wasn’t allowed to break up with them.”

Qing Ye felt overwhelmed by his intense masculine presence, her body seeming to shrink smaller. Those dark eyes made her heart race—she couldn’t suppress the excitement of their reunion after so long, but she managed to salvage a bit of pride from her muddle of emotions: “Yeah, I said you weren’t allowed to break up with me, but I never said I couldn’t break up with you.”

Xing Wu’s mouth twitched as he looked down: “So you’re saying you want to break up with me?”

Qing Ye straightened up and tried to push his arm away, but her strength was negligible compared to his. He pulled her back in front of him, caught her delicate chin, and lifted it slightly, suddenly drawing close as he asked again: “Answer me.”

His breath was hot against her face, his broad shoulders completely enveloping her in his embrace. Their lips were so close they almost touched. Qing Ye had to admit she was intimidated—her breathing was completely chaotic, and she could barely stand steady. Her voice trembled as she said: “I won’t be able to get in five minutes.”

Xing Wu didn’t move, giving her a deep look before his lips curved into a slight smile and he raised his arm to let her go.

Qing Ye finally caught her breath and rushed into the building. Xing Wu remained standing in the dark, rainy night, holding the umbrella and watching her with bright eyes. Before she went in, she suddenly turned back and gave him a thumbs-down, taunting: “Beijing girls aren’t that easy to pursue.”

Xing Wu broke into an immediate smile, his enchanting expression warming the cold rain in the darkness.

When Qing Ye ran upstairs, Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing had just finished showering. Xie Qian Qian had also returned and was lying on her bed drawing design plans on her tablet. This girl had many strange hobbies, and drawing garden landscape designs was one of them.

Qing Ye was completely soaked. After her shower, she came out to hear Qu Bing discussing Xing Wu with Sun Wan Jing: “It’s different from us—educational resources are limited there. He must have endured so many hardships studying for over ten years.”

Qing Ye frowned and casually said: “How do you know he spent ten years studying hard? Who knows what kind of wildlife he might have lived back home.”

As she put down her towel, Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing both looked at her. The atmosphere in the dorm suddenly grew quiet. It wasn’t until Qing Ye walked back to her bed that Qu Bing finally couldn’t help but say: “Qing Ye, do you have something against Xing Wu?”

Qing Ye replied with surprise: “No, what could I have against him?”

“Don’t you think you’ve been… making snide remarks about him all evening?”

Qing Ye asked dramatically: “I made snide remarks about him?”

Even Sun Wan Jing silently nodded in agreement.

Qing Ye was completely speechless. She stood up from her bed again and said: “I just think you’re all imagining him to be too innocent. Does wearing glasses and a white shirt automatically make someone an honest boy? Then he says he doesn’t smoke, and you all assume he doesn’t? You’ll get deceived by men if you go out thinking like this.”

Qu Bing listened in confusion and asked: “So you’re saying Xing Wu is a playboy pretending to be honest?”

“I didn’t say that. When did I call him a playboy? I’m just saying you’ve only met him once or twice—what makes you think he’s spent ten years studying diligently? Have you read too many news stories? Do you think anyone from a poor area who gets into Q University or B University must be a bookworm who buries their head in studies and ignores everything else? Maybe he’s just naturally gifted in certain areas.”

Sun Wan Jing couldn’t listen anymore and chimed in: “Xing Wu’s home county might only produce one Q University talent in many years. Given the studying environment there, if he was the type who liked to play around, he couldn’t have gotten into our school.”

“…I just think you’re all being too superficial. You need to look past appearances to see the essence.”

Qu Bing immediately responded: “Then let’s talk about appearances. When I went to pay for karaoke, I found out Xing Wu had secretly paid for the room and drinks. I treated you all to the buffet with group vouchers at 198 yuan per person, barely spending over a thousand, but he spent over two thousand on karaoke without hesitation. Knowing his family situation, I feel bad letting him pay. Doesn’t this say enough about his character? That’s why I asked if you have something against him. It was your first meeting, and he didn’t do anything inappropriate, but didn’t you notice you were targeting him all evening?”

“…”

After a long pause, Qing Ye asked: “Did I?”

Xie Qian Qian, who had been drawing on her bed across the room, suddenly turned to look at her: “Kind of.”

Qu Bing clapped her hands: “See? I wasn’t wrong. Even Qian Qian, as an outsider, noticed it.”

“…”

So, the previously harmonious Room 319, which had been peaceful for a whole year, suddenly turned against Qing Ye tonight because of Xing Wu. Everyone unanimously agreed that Qing Ye held deep prejudices against him, or at least their energies didn’t match. Finally, Qu Bing and Sun Wan Jing started discussing how sometimes people’s energies just don’t align, and she talked about people she knew before for another ten minutes.

Qing Ye climbed into bed feeling wronged. She didn’t even dare say that she not only had prejudices—she had feelings for him too, damn it!

Therefore, when Xing Wu sent her two messages before bedtime—first: “Dry your hair before sleeping,” and second: “Which cafeteria are you going to for lunch tomorrow?”—she turned off her phone without replying, temporarily not wanting to see the source of her troubles.

The next morning, Qing Ye stared at her wardrobe for a while. Didn’t someone complain about her current style? So she deliberately wore a high-waisted, form-fitting light green ruffle skirt that showed off her beautiful legs, paired with a fitted T-shirt that accentuated her perfect curves. Even Xie Qian Qian stared at her for a few extra moments in the morning and suddenly said: “Qing Ye.”

“???”

“You have a great figure.”

“…” Thanks, I guess.

Q University had more than ten cafeterias, each with its specialties. However, Qing Ye and her friends usually only went to the Fifth Cafeteria in the northeast corner. There was no particular reason—they could get all kinds of dishes there, and they were used to it.

Classes officially started the next day, and all four roommates quickly got into study mode. After a busy morning, they planned to meet at the Fifth Cafeteria for northeastern cuisine. Although Q University had many cafeterias, they were all packed during meal times. Fortunately, they arrived early and grabbed a table.

Shortly after sitting down, Qing Ye saw Qu Bing wave and call out: “Over here!”

She turned around to see Qu Xing walking over with a grin and his backpack. More importantly, behind him was that “honest boy” who had caused her to be ganged up on by her dormmates last night.

Qing Ye immediately lost her appetite and turned back to ask: “Why are they here?”

Qu Bing smiled diplomatically: “My brother said he wanted to eat with me. Be normal today, we’re all friends.”

“…” Hah, who’s friends with him?

Just as she finished speaking, a figure pressed against her side. He had changed into a plain T-shirt today, covered with a light blue striped shirt and white sneakers, looking every bit the pure innocent virgin boy—which just irritated Qing Ye more.

Unfortunately, there was an empty seat right next to Qing Ye, and when they came over, Xing Wu naturally sat down beside her. His action caused the other three senior girls to fall silent as they watched him.

He didn’t know that Room 319 had had quite an argument about him last night, so everyone knew Qing Ye was prejudiced against him. Yet here he was, completely unaware, sitting next to Qing Ye. The other three silently worried for him.

Sure enough, as soon as he sat down, Qing Ye started wolfing down her food. Xing Wu glanced at her sideways and said softly: “We can order more if it’s not enough. Eat slower.”

Qing Ye looked up at his ambiguous expression hidden behind his glasses, furiously chewing her food to vent her anger. Xing Wu pulled out a tissue and offered it to her. When she didn’t take it, he directly wiped the corner of her mouth himself. The others across the table drew in sharp breaths. Qing Ye had always been somewhat proud and highly alert to boys who showed unnecessary kindness. They thought it was over—Qing Ye would surely explode.

But strangely, although her eyes were practically shooting fire, she didn’t move at all, just sitting there obediently letting Xing Wu wipe her mouth. This contradiction between her actions and her gaze created such a disconnect that the others, including the confused Qu Xing, didn’t know what to make of it. The atmosphere felt oddly strange, though they couldn’t quite put their finger on why.

Xing Wu stood up and said he’d buy drinks, asking what everyone wanted. The weather was hot, so everyone wanted something cold. Qing Ye also ordered a cold drink. Qu Xing worried that he couldn’t carry everything alone, went with him.

