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  Shen Qing Yan – Prologue
2014.

S Academy dormitory, three standing fans whirred loudly, waves of heat rushed in, making even the cactus wilt.

“Tomorrow night some handsome guys from A University are treating us to dinner. I’ve already accepted for all of you, so nobody’s allowed to bail.”

“When did you start hooking up with those academic students from A University?” someone chimed in.

“Just by chance,” Xiao Zhu said with a smile. “Our S Academy might only be a third-tier college, but we’re all in the journalism department. We’ll still have opportunities to become colleagues with them in the future! Who knows, maybe when they’re out there reporting breaking news, we could be holding cameras or microphones for them. Besides, the A University academic stars are very friendly to underachievers like us!”

“You mean friendly to pretty girls—”

Before her roommate could finish, Ye Meng, who hadn’t said a word, randomly grabbed a few books and stuffed them into her backpack, not bothering to zip it closed. She took a swig of water and turned to hide in the bathroom. Xiao Zhu hurriedly followed, relentlessly banging on the door: “I did warn you, you know. The first monthly internship report is due next week. Have you found an internship yet?”

“Don’t feel like looking.”

“Why don’t you just not eat while you’re at it,” Xiao Zhu pouted.

That’s how it was at third-tier colleges. The counselor worried they wouldn’t find internships and affect the school’s employment rate this year, had approached Xiao Zhu about internships several months in advance. But Ye Meng’s family situation was special, and she didn’t take it seriously. Xiao Zhu could only mumble vaguely to the counselor: “Meng… Student Ye Meng might be returning to her hometown after graduation, so she’s not planning to find an internship in Beijing.”

Upon hearing this, the counselor immediately launched into a lecture, her words not particularly kind but sincere: “You girls from outside Beijing have no connections, no background, no influence. You’re already far behind everyone else, and you don’t even try to work hard during your four years of college. You just coast through for a diploma, then when you can’t find work, you go home to leech off your parents. Don’t you know your parents work hard to pay for your education for a reason?”

“Student Ye Meng said it’s to listen to your earnest teachings,” Xiao Zhu replied with a straight face and unwavering heart, perfectly mimicking Ye Meng’s impudent manner.

“Learning the bad habits instead of the good ones. You’re picking up Ye Meng’s shamelessness. Go on, get out.” Despite her words, she was still smiling.

VIP consultation room at a private hospital’s psychiatric department.

The psychologist hadn’t arrived yet. A handsome young man sat at the consultation desk. A steaming cup of freshly brewed Nescafé was placed in front of him. “Dr. Liang just finished a meeting in the inpatient ward and is coming up in the elevator now. Please wait a moment.”

“Alright, thank you.”

He didn’t look like someone suffering from depression who needed psychological counseling at all. When he smiled, he appeared harmless, handsome, and quite charming.

“I thought he looked like Gou Kai’s friend, and he is.”

Gou Kai was Dr. Liang’s ex-boyfriend. Although their breakup wasn’t pleasant, Gou Kai was a rich second-generation heir with friends who were either wealthy or noble and mostly handsome. The young nurse kept his WeChat contact just to occasionally admire the good-looking men, which was quite pleasing to the eye. That group of rich kids certainly had many activities. Though this young man who came today rarely appeared in photos, the sharp-eyed nurse recognized him at a glance.

“Impressive, impressive. You can recognize him even with all that pixelation. I’ll promote you to head nurse next year.”

“Don’t be too infatuated, I’m afraid you’ll get hurt by a playboy.”

“He’s different. He’s the naive one in the young tycoons’ circle. Gou Kai says he’s the type who not only counts the money when he’s being cheated but also helps manage the finances. Super innocent. He hasn’t even had a girlfriend yet.”

“That pure?”

“He’s a dying breed.”

With a ding, the elevator door opened, and like Thanos snapping his fingers, everyone instantly vanished. Liang Fei emerged from the elevator and asked the lone remaining staff member at the nurses’ station for a cup of coffee.

Liang Fei entered the room and saw a precious, beautiful back of a head. The coffee on the table had gone completely cold, the cup ring clean and delicate, with all the coffee foam stuck at its original height. She guessed this young man, whose entire outfit was undoubtedly branded, even down to his phone case that had to bear a logo, and who was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, hadn’t reached for anything.

Liang Fei took off her white coat and said kindly: “Would you like me to ask them to bring you a glass of water instead?”

“No need, thank you,” he didn’t explain further, gave a faint smile, and his gaze fell on her belly. He paused, “Gou Kai didn’t tell me you were pregnant.”

“Don’t worry, the child isn’t his,” Liang Fei couldn’t help but find this statement a bit strange. With a self-deprecating smile, she went straight to the point, “Shall we get started?”

“Sure,” he replied obediently.

However, the process wasn’t as smooth as imagined.

“Your name.”

Seeing him startled, Liang Fei smiled, “This is just a routine inquiry. I know who you are, Gou Kai mentioned you to me. Don’t worry, since you’re here, I’ll do my best to help you.”

“All my previous psychologists said the same thing,” he smiled, revealing a row of white teeth that looked harmless and sunny, “But in the end, they all got my name wrong.”

“How many psychologists have you seen?” Liang Fei seized the opportunity to ask.

“Three.”

“All three couldn’t remember?”

“My last psychologist was very familiar with my name, but then he went and told my mother that I was just pretending to be depressed.”

“…You certainly don’t look like someone with depression,” Liang Fei subtly glanced at his delicate Adam’s apple, which had a faint mark that looked more like a scar than a kiss mark, “So do you think psychologists are just out to make money?”

He smiled gently: “Not necessarily.”

Liang Fei put down her pen: “What about your mother? What’s her attitude?”

“My mother believed him completely, so I gave him a sum of money,” he leaned back in his chair, having picked up a baseball from the desk at some point, tossing it casually, “to persuade him to change careers.”

Liang Fei said: “So, your mother didn’t defend your dignity as a patient.”

“That’s right.”

“Actually, before Gou Kai, my brother mentioned you. His name is Liang Mu, he’s also a student at A University, though in a different department from you.”

“Is that the ‘mu’ with three water radicals, and he has a birthmark on his left cheek?”

Liang Fei seemed surprised, “You remember?”

“Yes, we took an elective course together.”

“I heard from my brother that you’ve been specially admitted and awarded honors since you were young. Your home is plastered with certificates on all four walls, and you have an exceptional memory. He said you read books at lightning speed, remembering everything after just one look. He also saw a French professor who wrote you a recommendation letter, inviting you to give a French speech at their school. My brother said you’re one of the few rich kids he doesn’t dislike, always gentle in your dealings with people. So when Gou Kai approached me, I was quite surprised.”

“I’m surprised too. I’ve always been well-behaved since I was little, but everyone around me preferred my brother.”

“If given another chance, would you still be the good boy?”

“No.” He seemed extremely disgusted with his current self.

“I’m wondering, is it because you’ve been so excellent from a young age, never experiencing any setbacks, that your ability to handle pressure might be a bit weaker compared to the average young man? Sometimes people’s lack of attention to detail might have hurt you?”

“Are you saying I can’t handle things, that I’m too sensitive?” he raised an eyebrow, half-jokingly.

“That’s not what I meant,” Liang Fei quickly explained.

He immediately flashed a heart-melting smile: “It’s fine, I’m not angry.”

Perhaps due to his exceptionally striking appearance and lifelong excellent upbringing, his speech and behavior were more proper and appropriate than many normal people—polite, tactful, and considerate. Compared to all previous patients who came for consultation, he was forthright and unevasive, polite yet savvy in human relations. If needed, he could frankly lay bare his scars for others to examine. She was just an ordinary psychologist, but he was a perfect patient who left her at a loss.

Evening, S Academy dormitory.

“Hey, weren’t A University guys supposed to treat us to dinner tonight? Xiao Zhu, where are the boys? Did they stand us up?”

As soon as the roommate entered, she saw Xiao Zhu sitting in front of the computer looking at campus recruitment information, drooping like a frost-bitten eggplant, drawling listlessly: “Canceled.”

The roommates wailed endlessly.

“Damn, are you messing with us?”

“I just bought a new dress this afternoon.”

“I told you they’re only friendly to pretty girls!”

“Why didn’t you send them Meng Meng’s photo? You could have said our school’s beauty queen was initiating the date!”

Ye Meng happened to walk in just then, becoming the target of their comments. She glared at them fiercely, “After so many years of fraud, I don’t see any of you scamming a boyfriend.”

“You really are the acknowledged campus beauty, who’s scamming!” her roommate laughingly pulled her over, “Is that business school heartthrob still pursuing you?”

“Drop it.”

Xiao Zhu’s lips seemed glued together, wriggling several times without opening. Seeing her grief-stricken expression, everyone realized something was wrong. “What’s the matter?”

“Today, an A University guy sent me a message saying the gathering was canceled. I asked him why, and he just replied with a message saying that a junior from their journalism department attempted suicide. He’s in the hospital now, being resuscitated.”

“That serious? Are we so ugly that they need to fake suicide to avoid dinner with us?”

“Don’t joke about it! He’s very outstanding and nice, and he’s a rich heir too.”

“People always have all sorts of reasons to live or not to live,” Ye Meng casually comforted.

Xiao Zhu was trying hard not to cry but couldn’t. She had met this junior at Gou senior’s gathering last year and even heard him sing a song. Ye Meng asked her if it was good.

Xiao Zhu struggled to recall, “It was just okay. But I can’t deny, he had charm. Even though he sang off-key, no one had the heart to embarrass him, and everyone helped him continue. Tell me, a person like that, why would he…sob?”

Liang Fei didn’t leave after her shift the next day. She pulled up the electronic file and looked at the standard, cold ID photo.

The boy in the photo was handsome and upright, with the vibrant air of youth. His refined, chiseled features weren’t particularly memorable, but he happened to possess a pair of moving soulful eyes. In his pitch-black pupils seemed to dwell a lively little deer, his eyes filled with tenderness and mirth. Even from such a static photo, one could feel his exuberant aura—the whole person radiant and spirited like a fresh, bright white poplar. Such a person, no matter where they were, would shine brightly and cleanly like a beam of light.

File note: Li Jin Yu, twenty-two years old, Journalism Department, A University.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 1
Time jumps forward five years, to late October 2019.

“Meng Meng, come cut the onions!” A faint call came from the kitchen.

“Coming!” Ye Meng lazily responded, tossing aside the remote control and walking in.

In the kitchen, her aunt was tossing crab legs one by one into the pot. Ye Meng rolled up her sleeves and walked over, pretending to look sympathetically at the pot: “The crabs are so pitiful.”

Her aunt couldn’t stand her pretense and rolled her eyes dramatically: “Then don’t eat any later.”

“Then I’d be the pitiful one,” Ye Meng said with a cheeky smile. “Honestly, after all these years in Beijing, I barely missed you and Grandma, but I missed your crab dishes.”

Her aunt covered the pot to let it simmer and teased her: “Didn’t you tell us your boss treated you to delicacies every day? What happened, did crabs get expelled from seafood status? Don’t tell me my cooking tastes different—your mouth has been lying since you were little. There’s never been an honest word from you. I’d be possessed to believe you.”

Ye Meng smiled without replying. The struggles of being a drifter in Beijing were something only she truly understood. Her family never supported her move there, and Ye Meng didn’t want to burden them with her troubles. Placing the onion on the cutting board, her mind suddenly went blank. “How do I cut this again?”

Her aunt knew she hadn’t set foot in a kitchen during all those years in Beijing. “However you want. You can even dice it into tiny cubes.”

“Bang!” Ye Meng unhesitatingly brought the knife down, muttering, “Well, this is certainly a cost-effective method.”

“Grandma’s coming over later,” her aunt skillfully cut ginger into small pieces and tossed them into the pot, reminding her gently: “Don’t argue with her. You’ve finally come back for a visit, don’t give the neighbors something to laugh about. This man has good conditions, Grandma put in a lot of effort… Little Liu from the Civil Affairs Bureau said if you like him, he’ll work overtime for you tonight.”

The old lady had brought someone home again without her consent.

“I appreciate that,” Ye Meng stared absent-mindedly at the pot and said, “Please add some cilantro to the crabs. Where’s the chili sauce?”

Ye Meng wandered around the kitchen like a headless fly.

“Right behind your hand,” her aunt pushed the obstructive person away, cursing under her breath, “Crabs, crabs, all day long it’s just crabs. All your cleverness is spent on eating crabs. Out, out! Don’t get in the way here.”

The early autumn rain poured down without warning.

After being driven out of the kitchen, Ye Meng leaned idly on the windowsill, watching the dense raindrops fall from the sky. It was as if she could see thousands of giant webs made of spider silk dropping down, covering the dull city completely, making it hard to breathe.

“What kind of work does Miss Ye do in Beijing?”

Ye Meng turned to look at the man who had appeared silently behind her. He wore a neatly pressed suit and shirt, exuding mature and steady masculinity in every movement. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but his appearance was proper and impeccable—quite outstanding in this small town. But this kind of mature, steady Big Ben style wasn’t her type.

He didn’t talk much, saying only what needed to be said. Most of the time, he just stood quietly to the side, smoking. It was obvious that he had only agreed to this ‘marrying in’ arrangement due to economic pressure.

Yes, the Ye family had suffered terrible luck for generations. Her three aunts couldn’t bear children and were all divorced singles. Only Ye Meng’s father could produce offspring, but unfortunately, his time coincided with the one-child policy. Her father worked at a bank, where they only allowed one child or he would be fired. So the Ye family had just Ye Meng, their one lively sprout.

Fortunately, her grandmother didn’t favor boys over girls, and the whole family lavished care and protection on Ye Meng. After she finished university in Beijing, the entire family repeatedly instructed her to return to her hometown to work, marry, and have children—anything but letting her stay in Beijing.

“I work for someone else,” Ye Meng slowly turned around, stretching without restraint, and curiously asked, “How much did my grandmother promise to pay you to agree to marry me?”

The Ye family treasury probably didn’t have more than a few tens of thousands of yuan. The Ye family was considered a fallen aristocracy in town, with enough gossip and secret history to sustain storytellers for generations. The small tea house in town that specialized in traditional storytelling still occasionally mentioned Ye Meng’s great-grandfather. In short, when her great-grandfather was alive, the family was quite wealthy and respectable. But after his death, the Ye family had more women than men, and without a capable man to support the family, they had declined to the present state. The women of the family still hadn’t come to terms with their fall from that glorious history, especially her grandmother, who would rather Ye Meng remain in town as a fallen lady than be a dependent drifter in Beijing.

However, the Ye family had been in decline for so many years, already at the center of gossip. If this man truly became a live-in son-in-law, he would become a walking target for talk, with plenty of opportunities for people to point fingers at his back. After the earnest persuasion of several aunts taking turns, the old lady finally stopped insisting that the man change his surname and marry into the family, but the children must bear the Ye surname. The old lady could compromise on everything else, but on this matter, she was inflexible.

“To be specific, I only applied for a loan approval from your Uncle,” the gentleman stood by the railing, tapping off his cigarette ash, his expression unchanging. “After we get married, I don’t need to buy a house or car, and your Uncle said he could help me apply for an employee loan at a preferential interest rate. Also, your grandmother said that your family’s old ancestral house at South Pond Temple can have both our names on it, though we’d have to wait until we’re fifty.”

Ye Meng: “That’s a dangerous building. It’ll collapse long before you turn fifty.”

The suit-wearing man was caught off guard by her directness. He froze momentarily, the cigarette had burned halfway down and hadn’t been tapped, falling onto the railing. He instinctively wiped it with his sleeve, leaving a thin scratch on the freshly painted railing. Not even minding the mark left on his suit button, he apologized gently: “I’m sorry, shall I find someone to repaint this railing for you tomorrow?”

Ye Meng stared at him steadily for a couple of seconds, looking him up and down for a long while, before finally letting out a breath: “Alright, thank you. But I think we’re better off as friends. Don’t worry, it won’t affect your loan.”

Her aunt came over with a cup of tea to attend to the guest, and seeing Ye Meng heading downstairs, hurriedly called out to her: “Where are you going?”

“Fang Ya’en broke her leg, I’m going to check on her,” Ye Meng lied without looking back.

Fang Ya’en was her high school classmate, a tough girl who had dropped out of high school to work in Shenzhen. After returning, she ran a suit shop in town. The two had grown up together since childhood. The Ye family was the subject of much gossip in town, and Ye Meng had been a target for talk since she was little. It was always Fang Ya’en who drove away the kids who bullied and harassed her for no reason.

By eight o’clock, Ye Meng and the supposedly “broken-legged” Fang Ya’en had broken records in three escape rooms on the west side of town. The owner quickly brought out a special player’s notebook, asking them to leave their contact information so he could invite them for early testing when new escape rooms were updated.

As they walked toward the parking lot, Fang Ya’en finally remembered to ask: “By the way, weren’t you supposed to be on a blind date tonight? How come you suddenly came out to do escape rooms?”

Ye Meng’s steps slightly faltered, she distanced herself a bit from Fang Ya’en, making sure she was out of striking range before mumbling: “I said I was going to the hospital.”

“What for?” Fang Ya’en should have known better—this girl was using her as an excuse again. Since childhood, there have been countless excuses like “Fang Ya’en has a cold,” “Fang Ya’en fell down the stairs,” “Fang Ya’en is missing,” and so on.

“Your leg was broken,” Ye Meng said, then took off running.

Fang Ya’en exploded on the spot: “…You’re asking for another beating, aren’t you?! Does your grandmother think I’ve survived all these years just by hanging on by a thread?!”

Only Ye Meng dared to use Fang Ya’en as an excuse like this. As a former tough girl, even though Fang Ya’en had now “retired,” no one in town dared to truly provoke her—she was famously crazy.

Furious, Fang Ya’en got in the car wanting to light a cigarette, but after searching extensively, she couldn’t find a lighter and tossed it back. She stepped on the gas and drove onto the road, casually asking: “How long are you staying this time?”

Ye Meng sat in the passenger seat and dropped another bombshell: “I quit my job.”

The car came to a sudden, abrupt halt. Caught off guard, Ye Meng smacked her head hard against the car’s frame that held Fang Ya’en’s son’s photo on the windshield.

“…” Ye Meng said expressionlessly: “You don’t need to be that excited. It’s not like I’m pregnant.”

“Damn, you were a perfectly good PR manager,” Fang Ya’en stared at her in disbelief. “How can you just quit like that?!”

“The company brought in a new partner who placed a new assistant in my position and took away all the projects I’d been working on for years, essentially sidelining me. The boss didn’t comment, so I just quit.”

Fang Ya’en slammed on the brakes again.

Ye Meng got annoyed: “Drive properly! I’ve already bumped my head twice against your son’s photo. If I bump it a third time, should I start calling you ‘mom’?”

“Please don’t, your dad’s still single, and that would be awkward,” Fang Ya’en laughed loudly, no longer so startled. “What was your boss thinking? You’ve been with the company for so many years. Even if you haven’t made great achievements, you’ve certainly put in the hard work. Besides, you’ve practically devoted your life to it these past few years.”

“I know, right?” Ye Meng leaned back lazily in the passenger seat. “But the new partner said my boss was afraid I’d outshine him, so he’d planned this move long ago.”

Twilight was deepening, the road dark and narrow. Many cars were heading into town at this hour. Fang Ya’en alternated between high and low beams, cutting into lanes: “From what you’re saying, it sounds like Gou Kai deliberately pushed them to drive you out. Damn, what about your house?”

“What house?”

“Didn’t you dream about buying a big villa in Beijing to bring your grandmother and aunts to live with you? Weren’t you going to at least manage a three-bedroom place this year to make do?”

“Not buying anymore. Besides, those grand ladies in our family wouldn’t want to go even if I bought a place,” Ye Meng looked at the sparse night scene of the town and said, “And I don’t plan to go back after returning this time.”

The car passed by a supermarket. Fang Ya’en went in to buy a lighter and spent ages queuing to check out. The crowdedness of the supermarket was comparable to a clearance sale held by a boss who had run away with his sister-in-law, leaving his wife to liquidate the stock. The streets were deserted because almost everyone in town was squeezed in there.

Ye Meng, sitting in the car, spotted a few thuggish-looking loiterers squatting under a streetlight, smoking with sly grins.

This was the norm for small-town youth.

Ye Meng had long had enough of her lazy, unconstrained life, but she was also extremely tired of the scheming and intrigue of the big city.

With the new partner coming in to sideline her, and Gou Kai not speaking up for her at all, Ye Meng felt that all her years of hard work had gone to waste. Even if the partner hadn’t said anything, she would have resigned voluntarily.

Fang Ya’en finished a cigarette before getting in the car. While rummaging through her purse for perfume, she said to Ye Meng: “You’re not going back? Have you thought it through? You studied for five years to test out of here. Wasn’t the whole point to take your grandmother and the others away from this place? The Ye family has had its ups and downs for so many years. Just when it looked like you were about to make something of yourself, you’re back to square one.”

Ning Sui town was small, but populous, with gossip flying everywhere. Ye Meng had experienced this deeply since childhood. When she was little, her test papers with zero marks were posted in the town hall, and the townspeople bullied the Ye family for having weak and meek men.

Even now, people still say, “Ye Meng? Isn’t that the Ye family’s daughter who scored a zero? Old Master Ye was truly unlucky—his son was weak and cowardly, his daughter-in-law birthed three daughters who couldn’t bear children, and when they finally had a great-granddaughter, she turned out to be a girl. With average intelligence, too. Took five years of high school to get into university.”

Fang Ya’en didn’t think Ye Meng had average intelligence; she was just naturally lazy and couldn’t be bothered to care.

“My grandmother is the type who would die here no matter what. I can’t move her. She still hopes I’ll marry and have children here to tend the Ye family graves for life. Forget it, I don’t want to go back to Beijing. I’ll find a job here.” Ye Meng added, “Oh, and stop at the intersection ahead.”

Fang Ya’en didn’t bother trying to persuade her. She finished touching up her makeup in the sun visor mirror and prepared to start the car: “Where to?”

“To Alley Street to eat crabs.”

Fang Ya’en sighed: “Your intelligence is truly all spent on eating crabs. But not today—my husband’s not around and I still need to help my son with his homework. Another day, my treat.”

“Your son isn’t even in kindergarten yet. What homework does he need help with?”

“What kind of memory do you have? My son is already in elementary school. And nowadays, children compete on this stuff—I can’t let him fall behind at the starting line. After all, neighbor Wang’s kid already knows how to buy soy sauce using English.”

“Alright then,” Ye Meng hadn’t planned to bring her along anyway. “I’ll go by myself. After eating, I might stroll around, and perhaps have a romantic encounter or something. It’s been so many years since I left, I wonder if the younger brothers in town have grown up yet.”

“Tsk, tsk, you’re persistent about dating younger men.” Fang Ya’en smiled and shook her head.

However, the crab restaurant had relocated without posting a new address. The entire alley street seemed slated for demolition, with all shop signs completely removed.

At this time, the town was pitch black. The camel-back-shaped mountains were vaguely hidden in the murky twilight. The sparse, barely functional streetlights also shone casually, neither fully on nor off. The moon, pressing against the last thin layer of light at the horizon, barely allowed her to discern directions.

Ye Meng decided to visit the park across the street.

She sauntered, not seeing any younger men along the way, but spotted several wrinkled old men practicing tai chi sword, each push and turn to embody the elegance and contentment of small-town elders.

Then she reached the lakeside and saw someone.

To be precise, she first noticed the crab, and only belatedly realized there was a person next to it.

There were no lights here. The stone pillar lamps along the lake were even more capricious than the streetlights, choosing to go on strike altogether. The moonlight, however, seemed especially generous, pouring down its clear radiance, making the calm lake surface look like a giant mirror, glistening with ripples that formed barely noticeable circles.

In this dim light, Ye Meng could still see clearly that the crab on the railing was cooked—

And that the man looked young, possibly one of those “younger brothers.”

He sat on the railing dressed entirely in black, with his black sports jacket zipped up, the collar standing upright against his long nape. He wore a black bucket hat, with wet hair at the nape of his neck glistening in the moonlight, still dripping water. His back was soaked, as if he had just showered and hadn’t had time to dry off before being called to the lakeside.

For some reason, this tall, broad-shouldered figure with a slightly lowered head struck Ye Meng as somewhat pitiful, like an abandoned stray dog.

Perhaps sensing something, the man with his head buried in his collar suddenly looked up, revealing a lean chin, a tense jaw still damp, and earrings that gave off a cold gleam in the pale moonlight. In this town, most who wore earrings were small-time thugs, but few wore them with such ascetic, cold air.

The man caught a glimpse of Ye Meng standing below the railing. He turned his head, his wet eyes dark and deep, emotions complex, as if waiting for an unknown judgment.

“What do you want?”

The stray dog spoke. His voice was pleasant to hear—like cold sake on a scorching day beside the lake that gave off a faint smell of unripe fish. It carried a distinct coldness that felt refreshing, though the voice was somewhat hoarse, suggesting recent vocal cord strain.

Ye Meng was first startled, then quickly looked around. The surroundings were silent, with only a few seemingly lost leaves floating about. There was nothing else he could be talking to—no lights, not even a passing ant. Except for her.

“Keep staring and I’ll charge you,” the stray dog turned away with a cold gaze.

“…”

Ye Meng blinked in astonishment. These younger brothers were stingy and prideful these days.

“Do you need something else?”

Fine, Ye Meng cleared her throat lightly. She was always good at brazening things out, so she might as well be thick-skinned—

“May I ask you for…”

“No money for dating? Why are you trying to pick up girls?” The stray dog inexplicably glanced back at her in the pale moonlight, his eyes slightly squinted, his cold eyelids furrowed into three layers from impatience: “If there’s something urgent, I’ve got to go.”

Only then did Ye Meng notice the black earphone wire emerging from his collar.

So he was on a phone call?

Three minutes earlier: “Little Yu-ge.”

“What?”

The person said: “Where’s your computer? Let me borrow it to download some software, want to check something.”

“Keep looking and I’ll charge you.”

The person said: “Don’t be like that, it’s legitimate work—”

“Do you need something else?” he interrupted directly.

The person said: “You miser! Don’t make everything about money!”

“No money for dating? Why are you trying to pick up girls? If there’s something urgent, I’ve got to go.”

…

The atmosphere was silent. The lake’s surface rippled slightly. In the early autumn small town, all was quiet, without even the sound of a dog barking.

The stray dog casually removed his earphones and hung them outside his upturned collar. The face under the hat brim was rather pale, with clearly defined, rounded lip contours. Sitting on the railing, he glanced down at her, seemingly quite accustomed to being approached by girls: “Want my WeChat?”

“No,” Ye Meng didn’t particularly like this type. Thinking quickly, she lied shamelessly, “I was asking about the address of this crab restaurant.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 2
Ding dong, ding dong.

Before Ye Meng reached home, she received a WeChat message from Fang Ya’en.

Fang: I just remembered, the entire Alley Street is being demolished. That crab restaurant you mentioned wasn’t doing great business and rented a small storefront. I’ll ask around tomorrow about where exactly they relocated.

Fang: Where are you now? Don’t tell me you’re already having a romantic encounter.

She sat in a Didi premium car, the scenery outside flashing by. The flowing car lights intermingled with the night, casting an ambiguous play of light and shadow across her face.

Lemon Leaf: You have a mysterious confidence in the town’s younger brothers.

Fang: Today’s younger brothers, each one more handsome than the last. With my many years of child-raising experience, when finding a husband, definitely choose one with beautiful eyes. If the eyes aren’t good-looking, it can easily affect the next generation’s genes. Look at neighbor Wang’s kid, now he’s constantly demanding double eyelid surgery at home.

Reading this conversation, Ye Meng’s mind somehow suddenly conjured up the eyes of the man by the lake. He had somewhat slender phoenix eyes with slightly downward-curving outer corners that should convey gentleness when he wasn’t speaking or dejected. Yet he had precisely the kind of arrogant, haughty disposition she disliked most.

She preferred gentle boys.

As soon as Ye Meng walked through the door, she saw her entire family sitting neatly on the sofa. At first glance, it was like walking into an eagle’s nest, with five or six pairs of eyes staring at her like hawks. She was long accustomed to this and ignored them, heading upstairs to her bedroom: “The ladies and gentlemen are still up? If you get dark circles tomorrow, don’t steal my eye cream, Grandma.”

The old lady closed her eyes and fell backward straight against the sofa.

“Mom!”

“Mom!”

“Darling!”

Everyone rushed over in panic, one after another. Only Ye Meng remained motionless. But she couldn’t withstand her eldest aunt’s red-faced scolding: “Why are you just standing there? Come over quickly and check on her! Your grandmother has always loved you most since you were little!”

Ye Meng had no choice but to move closer. As soon as she approached, her arm was predictably caught. The old lady’s strength was astonishing as she grabbed her: “Sit down!”

Ye Meng rolled her eyes. She’d known it—this trick never failed. Well, no sleep tonight.

The old lady held her firmly with incredible strength. Ye Meng sighed; a seventy-year-old who could eat three bowls of rice at once—you wouldn’t find many like her in the whole country.

“Tell me, what exactly do you mean? Every single one I find for you, you’re not satisfied with.”

“I’ve told you before,” Ye Meng gave up struggling, grabbed the remote control beside her, and said self-deprecatingly, “I like younger men.”

“You’re already so unorthodox, and now you want someone younger than you. Are you two getting married or planning to break up the family?” The old lady snatched away the remote control and turned it off.

Ye Meng silently rolled her eyes, her gaze slanting toward the two silent men nearby. The old man and her father remained speechless, perfectly demonstrating the Ye family men’s talent for being ornamental.

Her youngest aunt, however, quietly stood behind her: “I quite support Meng Meng finding someone younger.”

“You shut up. You always unconditionally take her side,” the old lady rebuked, turning to the eldest aunt. “You speak.”

She specifically wanted her most capable and elite-minded eldest aunt to stand on her side.

The eldest aunt had always protected herself by staying out of troubled waters and casually asked: “So how many years younger do you want to find?”

“There’s no standard. One or two years isn’t too few, seven or eight years isn’t too young,” Ye Meng said with a smile. “I’m being quite reasonable.”

The old lady nearly fainted again. Just as she was about to scold her, Ye Meng received a WeChat message, her expression changed, and without further ado, she stood up and hurriedly said: “I won’t keep entertaining you all. I need to go out.”

The old lady was hardly willing to let her go so easily. “No, where are you going this late at night?”

“Grandma, it’s truly urgent. Fang Ya’en broke her leg while looking after her child at home.”

The old lady, with a face like ancient green moss, expressionlessly said: “You’ve already used that excuse.”

Ye Meng could have slapped herself—truly, the bad excuses always work better than the good ones.

“Alright,” Ye Meng had a flash of inspiration and immediately made up another excuse. “I’m going out to meet my boyfriend. I’ve been seeing someone recently, but I didn’t want to make a fuss about it. Once our relationship is settled, I’ll bring him back for you to see, okay?”

The clock pointed to eleven, the corridor dim. The hospital room was brightly lit, silent, with an IV drip slowly dripping.

“What are you doing, want to smoke?”

Hearing this, Fang Ya’en turned her gaze to the neighboring bed. In the next bed was an old lady who had reportedly slipped on soap while bathing, fracturing her hip, which required three pins. The family member attending to her was her grandson, who was quite handsome—the rare kind who was handsome in both features and build.

“I told you, no smoking.” The old lady had just reached out her hand when the handsome young man mercilessly slapped it back. The old lady yelped in pain and immediately reported Fang Ya’en, who was smirking:

“She was just smoking; look, the curtain is still emitting smoke.”

The handsome man’s brow slightly furrowed. Fang Ya’en froze, immediately waving frantically at the air to disperse the remaining smoke. “No, I haven’t had surgery yet, just smoking a cigarette to relieve the pain. Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine, my grandmother has a heavy smoking habit,” the handsome man was quite reasonable, and reminded her with no particular expression, “You’d better not smoke in front of her.”

“You don’t smoke?” Fang Ya’en stared at his hand, asking curiously.

This man’s hands were very attractive—long, slender, straight, with clear knuckles, and white. Looking closely, one would notice that the tips of his index and middle fingers had a wheat-like color. For someone so young, without several years of heavy smoking history, it wouldn’t be like this.

“No, I don’t,” he said.

The hospital room had just quieted down for two seconds when the old lady became restless again. Pointing at the expensive red wine held by the imposing male protagonist on the TV, she said to her grandson: “Li Badou, I want to drink this wine.”

Fang Ya’en was shocked by this old lady’s wastefulness. Such a handsome young man with such a casually chosen name.

The man looked up from his phone in confusion, glanced at the TV, then lowered his head: “Can’t afford it.”

The old lady’s eyes rolled around, staring at him persistently: “Let Little Jiang buy it. Little Jiang can afford it.”

“Why should she buy it?”

“Aren’t you two boyfriend and girlfriend?” The old lady quietly leaned over and whispered in his ear: “Isn’t your birthday coming up? Ask her to buy it as a birthday gift.”

The man lowered his head to send a WeChat message, smiling sarcastically: “I’ve only met her twice. You think it’s appropriate to ask someone for a birthday gift just like that?”

“Do you not like Little Jiang?” The old lady said indignantly. “If you don’t like her, just say so. I’ll have someone introduce you to someone else. How about Old Liu’s granddaughter? She says you don’t need to buy a house or car, and there’s no bride price. She even comes with a dowry of 300,000 yuan.”

Because that girl was mute, Fang Ya’en added mentally.

“How about this: why don’t you just sell me? As for how much, it’s entirely up to you. You can take the money to eat, drink, have fun, and travel the world, while I go be someone’s live-in son-in-law, serving their entire family. How’s that? Are you satisfied?” The man leaned against the wall and said.

This grandmother-grandson pair was truly fierce, each sentence stabbing at the other’s heart.

The old lady threw a pillow at him. “Get out!”

The man laughed casually and said to the chubby boy playing games in the corner, “Keep an eye on Grandma, don’t let her borrow cigarettes from the sister next door.”

Only then did Fang Ya’en notice that there was also a chubby boy in the corner.

By the time Ye Meng arrived at the hospital room, it was eleven fifteen, and the chubby boy hadn’t finished his game.

Ye Meng was nearly on her knees apologizing. She sincerely apologized to Fang Ya’en, swearing never to use her life and safety as an excuse again. Fang Ya’en pretended to be stern and demanded ten crab dinners. Ye Meng haggled it down to five. As the two were childishly arguing, a hand suddenly reached across—”Your delivery,” a deep, clear voice came from above.

Both immediately stopped and looked up along the slender arm. Ye Meng’s vision went black as if struck on the head—wasn’t this the handsome guy from a few hours ago at the lake, the one she had asked for WeChat?

The handsome guy’s zipper was perpetually sealed tight, his collar upright, and the black earphone wire still running outside his collar.

She wasn’t entirely certain about his appearance. Her first impression was just that the man was handsome, followed by a sense of familiarity as if she’d seen him somewhere before. It wasn’t until she saw the shiny earring by his ear that the scene by the lake suddenly crashed into her mind.

Their gazes unexpectedly met lightly in the air, adding a sense of serendipity in the dim hospital room.

He wasn’t as surprised as she was, barely pausing on her before saying to Fang Ya’en: “Deliveries aren’t brought to hospital rooms after ten o’clock. They’re all left at the first-floor courier station. Family members have to go down to pick them up. I happened to encounter it, so I brought it up for you. Mind the time next time.”

Fang Ya’en hurriedly expressed her thanks, then blinked at the already dazed Ye Meng and introduced: “This is the grandson of the grandmother in the next bed.”

The man didn’t look at Ye Meng, thoughtfully handing Fang Ya’en a card: “This is the volunteer phone number. If you need help when no one is here to take care of you, you can call them.”

Fang Ya’en was moved to tears and reciprocated with her business card. “I make suits. If you need any, you can find me. Shall we add each other on WeChat? We might bother you for the next half month.”

After they added each other on WeChat, Fang Ya’en promptly sent Ye Meng a message.

Fang: Ten crab dinners, handsome guy’s WeChat.

Lemon Leaf: This guy’s WeChat is practically hanging on his face for people to scan. I won’t add him.

Fang: Where did you get that impression? He already has a girlfriend.

Lemon Leaf: He has a girlfriend? Even worse. And you still want to push him on me?

Fang: Who said I was pushing him on you? Just tricking you into ten crab dinners.

Ye Meng couldn’t be bothered to respond, her stomach growling with hunger. The two quickly finished three buckets of Bobo chicken. With nothing else to do, Fang Ya’en chatted with the chubby boy nearby. “Is his name Li Badou?”

“That’s just his nickname. When my brother was just born, his mother abandoned him once. It was my grand-aunt who carried him back through heavy snow. Though my brother looks so fair now, my grand-aunt said he was skinny and dark when he was little, like a small lima bean, so he’s been called that for years. His real name is Li Jin Yu. The ‘Jin’ from the weight ‘jin’, and the ‘Yu’ from ‘island’. We’re cousins.”

Fang Ya’en silently repeated the name. Ye Meng had no interest in listening, sitting to the side-scrolling through her Moments feed, and replying to comments, with friends asking when she would return to Beijing.

“Your brother isn’t a local, is he? He doesn’t look like one.”

“My brother came here four years ago. My uncle died, my aunt remarried, so he’s been living with my grand-aunt.”

“What does your brother do for a living?”

The chubby boy was exactly the type of gentle boy Ye Meng liked—he answered honestly and straightforwardly: “He does whatever makes money, like watching stores for people, or editing some videos, occasionally singing at bars. Except for not being able to drive, he seems to know a bit of everything else.”

“He doesn’t have a driver’s license, or what?”

“He has a license, just doesn’t drive.”

“And his girlfriend?”

“She’s a lawyer in Beijing, really beautiful. I heard her annual income has seven digits.”

“Is she local?”

Fang Ya’en and Ye Meng instinctively exchanged glances.

If she was truly a local now in Beijing working as a lawyer, beautiful, and surnamed Jiang, there could only be one person.

Ye Meng felt a dull ache in her head.

“Yes, from Ning Sui.”

The two almost simultaneously asked tentatively: “It wouldn’t happen to be Jiang Lu Zhi, would it?”

The chubby boy was surprised and immediately put down his phone: “You know her?”

More than just knowing her—she was practically the nightmare of Ye Meng’s ten years of academic life. It was undeniable that Jiang Lu Zhi had indeed thrived in Beijing like a fish in water, doing exceedingly well. The two were in the same hometown chat group, rarely meeting in person, but Ye Meng often heard about this sister’s glorious achievements. The annual income of one million was true, and she was genuinely beautiful.

The relationship between Ye Meng and Jiang Lu Zhi, in Fang Ya’en’s words, was: in terms of looks, Ye Meng might be a street ahead, but in terms of strategy, Jiang Lu Zhi might be eighteen streets ahead. As always, Ye Meng couldn’t be bothered to compete. During school, the two might have been in a state of fierce rivalry, like two turtles unable to coexist in the same pond. Ye Meng had spent five years in high school just to get into a better university than Jiang Lu Zhi, but despite her daily cleverness, her grades never improved, and she only ended up at an ordinary university. After her mother’s death, Ye Meng had become somewhat indifferent to life.

But there was one thing Ye Meng had to mention—the day before she returned, Jiang Lu Zhi had already obtained her marriage certificate with her Beijing boyfriend of ten years.

“No one in town knows that Jiang Lu Zhi got married. I suspect even her mother doesn’t know. If Auntie Jiang knew, she’d fly to Beijing and break her legs. After all, Auntie Jiang always wanted her to find someone local.”

“Maybe Li Jin Yu already knows? What if he’s willingly being the third wheel since Jiang Lu Zhi is wealthy?”

“How is that possible? If he knew, would the chubby boy be announcing their relationship to the whole world?”

“If Li Jin Yu found out he had become the other man, would he go crazy?”

Li Jin Yu didn’t go crazy. The two of them were at the elevator entrance; he was about to go downstairs to prepay the hospitalization fees, and Ye Meng was just heading home, so she informed him of the situation. But she didn’t receive the expected reaction—not even a single glance.

The elevator light was glaring. Li Jin Yu, probably tired of waiting, slightly pulled down his hat to shield himself from the light. His attractive, sharp Adam’s apple was particularly noticeable under the light as he revealed a cold gaze with extremely low moral sense. “Oh, I see. Anything else?”

Ye Meng sometimes felt that this man’s eyes were like they harbored a gentle deer, and within the deer’s eyes were hidden stars. He should have been very gentle. But that deer had hidden the stars, his eyes expressing: I have no morals, don’t try to restrain me.

“You just met me today, so you might not know, but I’m quite a garbage person,” he said indifferently.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 3
Li Jinyu had only met Jiang Luzhi twice. The first time was through an introduction; they briefly met at a coffee shop where it took just a few exchanges to since they didn’t click. Jiang Luzhi had solemnly vowed to make a name for herself in Beijing, her words filled with admiration for the big city. However, everything Jiang Luzhi yearned for had been readily available to Li Jinyu since childhood, and he had long grown weary of that city.

The two didn’t hit it off, and after hastily ending their date, Jiang Luzhi clearly wasn’t impressed with him and even deleted him from WeChat. Li Jinyu hadn’t known about this until that night when the old lady took his phone—whether intentionally or genuinely by accident, he couldn’t intercept it in time—and unexpectedly sent an emoji to Jiang Luzhi. The result was a prompt to add a friend, which was when he realized he’d been deleted.

Li Jinyu never had the habit of deleting contacts from WeChat, so he didn’t reciprocate the deletion.

Unexpectedly, a week later, Jiang Luzhi re-added him on WeChat and rushed back from Beijing, bluntly asking if he would marry her.

Li Jinyu found dating burdensome enough, let alone marriage. He immediately refused.

Jiang Luzhi was puzzled. This man had neither money nor status, yet somehow possessed an inviolable air of superiority. So she defiantly asked, “Why? Can you find someone with better conditions than me in this backwater place?”

They were by a small river at the time, beneath a vast, silent starry sky like an enormous, quiet canopy enveloping them both. Behind them flowed the languid river, its bed thinly lined with smooth, rounded pebbles, while the raucous croaking of frogs filled their ears. Jiang Luzhi still couldn’t believe that in this small, shabby county town where even KFC wouldn’t open a branch, there was a man who would reject her—a flower on a high peak that others wouldn’t dare dream of.

Li Jinyu was leaning lazily against Jiang Luzhi’s car door, leisurely chewing a White Rabbit milk candy, his expression indifferent, truly playing the role of a jerk. He said, “Dating would be fine, but marriage is out of the question. I won’t go to Beijing, and you’re not willing to stay here, so would we have a long-distance marriage? You might not worry about me finding someone else, but I’m afraid I can’t control my lower half. After all, I have no moral bottom line.”

Li Jinyu’s appearance wasn’t that of an extremely handsome, rarely-seen heartthrob; in a crowd, he’d only merit a few extra glances. But his demeanor was unique—though he’d never had a girlfriend, his eyes revealed delicacy and passion, and he spoke like a veteran of romance. She felt this man had hooks in his eyes.

Jiang Luzhi was determined in her pursuits; every effort must yield returns. So she said dating would do; after all, she couldn’t have come for nothing. “Do you know how much I make per hour?” Li Jinyu had wanted to ask if he had invited her to come, but this time he didn’t refuse outright. Instead, he leaned more relaxedly against the car, curiously staring at her for a few seconds, pondering something unknown.

Jiang Luzhi didn’t understand why he was being so standoffish; an outsider might mistake him for some condescending rich young master. Jiang Luzhi said, “You also don’t want your grandmother setting you up on blind dates everywhere, right? Elderly people get anxious as they age. Let’s try first, and we can reconsider if it doesn’t work out.”

Finally, he agreed: “Alright.”

Counting the years, Jiang Luzhi was two years older than Li Jinyu. She was pretty, but not the first older woman to pursue him. In the past, Li Jinyu wouldn’t have considered a relationship with an older woman.

Thanks to his mother, he had a natural fear of women older than him, except for his grandmother. And precisely because of his grandmother, he was quite skilled at coaxing elderly women of his grandparents’ generation.

After they established their relationship, Jiang Luzhi returned to Beijing without a moment’s rest. Apart from occasional phone calls, she never came back once. So how did he suddenly become the “other man”?

So Li Jinyu genuinely didn’t know about this. If it weren’t for the old lady insisting on matchmaking, he wouldn’t have wanted to find a girlfriend. He hadn’t looked for one before and didn’t plan to in the future. Although the psychologist had suggested years ago that he could try dating to improve his interpersonal relationships and alleviate his condition.

What was the use?

At least he was living well now. As long as he didn’t see his mother, who was a perfectionist to an extreme degree, he felt much better than before, even though in many people’s eyes he was just a “loser” working three jobs a day.

The night sky hung high, stars shining, bright and dim celestial points emitting a serene light. The rounded mountain peaks were shrouded in a thin mist, and faintly in the distance, one could still hear the weak chirping of cicadas.

After Ye Meng left, Li Jinyu paid the fees and leaned against a stone pillar of the hospital building. Tilting his head back to casually admire the night view, he unwrapped another milk candy, chewing indifferently while carelessly reflecting that being a “loser” wasn’t so bad.

At this moment, from beside him came a soft, “Brother.”

Li Jinyu felt someone lightly tug at the hem of his shirt. He slightly frowned and swept a glance with his peripheral vision. It was a thin little girl, not even reaching his upper thigh, grinning with a sadly toothless smile, pitifully asking if he had any more candy.

Today was truly bizarre—crabs, candy… was he Santa Claus? When would it end?

“Your teeth are already falling out, and you still want candy? Doesn’t your mom scold you?” He smirked, speaking acidly.

The little girl was stunned. She hadn’t expected this handsome brother to talk so harshly, and opened her mouth to cry—

“Guess. If you guess right, I’ll give you one.”

Li Jinyu turned to the side, leaning his back against the stone pillar, pretending to rummage through his pants pockets, then held his fists in front of the little girl for her to choose.

The little girl was clever and saw through his trick immediately, confidently stating, “You’re lying. Neither has any candy. I just saw you take the candy from your jacket pocket.”

“I have candy in all four of my pockets. I’ll show you later.”

“Then… I choose this one.” The little girl pointed hesitantly at his left hand. And there was candy! She happily showed her gap-toothed smile again. Li Jinyu clicked his tongue twice, thinking this child was truly ugly.

“Should I unwrap it for you?” Li Jinyu asked lazily.

“Yes,” the little girl said earnestly, and couldn’t help sincerely complimenting him, “Brother, you’re the richest person I’ve ever met. You have candy in all four pockets. I don’t even have pockets.” She patted the space where pockets would be on both sides of her clothes.

“I was just kidding,” Li Jinyu cajoled and deceived, leaning against the pillar, finishing unwrapping the candy and holding it in his hand for her to come and bite. “This is the last one. Remember to brush your teeth after eating, or tomorrow I’ll pull out the few teeth you have left.”

The little girl was unfazed by the threat and contentedly chewed the candy, then began to make conversation in a pretentious manner: “Which ward are you in? Can I come to find you to play? I think you’re very cool, all dressed in black, just like the cool Grim Reaper from Korean dramas.”

Li Jinyu couldn’t help but laugh. What Grim Reaper?

“You just want more candy from me, right?” Li Jinyu gave her a meaningful look, putting his hands back in his pockets, talking to her like an ordinary friend. “It depends on my mood. I might not be here every day.”

“Alright, I need to go back now. Goodbye, Grim Reaper!” The little girl solemnly bid farewell, then suddenly made a goofy face by pulling at her cheeks, turned around, and ran away unsteadily.

Li Jinyu watched her disappear down the corridor, then simply sat down on the third step of the entrance stairs, stretching his long legs out on the last step. He pulled out another of those supposedly “finished” milk candies from his pocket, unwrapped it leisurely, half-biting it between his lips with a casual air of indifference, and then called Jiang Luzhi. No one answered, and he didn’t bother calling again. He simply hung up without hesitation and sent two concise WeChat messages before shoving the phone back into his pocket, continuing to chew his candy and admire the night view with detached indifference.

J: Heard that big sister got married? J: Don’t you owe me an explanation, hmm?

Ye Meng had been frequenting the hospital lately because Method Yan’s husband was still away on a business trip, so she was pressed into service as a babysitter. The babysitter and the chubby boy in the next bed had become like blood brothers. Occasionally they would play games together; the chubby boy wasn’t very good, but Ye Meng had no resistance to such well-behaved kids. When playing ranked games with friends, she was willing to carry him and let him enjoy the victory.

Now, while the chubby boy was pushing the old lady for a walk, Method Yan maliciously encouraged her: “Hey, are you interested in a nurturing project? This chubby boy has a nice personality.” The chubby boy had quite delicate features and a refined appearance. If he lost weight, he would be a handsome guy. With such a handsome cousin, his genes couldn’t be too far off.

“Method Yan, don’t be perverse,” Ye Meng seriously warned her. “Not only is Fatty not my type, even if he looked like his brother, just the fact that his brother is Jiang Luzhi’s boyfriend—that alone would make me pass on him and everyone around him. No way I’d consider it.”

Method Yan knew why. Probably because the Jiang family and the Ye family had similar status in the town; both had once been glorious but were now in decline. But as the Jiang family had been thriving in recent years, the Ye family had gained nothing but gossip.

People in town loved to compare Ye Meng with Jiang Luzhi, saying the Jiang family was about to turn things around because of Jiang Luzhi, while the Ye family remained under a cloud, with no one daring to approach.

Ye Meng rarely quibbled with people, but when it came to finding a boyfriend, she absolutely couldn’t have any connection to Jiang Luzhi. Otherwise, with Jiang Luzhi’s domineering personality, she would surely step on Ye Meng to boast for a lifetime. She would rather die than allow that.

“He’s her ex-boyfriend now.” Method Yan took a bite of an apple and suddenly reminded her.

Ye Meng was looking down, scrolling through a headhunting website. Upon hearing this, she paused, quickly swiping past several job listings, and absentmindedly asked, “Moving quickly, huh? Who proposed the breakup?”

Method Yan raised an eyebrow, chewing her apple and gesturing with her chin toward the next room. Luckily, no one was there. “Who else? Haven’t you noticed he’s been avoiding you lately?”

Ye Meng hadn’t paid attention, but with this reminder, she did recall that whenever she arrived, Li Jinyu wouldn’t stay for more than two minutes before getting up to leave. “Are you blaming me for meddling?” Ye Meng locked her phone and placed it on the nearby cabinet, looking directly at her.

In the dim hospital room, the two spoke in voices as low as mosquitoes, and Method Yan detected the subtext in her words.

“Don’t you think you’ve been acting a bit oddly in this matter?” Method Yan knew Ye Meng’s character; she would go through fire and water for friends but wouldn’t waste time on strangers. “You deliberately wanted to embarrass him.”

“I admit I had bad intentions. I’ve been like this since I was little,” Ye Meng said frankly, with an expression that seemed to say, “I’ve always been heartless; do you have some misunderstanding about me?”

Method Yan understood this well. So that night, when Li Jinyu went downstairs to pay for the extended hospitalization, Method Yan had a premonition that Ye Meng would follow him out, and sure enough, she followed closely behind just seconds later. It was deliberate. Ye Meng didn’t have many virtues; she had been stone-hearted since childhood. Despite her carefree demeanor and shameless attitude with everyone, even after years of masquerading as a cat, a fox’s nature is hard to change. Even Method Yan’s friends from the street had said this girl was someone destined for great things. If not for Method Yan stopping them, they would have sworn brotherhood on the spot.

Method Yan was suspicious: “Just because he’s Jiang Luzhi’s boyfriend?”

“Because I discovered that after I resigned, the company’s legal team also changed, and the new team is Jiang Luzhi’s Chengren Law Firm,” said Ye Meng.

“You suspect she’s behind your troubles?”

Ye Meng calmly retrieved her phone, casually flipping through a few photos before tossing the phone on the bed for Method Yan to see—photos of Jiang Luzhi and her new partner. With a forced smile that didn’t reach her eyes, she said, “Be confident, remove the ‘suspect’.”

“That bitch Jiang Luzhi, she is…” Method Yan cursed.

Ye Meng continued: “Then guess why Gou Kai agreed to let Jiang Luzhi push me out?”

“Why?” Method Yan was completely bewildered; how would she know?

“Gou Kai once had a rich second-generation friend who suffered from depression and attempted suicide, dropping out of college in his junior year. After that, Gou Kai hardly had any friends. When I met him, I had just resigned from the newspaper and was feeling disillusioned. Gou Kai extended an olive branch to me. At that time, I didn’t know anything; I knew I was incompetent, but I was also too lazy to learn and had no desire to work hard, just getting by. In such circumstances, I should have been fired within three days, but Gou Kai didn’t fire me. Instead, he told me, ‘You must maintain this negative and lazy state, don’t work hard at all,’ because he had a friend who worked too hard, and pursued excellence and good manners to the extreme, which caused Gou Kai to grow up in the anxiety of ‘being compared to his friend.’ Seeing me made him feel healed. He said if his friend had met someone like me earlier, perhaps he wouldn’t have attempted suicide due to depression or dropped out. Maybe he would have been an excellent journalist, news reporter, translator, diplomat, and so on.”

Method Yan was quite incredulous. “Is that insulting you or praising you?”

Ye Meng continued smoothly: “But later I changed too. I wanted to establish myself in Beijing, began to work overtime frantically, and kept a pair of high heels in my bag ready to meet clients at any time, wishing I could stretch twenty-four hours into forty-eight. Gou Kai felt I was no different from other Beijing drifters. He said, ‘You’ve been assimilated, so why not find someone from a prestigious university? Why choose someone from a third-rate college like you? He doesn’t lack talent.'”

“Do all rich people have a bit of…” Method Yan found it incredible that there was a boss who complained about employees being too hardworking.

“Heaven knows how much I want to lie around and get paid, doing nothing at all.”

“Right, why doesn’t he just pay you a salary and let you be negative and lazy all day?”

“The interesting part is,” Ye Meng solemnly shook her head, “when you receive income that doesn’t match your effort, people fall into anxiety. Within a year, you’d be depressed and anxious because you have no idea how long such days can last. But if he gives you wages equal to your effort, how much money can you earn in a month in that negative and lazy state? It would be better to pack up and go home—why waste time there? Gou Kai essentially wanted to see how good my attitude could be. He wanted to see me blow up, then go back to doing nothing and being his lapdog. But I can’t help it; I have no other merits except for my extremely good mindset.”

Method Yan once again sighed that rich people were simply too idle, lamenting: “But this has nothing to do with Li Jinyu; you shouldn’t take your anger out on him. Now he doesn’t even want to see you.”

“I know,” she leaned back and sighed as well. “I originally wanted to subtly inquire, but his narcissistic appearance was so irritating that I couldn’t help but burst his little bubble. I’ve been trying to find an opportunity to apologize to him these past couple of days, but I didn’t expect him to avoid me.”

“Why do you always think he’s narcissistic? I think he’s just a bit cold, where’s the narcissism?”

“To me, coldness is narcissism. Chubby is the real angel.”

“You’ve been pampered since childhood, so when you meet someone who doesn’t pay attention to you, you call them narcissistic,” Method Yan fell back, no longer bothering with her. “You should just go with your Chubby.”

As evening approached, the hospital room grew dim. Method Yan was on the verge of falling asleep when she suddenly heard Ye Meng ask: “Which bar did Chubby say he sings at?”

“Jiu Bao Shi,” Method Yan poked her head out from under the covers. “Are you going to crash the place?”

“I’m going to support him. Although he said he’s garbage, and although I’m not a good person either, I still need to apologize for my rashness.”

Jiu Bao Shi was located on a hillside farthest from town, surrounded by a serene environment and lush greenery. At its center stood a stone-built cabin with octagonal sides, all emitting some brilliant light. Around it was a swath of colorful lights, softly laid between the trees, exceptionally peaceful—not like a bar, but more like a quiet bar.

The operating hours of bars in the small town typically ran from 6 PM to 3 AM.

There were hardly any customers before 9 PM, so when Ye Meng appeared at Jiu Bao Shi at 6 PM, the staff around thought it was strange that someone would come so early to queue for this small bar.

When Ye Meng called to inquire, the staff said she needed to queue for a number to enter.

Fine. Ye Meng drove all the way, speeding along, and now stood alone at the entrance with number 1.

Beside her was a mongrel dog wearing number 2, panting with its tongue out, smiling at her.

“What would you like to drink?”

A waiter came over with a menu, warmly greeting her.

Ye Meng said directly: “I’m looking for Li Jinyu.”

“Brother Yu hasn’t arrived yet. What would you like to drink?” The waiter explained with a smile, “He’s usually still sleeping at home at this time.”

Ye Meng casually ordered a Long Island Iced Tea and closed the menu: “What time does he come?”

“His show is at 8:30, so he’ll probably come at 7 for rehearsal.”

“Oh! Brother Yu, you’re here!” The waiter’s eyes bubbled with confusion.

Ye Meng turned her head to see a tall figure walking in through the door, a large black guitar case slung over his back. The mongrel dog with the number 2 tag was pawing at his leg.

Li Jinyu crouched down to let it lick his hand, his face showing no trace of coldness. The bright and open youthfulness, even in an ordinary sports outfit, was vibrantly touching. The clear and distinct collarbone lines beneath his slender neck were visible, and Ye Meng noticed the faint scar on his Adam’s apple, which from a distance looked like a freshly planted kiss mark, casual and unrestrained.

Ye Meng didn’t know why she suddenly thought of what Gou Kai had said—

The youth grows unbridled, thus possessing infinite possibilities.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 4
The bar music suddenly boomed, resonating loudly in the ears, conveniently drowning out the waiter’s greeting.

Li Jinyu hadn’t heard it, still crouched on the ground playing with the dog while carrying his large guitar on his back. The next moment, another person swayed in through the door with two very visible scars on his face, making his handsome features appear somewhat ferocious. He seemed to be with Li Jinyu. The two exchanged some words, and as they chatted, this person occasionally kicked the yellow dog on the ground, calling it a stray.

The little yellow dog immediately showed an expression of disgust and cautiously shrank into Li Jinyu’s arms.

Ye Meng, however, suddenly froze. How could he be here?

As the waiter reached out to call again, Ye Meng hastily interrupted: “Where’s the bathroom? I’d like to use the restroom first.”

“Go straight to the end, there are signs,” the waiter pointed to the passage beside the dance floor. “What about Brother Yu?”

“I’ll find him myself later.” Ye Meng dropped the words and hurriedly left.

Click.

Ye Meng, suppressing her heartbeat, casually closed the bathroom door. The booming music was shut outside, leaving only the rhythmic drumbeats lingering in her ears. It was much quieter, even her breathing became clearer. She remained calm for a while before taking out her phone to call Method Yan.

Method Yan had just woken up, unable to distinguish morning from evening, her voice was hazy and sticky, with a hint of impatient morning temper: “Miss, what’s the matter now?”

“What is Cheng Kairan doing now?”

Upon hearing this name, Method Yan’s brain instantly jolted awake. If her foot hadn’t been in a steel plate, she would have almost jumped out of bed. “Did you run into him?”

Ye Meng made an affirmative sound. “He’s with Li Jinyu.”

“How would Li Jinyu hang out with him? Kaikai isn’t just an ordinary hooligan now,” Method Yan said. “He’s made a name for himself now, managing the old town district. It’s hard to explain exactly what happened over the phone, but the relationship is very complicated. But you know, after I got married, my husband wouldn’t let me associate with them. Now when we meet, it’s just a nodding acquaintance.”

Initially, the three of them had a good relationship. Cheng Kairan was three years younger than Ye Meng and was Method Yan’s little brother back then.

Ning Sui County wasn’t large, with an ancient canal running northwest. The west city was the new district, with towering buildings and widened roads. The north city was the old district, with water gateways and gray-white low buildings. Ye Meng was most familiar with this area before—a street lined with internet cafes, game halls, KTVs, and hotels. During the first three years of high school, she spent all her weekends there, playing games surfing the internet, or squatting at the bridge with Method Yan, watching people fight with their flip-flops flying.

At that time, Cheng Kairan was just a small-time troublemaker who would slap people’s heads with slippers. Who would have thought he’d come to this today? Ye Meng didn’t expect it, so when Method Yan dropped out of school to work in Shenzhen, Ye Meng was determined to study hard because with no one to protect her, studying well was her only option.

But Cheng Kairan continued to be wild, fighting, causing trouble, chasing girls, and stealing other people’s girlfriends. Ye Meng was innocently implicated several times because of this. At that time, during her senior year, a group of town hooligans came to the school looking for her, causing her elderly grandmother to be called to school every day to receive lectures from teachers. Ye Meng then cut ties with him, no longer willing to associate with him. Even if she encountered him being beaten on the street, even if he begged her for help, she pretended not to see anything. At that time, she was wholeheartedly focused on getting into college. She no longer wanted to live that carefree, unrestrained life. Who knew that Cheng Kairan was beaten half to death at that time, and it was said his face was disfigured?

“Meng Meng,” Method Yan was quite serious, “leave there now, and don’t let him see you at all costs.”

Ye Meng’s heart immediately chilled: “The scars on his face are from that time?”

“Yes, he used to be a good-looking kid, now with several scars. Listen to me, go back first, don’t let him see you. He knows you’re back from Beijing and has been asking around about you these past few days.”

“Why doesn’t he just come to my house and confront me?” Ye Meng asked.

Method Yan sighed: “Years ago, he kept an eye on your old ancestral house in Nantang Temple every day. Later, your grandmother reported him to the police, and he finally stopped. He’s not just an ordinary hooligan now; he knows the rules of the streets. No matter how much he hates you, he won’t trouble your family. But he’s already made it clear that you must pay the price for this. He’s obsessive, and it’s partly my fault. If I had known about this when I came back, I would have resolved the issue between you two, and it wouldn’t have been so troublesome. Who knew that after years of being looked down upon in town, he’d finally make something of himself, and his character would become increasingly extreme? Listen to me, avoid him for now. When I get out of the hospital, I’ll help you settle this. Otherwise, with his current temperament, he truly won’t let you off easily.”

Ye Meng was now caught between a rock and a hard place. Return to Beijing? She was unwilling to follow Gou Kai around like a dog anymore. Stay in town? Cheng Kairan would probably ruin her. Fortunately, heaven opened its eyes—the women’s restroom was separated from the bar’s parking lot by just a river. She saw Cheng Kairan walking briskly toward a black Mercedes. Only after Cheng Kairan’s car had driven out of the parking lot did Ye Meng leave the restroom.