As soon as they left, Qu Bing said: “Have you noticed? Yesterday when I treated everyone to dinner, he responded by treating us to karaoke. Today we ordered the dishes, and he went to buy drinks. A boy like this must have had a good family education.”

Li Lan Fang’s face suddenly appeared in front of Qing Ye, who almost choked on her food and couldn’t stop coughing. Xing Wu looked back at her, brought two bottles of drinks back first, and asked what was wrong.

Qing Ye was coughing so hard tears came to her eyes. He opened a water bottle and handed it to her, but she took a sip and snapped at him: “Didn’t I ask for something cold?”

Her matter-of-fact tone startled the three people across the table. In the year-plus they’d known Qing Ye, although she could be somewhat cold and aloof at times, she had always been polite to those around her. They’d never seen her lose her temper with anyone.

Even more bizarre was that Xing Wu didn’t get angry. Instead, he said softly: “Don’t drink too many cold things while eating.”

His voice was calm yet carried a strange tenderness that made the three girls wonder if they were hearing things. Why did his tone somehow sound so… attractive?

Qing Ye lowered her head and patted her chest. At that moment, her necklace slipped out from her collar. Xing Wu’s gaze gradually lowered to the small dandelion pendant, and his eyes suddenly brightened behind his glasses. Qing Ye noticed his gaze and hurriedly tucked the necklace back in just as Qu Xing returned with several bottles of cold water.

Soon after everyone finished eating and got up to leave, Qing Ye walked in front. The light green ruffles of her skirt floated gently with her steps, her smooth, slender legs dazzlingly white. Whether at Zha Zha Pavilion before or now walking through campus, her pure white skin always drew attention.

Even Qu Xing elbowed Xing Wu: “Senior’s legs look great, huh?”

Xing Wu’s eyes darkened. Just as they left the cafeteria, a breeze blew past, and Xing Wu suddenly took off his striped shirt and walked toward Qing Ye. As his hand reached toward her waist, Qing Ye suddenly turned and met his eyes. The glare on his glasses blocked his gaze, and she reached up to remove his glasses. Xing Wu reflexively blocked her, and in that unexpected moment, the glasses fell hard to the ground. Everyone around them froze.

Qing Ye herself was stunned for a moment. She crouched down to pick up the glasses—the right lens was broken. She said helplessly: “This shouldn’t affect you, right?”

She put the glasses on her face and looked through the unbroken left lens. The scene before her suddenly became blurry. She took off the glasses and stared at Xing Wu in disbelief: “You’re nearsighted?”
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As they were leaving the cafeteria, several people weren’t far from them. At first, no one noticed what was happening. By the time they realized what was going on, they only saw Xing Wu trying to block Qing Ye’s flying skirt hem with a piece of clothing. Then Qing Ye immediately knocked off his glasses and asked him why he became nearsighted.

This single question forcefully twisted everyone’s impression of her intelligence into a negative value. They were completely stunned—how could someone see another person wearing glasses and ask why they became nearsighted?

The situation happened too suddenly. Qu Bing was the first to react, quickly pulling Qing Ye away and saying to Xing Wu, “I’m so sorry, Qing Ye didn’t mean to do that. How much were your glasses? We’ll compensate you, or we can take you to get a new pair.”

Qu Xing also awkwardly patted Xing Wu’s shoulder: “Are you okay?”

Xing Wu touched his nose and said without any anger, “It’s fine.”

Qu Bing gave Qu Xing a meaningful look, and he put his arm around Xing Wu’s shoulder saying, “Well, we should go now, we have class soon.”

With that, he quickly led Xing Wu away. Qing Ye was still holding the broken glasses when Qu Bing looked at her with an indescribable expression and said, “He was just trying to help block your skirt, did you have to react so strongly?”

“…What did I do?”

Xie Qian Qian reminded her from the side, “You broke his glasses.”

“…Oh.”

Sun Wan Jing said, “I think if you offer him money, he definitely won’t take it. Maybe you should just buy him a new pair, or treat him to a meal. Otherwise, it’s awkward for Qu Xing too.”

“…Mmm.”

On the way to the classroom, Qing Ye clutched the glasses while the other three remained quiet until Qu Bing suddenly blurted out, “Could it be that… Xing Wu wants to pursue Qing Ye?”

This comment made the other two, except Qing Ye, somewhat agree. After all, his behavior toward Qing Ye had seemed different since lunch. They weren’t blind, but at present, it seemed like unrequited love—not just unrequited, but somewhat disastrous.

However, Qing Ye spent the entire afternoon staring at the broken glasses on her desk.

She didn’t understand why Xing Wu had become nearsighted. She remembered back in An Zi County when Xing Wu took her to the arcade to shoot games—his eyesight had been so good then. How did he become nearsighted?

Qing Ye’s fingers traced the glass frame as she recalled how Xing Wu had been seriously injured after the county sports meet, suffering a concussion. After being discharged from the hospital, he barely rested before rushing to Shanghai, followed by an intense month of training and competition. Later, when she returned to Beijing, Xing Wu’s grandmother passed away, and his life became a bitter existence. She could imagine him exhausted from constant late nights until he finally collapsed in the hospital.

Along this path, what enormous price had he paid to forcibly carve out a road where there had been none? As Qing Ye thought about this, she gripped the glasses tightly, her eyes burning uncomfortably. Her mind was filled with memories of his kindness, and all the grievances compressed in her heart instantly dissipated. She was just grateful that he had finally come here, just a few teaching buildings away from her. She could feel that they were under the same sky, breathing the same air, and this feeling made her feel truly alive again.

That was why Qing Ye lost focus during her major courses for the first time, barely hearing anything throughout the afternoon.

When Xing Wu and his classmates finished their afternoon classes, they saw a long-haired girl standing outside the classroom. Her slender silhouette and the soft green ruffled hem of her dress swayed gently. As she turned around, her clear eyes were elegantly captivating, like a cool breeze striking the heart. In this place with such an imbalanced male-to-female ratio, she quickly drew the attention of many male students. Even Xing Wu was surprised that Qing Ye had suddenly come over.

Qu Xing called out first, “Senior Sister, are you looking for me?”

Zhuang Si Xian also came out and waved at Qing Ye: “Hi, Senior Sister.”

Qing Ye smiled at them, then pointed at Xing Wu behind them: “Looking for him.”

Qu Xing immediately said, “Oh, about the glasses? Don’t worry about it, I’ll go with him to get a new pair later.”

Xing Wu had just walked up to them when Qing Ye stared at him and said, “We’re going to get glasses now.”

She wasn’t asking, but stating it in a way that brooked no argument.

Qu Xing glanced at Xing Wu, then turned to hand his books to Zhuang Si Xian, telling them, “Help me take these back to the dorm.”

Zhuang Si Xian took the books: “Sure, you guys go ahead.”

They didn’t think much of it and left. Qing Ye had already located a nearby optical store that wasn’t far past the campus gates. As they walked side by side through campus, the slanting sun cast a soft glow, coating the ground in a warm golden color. After being here for a year, Qing Ye had never found Q University’s sunset as beautiful as it was at this moment.

She spoke first, asking him, “Are you hungry? Want to eat first?”

He habitually kept both hands in his casual pants pockets, looking down at the path: “Sure.”

“Never mind, I’m worried you’ll get food up your nose. Let’s get your glasses first.”

“???”

“What do you want to eat later?”

“Whatever.”

“There’s no restaurant called ‘Whatever’ around here.”

“What do you want to eat?”

“I’m asking you, which means I don’t know.”

“Hot pot?”

“No, too smelly.”

“BBQ?”

“Don’t want it, too hot.”

“…Stir-fry?”

“Didn’t we just have that for lunch?”

“…What do you want to eat then?”

“Just want somewhere cool, not crowded, and no queuing.”

“Got it.”

“You got it?”

“Mm.”

“Where?”

She tilted her head to look at him, and he turned sideways with a hint of a smile: “I’ll take you there after we get the glasses.”

They continued chatting about trivial matters, maintaining a distance that was neither too far nor too close, with an inexplicable sentiment lingering between them—familiar yet strange.