Outside, the music had changed to a ballad, flowing quietly through the hall.

The bar had suddenly filled with people; it seemed two bands had arrived and were sitting on the sofas drinking and chatting.

The hall lights were particularly bright, with white spotlights shining from all corners. In the center of the dance floor were four long sofas, all packed with people—young musicians with diverse styles, some standing, some sitting, both men and women, with various hairstyles: mohawks, red, yellow, green, blue, white hair, dressed to catch attention. Only Li Jinyu, dressed cleanly in all black, was hidden in the crowd. If one didn’t pay attention to his appearance and demeanor, he would be the most easily overlooked person.

He was no different from the others, with his large black guitar case placed beside his feet. He was even lazier, leaning back on the sofa with his legs sprawled open, every inch of his body’s lines just right, without any excessive stickiness. And with this sitting posture, some men’s positions would arch into some unattractive curves, but he didn’t have that. Even because of his intolerant demeanor, Ye Meng didn’t dare to focus on that area.

He had changed into a black shirt at some point, probably a 99-yuan free shipping item from Taobao, but somehow it looked quite quality on him. The sleeves were casually rolled up to his forearms, and from a distance, she could only see his earrings faintly glinting in the light. A clean, sinewy arm was draped over the back of the sofa as he talked to someone while carelessly spinning his phone around and around. He didn’t look like a singer but rather like a rich young master wandering through flowers without a leaf sticking to him.

Ye Meng stared for a while and decided to take a sip of her Long Island Iced Tea and then pay the bill and leave. Unexpectedly, just as she bit the straw, a male waiter enthusiastically came over and asked her: “Miss, would you like to request a song? Is there a band you like tonight?”

“What band?” Ye Meng asked indistinctly, with alcohol in her mouth.

“She’s Brother Yu’s fan, came to find Brother Yu,” the waiter who had taken her order earlier very kindly explained for her, and then very considerately shouted to the man sitting in the crowd who wasn’t a young master but looked like one: “Brother Yu! Your fan.”

This shout directly attracted the attention of all the musical talents on the sofa!

Ye Meng felt that the expression on her face could completely replace the colorful light balls above the dance floor and start working.

Li Jinyu, as if interrupted, turned his head to look at her. “Don’t know her, wrong person.”

Ye Meng wanted to say, forget it.

But the people on the sofa, triggered by something, became extremely excited when they heard it was Li Jinyu’s fan. “Come on, Jinyu, go over and buy the little sister a drink.”

Little sister?

Ye Meng was very displeased and walked over in three quick steps, stretching her face, and said to Li Jinyu: “Come out for a minute, little brother.”

Ye Meng found it amazing how, no matter what messy crowd Li Jinyu was thrown into, he was always the cleanest and freshest-looking one, standing out like a crane among chickens. Even if he didn’t speak, as long as he smiled, you couldn’t ignore him.

His eyes were like clean black glass beads, clear and bright. Just looking at them cleanly, his brow bone and the corners of his eyes revealed a hint of weariness. He leaned there, too lazy to move, very displeased: “Who are you calling little brother?”

“Fine, Li Jinyu, come out with me for a moment. I have something to tell you.”

Just then, Li Jinyu’s phone rang. It was Jiang Luzhi.

The two stood at the entrance of the bar, with a crowd of people behind them, craning their necks and whispering.

“What’s going on? Is she a fan?”

“Seems like she’s forcing Jinyu to break up.”

“…What!! Brother Yu is cheating?!”

None of them had expected this.

Of course, Ye Meng had never expected that she would witness the entire breakup process between Li Jinyu and Jiang Luzhi. Although Method Yan had said Li Jinyu had already become an ex-boyfriend, it seemed that Li Jinyu had unilaterally announced this to the old lady. From Jiang Luzhi’s tone, it seemed she was only contacting Li Jinyu for the first time today.

However, before taking the call, Li Jinyu shamelessly asked Ye Meng: “Want to hear how I broke up with my girlfriend?”

Ye Meng immediately said: “No need, I came to…”

Li Jinyu didn’t care whether she needed it or not. With one hand indifferently in his pocket, he answered and immediately put it on speaker, not even looking at her, coldly saying to the person on the other end: “What’s up?”

A familiar female voice came from the other end, and Ye Meng found it quite ironic. She hadn’t expected fate to be so interesting.

Jiang Luzhi seemed to be in a hurry when making this call. “I just saw your WeChat. I’m sorry, Jinyu, I got back together with my ex-boyfriend.”

Li Jinyu responded indifferently: “Congratulations.”

Jiang Luzhi said: “I’ll explain the details when I come back, but I really can’t let him go. I’ve already registered the marriage with him. I’ve wronged you in our relationship, and I’ll personally apologize to Grandmother when I come back.”

Li Jinyu: “Okay, anything else?”

The “okay” sounded strangely obedient.

“No, I’m sorry I didn’t inform you immediately these past few days. It’s been chaotic,” Jiang Luzhi sounded extremely apologetic.

After the call ended, Li Jinyu locked his phone, gave Ye Meng a cold glance, and said: “Satisfied now? Stop bothering me.” Then he walked inside.

“Wait,” Ye Meng had just called out when dazzling headlights suddenly flashed past. She narrowed her eyes and saw a Mercedes slowly driving in on the small road outside the bar. She didn’t pay much attention at first, since there were too many Mercedes in town. But instinctively, she glanced at the license plate, and if she remembered correctly, it should be Cheng Kairan’s car.

Ye Meng no longer cared about apologizing and ran back to the bathroom without another word.

But unfortunately, as soon as Cheng Kairan got out of the car, he strode towards the bathroom. He had seen Ye Meng.

The mountain wind howled around the bar, cold air rushed in through the windows, making the partition doors buzz, and Ye Meng, with sweat seeping down her back, pressed against the door panel, not daring to breathe, afraid that Cheng Kairan would smell her and rush in.

The waiter was desperately negotiating with Cheng Kairan: “Not appropriate, not appropriate, this is the ladies’ room, really not appropriate.”

Cheng Kairan was now like a pressure cooker about to explode: “I just want to take a look, just to see if it’s my friend!”

Ye Meng knew well the consequences of being caught by Cheng Kairan tonight. With Method Yan not around, Cheng Kairan would surely kill her. Her heart was racing so fast, and her ears were buzzing so loudly that she could barely hear what the people outside were saying.

“I just want to take one fucking look! If it’s not who I’m looking for, I’ll leave immediately!”

Cheng Kairan’s voice had reached the peak of impatience. Ye Meng felt as if thousands of flaming arrows were shooting at her!

Ye Meng felt her entire body’s pulse tensing as if about to explode. She steeled herself, thinking maybe she should go out and talk to him.

Tap tap.

Someone lightly knocked on the window.

In the dim night, Ye Meng saw the shadow of a slender hand, its index finger slightly beckoning to her.

She slowly walked over and pushed the window open.

Li Jinyu was leaning lazily against the wall by the window with a composed expression. “Can you swim?” He pointed down at the dirty little river below, which was covered with plastic bags and some unknown rotting materials.

Ye Meng: “Why don’t you show me how it’s done?”

Li Jinyu: “Very well, consider me meddlesome.”

Ye Meng: “Do you have any other ideas?”

Li Jinyu leaned against the wall, pulling out a pair of black gloves from somewhere, and began to put them on leisurely: “Yes, call me ‘big brother’ and let me hear it. Because I hate when people call me ‘little brother’ in front of my friends.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 5
The bar had been converted from a former village small house, nestled among intertwining green trees. If the layout remained unchanged, the women’s restroom should have been converted from the previous bathroom, with low and narrow windows that could barely allow a person to pass through. Outside connected to a lush, dense grove, and below was a fetid river emitting a rotting stench.

Ye Meng asked: “What’s your solution? Cheng Kairan’s underlings have blocked the front and back doors of the bar and the parking lot. A bar this small can’t even hide an ant. Can you get me out?”

“Guess.”

Li Jinyu was very tall, with half his waist exposed outside the window. Standing this close for the first time, Ye Meng could more clearly see the “kiss mark” on his Adam’s apple, which was almost certainly a scar. It was slightly thinner than the skin around it, slightly concave, with a light reddish color. It wasn’t very noticeable, but because his skin was so fair, it stood out.

Ye Meng looked at him coldly, her expression disdainful: “You think I don’t have my way out? Do I have to beg Big Brother for help?”

Li Jinyu had been quite indifferent when he heard the first half of her statement and was about to turn and leave.

But at the second half, he slowly stopped, lowered his head with a smile, then returned to the window and said to her: “Move aside.”

The arguing outside grew increasingly intense, like a pressure valve frantically releasing steam before a pressure cooker explodes. The tense atmosphere seemed to rise to the highest temperature along with the rapidly spinning valve.

“Mr. Cheng, you really can’t go in. This is the ladies’ room, and there’s a female customer inside. Can’t you just wait at the door for her to come out?” The waiter was truly dedicated, still persuading calmly.

Cheng Kairan was still furious: “What if she escapes through the back window?!”

The waiter seemed battle-hardened with such scenes, extremely patient and confident as he said: “There’s a smelly river behind the restroom; even ants hold their noses when crossing it. Besides, to prevent customers from leaving without paying, we’ve specifically added an electric fence to the windows, so you don’t need to worry about her escaping. She’s still inside.”

Cheng Kairan pondered silently for a moment, then delivered his ultimatum: “Fine, I’ll give you five more minutes.”

Ye Meng wasn’t one to easily submit. The reason she “knelt” so readily to Li Jinyu was entirely because she had just seen how professionally he put on his gloves. With such complete equipment, he was very familiar with this place.

Li Jinyu grabbed the window ledge with both hands, pushed hard, and effortlessly flipped himself onto the window. Then, with nimble hands and feet, he slipped sideways through the window into the bathroom. The entire sequence of movements was fluid, clearly demonstrating years of rich criminal experience. Indeed, he hadn’t been electrocuted.

Ye Meng suddenly felt reassured: “Are your gloves insulated?”

Li Jinyu jumped down from the window, his feet just steadily landing, not yet fully standing up, with a suspicious expression: “What insulation?”

Ye Meng leaned against the wall, pointing at his black gloves, “The waiter said there’s an electric fence here.”

“Private electric fences are illegal.” Li Jinyu had removed his gloves at some point, casually tossing them aside, and suddenly began inexplicably unbuttoning his shirt.

Ye Meng’s expression froze, and she involuntarily stepped back.

Li Jinyu looked down at her. He must have been born with passionate eyes, for even now when his gaze was as cold as dead water, it still seemed affectionate. As he unbuttoned, he said to her: “The waiters here are very good at improvising. To avoid offending any customer, they’ll tell whatever lies are needed to make you comply. If all their lies could generate electricity, the Earth probably wouldn’t have power outages for fifty years.”

“Then why are you wearing gloves?” Ye Meng’s gaze slowly followed the movement of his hands.

Li Jinyu calmly unbuttoned his shirt to the fourth button: “I just find the window dirty. Not everyone climbs through windows every day.”

Ye Meng: “…”

Outside the door, Cheng Kairan began frantically knocking again, bang-bang-bang.

“Don’t say I didn’t give you face. Three minutes left. When time’s up, I’m breaking down the door!” Cheng Kairan’s patience was exhausted.

Li Jinyu pushed Ye Meng into the stall. “Go in, take off your clothes throw them out, and lock the door.”

Three minutes later, “Bang!” A tremendous noise as the small wooden door of the bathroom collapsed to the ground with a heavy thud. Dust rose everywhere, gray mist swirling and diffusing, everyone unexpectedly entering the field of vision.

Ye Meng hugged a package of clothes that Li Jinyu had thrown in at the last minute, pressing tightly against the stall door, her expression still calm as she listened to every movement outside.

However, everyone outside was somewhat stunned.

Li Jinyu was leaning against the sink, with the mirror behind him reflecting his clean-cut back of the head. His black shirt was messily unbuttoned to his chest, revealing a tantalizing expanse of skin that was even slightly heaving. He was truly very fair, the skin underneath even whiter than his neck. His shirt was half-tucked, half-untucked, loosely hanging at his waist. Combined with that handsome face that seemed to care about nothing, the ladies outside truly feasted their eyes. Their faces reddened, but their eyes remained greedy.

In this state, the old Li Jinyu might have thought, ah, I’m dirty. But now, he was composed enough to lean against the sink, lighting a cigarette he hadn’t smoked in a long time, listlessly and casually blowing smoke rings.

Cheng Kairan impatiently pushed aside the waiter blocking him—who was so dedicated one might want to pay him a monthly salary of 100,000—with a very surprised expression: “Why are you here?! I saw a woman come in here just now.”

“She’s inside getting dressed,” Li Jinyu said, tilting his head to tap off some ash.

The bar guys’ small eyes bulged rounder than grapes, now resembling a pile of thousand-year-old fossils, competing for antiquity, motionless. Mainly because Brother Yu had just broken up with his girlfriend, and now he was having a quickie in the bathroom? And the key point was that Li Jinyu didn’t seem like the type to have quickies with people in his daily life.

Did he not seem like it? Some questioned themselves.

Li Jinyu always seemed quite carefree in his daily life. Although he appeared cold and indifferent, he never rejected most girls who approached him. You couldn’t call him a jerk, but he seemed to use his good looks as a weapon, being nice to everyone yet indifferent to all. Simply put, he was a person without rules, doing things entirely based on his mood, very casual. Putting it that way, if it were a moment of passion, difficult to part, it wouldn’t be impossible.

Cheng Kairan didn’t think that much; instead, he felt this version of Li Jinyu was a normal man. His eyes pointed toward the stall door: “Girlfriend?”

Li Jinyu’s expression was very relaxed as he took a drag on his cigarette and said: “Not really.”

The bathroom had only one stall; the rest was visible at a glance, except for some mops carelessly thrown on the floor—no place to hide anyone. Cheng Kairan still couldn’t believe it, searching around like a headless fly, even carefully examining outside the window, but not finding a single ghost.

“There’s no one else here besides you two?” Cheng Kairan found it hard to believe.

Li Jinyu smiled: “Do you think I have a habit of letting people watch?”

“I’ve been knocking at the door outside for so long, and you didn’t hear?”

Li Jinyu was speechless: “I was going to ask you what happened. Why did you burst in with a group of people? I…” With one hand holding his cigarette and the other on his waist, he exhaled a long, helpless sigh—truly Oscar-worthy.

Cheng Kairan showed understanding but persisted: “Then let this woman come out so I can take a look. I want to confirm if she’s someone I used to know.”

Li Jinyu extinguished his cigarette, put both hands in his pockets, got up from the sink, and walked to the stall door, standing face-to-face with Cheng Kairan. His black shirt hung loosely, and this lazy appearance just after finishing the deed truly made the ladies at the door envious. He said with a straight face: “Brother Kai, with so many people watching, the town is so small. I’m thick-skinned enough to let you see, but for a young lady, how bad would it sound if word got out?”

The way Li Jinyu called him “Brother Kai” left Cheng Kairan speechless, especially since he was a year younger than Li Jinyu. So Cheng Kairan casually waved his hand, signaling his underlings to silently close the door. Now only the two of them remained inside, nose to nose. Li Jinyu was slightly taller, and with his playboy demeanor, he looked more like a hooligan than Cheng Kairan.

“Just me, one look,” Cheng Kairan was quite polite to him. “If she’s embarrassed, let her cover her face. I just need to see her clothes.”

Li Jinyu looked somewhat impatient but still said blandly: “Then wait until she’s dressed.”

Seeing him relent, Cheng Kairan’s expression also softened: “What’s her name?”

“Cuihua? Guifen? Don’t know, never asked.”

“Tsk, tsk, you’re not picky.”

Li Jinyu smiled perfunctorily, looking at Cheng Kairan with a direct male-to-male gaze. Leaning on the stall door, he knocked twice on the partition with his knuckles and said lazily: “Come out when you’re dressed, don’t dawdle. Brother doesn’t have time to waste here with you.”

Half a minute later, the stall door slowly opened. Ye Meng had changed into a set of women’s hip-hop rock style clothes that Li Jinyu had thrown in from somewhere. Chains wrapped around her, making her feel like cured meat hanging on a drying rack, accompanied by a clanking array of gaudy accessories—completely the image of a little rock rebel.

As soon as the door cracked open, Li Jinyu deliberately looked out the window. Cheng Kairan instinctively followed his gaze and caught a glimpse of a familiar figure in the parking lot outside. Without even looking into the stall, he rushed out with arrow-like steps, hastily dropping a line: “Sorry for disturbing your good time, brother. I owe you one.”

After Cheng Kairan’s car drove out of the parking lot empty-handed,

Ye Meng changed back into her clothes with a girl of similar build and height in the bathroom. The girl was called Qiao Maimai. She didn’t have an exaggerated head of green or blue hair; her features were delicate, with bright eyes that somehow resembled Li Jinyu’s, though their temperaments were vastly different. Qiao Maimai was a small-town girl, her Mandarin not very standard, with a local accent—

“I was scared to death just now. When Brother Kai caught me, his eyes looked like they could eat people. What did you do to offend him? If I hadn’t known about the small path leading to the back of the women’s restroom, you would have been done for tonight. He had already made several phone calls and called another group of underlings up, saying he would turn the bar upside down to find you. All the doors were blocked; even a fly trying to escape would be slapped down. The boss was furious. Good thing my brother was here today.”

Ye Meng listened with her heart pounding. Cheng Kairan was even more obsessive than she had imagined: “Hasn’t the boss called the police?”

“Call the police?” Qiao Maimai laughed as if she had heard the biggest joke. “Brother Kai has a good relationship with the police. Besides, he’s very vindictive. If the boss called the police, he would send people to wreck the place every day. Who would dare offend him?”

Ye Meng leaned against the sink where Li Jinyu had been leaning and slowly buttoned up: “So what happened just now?”

Qiao Maimai looked quite pretty, but her voice was low and deep, with a slightly smoky quality. Her expression was that of an innocent, lively young girl, somewhat contrasting with her voice: “Just now, my brother threw your clothes out the window. After I changed into them, I waited in the parking lot. When the stall door opened, I rushed out to divert Brother Kai’s attention. Brother Kai is such a fool; seeing me wearing the clothes he had seen earlier, he would rush out to chase me.”

Ye Meng frowned slightly. Qiao Maimai seemed to know what she was going to say: “Brother Kai may be foolish, but he’s very suspicious. If you hadn’t opened the door and he chased out to find I wasn’t you, he would come back for you. Because you were in there for so long without opening the door, he would surely suspect something. My brother could only pretend to be… with you, completely dispelling his suspicions about why you took so long to open the door. Finally, when you boldly opened the door, Brother Kai dismissed his suspicions about you. When I went out, he came after me. After confirming I wasn’t you, he would feel reassured enough to leave with his men. My brother says he’s just like that, particularly fond of catching others’ psychology.”

“Is your brother on good terms with Cheng Kairan?”

“Not particularly good. My brother is like that with everyone. There’s no particular good or bad,” Qiao Maimai finished putting on her last bits and pieces and looked at her suspiciously: “Hmm, why aren’t you asking me how I knew when the stall door would open while I was in the parking lot? Logically, the stall door opens inward, and you can’t see it from the parking lot side.”

Ye Meng crossed her arms over her chest, leaning against the sink waiting for her to finish changing: “Using the reflection between a mirror and a car’s rearview mirror, you could see it.”

“Wow, you’re as smart as my brother. I had to think about it for a long time.” Qiao Maimai said.

Ye Meng: “Junior high school physics knowledge.”

Qiao Maimai: “Really? I don’t remember that.”

“So, why did you go to such lengths to help me?”

Qiao Maimai started braiding her rock-style small braids in front of the mirror: “My brother said you’re very rich and would give us money.”

Ye Meng now felt like she had boarded a pirate ship: “Where did you see that I’m very rich?”

“Don’t think we can’t recognize value. That bag of yours costs at least 20,000 yuan.” Qiao Maimai glanced at the bag at her waist, which could barely fit a phone.

It was just over 10,000 yuan. Ye Meng had found an Italian purchasing agent, and she had bought it several years ago. During those years in Beijing, she hadn’t learned much else, but she had bought quite a few luxury items to maintain appearances sometimes.

“So how much do you want?” Ye Meng asked.

“One thousand per time.”

Very good, this was a sibling fraud team. Ye Meng felt resentful; she hadn’t even slept with him!

Qiao Maimai quickly finished the small braids on top of her head, then slowly applied another layer of powder to her face, telling her: “My brother suffered a big loss this time. Everyone now thinks he’s a jerk who loves hookups. Just now, there were even girls slipping him notes asking if he wanted to hook up. One thousand is already a discount, considering Method Yan’s face.”

Ye Meng thought she had misheard, surprised: “You know Method Yan too?”

Qiao Maimai wasn’t very skilled at makeup. Her makeup was exaggerated, with blush applied thicker than a monkey’s buttocks, and she was adorned with a body full of jingling accessories, looking from a distance like a discounted deluxe Christmas pizza.

She satisfactorily pursed her lips at the mirror: “How could I not know her? You’re Method Yan’s bestie. My grand-aunt is in the next bed to Method Yan, that chubby boy is my real brother, and Li Jinyu is my cousin. If Method Yan hadn’t been worried you’d have trouble tonight and called my brother, he wouldn’t have bothered with these matters.”

Ye Meng hummed: “Then why does your brother listen to Method Yan?”

“Because Method Yan said if you were caught by Cheng Kairan, she would take my grand-aunt to smoke opium.”

“…”

The bar began normal operations, gradually filling with people. A group of people sat scattered around the bar and the center of the dance floor. Colorful lights scattered dreamy beams from above, and the ear shells echoed with sensual music, making one’s consciousness hazy. Ye Meng didn’t particularly like such places; they were too decadent. Although she lacked drive now, she had once been a spirited Beijing drifter.

Amidst the crowd, she spotted Li Jinyu at a glance. Now his black shirt was buttoned meticulously, even his Adam’s apple tightly covered. From a distance, Ye Meng saw him sitting hunched at the bar, his back slightly trembling. As she approached, she heard he was coughing.

Ye Meng snatched away his glass and plopped down beside him.

Sensing the movement, Li Jinyu looked up, gave her a glance without emotion, then lowered his head again to continue playing his game. It seemed to be a room escape mobile game. His long, well-defined fingers slid across the screen, randomly swiping all over, playing rather casually.

Why didn’t he pick up that key just now? It could open the treasure chest on the wine cabinet, and the chest had a password hint for unlocking the bookshelf.

Ye Meng had completed the first season of this game before the New Year.

Li Jinyu gave the impression of not taking anything seriously. If she were a poor student, he would probably be even less than poor—a bottom-feeder.

Seeing he had no intention of speaking first, Ye Meng knocked on the table in front of him.

Li Jinyu had found a map from somewhere and was leisurely studying it on screen, not looking up: “If you have something to say, say it.”

Ye Meng deliberated before speaking, “I came to apologize today. Jiang Luzhi—”

Li Jinyu directly interrupted, not wanting to hear it at all: “Oh, I see. Anything else?”

“Add me on WeChat. I’ll send you the money, tonight’s service fee.”

Li Jinyu gave her a puzzled look: “What service fee?”

“Qiao Maimai said, for tonight’s help, one thousand.”

Li Jinyu finally picked up the key in the game and went to open the treasure chest, saying lazily: “Don’t mind her, just buy her some flowers.”

“What about you? I don’t like owing people favors, and I heard you sacrificed a lot tonight—”

Just as she spoke, someone else slipped a small note under Li Jinyu’s glass. Li Jinyu didn’t even look at it, casually took a sip of his drink, with a pile of similar notes beside him. He hadn’t opened any of them, engrossed in his escape room. He had somewhat puppy-like eyes, a pair of clean eyes that made people particularly sympathetic. But when his brows and eyes lowered, only coldness remained throughout his body.

Ye Meng secretly pulled out two notes and opened them for a look.

—1587823xxxx, available anytime, call me. —Brother Yu, hook up?

Ye Meng might have gone crazy at that moment, or perhaps it was guilt. She suddenly said:

“Li Jinyu, do you want to try dating me? I’m more reliable than Jiang Luzhi.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 6
They sat side by side facing the bar. The bar was dimly lit, and the music had changed to an ambiguous ballad. Sweet nothings flowed around their ears. Looking back, couples were everywhere, necking passionately. Their plain conversation was like a clear stream, somewhat out of place in this decadent atmosphere.

“Sure.”

Ye Meng felt her ear canals tighten as if she too had stepped into the rhythm of pleasure-seeking, like the man had just agreed to go out and sleep with her.

However, Li Jin Yu didn’t even raise his head, his expression indifferent. His eyes seemed permanently fixed on his phone as he casually agreed, completely embodying the image of a dissolute man who refused no one.

Li Jin Yu’s appearance was the type that grew more appealing the longer you looked at him. Ye Meng hadn’t initially thought he was particularly special, but she wasn’t sure if she’d grown used to his face or if her earlier bias against his disposition had prevented her from really looking. She discovered that he was built entirely according to her ideal younger brother type. It was as if he had been drawn stroke by stroke from the handsome man template in her heart, without a single line going astray, every stroke perfectly placed. This level of compatibility couldn’t be achieved even with plastic surgery.

But his disposition—she disliked it and felt it needed correction. However, Fang Ya En was right; she could mold him. After all, those facial features and looks were nearly extinct.

A place like this bar easily stimulates one’s hormones, making the ear canals buzz.

So with an expressionless face, she asked again: “Perhaps, would you prefer to get married directly?”

Li Jin Yu froze, his expression filled with surprise, but two seconds later he resumed that casual, undisciplined attitude and smiled: “Are all you older sisters so desperate to get married?”

The term “older sister” derailed Ye Meng’s train of thought. What she had been about to say instantly flew beyond the sea of clouds, and she only asked: “Are you younger than me?”

“I’m ’93,” Li Jin Yu said, “I know you’re ’91.”

“Did Fang Ya En tell you that?”

Ye Meng felt it necessary to sew Fang Ya En’s mouth shut.

Li Jin Yu buried his head in his phone, searching for clues, and said absent-mindedly: “That day when you paid the surgery fee for her, you pulled out your social security card by mistake. The cashier had to enter it twice before you switched it back. I was standing behind you at that time.”

Ye Meng thought carefully, recalling that he might have been behind her that day, but then remembered: “But, hadn’t you already renewed the payment the previous evening? At the elevator, when I told you about Jiang Lu Zhi.”

“What? You suspect I’m interested in you?” Li Jin Yu looked exasperated. “The hospital changed a medication for the old lady, I was just asking if medical insurance could cover it.”

Ye Meng stared at him unblinkingly. He seemed annoyed by her questioning, his brows tightly knitted into a “#” shape.

People came and went in the bar, occasionally approaching him to chat. Li Jin Yu sat on the high barstool, one long leg loosely reaching the floor. He locked his phone and tossed it onto the bar, no longer interested in playing with it. He tilted his head back to stretch his neck and said resignedly: “I don’t get married. If you’re that desperate to marry, turn left outside, there’s a matchmaking agency there. I’m not interested in you older sisters. I prefer girls younger than me, ideally, those who are easy to deceive yet obedient, presentable, and who can warm my bed at home. Understand?”

“Li Jin Yu,” Ye Meng spoke as if she hadn’t heard, continuing with her question, “Did you do this deliberately tonight?”

“Hmm?” He had just raised his glass to his face, his brow bone slightly creasing.

“The scene you caused tonight, was it deliberate? You know perfectly well how small this town is, how full of rumors and gossip. Yet you did this anyway. Forget about marriage, you might not even find a proper girlfriend easily in the future,” Ye Meng pushed over the pieces of paper covered with phone numbers and obscene language, her gaze fixed directly on him, exposing: “What kind of relationship do we have? I don’t believe you did this for me. You did it deliberately.”

Li Jin Yu’s gaze grew cold, his expression weary and languid: “Are you burning the bridge after crossing it? If that’s the case, just transfer the money to me.”

“I’ll transfer the money to your sister, but right now I just want to know one thing. Are you doing this to anger your grandmother, or to anger someone else? Are you having a grudge match with someone? Do you think that person cares—”

“Is that any of your business?” Li Jin Yu looked at her coldly, as if she had touched a sore spot. All that seemingly casual indolence, in front of this woman, seemed empty. She could see his unease and struggle.

Ye Meng smiled oddly, her eyes suddenly softening as she spoke gently, as if inquiring or perhaps suggesting: “Li Jin Yu, have you ever seen a psychologist?”

Li Jin Yu froze completely, the lines of his body becoming more distinct. His eyelashes lowered slightly, his gaze unusually gloomy in the dim light. The uneasy waters in his eyes now seemed disturbed by her.

Ye Meng pulled a business card from her bag. At this moment, she had eyes only for this man: “Have you heard this saying? In the bottomless abyss, going down is also a journey of ten thousand miles ahead. Let me be blunt. No matter what harm you’ve suffered from other women in the past, with me, I will only treat you as a treasure. Think it over, and if you decide, come find me. I can help you. No matter what you’ve experienced.”

Ye Meng grew up in a special family where her three aunts couldn’t have children, so the whole family treated her as a unique treasure. Having received so much love, she liked to share it. In relationships, she was always the one who gave the most. She liked taking care of others, not being taken care of, and of course, she didn’t like clingy people. When she spoke sweet words, they were passionate and loving, but when she dumped someone, she could be quite heartless.

So when Fang Ya En heard about it, her soul trembled with shock and she dropped her chopsticks. Hurriedly wiping them clean with a napkin, she said: “Did you have to share this bombshell news while I was eating?”

“I had to take advantage while the old lady went for her check-up,” Ye Meng leaned back in her chair, idly tossing an apple in her hand.

“You changed your tune pretty quickly. Just yesterday you said it would be impossible to get involved with Jiang Lu Zhi’s ex-boyfriend.”

Ye Meng took a crisp bite of the apple, chewing slowly: “I did say that, but times change and people can’t stay the same forever. I hadn’t really looked at him properly before, but yesterday at the bar I took a good look, and he’s completely my type—cute and sultry. Would I still be a woman if I let such a fine specimen slip away? And looking at it from another angle, Xiao Jiang has been overshadowing me for so many years. If I get my hands on her ex-boyfriend, wouldn’t that be evening the score? Anyway, I just like his face… let Jiang Lu Zhi have a small advantage, I wonder if they’ve kissed.”

Fang Ya En had always understood Ye Meng’s thought process. She was the type to act on every whim. The best way to deal with her was to maintain some clarity; otherwise, you’d be easily swept up in her persuasion, not knowing up from down, and end up crashing painfully. She earnestly warned: “You’d better not cause any strange trouble.”

“What trouble could there be?” Ye Meng asked lazily. “By the way, what’s going on with Cheng Kai Ran?”

“What can that pig-brain of his say? Anyway, stay home these few days and avoid going out. When I’m discharged, I’ll talk to him.”

“Okay.”

Ye Meng disappeared for several days after that and hadn’t been to the hospital for some time.

When Fang Ya En messaged her, she took a long time to reply. When asked what she was doing, she eventually responded casually: stalking Cheng Kai Ran.

Fang Ya En immediately bristled and called her without hesitation. “Are you crazy? Didn’t I tell you to wait until I was discharged?”

Ye Meng had followed Cheng Kai Ran for several days, pinpointing his schedule for eating, drinking, using the bathroom, and working. At this hour, he would be at the arcade. So at this moment, Ye Meng was leaning against a streetlight below Cheng Kai Ran’s entertainment center, keeping watch, dressed inconspicuously—a baseball cap inside, covered by a hoodie outside—and saying casually: “Doesn’t your husband dislike you hanging out with them? Otherwise, if your mother-in-law finds out, there’ll be more trouble. Since I’ve decided to stay, I can’t keep avoiding him. At most, Cheng Kai Ran will beat me up once. It’s fine, I’ll handle this myself.”

For all his calculations, Cheng Kai Ran hadn’t anticipated that Ye Meng would actively seek him out.

The third floor of the entertainment center was an arcade, packed with people on weekends, mostly students in school uniforms. Business was booming. A circle of middle school students surrounded the dance machine, erupting in thunderous cheers. In the middle was a girl with excellent rhythm, wearing a baseball cap and a white hoodie. Her movements were graceful and precise, her timing particularly on point, directly breaking the record that had dominated the screen for years. A series of screams erupted beside her, causing Cheng Kai Ran to momentarily lose focus as if seeing the high school version of Ye Meng.

As the song ended, the girl stepped off the platform amid cheers, her forehead sweaty. Looking up, she saw Cheng Kai Ran standing behind the crowd, his gaze distant.

Ye Meng greeted him naturally, pretending it was a coincidence. “Kai Kai, what a coincidence.”

She deliberately called him that, making Cheng Kai Ran’s heart tremble, as if returning to their high school years when the three of them played games, surfed the internet, and counted stars while catching frogs by the small river at night.

Cheng Kai Ran realized she seemed unchanged, still the fearless girl who cared about nothing, as she had been back then. His soul flew far away, but his eyes remained fixed on her, afraid she would disappear in the blink of an eye. Yet his throat felt blocked by stones, unable to utter a word. He wondered if he had been mistaken back then if she had never really ended their friendship.

Ye Meng waved her hand in front of his face. “Cheng Kai Ran?”

It wasn’t until Li Jin Yu patted Cheng Kai Ran’s shoulder that he seemed to regain his soul and breath. “Oh, Ye Meng.”

Ye Meng hadn’t expected Li Jin Yu to be there. Since that night, the two hadn’t met again. Currently, beside him was a girl who looked both obedient and easily deceived, seemingly a high school student. She was indeed supremely gullible.

Ye Meng’s gaze didn’t linger on Li Jin Yu. She looked steadily at Cheng Kai Ran and smiled. “I’ve been back for so long, and Fang Ya En has been urging me to treat you to a meal. Since we’ve run into each other, do you have time today?”

She smiled innocently and openly. Cheng Kai Ran was completely entranced, saying as if possessed: “Yes.”

The location had been selected by Ye Meng in advance. When Cheng Kai Ran suggested going to his bar, Ye Meng politely declined. She gave the location to the driver, and Li Jin Yu, sitting in the passenger seat, glanced at it indifferently.

Wisteria Hotel.

Two hundred meters from the police station.

Li Jin Yu suddenly lowered his head and smiled.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 7
Cheng Kai Ran was a person with an extremely face-conscious yet insecure mentality. From high school, he had always felt inferior around Ye Meng, thinking that this beautiful and generous girl who excelled at gaming and dancing, with numerous boys who liked her, would consider him—a small-time hoodlum from another town who hadn’t even finished high school—as nothing in her eyes. Though high school Ye Meng appeared shameless and nonchalant, she was good to everyone, especially to younger boys whom she took extra care of.

So despite Cheng Kai Ran now having become a small-time boss, seeing Ye Meng still inevitably made him feel inferior. Over time, this inferiority formed into a warped psychology, feeling that Ye Meng owed him. During those years when he couldn’t see Ye Meng, he thought about her day and night, dreaming and going crazy thinking about how to take revenge for her heartlessness and her years of ignoring him.

He believed Ye Meng must have felt guilty, which was why she had been avoiding him for so many years, never once reaching out to him. Yet now, Ye Meng appeared before him with such naturalness, so unexpectedly, as if they had never broken off their friendship, as if she had never abandoned him.

Cheng Kai Ran was caught off guard. He didn’t know what Ye Meng was thinking. Years of hatred seemed to crumble entirely at her casual smile. This was unrequited love—he liked her so much that he remembered more clearly than she did every boy who had ever liked her.

While Cheng Kai Ran’s thoughts were in chaos, Ye Meng calmly sat to the side ordering food. Looking at what she had ordered, it was all the dishes that Cheng Kai Ran loved. Cheng Kai Ran, who was three years younger than her, knew she had always been good at taking care of people—it just depended on whether she cared to.

The server was familiar with her and asked with a smile: “No spicy today?”

Ye Meng smiled, “No need, my friend doesn’t eat spicy food.”

Cheng Kai Ran’s heart trembled. After all these years, she still remembered. Although Li Jin Yu also didn’t eat spicy food, Cheng Kai Ran felt that currently, Ye Meng and Li Jin Yu were completely unrelated.

From the moment he entered, Li Jin Yu had taken off his jacket and casually hung it on the back of his chair, keeping his head down to play escape room games on his phone. He treated the beautiful woman across from him as if she didn’t exist, making it clear that pretty older sisters like Ye Meng probably weren’t his type. Cheng Kai Ran wasn’t very familiar with Li Jin Yu. Li Jin Yu was just like that—never getting close to anyone, appearing casual and laid-back, yet somehow giving off a sense of distance. But Cheng Kai Ran knew very well that Li Jin Yu’s looks were exactly what Ye Meng would like; she had preferred the same type since she was young.

Ye Meng calmly poured a glass of water for the young girl beside her, then lightly nodded her chin toward the silent yet notably attention-drawing Li Jin Yu across from her, asking meaningfully: “Boyfriend?”

The young girl was very timid, blushing and stammering, glancing at Cheng Kai Ran and Li Jin Yu before speaking.

Cheng Kai Ran interrupted, “Don’t tease the girl. She’s my sister. This is her boyfriend.”

Li Jin Yu instinctively looked up at Cheng Kai Ran but said nothing before returning to his escape room game.

Ye Meng was slightly surprised, “High school student?”

The young girl finally spoke weakly: “Sister, I’m a university student.”

“Is that so?” Ye Meng smiled, “You look very young like you haven’t finished high school yet. Which university do you attend?”

“Central South University.” The young girl’s face finally showed a hint of confidence.

“A 985 university, not bad,” Ye Meng glanced at Cheng Kai Ran and joked, “Not your biological sister, right?”

As the young girl was about to explain, Cheng Kai Ran interrupted again, “What did you want to see me for?”

Cheng Kai Ran wasn’t stupid. He knew Ye Meng’s character too well. He had momentarily been captivated by her kindness, but now that he had calmed down and his reason had returned, he realized that this “coincidental” meeting seemed strange. Moreover, that dance machine was the scene of their first encounter.

Years ago, the arcade’s dance machine was very basic, but Ye Meng particularly loved it, spending most of her time after class there. Cheng Kai Ran first saw her on that dance machine, competing for points with a boy with dyed yellow hair, drawing a crowd from the entire arcade. In that area, Ye Meng’s name was renowned; almost everyone who enjoyed gaming knew her.

Ye Meng had been prepared for this, looking directly and honestly at Cheng Kai Ran, “Let’s talk about the past.”

Ye Meng didn’t look elsewhere, her eyes exceptionally clean and pure as they focused on Cheng Kai Ran.

The young girl was suddenly dumbfounded, not understanding how the atmosphere had suddenly plummeted, becoming so tense.

Cheng Kai Ran lit a cigarette for himself without saying a word.

Ye Meng casually played with the lighter that had just lit the cigarette, calmly looking at him: “Kai Kai, if it hadn’t been for you, my mother wouldn’t have died. Of course, I know it’s not your fault. I only blame myself for not rushing forward to take those two knife wounds for you back then.”

Cheng Kai Ran suddenly turned his head to stare at her! She was deliberately saying this!

That snowy day. The young hooligans that Cheng Kai Ran had provoked came to Ye Meng’s school repeatedly to ambush her. Ye Meng was called to the office before finishing her exam. Her practice papers were covered in red crosses, and feeling irritated, she sent Cheng Kai Ran a message ending their friendship. Without hesitation, Cheng Kai Ran ran to the school to find her, only to be caught by the gang who had been lying in wait near Ye Meng’s school.

That year, the English listening test for the college entrance exam was held half a year in advance. Cheng Kai Ran was stabbed, and Ye Meng was also injured, causing her to miss the test. English was the only subject she excelled at among her otherwise poorly performed courses, and she directly lost thirty points. Inevitably, Ye Meng failed the college entrance exam that first year. After that, whenever she encountered Cheng Kai Ran on the street, she treated him like a stranger. The last time she saw him was the following year when Ye Meng was repeating her senior year, and Cheng Kai Ran’s face was disfigured from being beaten in the snow.

“My mother always believed that I harmed you. You know she had depression and already carried heavy guilt. Any casual gossip around town could immediately prompt her to slit her wrists. Having such a fragile-hearted mother, I didn’t want to associate with you all anymore. She never expected that later, because of this, your face was disfigured, and she always believed it was her fault—that it was because she forbade me from associating with you. Eventually, she committed suicide.”

Ye Meng smiled, turning her gaze toward the window: “My mother never demanded that I become a perfect child, but she didn’t want me to be the bad child in others’ mouths. Yet everyone in town thought I was a bad child.” She smiled indifferently, “Honestly, I don’t have many good qualities, but my mindset is good. No matter what others think of me, there’s one thing you should know. That day, I called the police, so why didn’t they find you? Because none of you wanted to go to the police station. After I called, that gang ran away, and you ran with them, didn’t you? Later, the police called me asking why no one was there, suspecting that I had made a false report.”

Ye Meng casually picked up the pen from the table that had just been used to place the order, “If you insist on holding me accountable, why don’t you cut two slashes on my face too? Then we can call it even, clear our grudges, and go our separate ways.”

Hearing this, Cheng Kai Ran stood up abruptly, “Go our separate ways? Ye Meng, do you hate me that much?”

Cheng Kai Ran knew her too well. Ye Meng’s personality was such that she could spoil those she liked to the heavens, but for those she disliked, even threatening death wouldn’t work. Back then, a small gang leader in Cheng Kai Ran’s circle liked Ye Meng, showing his affection and even threatening her in various ways, but Ye Meng completely ignored him. If it had been any other young girl who provoked such a person, she would probably have been too frightened to leave the house. At that time, the small gang leader even gathered a group of brothers, setting up formations to block people at the school gate, infuriating the school teachers to no end, and almost causing Ye Meng to be expelled. Ye Meng was completely innocent; she couldn’t even remember who this person was. In the end, she directly grabbed a large brick, walked determinedly to the school gate, and without hesitation smashed it against his forehead. With blood all over his forehead, she impatiently said to the sleazy small gang leader: “Come on, which part of me do you still like? I’ll throw it all away. Is it my legs? I’ll go see them off, okay? Get lost!”

Now, hearing that Ye Meng wanted to repay his two scars, Cheng Kai Ran believed she was truly capable of doing such a thing.

In the end, the meal didn’t happen. Cheng Kai Ran was so angered by Ye Meng that he flipped the table and left, even forgetting to take his sister and her boyfriend with him.

But what Cheng Kai Ran didn’t know was that Ye Meng would never actually cut her face. That might have been something she’d do in her immature, chuunibyou youth, but now she would never do something so self-destructive. She was relying on the possibility that Cheng Kai Ran still had feelings for her, and she was certain that with his timid, cowardly personality, he would never confess his feelings for her; in the end, he would just flip the table and leave.

So she had originally expected to be dining alone. But unexpectedly, two more people remained, making the atmosphere somewhat bizarre.

Ye Meng crossed her arms and coolly stared at the two self-invited guests before her: “Aren’t you leaving?”

The young girl cautiously asked her: “Can we stay for the meal? I’m a bit hungry.”

Ye Meng laughed helplessly, glanced at the tall man, and said with a smile, half-jokingly: “Then I get to have your boyfriend.”

Li Jin Yu looked away from the window with extreme annoyance and stared at her: “Do you always speak so bluntly in front of children?”

The young girl finally said: “He’s not my boyfriend. Jing Yu brother is just like Kai brother, they’re both like brothers to me.”

Ye Meng: “Is that so? I think he’d quite like to be your boyfriend.”

The young girl immediately blushed, “No way.”

Ye Meng smiled without saying anything. After a while, Li Jin Yu, staring out the window, spoke with his characteristically lazy demeanor and trashy words: “Such an obedient little sister, who wouldn’t want to be her boyfriend? Doesn’t big sister like younger brothers too?”
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Ye Meng smiled on the surface, her thoughts unreadable, and surprisingly didn’t continue the conversation. She merely asked in a light voice, “Are you finished eating? If so, I’ll go pay the bill.”

Playing hard to get.

Li Jin Yu coldly laughed to himself. No wonder Cheng Kai Ran both loved and hated her.

Ye Meng paid the bill, called a Didi car, and even thoughtfully took turns sending the younger brother and sister home. When the young girl got out of the car, she was extremely respectful to Ye Meng, “Big sister, it was very nice to meet you. Thank you for dinner tonight. Goodbye, big sister.”

Ye Meng smiled casually: “You’re welcome.”

After the girl had walked away, she rolled up the car window and turned to ask Li Jin Yu with a flippant smile: “Where does this little brother want to go? Back to the hospital? Or…?”

Li Jin Yu gave her an emotionless glance and told the driver the address of the bar.

Ye Meng chuckled, “Going singing?”

Li Jin Yu didn’t answer, leaning back and beginning to rest his eyes.

The car started again, unhurriedly driving out of the narrow alley and merging into the flowing traffic. Only then did the driver secretly observe the man and woman in the back seat through the rearview mirror. The night scenery rushed by and the flickering lights slid over their bodies in succession.

They were somewhat alike, both casual, both seeming to idle away their time. However, the girl appeared to be enjoying it—there was a bright light in her heart.

But the man with the faint mark on his Adam’s apple, wearing earrings, lazily closing his eyes, and leaning his head back against the seat, was like a pitiful snail hiding in a corner, carrying a heavy shell yet still bumping into walls everywhere. He was immersed in obscure, indistinct shadows as if enduring as if waiting for an ordinary ending.

In fact, from their chance encounter by the lake until now, Li Jin Yu’s voice had always been a bit hoarse, somewhat like the sound of leaves rustling across the quiet ground. His vocal cords had been damaged and hadn’t fully recovered before he went singing again.

“Are you that short on money?” asked Ye Meng.

Li Jin Yu, still leaning against the seat back, slightly raised his chin, revealing a smooth, sharp jawline. Without moving, he cast a sidelong glance at her before quickly closing his eyes again, saying: “Aren’t you?”

“I’m not so short on money that I’d go singing with my throat in that condition,” Ye Meng recalled what Xiao Pang had mentioned earlier—after his father died, his mother remarried, and he lived with his grandmother. Besides Xiao Pang and Qiao Mai Mai, there seemed to be no other relatives who came to keep vigil. “Your grandmother doesn’t rely on you for support, does she?”

“My grandmother has been in poor health since she was young. She only had my father. After my father died, my mother gave her a sum of money, but my grandmother refused it and donated all of it to build a building for the town’s orphanage.”

Ye Meng hesitated slightly, apparently not expecting him to voluntarily share these details. Even more unexpected was that the old lady from the neighboring bed—with her fiery temper who would hit and scold Li Jin Yu whenever she craved a cigarette—had such a chivalrous side. She couldn’t help but show an expression of admiration.

“She simply hated my mother. Later, when she fell ill and needed money, she swallowed her pride and tried to get the money back from the orphanage. But they ignored her,” Li Jin Yu maintained his previous posture. “This time when she broke her leg, I had to borrow the money.”

“Don’t you have any savings?”

“The old lady has many underlying conditions. The money I earn goes toward buying medicine to prolong her life. Where would I get savings from?” Li Jin Yu finally turned to look out the window, giving her the back of his head.

Ye Meng made some mental calculations and asked: “Xiao Pang… oh sorry, I mean your cousin, did he just stay at home playing games after graduating from university instead of looking for a job?”

“His dream is to become a professional e-sports player.”

Ye Meng nearly thought she had misheard. She couldn’t help but dig in her ear, then incredulously asked again: “Wait, what did you say?”

“You heard correctly. He wants to be an e-sports player. Yes, with his skill level. The old lady plays better than he does.” After confirming this, Li Jin Yu turned his head and, in the dimly lit car, gave her a deep look. “Remember Qiao Mai Mai? The girl who helped you change clothes that day? My sister. Her dream is to become a rock singer.”

“How well does she sing?”

“She sings very well. There were even talent scouts who approached her, but she was scammed out of 500,000 yuan. So she’s still singing to pay off her debt. I need money not only to help Grandmother get treatment and extend her life but also because I borrowed that 500,000 yuan to help Qiao Mai Mai.”

Throughout their conversation, Ye Meng had been staring intently at him. Li Jin Yu occasionally looked down at her, and whenever their gazes met in mid-air, he would gently, imperceptibly avoid her eyes.

“I feel a bit sorry for you,” said Ye Meng.

Li Jin Yu leaned back again, his head slightly tilted, his tall, large figure nearly filling the entire car compartment. His presence was intense as he laughed to himself, even more flippantly than her earlier smile: “Don’t bother. For someone like me, if you want to help me, I’d advise you to stay away from me. If you just want to have some fun, we can change our destination right now, and I can give you the full package.”

Li Jin Yu was a person with no plans for the future.

He was different from Ye Meng. At least Ye Meng’s carefree attitude still included setting aside some money for her retirement. He was purely just existing.

He used the most casual, dismissive attitude to warn Ye Meng that he was just a mess, not worth trying to approach. But Ye Meng? She had always seen herself as a star-bearing, moon-wearing hero, never afraid of mud splattering her. No matter how heavy or dirty the filth, as long as she liked it, she would bend down and reach out her hand to it.

“When I was little,” Ye Meng suddenly said, seemingly to herself, “I loved stepping in puddles on rainy days. My mother wouldn’t let me, saying it was dirty. Other children would walk around them. But I especially liked getting myself all dirty. It made me feel that people kept their distance not because I had done something wrong, but because of the muddy water.”

Ye Meng turned to look at Li Jin Yu, seeing that he was still staring out the window, his earring gleaming. Half-jokingly, she said: “Do you want to marry me? I’ll give you half of my assets. I have one million yuan that I was planning to use as a down payment for a house in Beijing, but anyway, I don’t plan to go back now. You can take 500,000 to pay off Qiao Mai Mai’s debt, and the rest can be used for your grandmother’s treatment.”

At that moment, Li Jin Yu thought this woman must be crazy.

Without even looking at his expression, Ye Meng knew what he would say, so she immediately explained: “Don’t misunderstand. I’m not some crazy romantic, and I don’t like you that much. I’m just fed up with my grandmother setting me up on blind dates everywhere, and the men she finds are each older than the last. Let’s just say I’m lusting after your good looks. Don’t worry, even though I don’t like you that much yet, I spoil my boyfriends. If you don’t believe me, ask Fang Ya En.”

These words moved even the driver to tears, so touched that he couldn’t help but stammer: “Mi…Miss, would…would you consider my son…”

Li Jin Yu burst into laughter, his eyes seeming to contain falling stars, the corner of his mouth still upturned as he glanced at her.

Ye Meng thought to herself, the deer in this man’s eyes could scratch people.

After Li Jin Yu got out of the car and had just slammed the door, he heard another bang as Ye Meng also got out. Outside the bar was a narrow country path. Li Jin Yu walked with his hands in his pockets—standing at 184 cm tall, dressed in an all-black workwear style, with a pair of Converse shoes, looking very casual. His expression returned to one of mockery: “Why did you get out? I told you I won’t get married. If you want to play around, you can find me anytime. If you’re having a savior complex and want to help the poor, then stay away from me.”

Ye Meng followed with small quick steps, immediately took out her phone, opened a certain app, and began seriously searching while biting her nail: “Fine, after you finish singing, should we find a hotel?”

His footsteps faltered slightly, but he didn’t turn back. His tall figure stood beneath a nearby streetlight. The evening breeze blew gently, turning over the leaves that covered the roadside, revealing a trembling little snail without even a shell. Li Jin Yu looked down at it for a moment, then started walking away, leaving behind a single word: “Fine.”

As soon as Li Jin Yu entered, the little yellow dog wearing the number 6 tag today eagerly pounced on him, pawing at his unusually long legs, jumping up and down as if wanting to be held. Li Jin Yu clicked his tongue a couple of times and rubbed its chin with a somewhat disgusted expression, “I won’t pick you up. How many days has it been since your last bath?”

“How many days has it been since you last came? It missed you.” The waiter smiled as he brought over two glasses of drinks with lemon slices, placing them on the bar near the entrance, then said, “Brother Xiao Yu, is your throat better?”

The little yellow dog was probably too excited and peed all around him. Li Jin Yu let out a helpless “hmm” and asked, “What’s wrong with this dog? Incontinence?”

“It’s too exciting to see you. It likes you,” the waiter explained. “But I can hear that your voice still has some issues. I’ll make you a chrysanthemum tea later. There won’t be too many people tonight, so just sing a couple of songs.”

Just as he finished speaking, Ye Meng strolled in from behind. The waiter immediately put on his trademark professional smile, “Oh, Brother Xiao Yu’s little fan is here too! Perfect timing. Brother Xiao Yu is here tonight, so he can sing a few more songs for your enjoyment.”

Li Jin Yu: “…”

The bar wasn’t crowded. Ye Meng ordered a mojito. She stared at the bright green mint leaves gently swirling in her glass, feeling they were exactly like Li Jin Yu—looking clean and aloof, but unexpectedly stimulating once tasted.

The dance floor lights dimmed, the colorful lights no longer emitting their languid glow. A sudden beam of white light shot down on the center of the dance floor.

Ye Meng had never really heard Li Jin Yu sing properly before. He did everything with the same attitude, sitting nonchalantly on the high stool in the middle of the dance floor, one foot hooked around the stool leg, the other loosely touching the ground.

What did he remind her of?

Ye Meng suddenly realized—he reminded her of Gou Kai, her former rich young boss. His aura, and his sitting posture, were all similar to Gou Kai’s. His back was very straight, not deliberately upright; perhaps he just naturally sat straight without trying. Although Li Jin Yu claimed he was a complete mess, he looked more like a rich young master than Gou Kai.

He was singing “Da Mian” (Deep Sleep)— “I’ve almost forgotten how to fall in love, my wasted youth perhaps could still come back to life. Those who feel sorry for me should understand, of course, I’ll indulge myself to the fullest…”

His voice was very pleasant—clean, clear, and resonant, filling her ears, each word burning her.

Ye Meng stared at him.

At this moment, the waiter approached with a small tray, bending down to whisper in her ear, “Miss Ye, this is a drink that Brother Xiao Yu ordered for you.”

Ye Meng suddenly looked up. A drink as red as a flamingo was gently placed in front of her.

“What kind of drink is it?”

“Brother Xiao Yu said,” the waiter repeated word for word, “Four Loko. In China, it also has another name, called ‘loss of virginity drink.'”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 9
Four Loko.

A popular American drink that most people who frequent bars and similar establishments know about. Generally, if someone buys you this drink, they’re likely interested in sleeping with you. The alcohol content isn’t that high, only twelve percent. But it tastes like fruit wine, making it easy to drink—you can have several glasses without a problem. This is what foreign playboys specifically use to trick young girls into one-night stands.

Ye Meng didn’t frequent bars much and had never been abroad. She wasn’t very familiar with this type of alcohol.

Looking at this situation, Li Jin Yu was clearly experienced in matters of romance, and well-versed in pick-up techniques used by playboys both domestic and foreign. Ye Meng thought that if he were to seriously pursue a girl, probably no one could resist him.

Ye Meng sat on the sofa outside the dance floor, waiting for him to finish singing. By the time Li Jin Yu came off stage, the music had switched to DJ dance tracks. The white spotlight was turned off, and colorful light balls slowly spun overhead. The entire dimly lit bar was wrapped in a colorful candy shell, with everyone crowding onto the dance floor, beginning their wild, chaotic dancing.

In ten minutes, there would be a band performance. Li Jin Yu put away his guitar and slung it over his shoulder, standing at the edge of the dance floor chatting with the band’s lead singer about something unknown. The lead singer did most of the talking while he listened quietly, occasionally smiling. As they chatted, the lead singer’s gaze suddenly turned toward Ye Meng’s direction. Li Jin Yu also looked over following his line of sight, but quickly looked away, smiling slightly and shaking his head at him. The lead singer showed a slightly surprised expression.

Suddenly, two girls emerged from the dance floor and walked toward them with shy expressions. The lead singer, with a cigarette between his lips, smiled and asked something unknown. The two girls lowered their heads, so awkward they nearly buried their faces in their clothes. Finally, gathering their courage, they asked something.

Li Jin Yu didn’t say a word, just took out his phone to scan something for them.

It turned out they wanted to add him on WeChat.

Li Jin Yu wasn’t considered a professional singer here. His singing was decent and very accurate in pitch—at least he had musical talent. But he lacked extra techniques and emotion; he just sang plainly. His songs didn’t reach people’s hearts, but at least his looks did. Regular bar patrons frequently asked about him, so the owner invited him to perform every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

After they added his contact, the lead singer rubbed his hands together, preparing to go on stage. The stage lights dimmed appropriately, and the men and women on the dance floor swayed like reeds planted in the center. Across the swaying sea of people, Ye Meng saw Li Jin Yu with his guitar slung diagonally across his back. Suddenly, in the dim light, he turned his head as if certain she was watching him, beckoned to her, and without waiting for her response, turned and walked through the back door passage.

Ye Meng finished the drink on her table in one gulp before standing up and unhurriedly following him.

Li Jin Yu was waiting for her by the garbage bin in the alley behind the bar, chewing a milk candy. Seeing her emerge, he crumpled the candy wrapper and tossed it into the garbage bin, asking with a smile: “Where to? Hotel?”

Whether it was the effect of the alcohol or her heart truly racing, it pounded against her chest.

Ye Meng realized that things had already deviated from her initial plan.

Her phone vibrated continuously in her pocket—probably Fang Ya En. While he was singing, she and Fang had been chatting intermittently on WeChat.

Ye Meng took out her phone and looked at it—a series of more than ten pop-up messages.

Fang: You’re saying Li Jin Yu has depression? Fang: Meng Meng, I know you’re troubled by your mother’s death, but your mother did commit suicide. Even if she called you before her death, the autopsy report and all forensic results at the time could only prove that your mother committed suicide. Fang: I can understand your sympathy and pity for Li Jin Yu, but I advise you not to get involved with him. You also said he clearly hasn’t received proper treatment, and perhaps he doesn’t even know he has depression. Fang: You said he’s very similar to how your mother was at that time. But do you know what you’re doing? Are you just attracted to him, genuinely wanting to help him, or are you trying to understand through him whether your mother’s condition was as serious as the forensic doctor said? If it’s the latter, then you’re being too cruel. …

Ye Meng didn’t reply. She discreetly closed WeChat and, under the dim streetlight, opened Didi to call a car, telling him: “Let’s go to the Home Inn nearby.”

Li Jin Yu curled the corner of his mouth but said nothing.

Two streetlights stood at the entrance of the alley, casting soft yellow light on their heads. Several bags of black plastic garbage awaited recycling at the alley entrance, along with a pile of scrap metal that might not be collected for ages. Apart from these, the scene was beautiful—the two of them standing quietly together was unexpectedly pleasing to the eye.

The car was still a kilometer away. Ye Meng noted the license plate number and put her phone back in her pocket, casually asking: “Little brother seems very experienced?”

Li Jin Yu leaned against the wall chewing his candy. Hearing this, the corner of his mouth paused. He looked at her with the candy still in his mouth and said coldly: “What’s the point in asking? You’ll find out soon enough.”

Half a minute later, a black Nissan Teana stopped in front of them. Ye Meng, being particular, had called for a private car.

Li Jin Yu stared at the car for a moment while chewing his candy, then snickered as he got into the back seat, mocking her: “You’re quite particular.”

Ye Meng followed him into the back seat, teasing him with a grin: “Next time I’ll drive to pick you up.”

“You’ve got quite the thick skin,” Li Jin Yu scoffed at her.

Ye Meng smiled without answering, excitedly scrolling through her social media on her phone.

Meanwhile, Li Jin Yu, who was lazily resting his eyes in the back seat, became confused. Why did this woman seem increasingly energetic? Four Loko typically knocks people out with just one glass. When he was in America, someone tricked him into drinking a glass, and if not for a friend’s warning, he would have almost been taken advantage of that night.

He glanced sideways and found Ye Meng still energetically liking people’s social media posts. She was truly bored, liking every post. She was just like his friend, Gou Kai. One thing he used to hate most about Gou Kai was that he was like a human like-button. They had many mutual friends, and sometimes when he carelessly liked someone’s post, Gou Kai’s comments and replies would flood his feed. Since coming here and changing his phone and WeChat, things have become much quieter.

The car stopped at the entrance of Home Inn. Without even completing check-in procedures, Ye Meng familiarly led Li Jin Yu past the service desk and up to a room.

Li Jin Yu waited for Ye Meng to open the door with his guitar bag slung across his shoulder. Leaning against the wall, he made another sarcastic comment: “You seem very experienced, familiar with this place like a staff member.”

Ye Meng looked up at him and swiped the door card with a ding: “Come in first.”

As the door slowly pushed open, Li Jin Yu first saw a pair of old leather shoes. Looking up, he noticed a man sitting on the bed. He turned to leave, saying, “I’m not interested in threesomes.”

He hadn’t intended to do anything in the first place; he just wanted to teach Ye Meng a lesson so she wouldn’t dare bother him again.

Unexpectedly, Ye Meng quickly grabbed him, her foot against the doorframe, turning to call to the older man inside: “Uncle Yang! Help me out!”

Uncle Yang scrambled out from inside, though this older man looked so frail he seemed about to fall apart.

Li Jin Yu, though tall and thin, was still a young man in his prime. Uncle Yang wore a pair of reading glasses and appeared to be in his early sixties. Li Jin Yu was afraid of breaking the man apart with the slightest movement, and he was also afraid of hurting Ye Meng. He could only endure as the young woman and the old man forcibly dragged him into the room.

“Bang!” With a loud noise, Ye Meng used all her strength, almost using both hands and feet to block him at the door. She pushed hard with both hands, and the 184 cm tall man was cornered by her in a kabedon style. Ye Meng was only 164 cm, and the old man was even shorter at less than 160 cm, blocking the outermost area. The three of them looked like a WiFi signal.

“I didn’t expect you had this kind of fetish,” Li Jin Yu’s guitar was thrown to the ground. He leaned against the door, looking down at Ye Meng with some surprise, and coldly laughed, “Let go, I’m not interested in playing with you two.”

The man’s warm breath fell on the top of her head. His entire body emanated a scent—slightly fresh and unfamiliar.

Ye Meng had never smelled it before, but it was unexpectedly pleasant and attractive.

Ye Meng’s heart was beating extremely fast, like a drum. Her head buzzed and swelled as if covered by a layer of gauze. She found she couldn’t see the hazy, handsome man in front of her. She could only feel his breath. It seemed like the Four Loko’s delayed effect had kicked in, causing her heart to race like never before.