Given Qing Ye’s reputation at school, along with Xing Wu’s striking appearance without glasses, they attracted quite a few glances along the way.

At the optical store, while Xing Wu went for his eye exam, Qing Ye sat by the counter helping him choose frames. Finally, she selected a frameless design with black edges that looked high-end and sophisticated.

Just as Xing Wu came out, the clerk told Qing Ye, “You have good taste. This is a new model, frameless with beveled edges, lightweight and durable, with dual-color vacuum plating.”

“We’ll take this one.”

Only then did she turn to ask Xing Wu’s opinion: “Uh… what do you think?”

Xing Wu half-smiled: “Whatever you say.”

While waiting, Qing Ye went to pay, but Xing Wu grabbed her: “No need.”

Qing Ye insisted, “It’s necessary. If my dormmates find out I came with you to get glasses and let you pay yourself, they’ll roast me alive when I get back.”

Xing Wu laughed and let go of her. Qing Ye’s taste was indeed expensive—the glasses cost over a thousand yuan, but thinking about the style she’d chosen for Xing Wu, she was excited to see how he’d look wearing them.

As soon as they were ready, she eagerly took them, carefully inspecting them first, then turned to Xing Wu and said, “Bend down a little.”

Xing Wu indulged her, bending slightly and lowering his head. Qing Ye carefully placed the new glasses on him, while Xing Wu maintained a smile as he watched her. The suddenly close distance made Qing Ye’s cheeks flush slightly, and her gaze inadvertently fell to his lips, her small tongue unconsciously wetting her lips.

Xing Wu’s eyes suddenly darkened as he called out to her: “Qing Ye.”

She startled slightly: “Hmm?”

His gaze gradually intensified, and she felt he had something to say, but what came out was: “Does it look good?”

Qing Ye finally straightened up, stepped back to assess him, and declared: “My taste is impeccable!”

“…” Well, apparently the priority was to praise herself.

The glasses indeed suited Xing Wu’s face shape perfectly, giving him a more scholarly appearance. Though it looked unfamiliar, Qing Ye kept wanting to smile the whole way.

This made Xing Wu even more self-conscious, constantly adjusting his glasses and occasionally glancing at passing shop windows to check if he really looked strange.

Passing by a supermarket, Xing Wu suddenly stopped and said: “Let’s buy some water, there’s none where we’re going.”

“…What kind of restaurant doesn’t serve water?”

Xing Wu smiled and walked into the supermarket, leaving Qing Ye to follow him in bewilderment. He went straight to the beverage aisle and asked: “What would you like?”

As Qing Ye bent down to browse the shelves, her ruffled dress shortened slightly. Xing Wu frowned and stood behind her protectively. Qing Ye grabbed a drink and turned around: “Why are you standing behind me?”

Xing Wu’s face suddenly showed a hint of mischief: “Don’t you think your dress is a bit short?”

“Not really.”

“Heh.”

“What’s so funny?”

“What’s an electric motor scooter?”

“…” Qing Ye was instantly speechless, her face showing an odd blush.

Xing Wu casually grabbed a bottle of mineral water and said leisurely: “Wouldn’t have guessed you were that kind of student.”

Qing Ye looked around and seemed ready to smack him, but Xing Wu dodged as if he had eyes in the back of his head, saying: “Please contain yourself.”

He then turned and took the water from her hands: “Wait for me outside.”

“Why should I wait outside?”

“It’s cooler out there.”

Qing Ye narrowed her eyes, sensing he was up to something.

“There’s no air conditioning outside. Are you tricking me?”

Xing Wu glanced at her without speaking. Qing Ye puzzledly went outside to wait. Through the glass doors, she watched him queuing to pay, occasionally looking up to check on her. When he came out, she asked: “Have you grown taller?”

He looked down with a smile: “Yes, about two centimeters.”

“185 centimeters now?”

“About that.”

Qing Ye moved closer to compare their heights. Xing Wu immediately placed his hand on her shoulder, drawing her to his front. Her body suddenly collided with his chest, making her heart skip a beat. She looked up to glare at him, but he casually released her and glanced aside: “Someone’s there.”

“…” Qing Ye turned to see an elderly woman.

She turned back to ask: “Where are we going?”

Xing Wu replied meaningfully: “Taking you somewhere cool, quiet, and queue-free for dinner.”

Qing Ye chuckled: “You’ve only been here a few days and already know all the spots?”

Soon, Qing Ye discovered Xing Wu was leading her into an apartment building not far from campus, about a fifteen-minute walk from the optical store.

It was a new building. After swiping their way in, they entered a clean lobby with well-dressed security guards. Qing Ye tugged at his clothes: “Where exactly are you taking me?”

Xing Wu pressed the elevator button and glanced back: “To sell you.”

“…” Qing Ye reached to pinch him, but he suddenly caught her wrist and pulled her into the elevator, their eyes meeting in a moment of intense connection.

Qing Ye’s heart seemed to stop, all other sensations fading away. Her emotions ignited like a sudden flame, her mind blank except for the gentleness in his eyes.

Inside the apartment, Qing Ye stood dazed in the spacious living room: “Where is this?”

Xing Wu leaned against the door: “Just rented it. I’m planning to move Qing Gu’s online team to Beijing. Two people will arrive next week.”

They talked about his vision problems, and he explained he’d started wearing glasses after the college entrance exam when reading became difficult. “It’s not serious, just about 100 degrees of myopia. You all said I didn’t look trustworthy, so I thought… might as well play the part.”

He spoke casually, but Qing Ye felt increasingly heartbroken. She pushed him away: “Why didn’t you tell me after the results came out?”

Xing Wu explained about building an internet team for Qing Gu, teaching himself technology, and realizing he needed to learn more. “When I confirmed my scores, I applied for the Y class. I wasn’t sure about the second round admissions, didn’t know if I’d get in.”

Qing Ye’s eyes reddened: “What about after you were admitted? Why didn’t you contact me then?”

Xing Wu contemplated: “I wanted to find you.”

Qing Ye spoke softly: “My father? What did he say to you?”

Xing Wu just lowered his gaze: “It doesn’t matter now.”

“What does matter?”

“You…” he replied gently.

They expressed their feelings for each other, finally acknowledging how much they had missed one another during their time apart.
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Qing Ye bit his shoulder, and he ruthlessly left marks all over her body in return. Their first reunion after a long separation turned into an intense encounter, creating quite a commotion. Thankfully, the apartment building had good soundproofing, though they still managed to move from the bed to the floor.

Finally, Qing Ye was thrown onto the bed by Xing Wu and knocked out. Sweat dampened her hair, which fell beautifully around her body. Her face was flushed, her eyes filled with tender light.

He carried her straight to the bathroom and turned on the shower, leaning close to whisper in her ear: “Want me to help you wash?”

Without slippers, Qing Ye could only stand barefoot on his feet, her body softly leaning against him. Xing Wu’s lips curved into a slight smile as he grabbed the showerhead. She noticed the bite mark on his right shoulder and, suddenly feeling compulsive, stood on tiptoes to make a matching one on his left shoulder.

Xing Wu hissed in pain and sprayed water on her head: “Are you a dog?”

Qing Ye lifted her water-covered face to glare at him: “Why did you have protection ready?”

Seeing Xing Wu’s suppressed smile, she suddenly realized: “When you sent me out to buy water, you were buying that? You brought me back just to sleep with me?”

She wiped her wet face all over his. Xing Wu lowered his eyes and wiped away the water from his lips, the casual movement radiating deadly charm. He playfully smacked her bottom: “You didn’t want to sleep with me?”

When Qing Ye tried to step back, he gripped her waist and held her against his chest: “Don’t you know subconscious thoughts are the most honest?” His eyes held teasing laughter: “Little electric motor…”

That look was full of blatant mockery. Qing Ye exploded immediately, shouting: “Xing Wu, you’re asking for death!”

She grabbed the showerhead and aimed it at his face. Xing Wu didn’t dodge, smiling like a bright sunflower, letting her spray him before taking back the showerhead, saying with intensity: “Had enough? My turn now, right?”

Qing Ye’s expression changed drastically. She immediately closed her eyes and covered her face with both hands. However, instead of the expected spray on her face, the water fell gently on her body. She peeked through her fingers at him. He raised his eyebrows slightly, eyes full of mirth, saying: “Silly girl.”

Qing Ye lowered her hands and wrapped her arms around his neck, suddenly asking seriously: “Really, what did my father say to you?”

“Honestly don’t remember, didn’t take it to heart.”

Qing Ye asked skeptically: “Did my father say something particularly nasty? You’re not angry?”

Xing Wu replied calmly: “Why would I be angry? He came all that way to give me money – would I be human if I got angry?”

“…”

He curved his lips into a slanted smile: “Honestly if I have a daughter in the future and she stays at a friend’s house with some guy, would I give him money? I’d go straight there with a knife.”

“…” Qing Ye was speechless at his logic.

She then asked: “So why did you still sleep with me?”

Mr. Xing completely forgot what he’d just said, smiling roguishly as he rinsed the white soap from her body.

He gave her one of his T-shirts to wear and tossed her onto the sofa. Leaning down with his hands on either side of her, he asked softly: “Hungry?”

Qing Ye’s wet eyelashes fluttered. A charming smile spread across his face as he kissed her lips before heading to the kitchen, bare-chested.

Qing Ye tucked her legs under his oversized T-shirt, watching him busy himself in the kitchen, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.

Xing Wu looked back at her while boiling water, grinning: “Dear devotee, please control your admiring gaze.”

Qing Ye walked barefoot behind him, hugging his narrow waist and pressing her face against his sexy, concave back. Xing Wu’s smile grew wider.

Suddenly, Qing Ye said somewhat pitifully: “You came to Q University without telling me, and even went out to dinner with girls!”

“Well, after classes started, you didn’t ask me where I got in either, and went out to dinner with guys?”

Xing Wu turned to see her frustrated expression, looking ready to cry, and finally confessed: “When your father came to see me, the financing wasn’t settled yet, and I was waiting for the second recruitment results, anxious every day. I could only placate him and didn’t dare tell you. After the second recruitment results came out, I was busy with financing matters for nearly two months, and couldn’t catch a break all summer.

Finally arranged to come to Beijing on the last day of registration, then was busy looking for housing, and then going to school. I couldn’t drag you around to look at apartments in the hot weather. I planned to settle in first, then stake out a spot to see if you had any new boyfriends this past year. If there were any, I’d beat them up first and make them leave.”

Qing Ye immediately punched him: “Get lost.”

Xing Wu laughed: “But that’s true, how could you find someone else when you were still thinking about my little motor?”

He brought it up again, and Qing Ye exploded completely: “If you mention that again I’ll…”

“You’ll what? What will you do?”

He gave her a wicked look, and Qing Ye went up and bit his neck. Xing Wu didn’t move, letting her bite, and said provocatively: “Go ahead, keep biting me. Who hasn’t tasted Tang Monk’s flesh, right?”

He touched his neck and turned back to pull her off his back: “You bit down! If I didn’t know Qu Xing’s sister had a roommate called Qing Ye, would I have gone there? Do you think I’m that free? With those few hours, wouldn’t it be better to code more and make money for my wife to spend?”

Qing Ye was rendered speechless by his words. She suddenly remembered that day when she told Qu Bing and the others to go to the restaurant first, not to wait for her, but they waited in the hot weather until she arrived before leaving. Qu Bing certainly wouldn’t have felt comfortable making them wait; if Xing Wu hadn’t insisted, they probably would have gone to the restaurant first.

She suddenly felt guilty. She hadn’t helped him at all since he came to Beijing, and even thought he was deliberately ignoring her.

Qing Ye softly leaned against him again, asking: “Then why did you have Du Qiyan transfer the money to me? And not directly tell me where the money came from?”

“With your temper, I was afraid you’d fight with your father.”

“We already fought.”

Xing Wu turned his head in surprise: “You fought?”

“Yes, yesterday. Remember I said I was late because of something? I went to fight with my father.”

Xing Wu put the pot lid on and turned back to pull her in front of him: “What did you fight about?”

Qing Ye drew little hearts on his chest, smiling: “About him being stingy. Next time he should give a hundred million directly, what’s two hundred thousand? I can’t even buy the car I want.”

Xing Wu suddenly burst out laughing: “This isn’t right, it feels like we’re ganging up to con your father?”

“That’s exactly it.” She smiled, her eyes curving.

The water boiled, and Xing Wu told her to wait. Soon, he brought over two bowls of noodles. When Qing Ye saw the noodles Xing Wu made, her eyes sparkled. She had missed his noodles all year, so she immediately picked up her chopsticks and started eating.

Xing Wu said to her: “There’s nothing in the fridge, we’ll have to make do.”

Qing Ye pulled her feet up and knelt on the chair: “This place is empty, there’s nothing here, you have a lot to buy.”

Xing Wu smiled: “That’s right, are you free on Saturday? Let’s go to the home furnishing center.”

Qing Ye tossed her hair arrogantly: “Not free.” Her eyes turned mischievous: “But I’m free on Sunday.”

Xing Wu reached out and pinched her cheek.

Qing Ye looked at the two empty rooms and asked him: “But are you planning to move your online team to Beijing? The cost is so high.”

Xing Wu said thoughtfully: “I considered it for two months, there’s no other way. After all, we don’t rely on offline teams for performance, later most businesses will depend on the internet. You know the situation back home, if I want to develop, I still need to find people here or learn while networking with peers.

Besides, during these four university years, my energy will all be here, can’t look after things far away. Qing Gu just got funding, it’s crucial now, I must keep the team close. Fortunately, there are only a few core people, costs can be controlled, and other things can only be left to Quan Ya.”

Qing Ye puffed her cheeks: “I feel like you’re going to be incredibly busy.”

Xing Wu immediately smiled: “Well, Beijing girls aren’t easy to marry.”

Then he suddenly looked up and asked: “What kind of car do you like?”

“Huh?”

“Didn’t you just say two hundred thousand couldn’t buy the car you like?”

“I… was just saying.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?”

Xing Wu smiled: “Nothing.”

Qing Ye lifted her bowl and drank all the soup, then stuck out her mouth towards Xing Wu. He wiped her mouth, then took the two empty bowls to the sink.

Qing Ye walked barefoot to the storage compartment nearby and saw several keycards inside, one with a small pendant. Xing Wu looked back at her and said: “The one with the pendant is yours, keep it safe.”

Qing Ye held up that keycard, dangling it: “Why is there one for me?”

Xing Wu turned back while washing dishes, giving her a meaningful look: “What do you think?”

Qing Ye immediately felt her eyes shifting guiltily. She clutched the keycard and turned around, pretending not to understand as she walked to the fridge and opened it to look inside.

Xing Wu put away the washed bowls, wiped his hands, and turned to look at her. She wore his white T-shirt, her legs alluring and white, her delicate ankles and bare feet, and the soft curves under the T-shirt, making one’s blood rush just from a glance.

This year’s Qing Ye had some changes in Xing Wu’s eyes. He had noticed earlier – her body was more full and abundant. If the previous Qing Ye was fresh and pure, exuding a girlish taboo, now she had unconsciously added a touch of feminine allure, an irresistible temptation for any man.

Such an appetizing, long-missed woman – how could Xing Wu stop at once? He walked straight to her, closed the refrigerator door, and pressed her against it, lifting her leg to take her again.

Qing Ye’s voice broke as she called out: “Xing Wu…”

That surging feeling instantly drowned her, unable to say another complete sentence.

He tirelessly moved her from the wall to the table, then onto the sofa. Qing Ye was pitifully bullied by someone until her consciousness was completely chaotic.

Afterward, she lay on Xing Wu and fell asleep from exhaustion.

When she awoke startled, it was already past ten, and the person beside her was long gone. She was dumbfounded, and called out “Xing Wu,” but no one answered.

She frantically got dressed while feeling tonight’s events were somewhat unreal. On their second meeting since Xing Wu came to Beijing, they had spent such a crazy night. She didn’t even know how she fell asleep, and when she woke up he was gone – what was going on?

As Qing Ye ran from the apartment back to the dormitory, she finally received Xing Wu’s call. As soon as the call connected, Xing Wu asked: “Awake? I’ll come pick you up back to school, any later and you won’t make it back to the dorm.”