“Li Jin Yu, listen to me,” Ye Meng cleared her throat. This alcohol had a strong delayed effect; even her voice had become hoarse. Although his body was as hard as a wall, Ye Meng felt her entire body was as soft as cotton candy. Her voice unconsciously softened, like she was coaxing a child: “Uncle Yang is a psychologist. He was a renowned expert at Beijing’s Sixth Hospital in his early years. He’s truly a very, very authoritative psychology expert! Authoritative. He’s been offering free consultations in our town for the past few years. I knew you wouldn’t agree if I told you directly, but you know you have issues, right? You want someone to help you, don’t you? Would you talk to him, please?”

The reason Ye Meng said Li Jin Yu was similar to her mother was because she could sense that Li Jin Yu’s current state, though seemingly half-dead, still had warmth in his eyes—like that night when he sat on the high bar stool, casually playing escape room puzzles. It reminded her of her mother during those years when she repaired cultural relics at home. He wasn’t beyond saving.

She asked several “don’t you” questions to lower his defenses, her voice softening to his heart, melting into water.

Her mind was foggy. She had used her last bit of strength outside the door, and the next second she seemed about to collapse into his arms. Yet her voice still persistently asked: “Li Jin Yu, did you hear me?” After speaking, she fell straight into his arms.

Li Jin Yu instinctively held her.

He was leaning against the door, one hand still in his pocket, the other around her waist. With a light lift, he cradled her entire body like a soft, warm kitten in his arms. Looking down, he saw the woman’s soft, reddened face resting against his firm chest.

“Yes, I heard you,” he said.

Ye Meng softly fell asleep against his chest, murmuring in her confusion, “Good boy.”

The old man stood behind, completely bewildered, standing motionless. Li Jin Yu, holding Ye Meng, helplessly smiled and took the initiative to greet him.

“Uncle Yang, long time no see.”

Yang Bing Zhang was his earliest psychologist and had watched him grow up. He had witnessed all of Li Jin Yu’s excellence and cautious efforts. At thirteen, to avoid affecting his brother’s college entrance exams, he had been abandoned by his mother, denied the guarantee of attending a top domestic middle school, and instead thrown abroad to live alone for three years.

The memory of that blurry youth rushed into his mind like a mountain breeze, his contours gradually becoming clear and bright.

After several years, he still looked outstanding. His features were strong, having shed the innocence of his youth, but that straightforward youthful spirit remained, and his eyes were still clear and bright. His casual “long time no see” had already made Yang Bing Zhang’s eyes grow hot with emotion.

“Jin Yu, you’ve lost weight.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 10
Li Jin Yu’s father was a “phoenix man” who flew out of the countryside, but he was handsome and dignified, standing out among the awkward poor boys in college like a crane among chickens, winning the favor of many female students. Eventually, he fell in love with a rich girl, Li Ling Bai. Li Ling Bai was a pampered young lady who had never done a day’s work in her life. Her parents ran an antique business in Beijing, with a complex, massive family enterprise behind them. After painful deliberation, Li Jin Yu’s father decided to change his surname and marry into her family. The following year, they had a chubby baby boy, Li Jin Yu’s older brother, named Li Si Yang.

Li Jin Yu and his brother had completely different personalities from childhood. Li Si Yang was mischievous, naughty, with average grades, and whenever he made mistakes, the well-behaved and adorable Li Jin Yu would take the blame. Once, twice, over and over again, Li Si Yang began to notice something was wrong. Although their mother never physically punished either of them, she often used cold violence against his younger brother. Once, he curiously took his mother’s jade ring to the bathroom and accidentally dropped it into the toilet. Hearing that the ring was worth 200,000 yuan, he was scared witless and blamed his brother for it. As a result, on a snowy day that year, Li Jin Yu was stripped naked by Li Ling Bai and left outside the door, freezing all night long.

Li Jin Yu’s lungs had never been very good, and it was then that the root of his illness was established, causing him to cough with every change of season now. When Li Jin Yu was young, he didn’t quite understand what the difference was between him and his brother. Relatives and friends around him couldn’t help but compare him with his brother; he excelled over his brother in every aspect, and they loved to praise him in front of his mother. But unless he achieved the most extreme excellence, his mother rarely praised him. So for all these years, he pursued perfection in everything, leading to anxiety and depression. As for Li Si Yang, he didn’t need to do anything to receive their mother’s favor.

When their father was alive, their mother would at least restrain herself. After their father passed away due to illness, their mother became even worse, causing Li Jin Yu to suspect at one point that he was his father’s illegitimate child with another woman. In college, he even had a DNA test done. However, the result surprised him somewhat—he was her biological child.

His relationship with his father and Li Si Yang was quite good. Although Li Si Yang often got him into trouble as a child, resulting in cold stares and scolding from their mother, Li Si Yang also realized that their mother seemingly didn’t like this younger brother. He began to look after him in every way, and there was no resentment between the brothers. Although Li Si Yang was both foolish and noisy, he fulfilled his role as the older brother dutifully. That year, when Li Si Yang was in high school, on a weekend, Li Si Yang pulled him into the room and they enthusiastically played video games for half the night, only to be caught by Li Ling Bai when she returned home late. Without a word, she sent him away to America.

Li Jin Yu was only thirteen that year.

Li Si Yang cried out hoarsely, kneeling and begging his mother not to send his brother away. Li Ling Bai agreed at the time, but a month later, when Li Si Yang went to school, Li Jin Yu was directly shipped off with his luggage to attend Fessenden, a boarding middle school in America. The school was in Newton, Massachusetts, near Boston. Sometimes when Li Ling Bai had business in Boston, she would have the housekeeper deliver things to him.

From then on, Li Si Yang began to reform himself. He no longer dared to play video games, no longer acted carelessly, and started studying hard. During those three years, the two brothers often video-chatted. Li Si Yang would occasionally ask Li Jin Yu, his genius younger brother who was three years his junior, to help him with his homework. Li Jin Yu had already completed the domestic middle school curriculum by then and had started learning high school material. Li Si Yang was amazed by how smart his brother was, but he also knew that Li Jin Yu still wanted to return to China to take the college entrance exam. So he often asked, “Little Yu, do you hate Mom?” Li Jin Yu would become increasingly silent at that, just shaking his head without saying a word. Li Si Yang felt sorry for him and promised, “I’ll do well on the college entrance exam. I’ll bring you back. If that doesn’t work, I’ll give up on Mom too and go to America to be with you.”

Li Si Yang truly worked hard those three years, studying day and night, enduring all kinds of hardships. But unfortunately, his natural abilities were limited, and even performing at his absolute best, he only managed to get into a second-tier university. However, Li Ling Bai saw his transformation and agreed to bring Li Jin Yu back from America.

The three years of Li Jin Yu’s high school were probably the most harmonious period in the mother-son relationship. Perhaps because Li Ling Bai hadn’t seen him for a long time, she might have missed him a little. She no longer treated him harshly and showed a pleasant demeanor like a real mother.

But the good times didn’t last long. During the summer of Li Jin Yu’s freshman year in college, Li Si Yang suddenly died in a car accident. All harmony shattered like a broken mirror. Li Ling Bai collapsed, was depressed for three months, then immediately threw herself back into work and began going on arranged dates. Li Ling Bai hadn’t remarried in all the years since Li Jin Yu’s father died, but as soon as Li Si Yang died, she remarried. After many twists and turns, disregarding her safety, she even wanted to have another child.

Li Jin Yu felt like a joke at that time. No one cared about his feelings. After Li Ling Bai formed a new family, Li Jin Yu became somewhat awkward in the household. In the end, it was his grandmother who traveled overnight from a small southern town, taking a long-distance train for more than ten hours to Beijing. Her health was already poor, with many ailments, and the journey of more than ten hours left her barely able to stand. Trembling, she took his hand and walked imposingly to the astonished Li Ling Bai, like a world hero. She had no colorful auspicious clouds, and her imperial sword might have already rusted, but she firmly said to that woman:

“Li Ling Bai, it’s not that you don’t want him, it’s that we don’t want you anymore.”

The room was very quiet, with no lights on. Ye Meng was drowsily half-asleep, half-awake. Li Jin Yu placed her on the bed and only turned on a small yellow wall lamp. A semicircular halo of light fell on the floor in the corner of the room, the light faint, with the two people barely able to see each other’s faces.

Dr. Yang Bing Zhang has been providing free medical consultations here for a while. Meeting Li Jin Yu was unexpected; he had heard that the child had left with his grandmother but didn’t expect it to be in this small town. After Li Jin Yu left, Li Ling Bai didn’t mention him, and no one in the Li family dared to bring him up.

“How do you know little Meng?” Yang Bing Zhang sat on the sofa chair by the bed, lit a cigarette for himself, and opened the conversation.

Li Jin Yu placed his guitar bag on the TV cabinet; it was bulging, stuffed with a large bundle of nylon rope. He had originally planned to teach Ye Meng a lesson, but now it seemed unnecessary. He half-sat on the TV cabinet, glanced at the woman sleeping with a flushed face on the bed, and smiled, “By accident, we’re not close.”

Yang Bing Zhang nodded, exhaled smoke, and said, “She sent me a WeChat message saying she was waiting for me here, asking me to check on someone. I didn’t expect it to be you.”

Ye Meng wasn’t covered with the blanket and was sleeping lightly, her lips occasionally still moving. Li Jin Yu had once suspected that she might still be awake. But the next second, he no longer doubted, as Ye Meng carelessly rolled over, changing from lying on her side to lying flat. Her black hair spread out on both sides, and her collar slipped down, revealing her well-proportioned chest. Perhaps due to the alcohol, both her cheeks and collarbone were flushed red. Her skin was delicate, with faintly visible blue veins. She was beautiful, with fine features, possessing a kind of ascetic beauty. She was much more beautiful than Jiang Lu Zhi.

Li Jin Yu imagined that if they had met earlier, he might have made an exception and actively pursued her.

He walked over and casually pulled the blanket over her, covering her head as well. He sat down by her bed and said in a low voice to Yang Bing Zhang, frowning: “Women’s savior complex acting up again, unstoppable, always meddling in others’ business.”

Yang Bing Zhang looked at Ye Meng on the bed, completely covered with the blanket, and was afraid she couldn’t breathe. He carefully pulled it down a bit, only for Li Jin Yu to mercilessly cover her up again.

“She might suffocate soon,” Yang Bing Zhang said.

“Let her suffocate then, better if she stops bothering me,” Li Jin Yu said coldly.

Yang Bing Zhang looked at him quietly. “You used to be such a gentleman with girls.”

The room was dim, with the cool moonlight hanging outside the window, its clear light scattered on the floor. The room fell silent for a moment. Li Jin Yu sat with his hands on his knees, head lowered, giving a self-mocking smile without responding. His chest itched slightly, and he coughed once.

Yang Bing Zhang was quite familiar with his condition. There was no use in saying more; all possible treatments had been tried before. Li Jin Yu’s root problem was still with Li Ling Bai. He didn’t say much else, only expressing concern: “The seasons are changing soon, take care of your lungs. If you cough a lot, go to the hospital for some medicine. Don’t try to tough it out. You boys always like to tough it out when you’re sick, just like my son, refusing to go to the hospital at all costs, all thinking you’re made of iron!”

Li Jin Yu leaned on his arm, lowered his head, and smiled. No matter how cavalier he appeared on the surface, he was polite to the bone, and casually asked about Yang Bing Zhang’s son: “How is brother Li Cheng now? Has he found a girlfriend?”

“He’s already married, his child can already play with other children. Yesterday he was learning to make meat buns in Beijing, and he showed me a video of a perfectly made one. You haven’t been here these few years, but Li Cheng has often mentioned you to me. When you have time, go see him too. Your mother may have abandoned you, but are you going to abandon all these childhood friends who grew up with you in diapers?” Yang Bing Zhang was moved by his own words, and hesitantly said, “Your mother…”

Li Jin Yu still had his hands on his knees, slightly raising his head to meet Yang Bing Zhang’s eyes, and interrupted without emotion: “No need to tell me, it has nothing to do with me.”

Yang Bing Zhang didn’t know what to say then. He nodded, supported himself on his knees, and slowly stood up. “Then I’ll leave first. As for little Meng here, think about how you want to talk to her. I’ll cooperate with you. If you don’t want people to know about the past, then I’ll pretend I don’t know you.”

“Thank you, Dr. Yang,” Li Jin Yu also stood up to see him off. “How are you getting back? Should I call a car for you?”

Yang Bing Zhang waved his hand. “No need, the hotel will help call a car. Little Meng has a premium membership here, they’ll arrange it.” At the door, he held the handle and turned back to say, “Jin Yu, if you’re not feeling well, you still need to come to me for some medicine. Don’t be self-destructive.”

He agreed.

After seeing Yang Bing Zhang off, for as long as Ye Meng slept on the bed, Li Jin Yu leaned against the wall and watched her for just as long. He discovered that this woman had a soothing power when she slept—to put it bluntly, she slept like a dead pig.

Of course, her sleeping posture was still attractive, her whole body letting down its guard against the outside world. Both he and Dr. Yang were men, though, at Dr. Yang’s age, he doubted if he could even… but she was so trusting? How could there be such a carefree person?

As Ye Meng continued to sleep, the blanket probably made it difficult for her to breathe. At some point, she gradually revealed her small, red, round face, her mouth slightly open, like a small fish thirsting for water, breathing in small gasps.

Li Jin Yu finally sat on the edge of the bed and lowered his head to send someone a WeChat message. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her moving. With one hand holding his phone, without even turning his head, his other hand mercilessly covered her again.

It was now two in the morning, the night silently deep, as if freshly soaked in ink, the stars especially bright.

The entire small town had fallen asleep, and all around was silent, with only the rustling of leaves. Under the night sky, the eternally unchanging Ganges River shimmered like an inlaid silver silk ribbon. Outside the wall, the vines had silently sprouted fresh green buds.

Ye Meng was completely suffocated awake. In her hazy state, she saw a tall, broad-shouldered man sitting by her bed. Before her consciousness fully returned, she immediately struggled, kicking her legs.

Li Jin Yu was sending someone a WeChat message with one hand, while his other hand directly gripped Ye Meng’s neck through the blanket, pinning her to the bed. He said nonchalantly, “Awake? I haven’t even started yet.”

Ye Meng heard his low, husky voice, and all her memories came back. She figured there must have been some issue with his conversation with Uncle Yang. She was held down tightly, unable to move, so she simply gave up, lying flat on the bed like a lamb waiting for slaughter, no longer moving. “Go ahead then, kill me or torture me as you wish.”

He withdrew his hand instead. Ye Meng heard him snort coldly. She peeked her head out slightly. Li Jin Yu had his back completely turned to her, slightly hunched, both hands now busy on his phone, texting someone. Tall and big, with such a dashing back view, Ye Meng’s heart skipped a beat again. She heard him say without turning his head: “You’re not going to check yourself after waking up?”

Ye Meng turned to her side, hugging the blanket to her chest as she lay watching him, her eyes fixed steadily on him, certain: “You wouldn’t dare touch me.”

Li Jin Yu felt as if he was being looked down upon. His hand movements paused for a moment as he slightly turned his head to glance at her, sneered disdainfully, then turned back. “Don’t be so sure. It’s only two in the morning, if I wanted to do something, there’s plenty of time.”

Ye Meng stared at him seriously. She didn’t continue the conversation.

She seemed to like his appearance.

Li Jin Yu was a bit annoyed. He casually picked up a pillow from nearby and threw it over to block her eyes, not allowing her to look: “Do you have an ex-boyfriend who looks like me? Isn’t it annoying? Haven’t you seen someone this handsome before?”

Ye Meng laughed uncontrollably. “Yes, indeed, a crush I’ve had for over ten years.”

Li Jin Yu had finally finished his WeChat messages. He tossed his phone onto the bedside table, turned to look at her, and stared intently for about a minute. Only to see him take a deep breath, and withdraw his gaze as if it was difficult to speak, or as if in self-loathing. He suddenly changed the subject and said—

“Ye Meng, I’ve attempted suicide before.”

Ye Meng was not surprised at all; she had noticed the scar on his wrist long ago. His wrists were fair and slender, with just that one scar, but it wasn’t unsightly.

“For an ex-girlfriend?” she asked curiously.

The phone on the bedside table vibrated again.

He shook his head, picked up the phone again to look, gave a self-mocking smile, and replied while saying: “For my mother.”

The man was lean and muscular. Ye Meng wanted to reach out and hug him, but she restrained herself at this moment.

“I loved her very much, but she didn’t love me.”

“My mother loves me very much,” Ye Meng said out of nowhere.

Li Jin Yu was nearly infuriated by her. “Are you showing off?”

“I meant, I know how to love you. Date me, I know how to love you.” Ye Meng propped up her head in a mermaid pose, smiling brightly at him in the dim yellow bedroom light. It looked very casual but was unexpectedly enticing.

The room was quiet and dim, and the vines outside the wall seemed to have grown a bit more.

“You look like a playboy from a mile away. No thanks,” Li Jin Yu refused with a straight face.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 11
The moon was bright, the stars sparse, and the dim streetlights of the small town flickered on and off, illuminating the entire cold and desolate long street. In the dead of night, the trees rustled in the wind, and occasionally one could hear a group of exuberant youths, returning home after playing games, laughing and shoving each other as they walked past the building.

Ye Meng sat leaning against the headboard and brightened the lamp’s intensity. The yellowish light gradually changed to cold white. The blurry silhouette of the man became clear and crisp. She tilted her head, bored, and for the first time, carefully examined the man before her.

He was quite different from the youths downstairs. Li Jin Yu had a fair, lean face, with extremely thin lips and eyelids, clear lines, and a prominent Adam’s apple. If he wore glasses, he would look exactly like a refined scoundrel. Just looking at him like this, he seemed casual and relaxed, the kind that would involuntarily be handed a business card by a talent scout if spotted on the street. His brow was still clean and clear, without the carefree nature of youths. If he were truly like those youngsters downstairs, Ye Meng would think he was just an ordinary handsome guy and wouldn’t give him a second glance. But it was precisely this deep, repressed, mysterious, forbidden feeling combined with that handsome face that seemed to have an invisible thread pulling at her.

She wanted to know about his past. She wanted to know about his relationships. She wanted to know what kind of family he grew up in.

Li Jin Yu lowered his head and closed the WeChat interface. His arm hung casually between his slightly parted legs, and he told her quite directly: “Ye Meng, if I seriously like someone, it won’t change. I will like her forever, and she can only have eyes for me.”

He glanced back at her and continued, “But obviously, you’re not that person, so you’d better not provoke me.”

“How do you know I’m not?” Ye Meng asked with a smile, the light making her appear radiant.

It was only then that Li Jin Yu noticed a string of letter tattoos below her collarbone, which seemed to be someone’s name.

He sneered as he opened his phone, brought up the WeChat interface again, casually tapped, and a familiar conversation slowly flowed out into the calm room—

“You changed your tune so quickly; you said just yesterday that you would never go after Jiang Lu Zhi’s ex-boyfriend.”

“I did say that, but times change, people can’t remain unchanged forever. I usually had prejudice and didn’t look at him carefully, but yesterday at the bar I looked at him—he’s completely my type, I’ve never seen anyone who fits my aesthetic so perfectly, both sweet and seductive. Would I still be a woman if I passed up such a prime specimen? Besides, looking at it from another angle, Little Jiang has overshadowed me for so many years, wouldn’t I be evening the score if I got her ex-boyfriend? Anyway, I just like his face… Jiang Lu Zhi can consider herself lucky…”

After listening, Ye Meng still looked at him impassively. “You were there that day?”

Li Jin Yu locked his phone and said coldly: “No, a nurse in the ward recorded it for me, afraid I would be deceived.”

Ye Meng burst into laughter. “The nurse likes you, huh? Such a gossip.”

“The woman already has a child,” Li Jin Yu stretched his long legs forward, perhaps tired, his posture more relaxed, and he snorted lightly, “If you like my face that much, fine, I’ll rent it to you, twenty thousand a month, you can look at it every day, how’s that?”

Seeing her not respond, he gave another self-mocking smile, “I don’t care if you genuinely want to help me or if you’re just trying to get back at Jiang Lu Zhi, don’t find me any psychologists, or next time I’ll tie you up and throw you to the wild dogs on the back mountain.”

Ye Meng raised her chin toward the bulging guitar case in the corner, knowingly saying: “You were planning to tie me up today too.”

Li Jin Yu laughed despite himself, the corner of his mouth turning up slightly. “With your cleverness, have you ever suffered any setbacks from childhood to adulthood?”

The atmosphere lightened a bit. The two had their thoughts but managed, unusually, not to be at odds with each other.

“You just said twenty thousand per month, can I get a kiss for that?” Ye Meng began to tease the younger man again.

“No,” Li Jin Yu thought for a moment. “Make it fifty thousand, and you can get kisses and hugs.”

She feigned surprise: “Isn’t that too expensive?”

He smiled casually, not continuing the topic.

The light in the room was scattered. After a while, Ye Meng suddenly asked again: “Do you not want to date me?”

Both of their voices were hoarse, with Li Jin Yu’s being thicker. Perhaps due to staying up late to chat, his throat itched, and he coughed heavily, smiling helplessly as he shook his head: “No, I don’t. Are you always this direct when pursuing someone?”

“I’m being quite reserved, actually,” Ye Meng seriously asked, “But why? Is it that you don’t want to date me specifically, or that you don’t want to date anyone? You can’t be this self-destructive, right? My mother also had depression back then…”

Li Jin Yu turned around, his back to her again, his head sinking, the lines of his neck clear and cold: “Your mother, she still committed suicide in the end, didn’t she?”

“I don’t think she committed suicide, I just don’t have evidence.” Ye Meng shook her head, still holding onto her doubts.

Li Jin Yu gave her one last indifferent glance but spoke quite honestly, “Actually, I haven’t thought that much about it. I feel my life is quite peaceful now, and I don’t want anything or anyone else to change my current trajectory.”

“What trajectory?” Ye Meng asked.

Li Jin Yu smiled and said: “How do I put it—it’s really for my grandmother’s sake. If it weren’t for her, I would have died five years ago when my mother abandoned me. And now it’s already hard enough taking care of her, where would I find the energy to date?”

“Then why did you date Jiang Lu Zhi? She could change your trajectory?”

“Because she’s prettier than you.” Li Jin Yu glanced at her sideways, saying lazily.

Ye Meng was speechless: “You’re the most tasteless brother I’ve ever met.”

Li Jin Yu retorted calmly: “But you’re the sister with the best taste I’ve ever met.”

“…”

Neither spoke again. Their gazes met lightly in the dim light, and in that moment of stillness, it was as if they were held by the emotions in each other’s eyes, quietly observing for a moment. The next second, they both simultaneously lowered their heads and smiled softly, as if witnessing majestic glaciers melting, a fishing boat adrift on the vast sea returning to harbor. It seemed as though some indescribable emotion in the air had been diluted.

After that, they didn’t see each other again. Until the day Fang Ya En was discharged, Ye Meng accompanied Little Fatty as usual to climb ranks, directly helping him win his way to Supreme Commander, and even gifted him a set of skins he had been dreaming about. Little Fatty was moved to tears, and his surprise, Ye Meng went the extra mile and pushed a WeChat contact to him. Little Fatty cautiously opened it, “What’s this, sis?”

Even the old lady couldn’t help but peek over. Ye Meng bent at the waist, her back forming a smooth arc as she crouched down to help Fang Ya En pack her shoes. “The manager of MH e-sports club. Didn’t you want to be an e-sports player? They’re recruiting trainees soon, but you’re a bit older. I’ve talked to the manager in advance, you can go and try.”

“Is this for real?!” Little Fatty was extremely excited, jumping three feet high, somewhat incredulous. “You know MH’s manager?”

The old lady was on an IV drip, and she activated her taunt skill: “With his skill level, he’d be about right to be their keyboard punching bag.”

Ye Meng smiled and stood up from the ground, and as she looked up, she saw Li Jin Yu standing at the door. Today he had changed into a clean, fresh white sportswear, making him look even younger. Her gaze naturally lingered on him for a moment before quickly looking away. She said to the old lady: “That’s not necessarily true. He’ll know once he tries. The early stages of training focus on physical and mental fitness, and only then on game operations. Last year’s most valuable player at MH was technically the worst among the trainees, but he was the calmest of all, and the coach particularly appreciated that. I think Yang Tian Wei is quite similar to him in that regard.”

No matter how others cursed him as a noob in the game, he remained unfazed and stubbornly continued to feed kills to the enemy as always.

Yang Tian Wei was Little Fatty’s formal name. His original name was Yang Wei; this family seemed a bit careless when it came to naming.

Yang Tian Wei was greatly encouraged, and pumped with fighting spirit, his blood rushing to one spot. He began to shower praise: “Sister Ye Meng, you’re truly a good person. Whoever marries you must have saved the entire universe in their previous life.”

Ye Meng immediately poured cold water on him: “But honestly, at your age, many e-sports players have already retired. I’m just suggesting you try it out, not saying you’ll succeed. Don’t get too excited too soon.”

There are talented people, but they’re extremely rare, and not everyone gets to meet them. Ye Meng, as an outsider to e-sports, was certainly no talent scout. She just hoped Yang Tian Wei would recognize his limitations sooner, find a steady job, and help Li Jin Yu shoulder some of the family burden. Otherwise, with that voice, in a few months, he’d sound like a duck without even having to go to the docks.

The nurse happened to come by to change the old lady’s IV bag. Seeing the lively ward, her gaze swept over Ye Meng, almost imperceptibly, as she smiled and initiated conversation: “So lively here?”

Among all the nurses, this one was the old lady’s least favorite, and she rarely acknowledged her. Little Fatty was still immersed in the manager’s WeChat moments, and Li Jin Yu had nothing to say, so the atmosphere instantly cooled. The nurse gave a dry laugh and said to Li Jin Yu: “Handsome after your grandmother finishes this bag of IV fluid, come find me at the nurses’ station.”

Li Jin Yu agreed.

“I won’t disturb you then.” The nurse’s gaze slowly scanned Ye Meng up and down, making Fang Ya En want to gouge out her eyeballs, and she secretly glared at her as she left.

Ye Meng unobtrusively packed up her things, then took the guitar from the corner and handed it to Li Jin Yu. “Give this guitar to Qiao Mai Mai. Thank her for helping me so much last time. I won’t transfer the money, it’s about the cost of a guitar anyway.”

Li Jin Yu looked down at her for quite a while. “Alright.”

“I thought you wouldn’t take it,” Ye Meng half-jokingly said. “If I had known, I would have bought a cheaper one.”

“Then return it, it’s Qiao Mai Mai’s anyway.”

The two were half-blocking the doorway, one leaning lazily against the doorframe, the other standing opposite, with questions and answers flowing more freely than before.

“Is big sister this stingy?” Ye Meng said.

Li Jin Yu smiled without saying a word. He looked at the bags packed and ready on the floor. The white sportswear made him look especially like a young man. Leaning against the doorframe, he asked Ye Meng, “Need any help?”

“No need, Yang Tian Wei said he’d see us to the car. You stay and keep your grandmother company.”

…

After they left, the ward returned to quietness. The old lady saw through everything and said to Li Jin Yu, who had just pulled up a chair to sit down: “Castor bean, have you two exchanged WeChat contacts?”

Li Jin Yu paused slightly, then shook his head: “No.”

“Won’t you keep in touch?” The old lady frowned, blaming him for not knowing how to cherish. “Ye Meng might seem casual and carefree, but she handles things meticulously, and knows how to navigate social relationships. In all my years, I’ve never seen a young lady who knows how to get things done like her. What a good woman, and you just let her go.”

Ye Meng had gotten her driver’s license in college, and it was due for renewal at the end of this year. However, she was still a road menace. In Beijing, the subway and buses have been more convenient than driving for all these years. Now that Fang Ya En had injured her leg, she reluctantly drove under Fang Ya En’s urging, living up to her reputation by driving the newly bought Golf as if it were about to be scrapped.

Fang Ya En sat in the passenger seat and quietly reminded her: “Did you notice?”

Ye Meng was particularly focused. “Hmm? What?”

“A bicycle just passed by,” Fang Ya En said.

Ye Meng had just glanced at the rearview mirror, calm and collected. “I noticed, it was an old man.”

Her psychological resilience was especially good. The urgent, sharp honking from the vehicles behind had nearly turned into Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, but she remained unmoved, driving along at a leisurely pace. “I originally said we should take a taxi, but you insisted on seeing how bad my skills were.”

“I didn’t realize you were this bad!” But Fang Ya En quickly got used to these life-threatening honks and calmly chatted with Ye Meng, “You and Li Jin Yu haven’t even exchanged WeChat contacts?”

Ye Meng slowly pressed the brake pedal at the traffic light, somewhat amused, and said: “Yes, he acts as if dating me would cost him his life, how dare I provoke him?”

“These younger guys nowadays…” Fang Ya En clicked her tongue twice and sighed, “Let me tell you, that nurse has feelings for Li Jin Yu. With a child that big, and still flirting with young men. Even recording conversations! I was wondering why several young nurses at the station have been looking at you like you’re some kind of home-wrecker. What’s the situation between you two now?”

“After what he said, what else can I say? We go our separate ways,” Ye Meng leaned back in the driver’s seat, not taking it seriously, saying lazily: “Just a little episode, right? Perhaps an even more suitable younger guy will appear next. As for other people, just think positively—”

She casually and gracefully advised Fang Ya En, “Life is like Edward Scissorhands, isn’t it? Cut a piece here, insert some background music there, cut your complete life into fragments, then piece it back together into what they want to see. You have a different three-minute video in front of each person, but only you know that your life isn’t just those three minutes. Those long tens of thousands, even hundreds of thousands of hours behind the scenes, only you experience them. So, why trouble yourself for the remaining tens of thousands of hours over those brief three minutes? That’s just unnecessary anxiety.”

Fang Ya En was left speechless by her words, feeling a pang in her heart, but also feeling that her detachment and self-awareness were things others couldn’t emulate. “Ah, I just love your dominant energy. If you ever become disheartened and half-dead over a man someday, I’ll end our friendship.”

“Rest assured, at this age, all I do is admire good-looking appearances and tease younger guys a bit. I won’t get serious anymore,” Ye Meng smiled.
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A month passed by smoothly, with Ye Meng facing her one million yuan savings and not knowing how to spend it.

Put it in the bank? Too much of a loss.

Buy a house? Although Ning Sui was a small town, its housing prices ranked among the top three in the province. Properties in central areas started at twenty thousand yuan per square meter. If she bought a small commercial space of twenty or thirty square meters, it would just about be enough. But after asking a few friends, she learned that the annual rent in town was only thirty to forty thousand yuan a year, which wasn’t worth it.

What could one million yuan do? One million yuan couldn’t do much. After painful deliberation, Ye Meng decided to deposit the money in the bank and find a job. Jobs weren’t easy to find in the small town, apart from civil service and public institutions, the rest were factory workshops and small businesses, plus banks. Ye Meng had studied journalism but had worked in public relations for four or five years in Beijing, which belonged to the self-media industry. Having to suddenly find a suitable job without direction was quite difficult.

“You might as well work for a newspaper, like Ning Sui Daily or Chuzhou Evening News. They’re short on people now…” Fang Ya En suggested over the phone. “I remember you said in high school that what you wanted to do most when you grew up was to be a reporter.”