Qing Ye, panting, said: “No need, I’m already on my way. Where did you go?”

“Went to Fun English.”

“???”

Qing Ye was so angry she hung up immediately. What kind of inhuman behavior was this? After their intense encounter, he just went off to join a club activity like nothing happened? Making her think she had been sleepwalking when she woke up!

Thinking about how she had hazily been made to call him “love you” and “husband” several times earlier, Qing Ye now felt like she’d been doused with cold water. A mouthful of old blood stuck in her chest, feeling like she’d been drugged – the noodles must have been poisoned.
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Qing Ye barely made it back to the dormitory in time. She rushed straight to the bathroom, and when she came out, she was completely covered up, wearing long sleeves and pants, which was unusual.

The other three in the dormitory silently watched her. Qu Bing had heard from Qu Xing that Qing Ye went with Xing Wu to get glasses, which explained why she disappeared right after class.

So she couldn’t help but ask: “Did everything… go smoothly tonight?”

Qing Ye froze, then nervously asked back: “What do you mean smoothly?”

“Did you get the glasses?”

Qing Ye didn’t look at her, just nodded and climbed into bed without a word. Qu Bing found her behavior increasingly strange and asked again: “What did you eat tonight?”

Qing Ye uttered two words: “Noodles.”

After she said this, the other three had complex expressions. Regarding Xing Wu’s behavior at lunch, all three unanimously felt he had some interest in Qing Ye. Getting glasses tonight was such a good opportunity – normally, a guy would take the chance to invite a girl to dinner at a romantic place and make a good impression, but in this hot weather, they just had noodles. Suddenly they felt this young man was a bit dense, definitely just an honest person.

Sun Wanjing quietly commented: “Eating noodles until eleven?”

“…” Qing Ye’s body gradually, very gradually slid down, pulling up her blanket.

Qu Bing suddenly sat up and exclaimed: “Don’t tell me something happened between you two…”

Qing Ye’s heart immediately jumped to her throat, almost spitting out her heart, but then heard the rest: “Did you two argue?”

She had almost thought they had seen through her. This emotional rollercoaster left her slightly breathless. Seeing her silence, Qu Bing asked again: “Did you help him get glasses?”

“Yes, you can see for yourself tomorrow. Going to sleep.” With that, she turned away, blocking out the three of them. The dormitory returned to silence, everyone doing their own thing, no one mentioning it again.

However, the boys’ dormitory wasn’t so harmonious. Xing Wu returned to the dorm and took another shower, coming out shirtless and walking to his bed with his back to the others to get a T-shirt.

Zhuang Sixian casually glanced at Xing Wu and froze, then nudged Qu Xing. Yang Wenbo beside them also turned to look. All three simultaneously saw three distinct bite marks on Xing Wu’s left and right shoulders and neck.

They all sucked in a cold breath. They knew Xing Wu and Senior Qing Ye went to get glasses tonight, but why did he return covered in bite marks after getting glasses? It was hard not to think otherwise!

But Qu Xing was particularly puzzled. He had just talked to his sister on the phone tonight, hearing that Qing Ye was very prejudiced against Xing Wu. Qu Bing had even told him not to bring Xing Wu along for meals anymore, fearing Qing Ye would be uncomfortable seeing him. But now… returning with bite marks, what was going on? It couldn’t be what he was thinking, right? How was this possible?

When Xing Wu quickly put on his shirt and turned around, he saw six shocked eyes staring at him. He asked puzzledly: “What’s wrong?”

Qu Xing swallowed hard and asked: “What happened to your body?”

Xing Wu looked down at himself: “What’s wrong with my body?”

Zhuang Sixian pushed his glasses up and said calculatingly: “Quite a few bite marks.”

“…” Xing Wu immediately realized, lowered his head with a slight smile, lazily ruffled his hair, and replied: “A puppy bit me.”

Qu Xing laughed “Hehehe” and said: “The bites are quite symmetrical, did you get rabies shots?”

Xing Wu seriously answered him: “Not yet, accompany me to the Fifth Cafeteria tomorrow noon to get it.”

Yang Wenbo, who was out of the loop, suddenly asked: “Really? Our school cafeteria can give vaccines?”

“…” The other three silently looked away.

So the next day at noon, when the girls from Room 319 arrived at the Fifth Cafeteria, Qu Xing and the others had already ordered and were waiting for them.

When Qu Xing saw Qing Ye, he had a meaningful expression and enthusiastically invited her to sit next to Xing Wu. After Qing Ye sat down, she turned to look at him, and he happened to look back at her, his lips curved in a slight smile. His burning gaze in public suddenly made Qing Ye’s cheeks heat up.

She decisively looked away, lowering her head. Xing Wu handed her a tray and chopsticks. Qu Bing looked at the glasses on his nose bridge and said: “Nice glasses, they look good.”

Xing Wu adjusted his glasses: “Mainly because Qing Ye has good taste.”

Qu Bing smiled without speaking, feeling this junior’s hints were even more obvious today.

However, the harmonious atmosphere ended right after they finished eating. As they stood up, a girl suddenly called out: “Hi, Xing Wu, what a coincidence, you’re eating here too?”

Qing Ye and the others turned to look. Three girls walked toward Xing Wu, smiling, and Qing Ye saw unusual predatory gleams in their eyes as they looked at him.

Xing Wu nodded to them, and one girl approached him with a flowery smile: “Are you coming tonight?” The girl had bangs and looked quite cute.

Qing Ye glanced at them sideways, suddenly remembering the “Fun English” Xing Wu mentioned last night. Not bad – on just the second day of school, he’d already successfully hooked up with a group of girls. If this continued for a semester, wouldn’t he be flourishing on all sides?

The key point was, in last night’s situation, he left her alone to attend some club activity. Qing Ye’s inexplicable anger suddenly flared up, and she wordlessly walked toward the cafeteria exit.

Seeing Qing Ye leave, Qu Bing and the others decided to leave too. However, just as Qing Ye walked out of the cafeteria, she suddenly felt her right foot trip. When she looked down, Xing Wu had already moved from behind her to crouch in front and was tying her shoelace.

Qing Ye coldly looked down at him. Just as he finished tying, she turned to walk around him, planning to ignore him completely. At that moment, the books she was carrying suddenly fell. Xing Wu caught them from behind her and moved in front of her again. Qing Ye reached out to grab them, but he swayed left. When Qing Ye reached left, he smirked and swayed his arm right, perfectly avoiding her reaching hand.

Qing Ye was thoroughly angry, glaring at him: “Give them to me.”

Xing Wu held the books behind his back, lowered his eyes, and said: “Help me with something.”

Qing Ye turned her head away angrily: “No.”

Students were passing by all around them. Xing Wu suddenly leaned in and whispered near her ear: “If you don’t help, I’ll have to attend Fun English again tonight.”

He straightened up and smiled at her meaningfully. Qing Ye frowned in confusion: “What do you want me to help with?”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and touched his nose: “Could you… spare some time to help me with English?”

Qing Ye suddenly froze: “Huh?”

He coughed somewhat unnaturally: “Many of our courses are taught entirely in English. If this continues, I’m going to fail.”

English was truly a disaster for Xing Wu. Back home there was no language environment; he relied purely on his good memory, mechanically memorizing vocabulary and grammar. He could manage written tests, but listening was another story. Although Miss Yu’s spoken English was considered top-tier at Anzhong, English had been his lowest score in the college entrance exam. Now in the Y class, not only were some courses taught entirely in English, but more terrifyingly, everyone sometimes communicated entirely in English. When it came to specialized vocabulary, he was completely lost, so he felt an intense sense of crisis as soon as school started.

Looking at his somewhat pitiful expression behind his glasses, Qing Ye couldn’t hold back and laughed: “You went to English activities just because of this?”

“What else? You think I’m that free?”

Qing Ye’s eyes suddenly curved like crescents, inexplicably finding Mr. Xing’s helpless appearance so cute.

As she was laughing, she turned her head to see Qu Bing, Sun Wanjing, and Xie Qianqian standing opposite, looking at them with incredulous expressions.

Qing Ye’s smile suddenly froze. She turned to Xing Wu and said: “I need to check my schedule. Go ask about my reputation in the Foreign Languages Department. I’m very busy, okay?”

She tossed her hair and waved at him. Xing Wu watched her proud retreating figure and smiled, adjusting his glasses.

As soon as they turned the corner, Qu Bing immediately said sincerely: “Qing Ye, we might have wronged you before. Your judgment of people is quite accurate – Xing Wu might not be as honest as he seems.”

“???” Qing Ye looked at them in confusion.

Then the three told Qing Ye what they had just witnessed.

Just as Qing Ye left the cafeteria, Xing Wu strode after her, skillfully stepping on her shoelace to untie it, and then blocked her path to help tie it. When she turned around, he lifted her books from behind, caught them steadily, and blocked her path again. This set of flirting moves was so smooth it left the three onlookers dumbfounded – could someone actually operate like this?

So they concluded that Xing Wu truly wasn’t what he appeared to be, not as honest as he looked on the surface. They completely agreed with Qing Ye’s previous assessment and told her to stay away from him, and not to let him play with her feelings.

Qing Ye couldn’t take it anymore: “How is he playing with me? How is he not honest? You’re looking at people too superficially, you need to see through appearances to the essence.”

“…” The others felt these words were somehow familiar, so familiar they seemed to have come from someone’s mouth just days ago, but how had the situation completely reversed?

So Qing Ye’s attitude toward Xing Wu always confused others, until a few days later when Qu Xing sent Qu Bing a photo. The photo was of Qing Ye, standing next to a snowman making a peace sign at the camera, and smiling sweetly and warmly.

Although Qing Ye in the photo didn’t look much different from now, from her clear eyes and brows one could tell this was an old photo of her.

Qu Bing asked where the photo came from, and Qu Xing told her it was Xing Wu’s phone wallpaper.

Thinking of Qing Ye’s series of unusual emotions toward Xing Wu, Qu Bing looked back at the framed dandelion portrait that Qing Ye had hung on her desk, considered Xing Wu’s background and the dandelion necklace from New Year’s Eve last year, and suddenly understood everything. She even felt a bit moved.

So this mystery was solved with this photo, but everyone was smart enough to see through things without speaking about them after Qu Bing’s inadvertent hints.

On the weekend, Qing Ye went with Xing Wu to the home furnishing center. They originally planned to buy some small items, but Qing Ye wanted to buy every cute and novel little thing she saw, resulting in them returning with a huge pile of things.

As soon as they reached the apartment, she collapsed in the pile of items. Xing Wu pulled her out and said: “Go take a shower.”

Qing Ye blinked at him twice: “Why do I need to shower now?”

“I made dinner plans with Panghu tonight, haven’t you not seen each other for a long time?”

When Qing Ye heard about having dinner with Panghu, she suddenly got excited. She hadn’t seen Panghu for a long time and wanted to ask how his art exam went.

Looking at her messy hair in the mirror, she decisively went to take a shower.

When she came out, Xing Wu was unhurriedly unbuttoning his shirt, and without any hesitation, undressed in front of Qing Ye. Those perfectly proportioned lines slowly revealed themselves before her eyes, making her gaze drift back and forth. The air was filled with a sensual atmosphere that made one’s throat tighten.

Sure enough, she knew his suggestion for her to shower wasn’t so innocent. When he came out, he carried Qing Ye straight back to the room and didn’t let her go until evening. By then she was completely exhausted, protesting with watery eyes: “After running around all day, I don’t have the energy to go out.”

She lay in bed refusing to get up. Xing Wu smiled and pulled her up: “I’ll carry you on my back.”

Qing Ye thought he was joking, but when they were about to leave, he put her on his back, locked the door, and entered the elevator. However, once out of the elevator, Qing Ye felt embarrassed and quickly jumped down.

They had arranged to meet Panghu at a hotpot restaurant. When Qing Ye arrived, she learned they had also invited Shi Min. However, Qing Ye was completely stunned by Panghu’s appearance. According to Panghu himself, he had lost nearly 20 jin during his gap year, and this summer he had controlled his diet and exercised intensively, losing almost another 30 jin. With his current change in clothing style, he looked like a completely different person. If he walked down the street like this, Qing Ye might not even recognize him at first glance.

She deeply felt that saying – never underestimate any fat person around you, who knows when they might transform into a handsome guy?

Old friend’s meeting was extremely cordial, but Qing Ye couldn’t help feeling that there seemed to be some subtle interaction between Panghu and Shi Min.

So on the way back, Qing Ye asked Xing Wu: “Are Panghu and Shi Min together?”

Xing Wu looked at her with an expression like she was an idiot: “You just figured that out?”

“…”

Yao Yan – Chapter 112
Time’s wheel slowly ground through their university days. Xing Wu and Qing Ye were usually very busy, not meet many times a week. Yet, being in the same place, their hearts remained so close that even while busy with their affairs, they felt completely at ease.

In Xing Wu’s freshman year, Qing Ye would always squeeze out two evenings every week to help him catch up with listening and pronunciation. Their regular dating spots were the school library, cafeteria, study room, or any place with seats.

Later, to train Xing Wu’s pronunciation, they began conversing in English during their meetings and phone calls, even flirting and arguing in English. Their romance as academic achievers had a quality that ordinary people might not understand, but they both delighted in it.

By the second semester of freshman year, Xing Wu could effortlessly understand any English-taught course. Under the tutelage of Qing Ye, the Foreign Language Department’s beauty, his spoken English became very authentic by sophomore year, without any trace of Chinese accent or hesitation.

Once when he gave an all-English presentation, Qing Ye secretly went to audit. In his crisp white shirt and black trousers, with his clean-cut, handsome profile, deep voice, and fluent English, he emanated an indescribable charm on stage. Qing Ye had never seen him so radiant, shining brilliantly within her field of vision.

She sat in a corner of the last row, smiling throughout. During the thunderous applause, he looked toward her. She gave him a thumbs-up, and his lips curled into a gentle smile.

They spent their twentieth birthdays by the sea, just as they had promised that year. Under blue skies and white clouds by the ocean, they rode speedboats and went diving and surfing. Xing Wu became wild with excitement, daring to take Qing Ye straight to the middle of the sea on his first jet ski ride, making all sorts of sharp turns until Qing Ye’s throat was hoarse from screaming.

When paragliding in mid-air, the azure sea and blue sky merged into one. The vast expanse of blue crashed into Qing Ye’s vision, making her feel like a bird soaring with spread wings.

Once, at her lowest point in life, she had fallen at Zha Zha Pavilion with a broken wing and wounds. It was this boy beside her who had carefully tended to her wounds, held up a blue sky for her, and personally lifted her to new heights. Now, he was by her side, crossing difficulties to swim alongside her in this sky.

She felt his breathing, his heartbeat, his gaze, and smiled, shouting toward the horizon where the sea met the sky: “Hey! I’m twenty now.”

“When will you marry me?”

“When the country allows you to marry me.”

Their voices echoed in the space between heaven and earth, lingering tenderly.

After coming to Beijing, Xing Wu’s life leaped from the sunless slums into a brilliant top university. There were diverse elective courses, various club activities and social practices, occasional ball games and gaming sessions with roommates, and sweet moments with his girlfriend.

Though every day was busy, his smiles increased. The fierceness and irritability in his expression gradually disappeared with his new life, replaced by an increasingly natural elegance.

He had never understood where Qing Ye’s mysterious confidence came from, but after truly entering her world, seeing what she saw, and experiencing what she experienced, he genuinely felt that powerful radiance.

Like a sponge, he continuously absorbed knowledge and information from all directions, transforming them into his shield. He realized that confidence didn’t come from others or fall from the sky, but stemmed from one’s solid foundation. Later, he too imperceptibly became increasingly mature and composed.

When he returned to Zha Zha Pavilion, even Da Hei and others barely recognized him. Perhaps environment shapes people – his demeanor had changed dramatically over these two years. He had completely transformed from a somewhat insecure, gloomy thug full of delinquent air into a refined, mature man.