The idea of being a reporter came to Ye Meng after watching a documentary about an asylum years ago. A foreign female journalist in the 19th century had successfully gone undercover in an asylum using her superb acting skills, exposing the dark secrets and truths of the asylum. This dedication to truth and defense of reality had deeply impacted her.

So, in a burst of enthusiasm, Ye Meng had plunged into journalism. Although several elders in her family had repeatedly urged her to return to Ning Sui as soon as she graduated, she hadn’t decided whether to go back or stay in Beijing as a drifter. It was only when she received an internship offer from a newspaper that she accidentally decided to stay in Beijing.

Ye Meng had entered the industry with passion and reverence for journalism, but perhaps their understanding of passion and justice differed. Her boss had asked her to write a report on campus violence. She had spent half a month investigating and gathering evidence, restoring the truth of the event in detail, only for her boss to reject it outright and ask her to rewrite it. She didn’t understand—wasn’t this the truth? The words her boss finally snapped at her, pointing at her forehead, still resonated with her:

“A perfectly good article that could have attracted attention, and you write it like this? What are you? The Powerpuff Girls?”

His words pierced Ye Meng’s heart: “This era doesn’t need truth. Empathy! Do you understand empathy?! What you need to do is use your plain and simple words to evoke empathy from the audience, and public opinion will naturally have a direction. Is the truth important? If everything in this world were so clear-cut, then tell me, why is the Earth round? It’s trying to tell you, if you’re a rigid square, how the hell are you supposed to survive!”

…

Ye Meng hadn’t questioned her life because of this, but after the experience, she did keep a respectful distance from the industry. She knew that some people were morally corrupt, while others had no choice.

Of course, she never mentioned these things to people around her. In fact, during those years in Beijing, whenever she faced hardships, she was accustomed to drinking alone at night, slowly digesting her troubles. Because of her mother’s depression, afraid of affecting her emotions, Ye Meng never liked to complain to others. Those ideals, fragmented and shattered by reality, she no longer mentioned to anyone.

Because, no one wanted to hear, and no one could understand.

After hanging up with Fang Ya En, Ye Meng placed a pen between her nose and upper lip, looking at job advertisements from the past few months on her iPad with a serious expression. Unfortunately, there was nothing suitable for her. The only seemingly reliable advertising planning company blatantly stated in bold that they weren’t hiring locals. Just as Ye Meng was about to take out her phone to call and inquire, the screen lit up.

An unknown number.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Is this Miss Ye Meng?”

“Yes.”

“Hello, this is the escape room in the west of town. Do you remember breaking the records of three escape rooms at our shop a month and a half ago? Our boss would like to invite you and your friend to come as trial players for our newest escape room.”

Ye Meng was stunned, taking a moment to recall that half a month ago, she and Fang Ya En had cleared three escape rooms to avoid a blind date arranged by Big Ben.

She hesitated: “But my friend’s foot is injured, so she probably can’t participate. I don’t think I can do it alone, right?”

The person on the other end seemed to quickly consult with someone and offered a suggestion: “How about this, can you join with other players? This season’s escape room requires at least 2 people.”

“That works.”

“Then tomorrow at ten in the morning, I’ve made a reservation for you and another player.”

…

Ye Meng arrived quite early the next day, entering the shop at nine-thirty. The owner recognized her at a glance and smiled: “Young lady, you’re here so early? Your companion hasn’t arrived yet.”

“It’s fine. What’s today’s theme?” she asked while finding a mystery novel and sitting down on the sofa to read.

“Castle Exploration,” the owner said mysteriously.

“Is it scary?”

The owner explained: “Not very scary, just the setting is a bit… I saw you were quite calm during the horror puppet room last time.”

Ye Meng nodded, showing understanding. When playing games, she needed half an hour to clear her mind, otherwise she couldn’t get into the state.

About half an hour later, Ye Meng seemed to hear the wind chime at the door ring, and vaguely heard the owner greeting the arrival in a low voice: “Hey, you’re here?”

Then the man gave a low “Mm” in response.

Ye Meng instinctively turned her head to look, and saw Li Jin Yu standing at the door, still wearing that black work jacket from that night at the hotel, with sweatpants and a pair of Converse shoes, making his long legs look slender, with ankles thin yet strong. He didn’t look twenty-seven at all, more like a young man in his early twenties.

At that moment, two girls who had just emerged from the escape room exit, still immersed in the complex puzzles they had just solved, were excitedly recounting their experience in loud voices, making quite a commotion. As soon as they caught sight of Li Jin Yu, their eyes filled with amazement, and they immediately lowered their voices in embarrassment, even stomping their feet in frustration.

The owner led him over and enthusiastically introduced them: “This is Li Jin Yu, who has helped me plan several escape room themes. He’s our regular trial player. Those escape room records you broke before, they were all his—”

“No need for introductions, we know each other,” Li Jin Yu interrupted directly. “Please go ahead with your business.”

“Uh,” the owner was only stunned for a moment, quickly realizing how small the circle in this town really was, where you could find high school classmates anywhere you went. He tactfully left, saying, “Alright, you two chat.”

The wind chimes outside the door swayed as another customer came in. Ye Meng put down the book in her hand and smiled at him, “What a coincidence.”

Li Jin Yu sat down on the sofa next to her, sprawling his legs casually, also curling his lip in a slight smile. “Last time I heard the owner say someone was so free that they cleared escape rooms all evening and broke all my records. I didn’t expect it to be you. Don’t you need to work? Planning to live off that million yuan of yours?”

The two sat side by side, looking quite like a couple who had just gotten together. Everyone who came in couldn’t help but glance in their direction as if they were two living billboards. The two female staff at the service counter also occasionally glanced in their direction, whispering, “Little Yu and that sister look good together.”

The two involved were completely oblivious, sitting shoulder to shoulder.

“Last time was an accident. I was avoiding a blind date arranged by my grandmother, had nowhere to go, so I came to do escape rooms,” Ye Meng asked in return. “Aren’t you free too, having time to do escape rooms?”

Li Jin Yu leaned back against the sofa, smiling casually: “I’m here to make money. Do you think trial playing is so easy? I have to help fix bugs.”

Ye Meng stared at him for a while, curious, and asked: “Li Jin Yu, can I ask you a question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Did you go to college?”

Li Jin Yu was taken aback, his smile fading as he turned his head to look back at her. His natural height advantage meant that whether standing or sitting, he was always a bit taller than her, unconditionally dominating as he looked down at her: “Why do you ask?”

She pursed her lips, indicating he should answer first.

Li Jin Yu’s back suddenly left the sofa as he leaned forward to pick up the overturned cup in front of him and poured himself some water. “No, I didn’t.”

“High school graduate?”

He took a sip of water, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he leaned back against the sofa, saying coolly: “Is middle school graduation okay?”

Ye Meng nodded, knowing he wasn’t telling the truth, but didn’t pursue it further.

The owner had almost finished preparing the escape room and gestured to Li Jin Yu that they could start. Li Jin Yu stood up, took one last sip of water, and drawled mockingly: “What, a prestigious university graduate looking down on us middle school graduates?”

Ye Meng also drank some water and stood up, hurriedly shaking her head: “Not at all. I didn’t graduate from a prestigious university either. Your Jiang Lu Zhi graduated from a prestigious university, and even she didn’t look down on you, so why would I look down on you?”

“We’ve already broken up,” Li Jin Yu emphasized.

“Fine, your ex-girlfriend then.”

Ye Meng didn’t know if she was being too sensitive or if she had hurt his pride. It was truly amazing how she and this younger man seemed to have naturally incompatible energies. No matter how gentle and calm their opening conversations were, they always ended up with a hint of gunpowder.

The owner had already opened the escape room channel and announced the start of the game. “Come on, I put some effort into this scene. It’s also my first attempt at this kind of immersive script. Help me check for any bugs and give valuable feedback. Thank you, both experts. Let me first introduce some background. The position you’re in now is the entrance to the castle. Ye Meng, you are the maid of this ancient castle. Jin Yu, you are the young master of this castle. There are some secrets hidden in this castle that few know about. You two should play your roles…”

Both were wearing blindfolds and couldn’t see each other’s expressions, but Ye Meng felt that he was smiling.

Ye Meng: “…Next time, write a more creative script, like a princess and a farmhand.”

Li Jin Yu: “Let’s just start.” His voice carried a hint of amusement.

The owner coughed, “Then I’ll make it brief. Jin Yu, take off your blindfold, then lead Ye Meng to an iron cage near the stairway. The maid is in a locked state. The young master needs to find a way to unlock the maid, and only then can you two solve the escape room together—”

After Ye Meng was locked in the iron cage, Li Jin Yu was in no hurry to look for clues. Instead, he sat on the sofa, tilting his head to look around, and eventually even started playing table football on the television. He played a couple of rounds casually, truly acting like a young master.

“Never played before?” Ye Meng asked, looking at his back.

“I have,” he answered honestly.

“Had enough yet? Does sister look like she has a lot of patience?” Ye Meng said.

“The master is annoyed too,” Li Jin Yu was fully into his role, truly like a young master, with one hand on his waist, and the other holding a map he had found somewhere, quickly making notes before casually tossing it aside. He sighed and said, “The owner just told me, there’s a power outage outside.”
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Ten minutes later, the power was restored, and the young master finally began to seriously look for clues.

Ye Meng stood in the cage giving directions. “There’s a password box under the TV cabinet. Hand it to me and I’ll solve it. You go find the key, check thoroughly under the carpet and beneath the cabinets.”

Li Jin Yu took a look and casually tossed it to her. “That door isn’t locked, and there’s no unlocking mechanism visible to the naked eye. It’s a sensor door. What key am I supposed to find?”

“Just keep looking!” Ye Meng sat cross-legged on the ground, her attention fully on the password box, her tone unconsciously softening.

Li Jin Yu’s lips curled slightly.

The password box was quite elaborate—it used Morse code. Ye Meng had studied journalism with an initial plan to become a reporter in the future, so she had researched many types of codes before, including Morse code. She mentally calculated the conversions while silently complaining that the owner had gone too far in increasing the game’s difficulty, disregarding both the scenario setting and the players’ knowledge base.

After much effort and sweat, she finally opened the first box and obtained a key and several plot notes. The storyline was a cliché about a maid secretly in love with the young master, while the young master spent his days carousing.

Whether influenced by the plot or not, when Ye Meng tossed the key to the young master outside the door, her tone carried some resentment. “Here, take it and open it!”

Li Jin Yu, who had also gone through quite a bit of the plot on his side, was struck hard on the back by the key. He smiled and said, “Now you’re getting into character.”

Ye Meng: “This plot is so clichéd, it’s making me angry. How can there be such a perverted storyline—going out to find women and then locking up the maid who secretly loves him.”

Li Jin Yu gave a mocking laugh but didn’t respond. He casually half-sat on the cabinet next to the TV without searching for a single clue, holding a few papers in his hand, flipping through them, studying something unknown.

“My lord,” Ye Meng wedged her head into the gap of the iron cage, “at your speed, will we ever get out of here today?”

The escape room was already dimly lit, casting his tall, sharp silhouette, making him so handsome that it was difficult to look away. He didn’t even lift his head, his attention still on the papers in his hand, speaking leisurely: “Why, are you in a hurry?”

Ye Meng stared at him. “How about we switch places then?”

Li Jin Yu had somehow poured himself a glass of water. He took a sip and said methodically: “That won’t do. How could a maid bear to lock up the young master? Only the young master would do such a thing.”

Ye Meng teased: “Then how could a younger brother bear to lock up his older sister?”

The young master finally looked up at her from his papers, saying calmly: “I could.”

“Are you going to do this or not?” She grew impatient.

Ye Meng had a bit of claustrophobia. She enjoyed escape rooms, but she didn’t like the feeling of having her fate in someone else’s hands. She should have let him take the maid’s role.

But in the next second, Li Jin Yu pulled a remote control from his pocket and, still holding his glass of water, pressed it lightly.

Damn it, her door clicked open with a snap.

Ye Meng was so angry she wanted to run over and flick his forehead, and that’s exactly what she did. “You found it earlier?”

Li Jin Yu leaned against the TV cabinet. Seeing her running towards him, he instinctively tilted his head to dodge, laughing uncontrollably. “Would you believe me if I told you this was a bug?”

“Fine, tell me. If you can’t explain, I’ll bash your head in.”

Li Jin Yu tossed the password box he had cracked earlier to her, putting his hands back in his pockets. “This door requires two locks to be opened—one for control, one for unlocking. I couldn’t find the password box for the control, so I just tried randomly, and surprisingly it opened.”

Ye Meng took a look, and it was true. Moreover, the password box also used Morse code.

“You understand Morse code?” Ye Meng looked up at him.

“Don’t you?” He raised his chin, pointing to the key from earlier, with a half-smile saying, “Let’s go, next room.”

Only after Ye Meng came out did she see boxes scattered all over the floor, almost all of them using Morse code. He had solved them all. Ye Meng couldn’t remember every code; solving these codes involved a mix of guessing and luck. Sometimes with a stroke of good fortune, solving one or two might be lucky, but any more than that would be difficult. Li Jin Yu’s abundance of effortlessly solved password boxes made her heart skip a beat, and she couldn’t help but grow curious about him again—what had he experienced?

The following plot flowed surprisingly smoothly—the maid, heartbroken by the young master, drowned herself in the lake.

“So now I’m solving an escape room with a ghost,” Li Jin Yu said while searching for clues, bending down to pick up a password box. This time it wasn’t Morse code, but a string of numbers.

Ye Meng knocked on the bricks of the wall, discovering a few hollow ones—secret compartments. She responded, “Whose fault is that? Who told you to go carousing every day?”

Li Jin Yu leaned against the wall, casually trying a few passwords.

Ye Meng asked offhandedly, “What are you entering?”

“The master’s birthday and the maid’s birthday,” he said lazily.

“Oh, the young master even remembers the maid’s birthday? Impressive.” Ye Meng laughed so hard she got a stitch in her side. He was really in character.

Ye Meng couldn’t remember anything about the young master’s or the maid’s birthday.

The storyline took a twist in the final escape room—the day after the maid drowned herself, the young master retrieved her body from the lake and placed it in the small cage where Ye Meng had been earlier. The first three rooms were all about the maid’s psychological journey, while the last study room revealed the young master’s true feelings. There was a large safe in the bookcase, which locked away the secrets of the castle. Only those who knew this secret could open the outermost door. This time, the password used double encryption.

The first layer was Morse code. Li Jin Yu immediately wrote down the corresponding numbers on paper. Watching his reaction speed, Ye Meng thought it was as if the Morse code table was imprinted in his mind.

“Have you ever considered becoming a secret agent?” Ye Meng asked seemingly out of nowhere, her question not quite following the previous conversation.

Li Jin Yu was focused on solving the puzzle. He glanced at her when he heard this, circled some numbers on the paper, and said casually: “Why, do you have connections? Does it pay well? I’ll consider it.”

Ye Meng smiled, looking at the paper he had scribbled all over, like a thick fog, difficult to navigate.

She had a vague intuition but couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was.

2931021045242721028

“Don’t you think this string of numbers looks strange?” Ye Meng said. “Could it be the twenty-six letters?”

Li Jin Yu showed her the lock on the password box with a helpless expression—it was all letters.

Wasn’t that obvious?

Ye Meng’s mind worked quickly. “Or perhaps like this: 29, 31, 02, 10, 45, 24… Could these be coordinates?”

“No,” Li Jin Yu said calmly, redividing the numbers according to his thoughts, marking them one by one. He seemed to already know the answer. “It should be 29, 310, 210, 45, 24, 27, 210, 28… If we consider them as coordinates, it should be like this, because no object can start with 0, at least from the physical items we have access to now. Haven’t you noticed that none of the first digits exceed 4?”

Ye Meng instantly thought of it. “Computer keyboard.”

“Smart,” Li Jin Yu smiled.

So, according to the corresponding letters on a computer keyboard: 29 (second row, ninth column) = I 310 (third row, tenth column) = L 210 (second row, tenth column) = O, and so on.

I LOVE YOU

Click, and the lock opens.

The safe was empty. The only secret of the castle was this password. Unlocking the young master’s heart simultaneously opened the castle’s main door. They handed over the walkie-talkies, and the owner asked expectantly: “How was it?”

“The storyline is a bit clichéd, but everything else is fine. There are too many passwords, and few people can solve Morse code—except for him, of course,” Ye Meng said frankly.

The owner nodded. “But many escape room enthusiasts are quite good at solving them, and I remember I put a Morse code table up there, didn’t I?”

“There was a code table?”

Ye Meng was surprised. Beside her, Li Jin Yu finally couldn’t hold back his laughter anymore. He said to the owner: “Alright, I’m leaving.”

Just as the man had stepped out the door, Ye Meng, still concerned, quietly went back to ask the owner: “Was there a power outage just now?”

The owner shook his head innocently. “No, there wasn’t.”

“…”

As Ye Meng went downstairs, she saw Li Jin Yu standing at the building entrance, unwrapping a candy for himself, preparing to get a taxi.

She stood there for a while, thinking, and slowly walked over, asking softly, “Want to have a meal together?”

He looked down at her, his candy-chewing motion slowing down. “Eat what?”

Ye Meng was inexplicably nervous: “Anything. I haven’t been back for long and am not very familiar with the town. You choose?”

Li Jin Yu looked at her for a moment and asked, “Would you like to eat crab?”

“Sure.”

“Let’s go, I’ll get a taxi,” he said.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 14
Ning Sui has developed rapidly in recent years. The old northern part of the city had been rebuilt, with only the desolate city gate waterway remaining. The ancient streets with their dilapidated carved buildings had all been demolished. Now the city center had become the West District. In the West District, skyscrapers rose from the ground, parks were scattered about, roads were wide, and railroad tracks ran through the middle. The heavy, cumbersome green trains wound around mountains and through broken walls like a long dragon racing past while panting heavily.

The newly opened crab restaurant was near the old train station. Just as the two of them entered, a train behind them dragged its heavy dozen or so carriages chug-chugging toward the north. As the saying goes, when autumn winds rise, crab legs fatten. The crabs this season had plenty of bright yellow roe that wasn’t greasy.

“What do you want to eat?” Li Jinyu tossed the menu to her. “Blue crabs or swimming crabs?”

“Blue crabs,” Ye Meng was very familiar with this restaurant and didn’t even need to look at the menu. She said directly, “The blue crabs here are delicious.”

He nodded and called the waiter over to place the order. Ye Meng suddenly felt that this impromptu meal was a bit awkward. They sat in silence, with Li Jinyu lowering his head. Neither of them looked at each other, each playing with their phones for a while.

Shortly after sitting down, Li Jinyu stood up with his phone and walked toward the door: “I’m going out to take a call.”

When he returned, Ye Meng had already put down her phone. Her gaze followed him as he sat down, naturally cutting into the conversation: “Whose call was it?”

“Qiao Maimai,” Li Jinyu sat down and casually put his phone back in his pocket.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard her sing,” Ye Meng said.

Li Jinyu looked at her: “She has a gig tonight, wants to go?”

“Are you going?”

He turned his head slightly away, looking toward the currently empty train tracks: “I’m going to the hospital tonight to keep my grandmother company.”

Ye Meng showed a regretful expression, “Then next time you go to sing, I’ll go too.”

He helplessly hooked the corner of his mouth, reaching for the soy sauce and vinegar nearby, pouring while saying: “Why do you have to cling to me?”

“Can’t we just be friends? Or are you afraid you’ll fall in love with me?” Ye Meng took out her phone, pulled up a photo, and held the screen vertically to show him. “Look for yourself, my grandmother recently introduced me to a younger brother, younger than you, and more handsome too.”

This was true. The old lady, afraid that Ye Meng would get restless one day and excitedly pack up to return to Beijing, had indeed introduced a young man according to her preferences. However, Ye Meng didn’t know what was wrong with her lately—this young man completely fit her previous aesthetic, but she found him a bit too well-behaved and boring.

“Add your chili sauce,” Li Jinyu pushed the prepared soy sauce and vinegar toward her, laughing dismissively from outside the situation, “Then I wish you and this little brother eternal happiness and a hundred years of good marriage.”

The waiter brought the prepared crab pot to the table. Ye Meng said thank you, then said to him: “Why did you lie to me earlier about the power being out? Were you memorizing that code table? Haven’t you worked with Morse code before?”

Li Jinyu put some soy sauce in a small dish for himself and looked at her amusedly: “I’m just a singer, why would I study this?”

“Really?” Ye Meng narrowed her eyes suspiciously, “But your singing is pretty average, without emotion or technique. If you weren’t good-looking, I would have asked the boss for a refund.”

He rested a pair of chopsticks on the small soy sauce dish and leaned back, quite righteously saying: “Being good-looking is enough.”

“You’re quite good at living off your looks,” Ye Meng laughed, her curiosity driving her on. “That electric code—I studied it for a week and couldn’t memorize it, but you memorized it in ten minutes? You haven’t encountered these things before?”

Are you researching escape rooms because you genuinely like them or just to make money? You’re so smart, why have you never attended university? Her head was full of questions, feeling this younger brother was truly mysterious.

The waiter came over with the appetizers.

They were sitting at a four-person table. Li Jinyu leaned back in his chair without moving, one hand resting on the back of the neighboring chair, calmly waiting for the waiter to serve all the dishes before casually asking in an indifferent tone: “Do you know about memory palaces?”

Ye Meng was surprised. The term wasn’t unfamiliar—her former boss Gou Kai was a memory palace expert, a graduate of A University, and had once been a champion in some memory master championship. But her memory had never been good, and she was too lazy to research something that only academic overachievers would painstakingly study.

“I know, my former boss was into that,” she said honestly, piecing together her vague memories. “I heard it’s about using the most familiar scenes to memorize unfamiliar new things. Like in your mind, you have your own house, and each room can store large amounts of information?”

Li Jinyu nodded and withdrew his hand. “More or less. To simplify it further, it doesn’t have to be a house, it could be a room, a person, or even a photograph—just anything familiar to you that you can visualize with your eyes closed. When you need to memorize something, you use your associative ability to match things one by one. This way, memorizing a table in just a few minutes becomes very simple.”

Ye Meng still thought it sounded far-fetched and asked: “How do you associate?”

He didn’t seem to need to think, casually giving an example: “For instance, the number 3—what can you think of?”

“Kissing, two lips.” In emoji language, 3 represents a kiss.

“…” Li Jinyu was speechless for a moment. “Don’t you think the number 3 looks like a person’s ear? When you need to memorize content related to the number 3, you can associate it with a person’s ear. This works well for point-by-point memorization. Let’s use a common example—Maslow’s hierarchy of needs consists of: 1. Physiological needs, 2. Safety needs, 3. Social needs, 4. Esteem needs 5. Self-actualization needs. When you need to memorize this, you can use association. The third point is social needs, and isn’t socializing about using your ears to listen? So when you think of 3, you think of ears, which connects to socializing.”

“What about 1?”

“Do I need to explain physiological needs?” He put his hand back on the chair and looked at her with a half-smile.

Ye Meng suddenly coughed. “What about 2?”

Li Jinyu said: “Doesn’t 2 look like a question mark? You can think that safety is always a question mark, so 2 represents safety needs.”

“What about 4?”

“4 looks like a squatting person. Most people who like to squat are usually insecure, so we should give them equal respect. Do I need to explain 5?” He smiled.

5 was the simplest—Ye Meng had already figured it out. In internet slang, 5 often refers to oneself, which fits perfectly with self-actualization needs.

“This type of memory technique is suitable for quick memorization. If you combine it with your memory palace and use familiar scenes to deepen memory, it becomes like a photocopier, quickly imprinting new information in your mind,” Li Jinyu added.

Ye Meng felt like a new world had opened up to her. So this was the correct way to memorize: “Were you just a middle school student?”

“Do you believe everything I say?” Li Jinyu started peeling a crab leg, speaking without looking up.

“You’ve attended university, right?”

“I did, but I didn’t get my diploma. I dropped out.”

He lowered his head and bit into a crab leg, not avoiding the topic anymore, as if talking about something unrelated to himself.

Ye Meng sighed with regret.

Li Jinyu was used to it—most people had this expression when they heard he had dropped out.

But Ye Meng complained softly: “I wish I had met you earlier, maybe then I could have outscored Jiang Luzhi. Heaven knows how much I struggled to memorize political science.”

Li Jinyu paused slightly while biting the crab, gave a self-mocking laugh, grabbed a napkin, and looked at her: “Do you have to compare yourself with Jiang Luzhi?”

“Not really,” Ye Meng looked at him, her eyes resentful, “Weren’t you the one who said she’s prettier than me?”

“There are so many prettier than you, must you compare with each one?”

Ye Meng was very surprised: “Who else?”

Li Jinyu twitched the corner of his mouth, smiling without answering.

Ye Meng persisted: “Little brother, do you think Jiang Luzhi is prettier than me?”

He became annoyed again, biting the crab leg with some gritted teeth: “I told you, don’t call me little brother.”

“Fine,” Ye Meng stopped teasing him and asked seriously: “So, what’s your memory palace? What kind of scene would it be?”

She was very curious.

Li Jinyu refused to engage with her anymore. No matter how Ye Meng tried to provoke him, he maintained a stony face and wouldn’t talk.

The crab restaurant was doing good business, crowded with people and filled with misty vapor. Occasionally among the bustle, one could spot a few familiar faces. Li Jinyu noticed several men who had just entered giving them unfriendly looks repeatedly.

Li Jinyu had a very strong premonition at that moment—he should stand up and leave. He felt that Ye Meng might disrupt his life. But seeing the predatory looks from those men across the way, he worried she might get into trouble, so he just leaned back without moving, his feet sprawled casually under the table, his gaze falling lightly on her.

Ye Meng had her back to the door and was completely unaware, still looking at him. Li Jinyu was very impatient and wanted to ask her just how many men she had provoked out there. Finally, Li Jinyu leaned back in his chair and used his toe to lightly kick Ye Meng across from him, his eyes signaling her to turn and look.

The two had an inexplicable tacit understanding. Ye Meng read from his eyes not to make any sudden movements, not to attract attention, and to casually turn around for a glance. Ye Meng understood instantly, and with superb acting skills, pretended to drop her chopsticks, quickly bent down, and glanced sideways at the nine o’clock position Li Jinyu had indicated.

She quickly turned back and said in a low voice: “I’m a bit face-blind, I can’t recognize them. Do you know them?”

“They’re looking at you.”

“I don’t know them,” Ye Meng shook her head firmly again. “Could they be ex-boyfriends?”

Li Jinyu leaned forward, also lowering his voice, saying with a half-smile: “How many boyfriends have you had? Don’t you know? If you really can’t remember, call Cheng Kairan and ask, he remembers better than you do.”

Just as he finished speaking, the misty glass door was pushed open again, and Cheng Kairan appeared at the entrance wearing a very ill-fitting suit. Cheng Kairan was as thin as Li Jinyu, but their builds were completely different. He was skinny from what seemed like malnutrition, with a monkey-like frame that couldn’t fill out a suit at all. Li Jinyu, on the other hand, was slender but proportioned—he would probably look exquisite in a suit.

As soon as Cheng Kairan entered, someone pointed in this direction, and he looked over, immediately spotting the most eye-catching couple in the room.

He immediately took three steps in two and walked up to Ye Meng, saying urgently: “Why are you two eating here?”

Cheng Kairan had a crush on Ye Meng—any man could see that. Li Jinyu wasn’t particularly close to him, only occasionally helping tutor Cheng Kairan’s nominal sister to earn some extra money. Similarly, Cheng Kairan didn’t pay much attention to him. Some people know with just one glance that they don’t have compatible auras, and that they’re not the same type of people. But Cheng Kairan still showed him proper respect in town.

Li Jinyu didn’t want to—and couldn’t be bothered to—provoke him. He calmly peeled a crab leg: “We met at the escape room and had a meal together.” He lowered his head and took a bite, glancing at Cheng Kairan casually, saying roguishly: “What’s wrong, afraid I’ll steal your girl?”

Was that even a question? Cheng Kairan thought to himself.

Before Cheng Kairan could speak, Ye Meng, as if afraid Li Jinyu wouldn’t die quickly enough, feigned surprise and said to him: “What are you saying, baby? I’m your girl!”

Ye Meng had the attitude that they were now grasshoppers on the same string—how could he enjoy beauty alone?

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 15
Li Jinyu remained quite calm, showing a stance of being ready for whatever might come, and said coldly: “Oh, is that so? Do you want to see me fight with Cheng Kairan? Or do you just want to see Cheng Kairan beat me up?”

“Don’t worry, if you get beaten up for me, I’ll offer myself to you in return,” Ye Meng said with a smile.

She was also implicitly warning Cheng Kairan—if you dare touch him, I’ll have the perfect reason to marry him.

Cheng Kairan finally understood—these two shameless people had already gotten together. He stood there for about five or six seconds, and if facial expressions could change with anger, he could have worked at a nightclub for free at this moment. In the end, his face turned ashen, and he stormed out without a word, slamming the door, which caused the group of men at the entrance to stand up sporadically and follow him out one after another.

“Hey, hey, hey—not eating anymore?” the owner hurriedly chased after them, “The… the bill hasn’t been settled yet!”

Ye Meng smiled gently at the owner, “I’m sorry, give me the bill.”

The owner hesitated reluctantly: “This…”

Ye Meng was polite and considerate, making it impossible to refuse: “It’s fine, I’ll pay in a moment.”

Cheng Kairan hadn’t gone far. He stood outside making a phone call, then led a group of men to smoke for a while. Beside them were several neatly arranged Audis, ready to roll. Ye Meng stared at them for a while, then said to Li Jinyu: “Guess who he’s waiting to meet?”

Li Jinyu couldn’t be bothered to guess, “Are you done eating? Let’s go if you’re done.”

Ye Meng’s attention returned to him, looking at him as she earnestly warned: “Next time I hear you say I’m someone’s girl, I’ll teach you a lesson.”

“He likes you, can’t you see that?” Li Jinyu couldn’t be bothered to beat around the bush with her, “I told you, I just want to spend the rest of my life with my grandmother in this town, without complications. The last time I helped you was purely out of respect for Sister Ya’en and the money, but I won’t get on his bad side and cause trouble for myself because of you.”

Actually, when he wasn’t around Li Lingbai, his emotional regulation was very good, almost like a normal person. Occasionally he would feel irritable or anxious, but he could control it. Li Jinyu didn’t know why, but while others couldn’t tell, Ye Meng somehow could.

She asked: “Then why are you dating Jiang Luzhi?”

“Because she’s in Beijing, I don’t have to spend money on dates, and it gives my grandmother a perfect reason not to introduce me to other girls. I told you, I’m trash,” he sneered.

Ye Meng smiled with ease, composure, and warmth, looking at him and saying: “As it happens when it comes to relationships, I’m trash too. As for Cheng Kairan, all these years he’s been like a blank canvas in front of me. His thoughts are written all over his face.”

That’s why she later cut ties with him—not because she was afraid of his revenge, but because she didn’t want to give him any more hope. Who would have thought that now, with circumstances changed, Cheng Kairan was riding on this momentum and had gotten to where he was today, and she couldn’t easily provoke him anymore? When you’re young, you can make clean breaks, but as adults, you have to leave room for maneuvering.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

In a moment, Ye Meng saw a gleaming black Mercedes slowly drive by outside. Shortly after, Cheng Kairan and his group tossed away their cigarette butts and got into the Audis parked nearby, majestically and orderly backing out of the small alley.