The sharpness and intensity in his eyes when looking at people were no longer as fierce as before. His deep, handsome eyes revealed a touch of elegance when smiling. With increased social interactions, he learned to retract all his thorns. Perhaps only in front of Qing Ye did he still show that wild, unrestrained side.

Meanwhile, Qing Ye’s father, Comrade Qing Hong Zhi, hadn’t given up on the idea of an alliance with the Meng family. Firstly, he was old friends with Meng’s father, and secondly, as he grew older and less capable in some matters, he seemed eager to find a reliable family for his daughter to rely on. Therefore, he often invited Meng Rui Hang home under various pretexts like helping with this or that and then keeping him for dinner.

As this happened more frequently, Xing Wu simply stopped asking Qing Ye to help with his English documents. When he needed proofreading, he would go straight to the Foreign Language Department to find Meng Rui Hang. Before long, he had become close with the brothers from the Foreign Language Department, occasionally playing basketball together. This directly led to Meng Rui Hang later declining Qing Hong Zhi’s invitations out of consideration for Xing Wu.

During these two years of development, as Qing Gu’s model became increasingly mature, it indeed attracted attention from many investors and industry peers, including some good opportunities. However, neither Xing Wu nor Qing Ye was eager to enter the capital market and expand Qing Gu too quickly.

Their current focus remained on academics, treating Qing Gu more as a practice ground before truly entering society. They planned to solidify the enterprise’s foundation before considering future development.

For instance, the online platform’s development and maintenance during these two years provided Xing Wu with rich practical material for his undergraduate thesis. Meanwhile, Qing Ye personally oversaw matters involving corporate organizational structure, drafting various business documents, and even quarterly and annual reports. The advantage was that they were both utilizing Qing Gu to develop their strengths, learning, exploring, operating, and growing simultaneously. When faced with difficulties, they were surrounded by excellent academic achievers – the Computer Science and Economics Management departments never lacked talents, so they never worried about finding help. Therefore, their presence in Beijing indeed gave great confidence to the Quan Ya side in terms of both connections and technical aspects.

After the redistribution of Target Factory District Two, Qing Gu took over the entire area. Due to the state’s key support for high-tech industries, the county also gave Qing Gu maximum support, causing Boss Jiang’s original plan to take over Zha Zha Pavilion to fall through. He had attempted to move against Qing Gu twice, but because Qing Gu’s interest chain was too complex, not only was Fang Jie involved, but there were also interest transfers between the Target Factory and Qing Gu. With policy support and county leaders’ indirect pressure, Boss Jiang finally had to withdraw after two failed attempts, retreating to his territory.

Qing Gu’s real opportunity came in Xing Wu’s junior year when he encountered an industry enterprise, Xin Ke, during a foreign affairs event. At that time, his understanding of this enterprise only stayed at the product level.

Not long after the event, he received a detailed project proposal, which he didn’t pay much attention to at first and casually forwarded to Qing Ye.

Over these years, they had received olive branches from various parties multiple times, but this proposal caught Qing Ye’s attention. She specifically sacrificed dinner time to find him, enthusiastically pointing out several surprising aspects of the proposal. From this material, whether for them or Qing Gu, it was like a piece of fat meat delivered to their door or a pie fallen from heaven. The entire material was complete and clear in its thinking, without any roundabout parts, making Qing Ye feel the sincerity of the other party, though Xing Wu remained cautious.

What changed Xing Wu’s attitude was three days later when Xin Ke Group’s CEO personally flew to Beijing to meet him, which was indeed very unexpected for Xing Wu.

After all, he was just an undergraduate student, while the other party was the head of a multi-billion-dollar diversified information industry enterprise.

Before the meeting, Xing Wu heard the other party was called Zhao Qing, but upon actually meeting, he found CEO Zhao quite different from his imagination. Though in his early forties, he was tall and straight, full of energy, strikingly handsome, looking like he was in his early thirties. He came to the appointment alone, with just a driver downstairs, surprisingly not even bringing an assistant. Thinking of the business partners he had met before, whose companies weren’t very large but who brought whole teams of business managers, secretaries, and legal counsel just for a meeting, he couldn’t help but view CEO Zhao differently.

Xing Wu had thought the meeting would take at most an hour, but unexpectedly, he talked with CEO Zhao until dark. A meeting he hadn’t held much hope for unexpectedly opened a new door to the internet industry for him.

Even more surprisingly, during their conversation, Xing Wu discovered that their experiences were strikingly similar in some aspects. A poor youth, he went to UCL for graduate studies as a Ning University top student, worked as a doctor for several years, then around thirty, against everyone’s expectations, resolutely quit his seemingly stable profession. Initially starting with a few people in the startup team working day and night, he experienced venture capital, core platform transformation, and asset restructuring, struggling step by step to today’s success, taking only about ten years to develop into an industry standout.

The tenacious determination he possessed made Xing Wu see his resolve when first leaving Zha Zha Pavilion.

Zhao Qing was more wise and frank than he had imagined. Both coming from technical backgrounds, Xing Wu’s current team model was something Zhao Qing had also experienced. Unconsciously, their topics became increasingly engaging, from technology to development to business innovation.

Like old friends who regretted not meeting earlier, they talked until darkness fell unnoticed, and after dinner, they ordered light refreshments at the tea house.

A detail during dinner interested Xing Wu: when CEO Zhao received a phone call, his presence suddenly dropped from 1.8 meters to 0.8 meters. The person on the phone said something unknown, and he kept smiling and coaxing her, his tone becoming doting and gentle, saying he would return tomorrow and bring gifts to make up for it, before hanging up, he told the little person on the other end: “Tell mommy I’ll call her later.”

After hanging up, Zhao Qing told Xing Wu with an undisguisable smile: “My daughter, she’s throwing a tantrum because she heard I’m on a sudden business trip and won’t be back tonight.”

Xing Wu couldn’t help smiling too. Compared to business partners who wanted to take him to nightclubs for drinks at the first meeting, CEO Zhao’s family-oriented nature indeed made it easier for him to build trust, feeling he was someone who truly focused on business.

Though there was a gap of over ten years between him and Zhao Qing, they had many matching ideas and concepts. Often before Xing Wu could speak, the other party had already guessed his meaning. Such rapport made Zhao Qing stand out among all the people Xing Wu had met in these years.

Before long, Xing Wu decided to continue deeper contact with Xin Ke. Qing Ye was somewhat surprised by this – just what kind of impressive person was Xin Ke’s CEO? She had talked enthusiastically all evening that day without moving Xing Wu, yet this CEO Zhao had won over her stubborn boyfriend with just one meeting. Impressive indeed.

But as a businessman who had weathered many storms over the years, how could any of his decisions be casual or hasty? Long before approaching Xing Wu, Zhao Qing had thoroughly investigated his background. He didn’t like fighting battles without certainty, so from deciding to personally take action to later arranging the meeting with Xing Wu, everything carried strong purposefulness.

Xin Ke will enter the game development industry in the next five years. His choice of Xing Wu among countless others was because of three irreplaceable bright spots: first, his background and prospects from Qing University’s Y Class; second, his control of Qing Gu’s highly potential e-commerce platform; and third, his past experience in e-sports.

This background made Xing Wu the perfect candidate. Zhao Qing was willing to employ enormous funds and manpower to achieve comprehensive strategic cooperation with Qing Gu, even though superficially, Xin Ke wouldn’t receive any returns in the early stages. But only Zhao Qing knew clearly that the return he wanted was never Qing Gu’s rise, but rather the partner behind it.

He hadn’t held any of this back when first meeting Xing Wu, which was why Xing Wu, despite missing many resources over these years, ultimately chose Xin Ke – it was because of Zhao Qing’s frankness and their mutual understanding.

The sparks from this powerful alliance brought Qing Gu truly into public view. Within half a year, Qing Gu’s offline stores began opening nationwide, introducing a franchise model and developing a complete ERP system. Using integrated information management within the original supply chain integration concept, they completely broke free from traditional enterprise limitations. From establishing direct operation areas to successfully introducing PE, Xing Wu officially established Qing Gu’s headquarters in Beijing.