As the black Mercedes turned the corner, the rear window lowered about a third of the way, and a hand reached out through the gap, throwing out a cigarette butt. The thumb wore an old-fashioned yet rare jade-inlaid gold thumb ring.

Ye Meng didn’t recall it at that moment, not until she and Li Jinyu left the crab restaurant and were about to get a taxi. Then she suddenly froze like a monk in deep meditation. Li Jinyu walked quite far before noticing she hadn’t followed. Looking back, he saw Ye Meng hurriedly walking in the opposite direction.

Li Jinyu caught up and grabbed her, “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to find Cheng Kairan.”

“Why are you looking for him now? Missing him?”

Ye Meng couldn’t be bothered to explain to him and solemnly pushed him aside: “Little brother, big sister isn’t joking with you. I have something very important to confirm right now, so you go play somewhere else.”

His expression cooled, “Tell me what it’s about first, and I’ll tell you where to find them.”

“You know where they went?”

Li Jinyu crossed his arms over his chest, leaning against the wall at the entrance of the alley, chuckling as he said: “Do you want to find Cheng Kairan, or that Mercedes with license plate 5567?”

Ye Meng was startled, “You recognize it?”

“No,” he shook his head, “But I always glance at out-of-town license plates. Can’t help having a good memory—one look and I’ve remembered it.”

Ye Meng asked: “Then how do you know where they went?”

Occasionally satisfied customers would come out of the small alley. Li Jinyu pulled her aside before saying, “Just a guess. At this hour, with a bunch of subordinates and an out-of-town visitor, they changed locations at the last minute. There are only a few restaurants in town.”

She looked at him hesitantly, not knowing why, but feeling he might be trustworthy, so she said: “A few days before my mother died, she met a man wearing a jade-inlaid gold thumb ring. I want to confirm if it’s him.”

“And then what?” Li Jinyu leaned against the wall, waiting leisurely for her to provide a more precise plan, “How will you confirm? Call Cheng Kairan and ask if the man with the jade-inlaid gold thumb ring next to him is your mother’s friend. Or rush in and confront him face to face, asking if he killed your mother?”

Ye Meng rolled her eyes: “Do you think I’m an idiot? If he is the murderer who killed my mother, how could he possibly admit it to my face? And if my mother had some secret, wouldn’t I be putting myself in the line of fire? I just want to confirm his identity.”

Li Jinyu smiled, staring at her discreetly for a moment, then sent a voice message. With his finger pressed on the screen, aimed at the microphone, his eyes stared straight at her, saying: “Yang Tianwei, check if there’s an out-of-town Mercedes outside, license plate 5567.”

Ye Meng immediately heard a swoosh sound.

Yang Tianwei quickly replied with a voice message, “5567? Beijing license plate? I think there is one, right on the back hillside.”

“Keep an eye on it for me,” Li Jinyu replied.

He then opened a map and marked several locations for her to see, “At this time, with so many people, there aren’t many places they could go. Also, Cheng Kairan is dressed formally today, and the visitor has a Beijing license plate, so the venue definitely won’t be too shabby. The crab restaurant is popular on social media, which means this Beijing person is quite young, under forty at least. There are two other popular restaurants in town, one near the hospital and one near the Three Water Tower. But to go to the Three Water Tower, you have to cross the bridge, and it’s rush hour now—look how congested the bridge is. The only thing is, they can’t enter the hospital parking lot, so they can only park on the abandoned back hillside of the inpatient department, which is something Cheng Kairan often does.”

“…” Ye Meng was rendered speechless by his analysis.

After they got into the car, he asked, “Has that person seen you before?”

“No, I only saw this man with the ring from a distance, giving something to my mother,” Ye Meng didn’t want to involve a third party in matters concerning her mother. If there was any trouble, she was, after all, her mother’s daughter, while others had no connection—especially Li Jinyu. So she said, “Li Jinyu, just send me the address, and I can go by myself.”

Li Jinyu withdrew his gaze from the window, glancing at her and saying lazily: “I never said I’d accompany you. I’ve given the address to the driver, and I’ll go straight back to the hospital later.”

“Good,” Ye Meng breathed a sigh of relief.

There was silence for a long time. The scenery outside the car gradually became familiar, as the car turned onto the main road of the old city center, with the buildings on both sides becoming increasingly dense and low.

“There’s something strange,” Li Jinyu stared out the window and suddenly said.

Ye Meng: “What is it?”

He turned back, “Why did Cheng Kairan suddenly decide to change locations? If this Beijing person is so important to him, why would he temporarily leave with everyone just because we upset him? He shouldn’t be that impulsive.”

“So what do you think?”

“He didn’t want you to see this person, of course. So actually, without needing confirmation, we can be sure this man is connected to your mother. Are you sure you still want to go?”

Just as Li Jinyu finished speaking, the car slowly stopped at the entrance. Ye Meng slammed the door with a heavy and determined bang that made his ears ring. She bent down and said to Li Jinyu through the car window, “You say you’re here to spend the rest of your life with your grandmother, and it’s the same for me. I just want to know why my mother committed suicide back then. Because you don’t know how much she loved me—she couldn’t possibly have abandoned me to die.”

Ye Meng’s mother was from out of town, a young girl who grew up in the north. Later, she followed her father to the southern provincial capital to do business, where she met Ye Meng’s father, who was studying at the university in the provincial capital at that time. She then married and moved to Ning Sui. The young girl who had grown up carefree and cherished by her parents never imagined she would marry into a family that was in the eye of the storm. None of the aunts in the Ye family could bear children, so all their hopes were placed on her. Although the old lady didn’t say anything, those expectant gazes and daily prayers, along with the gossip and cold stares of those watching the spectacle in the small town, more or less affected Ye Meng’s mother, who had always been sensitive. Add to that the changes in her figure before and after pregnancy, and her husband’s silent cowardice, it was almost unsurprising that she developed depression.

But all this never affected her love for Ye Meng.

Ye Meng was a person who understood the value of reciprocity. All these years, she knew in her heart that her grandmother and aunts had wanted a boy, but even though she was a girl, they had always treasured her like a jewel. But this love had a barrier. The only one who loved her unreservedly was her mother. She kept everyone else outside that barrier, giving them a very polite, official, and considerate response.

Only with her mother could she surrender herself completely. She seemed enthusiastic, but in reality, she was quite cold-hearted.

So she always held a grudge about her mother’s death. If there was even the slightest clue, she wouldn’t miss it.

…

Dai Ji Restaurant.

At that time, a bespectacled hotel attendant with a crew cut came out of private room 502. He silently calculated in his mind that there were still five minutes until the next dish would be served. He could go to the entrance for a smoke. Just as he took out his lighter, he looked up to find a stack of bright red Mao bills in front of him.

Ye Meng had waited a long time but couldn’t find a female attendant. Fortunately, the male and female attendants at this hotel wore the same uniforms, differing only in size. Ye Meng’s pants were too big and she couldn’t wear them, so she loosely put on just the top. Luckily, her pants were already black suit pants of the same color system, so they looked quite matching. By the time she finished changing and came out, the bespectacled crew-cut attendant had already changed into another set of work clothes that he kept in the break room.

“You have a lot of clothes,” Ye Meng teased him.

The crew cut guy had a look like she was inexperienced, “I have several sets. Working in a restaurant, spilling dishes happens all the time. Hurry up, the next dish is about to be served, I’ll take it for you. And don’t think I’m helping you because of that five hundred yuan. I also have a heart for justice and an axe of love. I definitely won’t tolerate outsiders committing crimes on our turf.” After thinking a bit, he cautiously added, “If that person is a fugitive, you—you—you—you… wait until they leave before calling the police, okay?”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Ye Meng perfunctorily agreed while tying her belt, “You are a passionate good youth.”

The private room door opened a crack, and Ye Meng gently pushed it open. That man was also wearing an ill-fitting suit. He was burly, with a delicate Hermès belt cinching his round belly. Li Jinyu was right—he was quite young, about thirty-five or thirty-six, wearing a jade-inlaid gold thumb ring on his hand, which he kept turning.

Somehow, seeing him sitting with Cheng Kairan, Ye Meng immediately visualized a scene of a fat monk and a skinny monk doing business together, only to be swindled out of their investment.

A stick of sandalwood incense was burning in the private room, with wisps of smoke rising. Even through the hazy smoke, Ye Meng could be certain she had never seen him before. This man was not the one her mother had met a few days before her death.

But she could confirm that this jade-inlaid gold thumb ring was the same one worn by that man back then.

“Your vinegar fish,” Ye Meng bent down and said softly.

Cheng Kairan instinctively looked up, his expression changing immediately. Ye Meng calmly winked at him, indicating that he should remain calm: “Please enjoy. The next dish will be ready in three minutes.”

The fat monk didn’t pay much attention, merely glancing up at Ye Meng, his eyes slightly appraising, “Why did they change to a female attendant? She’s quite pretty.”

Cheng Kairan looked at her for a while, then picked up the conversation: “The town isn’t that particular, whoever’s free comes.”

Ye Meng gently closed the door and walked to the staircase corner, leaning against the wall, counting in her mind: 1, 2, 3…

10—

“What are you doing here?” Cheng Kairan grabbed her and pulled her into the corridor, “How did you know I was here?”

Ye Meng smiled, “Who is that man?”

Cheng Kairan held back his anger, “Where’s Li Jinyu?”

Ye Meng looked at him persistently, turning a deaf ear, already 70-80% certain in her heart. Afraid of eavesdroppers, she calmly took out her phone and typed a string of words—

[Are you investigating my mother’s matter?]

[I’m doing business with him. You leave first, I’ll tell you about it later.]

The crew-cut guy hadn’t been able to smoke earlier as he was interrupted and had his clothes taken by Ye Meng. Now, wearing a new set of work clothes, he was happily preparing to go to the entrance for another smoke. Just as he took out his lighter, miraculously, another bright red Mao bill appeared in front of him.

The crew cut guy thought he had soul-transmigrated into Doraemon’s pocket. He couldn’t believe it and stuffed the lighter back to see if he could pull out more—but the Mao bill remained steadfast, just one hundred.

He looked up to see an extremely handsome man standing in front of him, smiling harmlessly and saying, “Come on, handsome, thanks for your hard work. Take off your clothes and give them to me.”

Crew cut guy: Again?!

Ye Meng was just about to go to the bathroom to change back into her clothes when she heard steady, calm footsteps in the corridor that somehow seemed familiar. She instinctively turned to look.

The bathroom was in the corner, and the corridor was long without a single light. Only a faint glow from the small window at the end provided some illumination. It was quiet and dim. Against that faint light, Ye Meng could only see a tall dark figure approaching her. Before she could make out who it was, a lean arm with a distinctly masculine presence reached out and, with lightning speed, not giving her time to react, directly and unexpectedly hooked around her neck and unceremoniously dragged her into the adjacent men’s bathroom.

Li Jinyu’s movements were clean, efficient, and orderly. Ye Meng was pushed against the door panel, still unsteady and tilting, when through the haze she saw that he had already calmly checked each toilet stall one by one, ensuring no one was there, before leaning against the sink and saying to her: “Did you find out? Is that man connected to your mother’s death?”

Ye Meng shook her head, “Although I haven’t seen him up close, I would still recognize him if I saw him, and it’s not him. But, weren’t you supposed to be at the hospital with your grandmother? How did you come here?”

“Come here,” Li Jinyu leaned against the sink with one hand in his pocket, beckoning to her.

Ye Meng walked over to him.

He said softly: “Cheng Kairan might be in some trouble. That car downstairs, the 5677, has fake plates.”

Ye Meng was surprised, “How did you find out?”

Li Jinyu said: “Because his license plate doesn’t match his car paint. Some plates are old and the paint is new, meaning it’s a new car with old plates. But this isn’t a new car. His paint job is freshly done, and the paint underneath the bumper is the original color of the car. Some cars with fake plates are meant to show off, using fake plates from someone else’s luxury car, but his 5677 plate itself isn’t a prestigious number. It’s a smuggled or stolen car.”

“How did you notice his paint job?” Ye Meng asked again.

“Because I noticed there was someone in his car,” Li Jinyu looked down at her, lowering his voice, which was extremely hoarse, “Cheng Kairan has three cars, and all his men went to eat, leaving no one behind. But this guy left someone in his car. Do you know why he left someone? Because there’s no designated parking at the back hillside of the inpatient department, and during this parking peak time, someone might ask to move the car at any moment. They probably aren’t doing legitimate business, so they don’t dare leave a contact number on the car. If they don’t leave someone behind, others would call 114 (information), which would connect to the original owner’s phone. If the original owner is contacted, they would discover their license plate has been cloned.”

As he spoke, someone outside in the corridor loudly called for an attendant.

The crew-cut guy, who had somehow changed into yet another new set of work clothes, smiled and responded quickly, “Coming! How can I help you?”

“Bring two pots of tea to room 502.”

The footsteps gradually faded away.

Ye Meng peeked through the crack of the bathroom door, quietly checked that no one was around, then turned back to Li Jinyu, saying, “Could Cheng Kairan be in danger from him? He left his phone in the car, and just now he was typing on my phone. He seems to be helping me investigate my mother’s matter.”

Li Jinyu had somehow come to stand behind her. When Ye Meng turned around, she faced his solid chest, his breath gently on top of her head. She could only hear the pounding of a heart. The man looked down at her expressionlessly, and insincerely advised: “If he loves you to the bone, just marry him.”

…

The atmosphere in the private room was somewhat stagnant. After Cheng Kairan finished saying “Can we get the goods next week,” the fat monk didn’t say another word. Instead, he leisurely and methodically started drinking tea. Two boxes of premium Da Hong Pao tea, drinking until his eyes were bloodshot, yet the man kept swallowing it into his belly, not afraid of scalding himself.

After a while, the fat monk took a sip of tea, spat the tea leaves back, and said slowly: “You seem to be in a hurry, Brother Kai.”

Cheng Kairan felt he had been too foolish, showing too much eagerness. He should have said the week after next. He had never been an undercover agent and revealed his position as soon as he opened his mouth. This fat guy was already suspicious of him. When it came to paranoia, he had thought his case was severe, but here was someone with terminal paranoia.

It made sense—how else could this guy afford a Mercedes if he wasn’t so paranoid? Thinking of his own second-hand Audi, bought through connections and exaggerated praise, he felt a wave of gloom.

Like a monkey, he showed a simple smile and said sheepishly: “Isn’t it my mother’s birthday next week? I want to buy a suitable gift for her in time.”

The fat monk was in the antique business. The thumb ring he wore, Cheng Kairan had seen in Ye Meng’s mother’s house. Cheng Kairan had always thought this was quite a coincidence. Although he had grown to hate Ye Meng intensely over these years, Ye Meng’s mother had always supported him during those years. When he was looked down upon by the townspeople and beaten like a drowning dog, it was Ye Meng’s mother who took him home to cook for him and take care of him. Ye Meng’s mother’s suicide had left Ye Meng resentful, and Cheng Kairan couldn’t let it go either. So, it had taken him several years to find this lead.

But he had never been clever. That he had made it this far was entirely due to his unwavering loyalty to his boss back then, which had earned him a promotion. When it came to intelligence, he probably wasn’t even half as smart as Ye Meng. Just a casual word or two from Ye Meng could anger him enough to leave without eating.

The fat monk didn’t believe him and showed a very contemptuous smile.

Suddenly, the private room door was pushed open again, and Ye Meng walked in carrying a small plate of fruit. Her posture was standard, like a professional hostess. She bowed to them, displaying professional training from somewhere, and said with a warm smile: “This is a complimentary fruit platter from our manager.”

Cheng Kairan was overwhelmed—why, why, why have you come again?

As Ye Meng turned to leave, she seemed to suddenly remember something and said to Cheng Kairan: “Oh, by the way, Brother Kai, the manager wants to know if you need champagne for your mother’s birthday party next week?”

What nearly blew Cheng Kairan’s mind, however, was that less than a minute later, Li Jinyu also entered wearing work clothes.

The two coordinated well—one engaged the fat monk in conversation, drawing his attention, while the other, while changing the tea water, casually slipped a note into Cheng Kairan’s palm.

Cheng Kairan’s palm was sweating. While Ye Meng was talking with the fat monk, completely blocking the line of sight, he opened the note and took a look.

[Tell him you don’t want it anymore. Don’t be a coward.]

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 16
The crew-cut server finally found time to take a few puffs of his cigarette in the men’s bathroom. Turning his head, he saw Li Jinyu enter and cheerfully offered him a cigarette.

At first, Li Jinyu didn’t accept it and refused.

Li Jinyu stood at the doorway wearing the same work uniform as them, immediately giving the crew cut man a sense of inferiority. Suddenly he felt that the saying “clothes make the man, the saddle makes the horse” must have been invented to deceive horses.

Thinking this, the crew cut man sheepishly tucked the cigarette behind his ear and said: “Handsome, are you a police officer?”

This was probably the funniest description Li Jinyu had ever heard. No one had ever said he looked like a police officer. Not only did he now look like a hoodlum, but even when he had been a good boy before, no one had ever said he had the demeanor of a police officer.

Most commonly, people called him naive and innocent. He used to be quite naive and sweet. Occasionally, he would call pretty girls “sisters” to make them happy.

Li Jinyu shook his head and took the cigarette tucked behind the crew cut man’s ear, “Brother, can I get a light?”

The crew-cut man smiled and lit it for him.

Li Jinyu loosely held the cigarette between his teeth, lowered his head, and gently inhaled to light it. The spark flashed slightly, and he lowered his eyes a bit.

As the tobacco slowly entered his mouth, the thousands of ants in his lungs seemed to gradually awaken, moving through his bloodstream. The feeling was too intense; he couldn’t bear it and coughed sharply.

“Never smoked before?” the crew-cut man asked, but from the corner of his eye, he noticed Li Jinyu’s habit of holding the cigarette with his distinct knuckled fingers, which had a slightly uneven shade compared to the rest of his skin—he was an old smoker.

Li Jinyu absentmindedly tapped the ash and said in a flat voice: “My lungs aren’t good. I quit. Rarely smoke now.”

The crew cut man said “oh” twice. He’d heard that people who quit smoking and then start again end up smoking even more heavily. He silently calculated that he had taken a hundred yuan from him earlier, and this cigarette would cost two yuan… The crew cut man was alarmed, feeling this business would be unprofitable. Afraid Li Jinyu might ask for another cigarette, he quickly tucked his small amount of money into his pocket and quietly found an excuse to slip away.

Li Jinyu had quit smoking to keep his grandmother company. He had stopped, but surprisingly, she hadn’t, though she had never really intended to quit—she was just humoring him.

Li Jinyu had been smoking for a long time and heavily. He started smoking in middle school in America. From that time, he understood that deep down he had never been a good boy. To please Li Lingbai and let her know he wouldn’t compete with his brother for anything, he pretended to be gentle and kind to everyone in public, as sweet as an angel. But in reality, during those years in America—fighting, smoking, drinking, nightclubs, bars—he did it all. Only he knew just how wild he truly was.

It seemed his grandmother knew as well.

That seemingly blunt and rough old lady understood him the best.

The old lady’s health wasn’t recovering well. Her hip bone hadn’t healed properly even after three months. She had probably been secretly smoking quite a bit behind his back. Yang Tianwei couldn’t keep an eye on her, and the caretaker was even less effective. When he wasn’t around, no one could control her. He was busy running around like a spinning top every day to earn money for her medical expenses, but the old lady didn’t appreciate his efforts at all.

His mood was very bad today. He had just had another argument with the old lady.

They argued almost every day, so they were used to it. But this time, the old lady was especially determined. She refused to stay in the hospital anymore, shouting that hospitalization was useless since her bone was still in this condition. She insisted on going home, come what may. But at home, he would have even less time to take care of her.

Later, the doctor found him.

That’s when he discovered why the old lady was so eager to return home.

The old lady had been coughing up blood recently. A few days ago, during a follow-up examination for her hip fracture, the doctor had also taken a CT scan of her lungs. The results weren’t good, so they immediately performed a biopsy, which had now confirmed the diagnosis. The doctor had wanted to notify him immediately, but the old lady had consistently refused, saying he was busy. Only after he had sent Ye Meng back to the hospital did they inform him of the results. It was confirmed to be lung cancer, though fortunately still in its early stages.

He had been mentally prepared for this outcome. His grandmother’s uncontrollable smoking addiction, coupled with her age, already put her in a high-risk category. He also knew that sooner or later, his grandmother would leave him, but he wanted to do everything possible to keep her for a few more years.

The treatment plan recommended by the doctor was very sensible: chemotherapy, which would cost a lot of money and time, and the patient would have to endure some suffering, but the outcome would be better than the current situation. Because it was caught early, with good recovery, she could live with the tumor for ten years or so without issue.

Abandoning treatment would save money and convenience, and the elderly person wouldn’t have to suffer, but she would have at most two years. Generally, doctors are reluctant to give patients such definitive numbers, but because it was Li Jinyu, the doctor still gave him a timeframe based on his experience, so he could make a decision.

He knew his grandmother was worried about the money. The better-off relatives in the family had cut ties with them long ago when his father married into the family, finding it disgraceful. People in this town cared a lot about face and looked down on men who married into their wives’ families.

He had barely over ten thousand yuan in his bank account, not even enough for one round of chemotherapy.

Li Jinyu bit the cigarette, not inhaling for a long time. The ash had accumulated halfway and was now falling off. He leaned against the sink, flipping his phone between two fingers, not knowing who to call.

He flipped through his contact list from top to bottom, but there wasn’t a single person he could borrow money from.

He lowered his head, dropped his eyes, and his finger slowly stopped on the name Li Lingbai.

His whole body trembled slightly as if he could barely hold the phone. His thumb quivered in the air, his entire body like a heavy piece of iron, unable to press down on the name.

“Li Jinyu?” The men’s bathroom door was unexpectedly pushed open.

Startled, he took a moment to react before hurriedly hanging up.

When he looked up, he saw Ye Meng directly pushing open the men’s bathroom door, sneaking her head in. Her face was truly beautiful, and her eyes seemed to speak, blinking curiously and shining as she looked at him and said: “Are you hiding in here smoking?”

Uncharacteristically, he stared at her, holding the cigarette to his lips. He looked at her, took a deep drag, and exhaled lazily with a smile: “It’s not like you haven’t seen me smoke before.”

Ye Meng was momentarily stunned. She looked back, then quietly squeezed in, closed the door, and leaned her back against it, looking at him and saying softly: “Cheng Kairan has finished talking with that fat monk. He wants us to find a place and meet up with him later.”

The bathroom actually had a very unpleasant smell, which was now shrouded in smoke. With his alluring appearance, one might have mistaken it for some heavenly realm, but in reality, it stank terribly.

However, the meeting place was set at Li Jinyu’s home.

Since there weren’t many places to talk near the hospital—coffee shops, tea houses, any public place wasn’t very safe—home would be safer. So, they could only go to Li Jinyu’s place. The old lady was in the hospital, so he was the only one living at home now, which was quite convenient.

Li Jinyu’s home was on Three Water Tower Old Street. Most of the residents on this street were elderly people living alone in this town. The gray, low, dilapidated buildings had weathered eaves, peeling wall paint, and walls covered with ivy and morning glories. At the entrance of the alley was a pile of kitchen waste rotted to eternity, with the dense atmosphere of daily life everywhere…

The elderly with palm-leaf fans, the elderly practicing swords, Go boards, chess stands, breakfast pancakes, and bun stalls—everything was available. Ye Meng followed Li Jinyu into the alley. Because all she could see were slowly moving elderly people, she felt that time had slowed down, but there was little vitality. It was originally a retirement neighborhood, and for young people living here, it felt somewhat depressing.

Passing through the alley, there was a lush, statuesque old phoenix tree at the entrance, which marked his home.

The door was very old, with two layers—an iron gate outside and a wooden door inside. The corners of the door were a bit moldy, and when pushed open, it creaked loudly, more effective than a doorbell.

Li Jinyu didn’t close the door, but went directly inside and moved the old lady’s wheelchair to the side. Ye Meng stood at the doorway without moving, secretly observing the layout of the old house. It was actually quite similar to her old ancestral home—three rooms and a living room. Though small, it had everything one needed. There was also a small courtyard in the back with some flowers and plants, and a small yellow dog waiting to be fed.

The inside was very dark, with the curtains closed. The layout was simple and clean. Several of his jackets were casually thrown on the sofa, including the Adidas sports jacket he had worn when they first met by the lake. It felt strange.

That night when she asked for his number, she thought it was a pity that such a handsome guy would have no connection with her. She never imagined they would later experience so much together.

There was something unusual in her heart.

Li Jinyu showed no such feelings, casually collecting the clothes on the sofa and throwing them into the inner room.

“Is that your room?” Ye Meng asked.

Li Jinyu glanced at it, gave an affirmative sound, and said, either jokingly or seriously: “Want to take a look? There’s nothing much to see, just a bed and a few cabinets. Feel free to sit anywhere.”

“I see an electronic keyboard,” Ye Meng looked and said, “You play quite a few instruments?”

He took a bottle of cold water from the refrigerator, handed it to her, closed the refrigerator door, and said, “I learned a bit of everything when I was young, but never mastered anything. Didn’t you say my singing is terrible? I don’t play that well either.”

Just as he finished speaking, he pulled the water back and asked: “Can you drink this?”

Ye Meng felt her face inexplicably warm but didn’t answer. She grabbed it back, proving her point with action.

Li Jinyu hooked the corner of his mouth in a slight smile.

The two sat for a while, and Cheng Kairan soon arrived, dusty and travel-worn as he entered. With a wave of his hand, he left his two subordinates guarding outside the door. Cheng Kairan glanced at the two of them and sat down on the sofa opposite. Li Jinyu and Ye Meng were sitting side by side, a sight so damn pleasing to the eye that it made Cheng Kairan uncomfortable. Nevertheless, he got straight to the point: “How did you find me today?”

Ye Meng said: “The town is just this big. He guessed.”

Cheng Kairan looked at Li Jinyu, pondered for a moment, and then said to Ye Meng, “Did you recognize that jade-inlaid gold thumb ring?”

Ye Meng nodded, “You recognized it too?”

“During those years you were in Beijing, your mother often helped me to atone for your sins. She would occasionally bring me home to cook for me. Later, a man with a thumb ring visited her several times. It was just before your mother’s death, during National Day week, the thumb ring man you encountered. I’ve been investigating this man’s whereabouts but have found nothing so far. Later, someone gave me information that they had found the owner of the thumb ring, but this ring had been passed on to today’s fat man several years ago.”

“What does this fat man do?”

“He deals in antiques. So, I found a way to contact him, hoping to find some clues from him,” saying this, Cheng Kairan added, “I’m not doing this for you but for your mother.”

Ye Meng smiled, “I didn’t think otherwise.”

As they spoke, Li Jinyu’s phone on the table rang. He leaned over to pick it up, “I’m going to take a call.”

After saying this, he closed the dividing door and turned to enter the small courtyard.

Ye Meng kept her eyes on his back, but her words were directed at Cheng Kairan, “Has that Beijing man left?”

“He’s gone. I said what you taught me to,” Cheng Kairan lit a cigarette, “I told him that it’s my mother’s birthday next week, and if I can’t see that antique ring, I don’t want it anymore. I had no intention of actually buying it; I just wanted to see what kinds of antique goods he had access to, hoping to find that man from years ago. He didn’t say much and didn’t seem to suspect me anymore.”

Given Cheng Kairan’s intelligence level, Ye Meng felt it was quite impressive that he had managed to get this far. Li Jinyu finished his call and returned, and she said to Cheng Kairan: “Kaikai, thank you.”

Cheng Kairan grunted, ignoring her.

The atmosphere became awkward in an instant. Looking at this pair before him, skilled actors with inexplicable chemistry, he felt angry from every angle and couldn’t stay for even a minute longer. “Forget it, I’m leaving. Are you coming?”

Ye Meng glanced at Li Jinyu, wanting to ask if she could stay a bit longer.

Li Jinyu directly gave his marching orders, lazily leaning back on the sofa and saying to Cheng Kairan: “Take your girl with you.”

Li Jinyu turned on some music and sat alone in the room for a while. The curtains were drawn even tighter than when Ye Meng and the others were there. He had never been comfortable in very bright environments.

Low-tempo rock music pounded in the room. He quite liked this kind of depressing heavy metal with its strong rhythm and high release of emotions. But afraid of disturbing the neighbors, he kept the volume low, making it sound somewhat dull and oppressive. Yet it truly filled every corner of the room, and the emptiness in his heart finally seemed to be filled a little.

He sat behind the electronic keyboard in the room, headphones around his neck, head leaning back against the wall, one leg bent on the stool, hand resting on it, his pose even more lazy.

The hospital had just called him, asking if he had made a decision.

He barely needed to think; he immediately said they definitely would pursue treatment. The doctor replied that if they were to treat her, his grandmother would need to be transferred to a different ward, requiring an advance payment to change departments. His grandmother insisted on seeing him and adamantly refused to be transferred.

He smiled bitterly. He could only be depressed for this short while; later he would have to go to the hospital to coax the old lady. After coaxing the old lady, he would still need to earn money for medical bills. Once upon a time, money had been his least concern, but how had he managed to mess up his life like this?

Had he known, he would have gritted his teeth and completed university, at least obtaining A University diploma first. He’d heard that with a 985 university diploma, you could get a civil service job in town without taking exams or interviews.

But at that time, he would tremble at the sight of Li Lingbai and had no way to live with her. He couldn’t even stay in Beijing.

His life seemed to have become like this, and what change could occur?

He laughed weakly. Thinking of this, he lowered his head and ran his hand haphazardly through the hair that was resting on his knee.

A thought emerged in his mind that made him sneer at himself.

—Maybe he should sleep with Ye Meng and blackmail her for a hundred or two hundred thousand.

You are a bastard deep down, Li Jinyu.

He smiled self-mockingly, hooking the corner of his mouth.

Suddenly, there came two heavy knocks on the door.

“Bang bang! Bang bang!”

He went to open the door and was stunned—the little lamb had delivered herself to his doorstep. He frowned impatiently, “Why did you come back?”

“I forgot my bag.”

Ye Meng pointed to the sofa. Li Jinyu looked back, slightly stepping aside to let her in.

At this moment, without Cheng Kairan, there were only the two of them, plus the heavy, deep heavy metal music. The atmosphere suddenly became somewhat decadent. Li Jinyu had headphones around his neck, arms crossed, leaning obliquely against the doorframe, saying nothing, seemingly waiting for her to take her bag and leave.

The music was low and slow. Ye Meng pointed at the bathroom: “May I use the bathroom?”

Li Jinyu leaned against the door, took his hand out of his arms, and vaguely pointed in that direction with four fingers, inviting her to go ahead.

“Whoosh—” Soon, the sound of flushing came from the bathroom.

Ye Meng came out. Li Jinyu had his hands in his pockets, still leaning obliquely against the doorframe. This house was low and cramped, and he was tall and broad, yet with the slenderness of youth, creating a contrasting cuteness. Ye Meng felt that his head was almost touching the ceiling, and he looked dejected and pitiful.