When headquarters moved to Beijing, Quan Ya was transferred from their hometown. That year, Qing Ye was a senior, and Quan Ya, whom they hadn’t seen for long, had changed significantly. No trace of his former self remained. He had always been fair-skinned and refined among the gang at Zha Zha Pavilion, and now after years of tempering, his demeanor and conduct had become even more composed and sophisticated.

It was then that Qing Ye heard from Quan Ya that Shu Han had married – in her second year in Shenzhen, she married an ordinary office worker. Early this year, she had given birth to a chubby boy and bought a house in Shenzhen. Qing Ye looked at Xing Wu in surprise, thinking he must have known but had never mentioned it to her.

When Quan Ya came to Beijing, he had wanted to bring Da Hei along to try their luck, but Da Hei refused. He said work should maintain hierarchy, and he couldn’t let Wu Zi and him down in Beijing. As an uneducated person, he’d better stay in their hometown – brotherhood was for life.

They heard he had found a girlfriend, not someone from outside entertainment, but an honest girl. He had also settled down to do proper business, opening a small restaurant. Though the place wasn’t big, Da Hei was good with people and had many brothers, so business was always good. His restaurant had even become the designated canteen for Huang Mao’s vehicle fleet.

After Quan Ya came, Xing Wu felt like he had gained strong support, and everything went more smoothly. With Xin Ke’s help, Qing Gu entered its most rapid development phase ever.

When Qing Ye graduated from senior year, Xing Wu gave her a Land Rover as a celebration, but she never had time to get her driver’s license, so later only Xing Wu drove this car to pick her up and drop her off.

The day Qing Ye’s graduate exam results came out, she went out to celebrate with Xing Wu. When he was sending her home, they were caught kissing in the car by Qing Hong Zhi, who happened to be coming out of the garage.

At that moment, the situation was incredibly awkward, but fortunately, Qing Hong Zhi was quite cultured and didn’t embarrass them on the spot, instead going straight home.

However, as soon as Qing Ye entered the house, Qing Hong Zhi talked with her. He didn’t approve of Qing Ye’s relationship with Xing Wu. Firstly, he looked down on Xing Wu’s family – Qing Ye’s mother had passed away early, and Xing Wu’s mother didn’t seem reliable either. He worried that after his daughter married into that family, there would be no one to help when she had children. Secondly, he had previously spoken harsh words to Xing Wu, and that face couldn’t be lost so easily.

This was the first time Qing Hong Zhi had so seriously discussed marriage with Qing Ye, making her very depressed for several days, even overshadowing her decent graduate exam results.

During that period, Qing Hong Zhi had been feeling unwell and was very anxious about his daughter’s relationship. Later, a hospital examination revealed problems with his intestines, and the hospital quickly arranged surgery. At that time, Qing Ye had just started her first year of graduate school, running between hospital and school, anxious all day. It was then that Xing Wu appeared by Qing Hong Zhi’s side. As Qing Ye was a daughter and couldn’t handle certain aspects of care, Xing Wu directly took over. Initially, Qing Hong Zhi strongly resisted, but unable to bear seeing his daughter so exhausted, he grudgingly accepted Xing Wu’s presence.

Xing Wu began frequently visiting the hospital, bringing soup and fruit. One day, seeing Qing Hong Zhi’s hair had grown too long, he brought a set of tools in the evening, took Qing Hong Zhi to the bathroom, put a large apron on him, and gave him a haircut.

The next day when Qing Ye came to the hospital and saw her father’s short textured haircut, she laughed for a long while and asked how he got his hair cut. Qing Hong Zhi somewhat awkwardly touched his hair and said, “Xing Wu cut it for me, not bad, right?”

Qing Ye’s eyes curved with laughter: “Very good, have you suddenly discovered your son-in-law is quite useful?”

Qing Hong Zhi angrily scolded: “What son-in-law? Have you no shame!”

After discharge, although Qing Hong Zhi never again mentioned wanting Qing Ye to break up with Xing Wu, whenever Qing Ye suggested inviting Xing Wu for dinner at home, Qing Hong Zhi would still stubbornly say: “If you dare bring that boy through the door, I’ll change the locks.”

After Qing Hong Zhi’s discharge, Qing Ye told him to rest more and work less at the company, questioning why he needed to work so hard at his age. However, Qing Hong Zhi has been worried about the company’s transformation lately. Currently, their business scope is becoming increasingly narrow. Some potential clients showed interest in cooperation, but they hadn’t entered the relevant supplier directory and didn’t meet procurement standards, causing a massive loss of business. Several younger shareholders collectively pressed for restructuring.

Qing Hong Zhi contacted an old friend to see what options were available. The old friend introduced him to a manager responsible for this business area, suggesting they connect to see if their qualifications could pass review and join their platform, which would make many operations more convenient. After learning about Qing Hong Zhi’s enterprise-scale and situation, the manager said they needed an evaluation report and to discuss it with their leader, but their leader had been unavailable recently. During Qing Hong Zhi’s hospitalization, his subordinates had contacted the manager several times without success.

Finally, just when they managed to arrange a meeting, the other party’s leader requested to visit his home. Though Qing Hong Zhi was surprised, he still extended a warm invitation.

He specifically told Qing Ye that he would be entertaining guests at home Friday evening – if she was coming home for dinner, come early; if not, come back later, don’t rush back halfway through looking improper.

When Qing Ye received Qing Hong Zhi’s call, she was preparing for her research project and absent-mindedly hung up after listening. So on Friday, she completely forgot what Qing Hong Zhi had said, and returned home at exactly seven-thirty, neither early nor late, after finishing her project proposal.

However, when she opened the door and entered, she was stunned. At the long dining table, Xing Wu and Qing Hong Zhi sat on opposite sides, not only drinking red wine but seeming to be having a pleasant conversation. Most importantly, what on earth was Xing Wu wearing?

A crisp black suit, smooth and refined profile, deep-set eyes and brows – his whole being exuded impeccable nobility. This was the first time Qing Ye had seen him dressed so properly, and he looked quite handsome.

She swallowed hard before asking, “Why are you here?”

Xing Wu suppressed the smile that wanted to emerge but was deliberately restrained, saying, “Here to discuss some business matters with Director Qing.”

Qing Ye put down her bag and looked at Qing Hong Zhi: “Your guest was Xing Wu? Didn’t you say if he dared come through the door, you’d change the locks?”

Qing Hong Zhi’s face instantly turned from green to white as he glared at his daughter: “Have you eaten?”

“No.”

He awkwardly stood up and called the housekeeper to get food for Qing Ye, then said to them: “You two eat, I’ll go upstairs to rest for a while.”

Qing Ye immediately pulled out a chair and stared at Xing Wu, looking him up and down, her eyes sparkling as she asked: “Why are you dressed so formally?”

Xing Wu finally released the smile he had been suppressing for so long: “Came to negotiate with your father.”

“And the result?”

He said seriously: “Judging by how your father voluntarily went upstairs to leave us alone, he’s probably prepared to sell you to me.”

The more Qing Ye heard the more things seemed odd. Thinking of how her father had been having work troubles lately, and how he had made such a fuss calling her a few days ago about entertaining important guests at home, Qing Ye’s eyes narrowed: “Did you set some trap for my father to fall into?”

Xing Wu spread his hands innocently: “Am I that kind of person? Your father came to me himself. He probably didn’t know that CEO Zhao had given me authority over Xin Ke’s North China regional business last year. He contacted Mao Ping Feng saying he wanted to meet me. When I received the news, I was at the hospital taking care of him. Only after he was discharged did I let Mao Ping Feng bring me the materials to look at. And when I looked – ha, it was your father.

He could see me every day, yet he wanted to make an appointment with me. Made me feel quite embarrassed – if I didn’t dress formally for this visit, it would seem like I was being arrogant, don’t you think?”

Qing Ye gave him a direct eye roll: “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He said matter-of-factly: “Afraid you’d spoil things. Of course, I had to have a round of talks with your father first.”

“And then?”

Xing Wu lowered his eyes and smiled: “You bet your future on me, so I’d stake everything I have to ensure you win. I asked your father for your hand in marriage.”

Qing Ye stared at his confidently flourishing brows and eyes, her red lips slightly parted, the gentle flames in her eyes emanating a brilliant light that illuminated his entire world.

The End.
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