Ye Meng walked over and stood in front of him, looking up at him steadily, wanting to ask if he had encountered some problem again, and why he looked so sad. She had noticed his abnormal state earlier, but her mother’s matter had distracted her, and she didn’t have the energy to take care of this younger brother.

Li Jinyu became irritated by her gaze. From his position, he could see outside the courtyard on the first floor where Cheng Kairan was standing under the old phoenix tree, smoking a cigarette and waiting for her. Two subordinates stood beside him. The three men’s gazes were fixed directly in this direction.

“Aren’t you leaving yet?” He slightly hunched his back, pointed his chin toward the door, and said mockingly: “Your ‘brother’ Cheng Kairan is still waiting for you outside—”

Is it appropriate for you to stare at me like this?

Before he could finish his sentence, his lips were captured by hers.

Li Jinyu’s mind exploded, and musical notes danced vividly. The low, roaring, depressing music around him seemed to gradually disappear from his world. Those experiences he had never had before seemed to break through the soil. In his barren heart, new sprouts seemed to emerge, something growing frantically. The dying little deer finally stopped licking its wounds alone.

That desolate world, in this moment, everything stopped, in silence.

Ye Meng picked up her bag that had been accidentally dropped when she lunged forward, patted it, and said expressionlessly—

“If you say I’m his girl again, big sister will take you.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 17
“and every single year “I’m drowning in my tears…”

The music in the room was rich, deep, and buzzing in his ears. Li Jinyu hadn’t heard the second half of Ye Meng’s sentence; he only vaguely made out two words: “le ni” (took you).

Given her direct personality, he could guess what she had said.

For a moment, he didn’t know how to react. He looked at her with a mixture of anger and amusement, his eyes showing little emotion. With headphones hanging around his neck, leaning against the doorframe, he lowered his head and silently stared at her for a while in the depressing, low music. Without turning, his peripheral vision could sense that under the old phoenix tree, Cheng Kairan had angrily thrown down his cigarette and was about to charge over without a word, but was firmly held in place by his two level-headed subordinates, each grabbing one of his arms.

Technically speaking, this was his first kiss, if one didn’t count the one stolen by the neighbor’s older sister when he was six. But he didn’t want Ye Meng to know that he had never even had a proper relationship. This didn’t fit his current persona at all. During those years in America, he had been too young, only thirteen or fourteen. Smoking, drinking, and going to bars, but little interest in girls. Even when he later developed an interest, after Li Siyang finished his college entrance exams, he returned under Li Lingbai’s watchful eye and resumed being a good boy.

“You want to see me get beaten up by Cheng Kairan, don’t you?” he said with a cold laugh.

Ye Meng displayed an open smile. She wasn’t conventionally beautiful, but she was pure and moving. Her speech was direct and clear, pleasant to the ear, without the accent of small-town women, her pronunciation standard and precise: “I’ll clear things up with him. If he touches you, hit him back. If you kill him, I’ll go to jail for you.”

Li Jinyu looked at her without moving, and finally, his gaze swept over the seething Cheng Kairan behind her. He turned his head away indifferently and said: “That’s cruel to Cheng Kairan. He’s still helping you find the truth.”

Ye Meng nodded but didn’t intend to continue the deep conversation, showing rare self-mockery: “I’ve never been a perfect person. I’m selfish, greedy…”

And lustful, Li Jinyu silently added in his heart.

“But I want to make you happy,” Ye Meng said frankly and directly.

Li Jinyu was stunned. He couldn’t describe the feeling, as if a frozen corner within him was being softened by something.

Now Ye Meng became gentlemanly, “If you’re not going to hold me accountable for what just happened, I’ll leave now.”

“Hold you accountable for what?”

“I kissed you without your consent. Honestly, this counts as sexual harassment,” she was quite self-aware, taking out her phone and handing it to him, “Do you need compensation, or do you want to call the police?”

She was really… perplexing.

The music outside had changed to another song, still very melancholic. Li Jinyu turned sideways, headphones still around his neck, his back against the wall, hands in his pockets. He lowered his head in silence for a moment, then pointed his chin toward the door, not looking at her, and said: “Go.”

Ye Meng sat in the car, her expression far from happy. On the contrary, she was extremely frustrated. She had never been such an impulsive person. Even when she acted boldly, she was still someone who left room for herself. She didn’t know what had come over her just now, leaving even herself confused.

If Li Jinyu had called the police, she might be sitting in a police car now. Thinking of this, a cold sweat broke out on her forehead. If she were taken away in a police car as a harassment offender, she would have no choice but to return to Beijing with a thick skin and continue being Gou Kai’s flatterer.

It wasn’t that she was afraid of anything; she had never been bound by discipline. She just feared that the old lady would faint from anger.

“You like that boy?” Cheng Kairan finally could not help but speak.

The two subordinates sat in the front, quietly driving, occasionally glancing at the two in the rearview mirror, always alert to the strange atmosphere. After a while, Ye Meng came to her senses, turned her head to look out the window, and corrected him as if she hadn’t heard: “He’s older than you. Give me a cigarette.”

Now closing her eyes, her entire body was filled with Li Jinyu’s scent. His lips were thin, with a clear and distinct shape, but unexpectedly soft.

Cheng Kairan threw a cigarette at her with full resentment, landing it in her hand, his eyes contemptuous as he said: “I’m not gossiping behind his back, but Li Jinyu is not a good man. He’s despicable. All the gossipy women in town are wrapped around his finger. At that bar where he sings, just the other day I caught him having a quickie with a woman in the bathroom.”

“I know,” Ye Meng took a puff of the cigarette, exhaling the smoke lightly, her eyes narrowing slightly, “Anything else?”

Cheng Kairan found this version of Ye Meng too captivating, and he immediately felt powerless. He was the most humble secret admirer. He thought he had disguised it well, but at this moment, he inexplicably felt that the woman before him must know everything.

“I could expose his dirt for three days and three nights without finishing,” Cheng Kairan didn’t want Ye Meng to think he harbored malice toward Li Jinyu without reason, so he calmed his expression and said sincerely, “When this guy goes crazy, he goes crazy. No one can stop him. You think he’s so good to the old lady now, but he’s not filial. When he first came here a few years ago, he got into a fight and nearly crippled someone who’s still lying in the hospital now. The old lady paid hundreds of thousands in compensation to keep him out of prison. Otherwise, he’d just be a convict now.”

Could Li Jinyu have lied to her? When he said his mother had given the old lady a sum of money, was it not donated to the welfare institute but used for his compensation?

“Young and reckless, who hasn’t made mistakes?” Ye Meng said dismissively as she tapped away some ash.

Cheng Kairan’s suppressed anger rose again, like a balloon about to explode, and his words turned vicious: “Fine, you insist on going after him? With so many decent men in town, you don’t choose, you want a man who has no money, no influence, who’s nothing but a pretty face, worthless in every way, living like a dog?”

Ye Meng smiled, saying lightly: “Yes, I’d choose him over you.”

Cheng Kairan looked at her in astonishment, his mind suddenly blank. She knew everything. He thought he had concealed it well; he thought she would pretend ignorance forever. Now, for Li Jinyu’s sake, she had finally made it clear.

The scenery became increasingly familiar. Ye Meng extinguished her cigarette and asked the subordinate to stop the car at the intersection, though of course, the subordinate didn’t listen to her. Ye Meng took out a bank card and a business card from her bag and handed them to Cheng Kairan, “Kaikai, go to Beijing and get the scar on your face removed. This doctor can help you. His technique is very good. I had a colleague with a similar condition to yours, and now he looks like a normal person.”

Cheng Kairan didn’t move for a long time. He didn’t take it; he felt that if he took this card, everything between him and Ye Meng would truly be settled once and for all. After a long while, he moved his lips: “What do you mean?”

Ye Meng pushed forward a bit and said again: “Don’t bother with my mother’s matter anymore. Live your own life well. Between us, from now on, no one owes anyone anything. My mother’s death has nothing to do with you. If it has to be blamed on someone, it can only be blamed on me, for not being a boy.”

“You want to cut ties with me because of him?” Cheng Kairan couldn’t believe it and raised his voice sharply to confirm once more, “Is that it?”

“Because he doesn’t want to offend you, he always rejects me,” Ye Meng casually warned, “Kaikai, if you dare to touch him, you know me. When I go crazy, no one can stop me either. If anyone causes trouble for him, I’ll hold you responsible.”

Cheng Kairan knew Ye Meng very well. She truly spoiled her boyfriends. In high school, she was with a very handsome junior. It wasn’t obvious how much Ye Meng liked this junior, but she pampered him as if he was the only one in the world, and no one dared to offend him. Later, when they broke up, she was truly cold-hearted. She still went about eating, drinking, and having fun as usual, never appearing to be sad. As for that junior, who seemed quite proud at first and wouldn’t pay attention to anyone, in the end, he was the one who couldn’t let go and sought reconciliation.

So, she and Li Jinyu were at most just a case of intense passion. After it burned out, it would be over.

Yang Tianwei was selected for the youth training camp, an unprecedented opportunity, and he was about to go to Beijing for training. Ye Meng’s well-intentioned action had backfired—the old lady now had no one to take care of her. Li Jinyu didn’t want to spend money on a caretaker, so he took care of her day and night himself. Plus, after transferring to a different ward, the costs would be much higher than before. Apart from selling himself, he really couldn’t think of any quick way to make money.

“Out of money, aren’t you? In a difficult spot?” the old lady said with a schadenfreude expression as she munched on a banana. “I said not to treat it, but you insisted. If you don’t have the skills, why take on the job? Do you still think you’re that little young master who can just reach out for clothes and open your mouth for food?”

“Eat your banana,” Li Jinyu was considering whether to write an ad selling himself as he looked at his phone, snorting disdainfully, “I was never a ‘young master who could reach out for clothes and open his mouth for food.’ There’s no young master in the world as unlucky as me.”

The old lady offered a suggestion, “Why don’t I just jump from here and end it all in one go.”

Li Jinyu responded absent-mindedly without looking up, “Jumping from here won’t kill you. If you want to jump, go to the roof.”

“Heartless,” the old lady cursed, but her face was still smiling. Ever since the test report came out, her temper had improved a lot, as if things had suddenly settled. Once the remaining days became dry numbers, she seemed to be less irritable about life.

The old lady bit the last piece of banana, carefully folded the peel back to its original shape, threw it into the trash bin, and said in a childlike tone: “I only have one wish now.”

“I’m not Aladdin’s lamp. Don’t make wishes to me,” Li Jinyu had a bad feeling and immediately shut her down.

The old lady ignored him and continued: “Find a girl and get married. Don’t always face this old woman. And find a place to move out soon. You can rent a place in town, go where there are more young people, and don’t stay in a retirement community. And if the old lady upstairs brings you things, don’t open the door. She’s not a good old thing, she wants to find herself a young husband and has been eyeing you for a long time.”

Li Jinyu raised an eyebrow, “Wouldn’t that be perfect? The old lady upstairs is over eighty. When she goes, all the money and the house will be mine. Then we can connect the upstairs and downstairs, and get you a big villa.”

The old lady knew this kid was just being glib, saying anything that came to mind. In reality, he was very cautious of that old lady. She didn’t bother to continue and pretended to have a headache, driving him out of the hospital room.

Once Li Jinyu left, the old lady sneakily crawled out from under the covers, took out her phone, and carefully identified the numbers on the senior phone to call the hospital’s volunteer caregiver.

Ye Meng never expected to encounter Li Jinyu’s grandmother at the entrance of the community.

Today she had originally planned to buy a car, but she nearly drove the salesperson mad during the test drive. In the end, she decided to find an instructor to practice her driving skills first. Although Ning Sui town was small, driving was necessary to go anywhere these days. If she were to work in the future, not having a car would be even more troublesome.

The old lady saw her and excitedly called her name, asking the caregiver to push her over: “Ye Meng!”

Ye Meng hurriedly walked over, took over from the caregiver, and asked while bending down: “Grandma Li, how did you get out of the hospital?”

The old lady waved her hand: “I’m not surnamed Li anymore! My son married into another family, so Li Jinyu takes his mother’s surname. Even if he hadn’t married into another family, he wouldn’t take my surname. My surname is Diao. You can call me Grandma Diao, or more directly, you can call me Grandma like Li Jinyu does.”

Ye Meng was greatly amused by this old lady. She pushed her slowly toward the park ahead, fearlessly half-jokingly saying: “Then I’ll call you Grandma!”

The old lady let out a long, contented “Ai,” as if the call had reached her heart, making her extremely happy, almost bouncing in her wheelchair.

Along the way were strolling pedestrians, coming and going, shoulder to shoulder. The three moved through the crowd. The caregiver smiled and made a digression: “The old lady is happy to see you. She had a long face earlier. An outsider might have thought I was bullying her.”

Before Ye Meng could respond, the old lady immediately interrupted and said to Ye Meng, “Ye Meng, push me to sit by the lake. I haven’t been here before. Later, give Li Jinyu a call and ask him to pick me up.”

…

When Ye Meng called Li Jinyu, he was actually near the lake, but sitting across from him was a wealthy woman—not the kind of modestly well-off like Ye Meng, but truly wealthy, owning several beauty salons in town with annual profits exceeding a million.

From her physique, she also appeared very wealthy. Her gaze was both critical and satisfied as she looked him up and down, “Can you do it?”

Li Jinyu couldn’t stand this sticky gaze. In his heart were ten thousand alpacas. Why did life have to push him to this point?

Following this, the phone on the table suddenly vibrated. He immediately felt relieved. Normally, he would never answer such an unfamiliar number, but he promptly picked it up and said coldly: “Sorry, Sister Li, I need to take this call.”

“Hello?”

He held the phone to his ear. Sister Li was like a huge behemoth, blocking all his sight. He had nowhere to look except to turn his head toward the window. And thus, at this moment, all the coincidences in the world occurred—

Ye Meng, pushing his grandmother in a wheelchair, with her phone held to her ear, simultaneously met his gaze.

Through the receiver came her familiar voice, “It’s me, Ye Meng.”

Her gaze instinctively swept over the woman opposite Li Jinyu, then returned to this self-degrading man. Sister Li was too famous in this town; Ye Meng couldn’t help but think too much.

“Li Jinyu, are you a male escort?”

“Your mother,” he swore, “Hand model, hand model, understand?”
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Male hand modeling is already quite an established profession both domestically and internationally, but the requirements are rather high—not too many palm lines, no scars, and fair skin, among other things. Sister Li had seen many who barely qualified before, but someone with naturally excellent conditions like Li Jin Yu made her feel like she’d found a treasure. Without hesitation, she slapped the contract on the table for him to sign.

But Li Jin Yu was still hesitating, wrestling with his inner turmoil.

Sister Li made another grand gesture, wielding her pen decisively as she doubled the price. “The rate I’m offering you is what international supermodels get. Don’t believe me? Ask around in the industry. Last time there was a rather handsome young man, and I only gave him 500 yuan per day.”

His inner struggle surrendered. Li Jin Yu took the pen without hesitation and signed his name with a flourish.

Sister Li collected the contract with satisfaction. Recalling that Qiao Mai Mai had mentioned something when introducing Li Jin Yu to her, she casually asked while sealing the contract envelope, “Is this money enough to treat your grandmother’s illness?”

It was not enough, but at least it could cover the first round of chemotherapy. As for future expenses, he would have to figure that out later. In his current situation, he could only take things one step at a time.

“Not enough,” Li Jin Yu told her truthfully.

The small-town café wasn’t too crowded; in fact, it was quite empty.

Sister Li nodded as expected and spoke frankly without reservation: “Then you’ll need to find other solutions. This price is the highest payment I can offer you—any higher would be ridiculous. Usually, payments are settled monthly, but since you need it urgently, I can give you an advance payment first so your grandmother can get her first chemotherapy session. An elderly person’s illness shouldn’t be delayed.”

Sister Li was the town’s formidable single wealthy woman—divorced, passionate, with a preference for young men. She always pursued men with real determination. However, she preferred muscular macho types and wasn’t very interested in excessively handsome guys like Li Jin Yu, because if they stood together, her wealth would be too obvious. If she were to keep him as a lover, she was afraid Li Jin Yu might die in bed. Offering advance payment was her greatest act of compassion for a handsome man.

Before leaving, she gave him a bottle of hand masks: “Although your hands are in very good condition, you should also take care of them. Soak them in milk occasionally and apply plastic wrap.” Then, Sister Li’s gaze fell almost imperceptibly on his thin wrist. “I suggest you get a tattoo to cover that scar on your wrist. Otherwise, it’s troublesome to edit it out in post-production every time.”

Li Jin Yu thought about it seriously and replied, “Alright.”

Sister Li was twisting her waist preparing to leave when she suddenly remembered something. She turned back with a sensuous look and said to him, “If you don’t mind, I have a friend looking for underwear models. Sister can introduce you.”

“…Thank you.”

Li Jin Yu’s mouth twitched, and his inner turmoil resurfaced.

After Sister Li left, Li Jin Yu didn’t get up immediately. He sat on the sofa for a while before coming out to find them.

Ye Meng had been staring intently at his hands since he walked out, thinking his hands were suitable for modeling. She hadn’t noticed before that he had manga-like hands—long, fair, with distinct knuckles.

Li Jin Yu, probably feeling embarrassed or genuinely annoyed, coughed once and stuffed his hands into his pockets, not letting her see them. He asked irritably, “Why did you kidnap my grandmother?”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Ye Meng explained calmly. “I ran into her at the entrance of my residential community. Just a coincidence.”

Li Jin Yu lowered his head to glance at the old lady in the wheelchair. The old lady kept winking at him meaningfully. He looked away with a helpless smile, realizing that the old woman had an ulterior motive—she wanted Ye Meng to be his girlfriend.

“Let’s go. I’ll take you back,” he said to Ye Meng.

“Huh?” Ye Meng was startled. “What about your grandmother…”

Li Jin Yu acted as if he couldn’t be bothered. His long legs walked around the old lady’s wheelchair, and he left without looking back, saying lazily, “She’s so capable, what would she need me for?”

This relationship between grandmother and grandson was truly a love-hate dynamic. Ye Meng didn’t know whether to go or stay. Seeing her standing there motionless, the old lady anxiously stamped her foot and urgently signaled to her, nearly sending her dentures flying: “Silly girl, hurry up and follow him!”

After the two had walked some distance, the old lady revealed her triumphant expression. The caregiver had observed everything and teased her while pushing the wheelchair back to the hospital: “Old madam wants to hold a great-grandson, doesn’t she?”

Dong Ju Hua sat in the wheelchair, shaking her head. She looked back with some concern, gazing affectionately at that tall but somewhat dejected figure, and said, “I just want to find someone to keep him company.” After confirming that Ye Meng had caught up with Li Jin Yu, she relaxed her gaze and sighed with a smile, “Otherwise, when I’m gone, he’ll be alone for his entire life.”

The caregiver looked surprised and smiled, “That won’t happen. With your grandson’s looks, there must be plenty of girls who like him.”

“You don’t understand.” Dong Ju Hua waved her hand dismissively.

The street lamps in the small town remained capricious, some lit and some not, casting a dim glow over the road. The path was quite lively, filled with townspeople heading to Lake Ning Sui for a stroll. This eye-catching pair stood out, particularly in the crowd, and even from a distance, Ye Meng could feel the impressed gazes of several schoolgirls and boys.

Students’ gazes are bold and intense, unlike mature adults who would conceal and avoid. So even though Ye Meng traced those burning gazes to their sources, they didn’t shy away but stared directly at the two of them, their eyes unable to hide their envy.

Ye Meng understood that kind of envy. When she was in school, she had also been particularly curious about the adult world, envying their rationality and nonchalance, as well as their ability to openly hold hands and kiss the people they liked.

Humans are contradictory creatures—in youth, they envy the rawness and openness of adulthood; in adulthood, they envy the innocence and ambiguity of youth.

“Where did you get your tattoo?” Li Jin Yu suddenly asked.

Ye Meng instantly pulled her thoughts away from those students, momentarily confused: “What tattoo?”

Li Jin Yu walked in front of her with his hands in his pockets. He turned around, walking backward while talking to her, and nodded toward her: “The one on your collarbone.”

Ye Meng instinctively covered her collarbone: “When did you see that?”

“Why are you covering it?” he snickered, casually saying with his hands still in his pockets: “I’ve already seen everything.”

“Seeing everything means you have to marry me,” Ye Meng seized the opportunity to say.

Li Jin Yu laughed, “Come on, how about I get a collarbone tattoo later to show you? Then we’ll be even.”

He was truly difficult to deceive. Ye Meng asked, “Where are you getting yours?”

He made a sound of agreement, stopped smiling, and extended his wrist while walking backward: “Sister Li said this scar is too noticeable.”

“Are you short on money again?” Hand modeling—she couldn’t believe he’d come up with that. She said resentfully, “Be careful not to get taken advantage of.”

“When am I not short on money?” He put his hand back in his pocket, turned around, and continued walking forward, smiling as he said, “If Sister Li were willing, I wouldn’t mind, but unfortunately, she’s not interested in me.”

Ye Meng looked at him coldly: “Oh, so Sister Li is acceptable, but I’m not, is that it?”

“Mm, anyone would do, except you.” Li Jin Yu said casually, as if teasing her, but not quite.

Ye Meng angrily led him to a tattoo artist she knew well. The tattoo shop had a narrow front, with a door shorter than Li Jin Yu’s height, though Ye Meng could easily walk through. She leaned against the doorway like a human trafficker and asked with a smile: “Would you take this little brother?”

The two women were acquainted, as the tattoo artist calmly scrutinized Li Jin Yu for a while, cracking sunflower seeds and clicking her tongue: “What wind blew you in here?”

Ye Meng entered the shop with familiarity, browsing around for a while before pointing her chin at Li Jin Yu standing in the doorway. “He wants a tattoo.”

The doorframe blocked Li Jin Yu’s face, revealing only his neck with a scar at his Adam’s apple. In the night, it looked like a forbidden yet sexy kiss mark. The tattoo artist nudged Ye Meng’s shoulder meaningfully and said, “Wow, a boyfriend? This one’s exciting.”

Ye Meng smiled without denying it and called Li Jin Yu in.

The man bent down to enter, fully exposed under the light—fair-skinned and youthful, like a celebrity. The tattoo artist looked at him with envy and whispered in Ye Meng’s ear: “Damn, you’re lucky. Another young guy?”

Ye Meng ignored her and said to Li Jin Yu: “Tell this lady what you want to tattoo. Just call her Sister Shi. ‘Shi’ as in lion. Sister Shi’s skills are excellent; the swelling will go down in two or three days at most.”

“Snap!” Sister Shi turned on the light of the tattoo station and gestured for the man to sit down. “What do you want to get tattooed?”

Li Jin Yu placed his wrist on the table: “Just cover this scar.”

Sister Shi had seen all kinds of scars and calmly glanced at them before confidently suggesting: “How about an EKG line? The length is just right.”

He didn’t care much about the design: “Whatever, as long as it covers it.”

“Alright then.”

Sister Shi was very efficient, without unnecessary talk, and got straight to work. Li Jin Yu had wanted to cover the scar with a tattoo before, but couldn’t stand how chatty tattoo artists were, always curious about his scar and about him as a person. He found it too annoying, so he never went through with it.

But unexpectedly, this Sister Shi, despite seeming like a gossip, was serious and efficient when working.

She stared at his hand without moving for two or three hours, her gaze never straying from the spot, showing her genuine passion for her craft.

“Sister Shi.”

Perhaps not expecting the man to speak, Sister Shi looked up at him with some surprise, then continued working. “What is it?”

“What does Ye Meng’s collarbone tattoo mean?”

Sister Shi smiled and gave him a meaningful look: “You want to know if it’s related to an ex-boyfriend, right?”

Li Jin Yu coughed: “Just curious.”

“Don’t worry, she’s outside and can’t hear us. She’s probably asleep by now,” Sister Shi explained. “She used to bring young guys here for tattoos often, but don’t misunderstand—she was just helping my business. That tattoo is her mother’s name, not some ex-boyfriend, so relax.”

“Her mother’s name is Wyatt?”

“Your English is pretty good. When I heard that pronunciation, I thought it was from some American TV show I watched,” Sister Shi looked at him with surprise, then continued, “Everyone has an English name these days. This name translates to something like ‘smart’ or ‘mysterious.’ Ye Meng gave it to her mother. She liked a movie at the time, and coincidentally, there was a mysterious and powerful character with this name, so she tattooed it on herself.”

After finishing, Sister Shi returned him exactly as he was to Ye Meng, who was sound asleep on the sofa.

Ye Meng could truly sleep anywhere. Half her face was imprinted with marks from pressure. She sat up and collected herself for a moment before standing up and saying to Li Jin Yu: “Let’s go. Did you pay?”

“Sister Shi wouldn’t accept payment. She said it’s on your account.”

Ye Meng sighed, not bothering to argue. “Let’s go then.”

Outside the door, there was a bandage wrapped around Li Jin Yu’s thin wrist, giving him a somewhat yandere look. He unwrapped a milk candy for himself, chewing it casually as he took out his phone and said to her: “Add my WeChat, I’ll pay you back.”

Ye Meng reflexively refused: “Forget it, it’s just a small amount. Keep it for yourself.”

Ding—

The trees stood motionless, and everything around was exceptionally quiet. Several small birds perched on the eaves, leisurely looking down at them in a row. Perhaps disturbed by a fleeting thought in Ye Meng’s mind, a cat on the wall was startled. Like a flowing shadow, it swiftly leaped onto the eaves, frightening the birds into spreading their wings and flying away.

A loud rustle.

Ye Meng, like a startled bird herself, looked at him, trying to grasp that fleeting inspiration: “What did you say? Add your WeChat?”

Li Jin Yu had already put his phone back in his pocket and was holding his bandaged wrist as if in pain, half-smiling as he walked away: “Too bad, big sister refused.”

Ye Meng melted at the way he called her “big sister.”

She instinctively reached out to grab him, eager to explain but accidentally caught his bandaged wrist. Li Jin Yu sucked in a sharp breath of pain and hissed, “Are you trying to cripple me?”

Ye Meng quickly apologized, but her hand seemed possessed and kept holding on, with an expression that said “How could I do that, my precious”: “I couldn’t bear to hurt you, baby.”

Li Jin Yu let out a muffled laugh, in considerable pain, his handsome face contorting unusually: “If you don’t let go, it’s going to get infected.”

Ye Meng finally came to her senses and quickly released her grip, looking concerned: “How is it, baby? Should we go back and check it?”

“Call me ‘baby’ one more time, and I’ll throw you in the lake,” Li Jin Yu said through the pain.

“Fine, if I could be held by you before dying, I’d be satisfied,” Ye Meng said shamelessly, without any sincerity.

“Are you mentally ill?”

Ye Meng looked at him directly, her expression unchanging as she said: “Li Jin Yu, I stayed here for you. If I hadn’t met you, I would probably have returned to Beijing by now.”

The pain finally subsided, and Li Jin Yu straightened up. Ye Meng had to look up at him again. He regarded her coldly and said: “Don’t think I don’t know. Fang Ya En said you couldn’t make it in Beijing anymore.”

Her sweet talk exposed, she sighed: “…Fine. There are other reasons too, like Beijing being a truly anxiety-inducing city. What about you? Why did you leave Beijing?”

Li Jin Yu was stunned, “Who told you I came from Beijing?”

Tattoos now require real-name registration, with ID verification.

“I just saw your ID card and the address—Chaoyang District, Beijing.”

Ye Meng had even memorized his ID number.

Li Jin Yu seemed lost in thought, gently twisting his wrist, as if mocking himself or perhaps avoiding something. After a long while, he said: “Because there, no matter what I did, I couldn’t gain anyone’s recognition, no matter how perfectly I did it.”

His gaze was profound but like a dead pond. This look stayed with Ye Meng for a long time, so much that later when she was in Beijing, she would often recall that there was such a person trapped in the small town of Ning Sui. A person who caused immense heartache.

“Li Jin Yu, I’ll take you somewhere,” Ye Meng suddenly said.

“Where?”

“A bar,” Ye Meng turned around to borrow Sister Shi’s car. Sister Shi threw the keys from inside the shop, and she caught them steadily. “Thanks, I’ll bring it back later.”

Sister Shi’s car was small and old, a manual transmission for running errands. It was a tight fit for a tall person like Li Jin Yu in the passenger seat. He nervously fastened his seatbelt and said, “Are you sure you can drive? Maybe we should just call a car.”

“Sit tight,” Ye Meng commanded with authority, forcing him to comply with a single order.

Li Jin Yu sat motionless, a tall guy of over 1.8 meters sitting like an elementary school student, waiting for her to start the car.

Ye Meng didn’t move for quite some time.

Li Jin Yu glanced at her and saw her frowning, lost in thought. He meekly reminded her: “I’ve fastened my seatbelt.”

Ye Meng suddenly became impatient: “Just be quiet for a moment.”

“…”

“…”

The twilight was vast and lonely, with no one around except for the cats occasionally lying on or scurrying along the walls. The only remaining living beings at the alley entrance were the two of them.

Li Jin Yu finally couldn’t bear it anymore and turned his head to look out the window. “It’s been ten minutes. If we don’t leave now, I’m going home to sleep.”

Ye Meng slowly relaxed her furrowed brow and pointed at the driver’s seat floor: “I haven’t driven a manual transmission for a long time. Is that the clutch or the accelerator in the middle?”

Li Jin Yu glanced indifferently: “That’s the brake.”
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The car had barely moved a few meters before it stalled twice. The vehicle shook violently up and down—anyone who didn’t know better might think they were having car sex in the middle of the night. Li Jin Yu suddenly regretted why he had gotten into her car. Wouldn’t it be better to just live peacefully? Thinking like this, his depression was nearly cured by her antics.

He was firmly strapped in his seatbelt, his head resting against the headrest without moving, only glancing sideways at her as she struggled and failed to start the car. With a look of utter despair, he reminded her: “Friend, aren’t you going to put it in gear?”

Hearing this, Ye Meng shifted into gear, then instinctively glanced at him.

“Press the clutch first, shift to first gear, then release the handbrake,” Li Jin Yu said lazily. He realized that time truly was a wonderful thing—no matter how confused you might be about something, after a few years, you’ll eventually get your answer. Life doesn’t shortchange you. He suddenly understood why driving instructors smoked so heavily. He had gotten his license at eighteen, taking the test at the same time as Gou Kai and that group. They were all boys from wealthy families who already knew how to drive, so their instructor had it easy—barely needed to supervise them, just casually gave a few tips, and within days they all passed the test.

The group of girls who tested during the same period still hadn’t passed their road test a year later. The instructor had practically torn his hair out in frustration. Women’s neural connections in this area seemed particularly prone to short-circuit.

The car slowly moved out of its spot, and Ye Meng finally regained some driving feel. She smiled at him and said, “You know how to drive? Why don’t you take over?”

Li Jin Yu turned back toward the window and said mockingly yet lazily, “I don’t. But just because I haven’t eaten pork doesn’t mean I haven’t seen a pig run, right?”

Ye Meng was momentarily stunned as she rolled out of the quiet, narrow alley at a speed of twenty kilometers per hour. She asked suspiciously, “But Yang Tian Wei said you have a driver’s license?”

“I do, but can’t I have never driven on the road?” he replied casually.

Ye Meng smiled, “You’re so cocky for someone who can’t drive. Just be quiet. I hate backseat drivers when I’m driving.”

Li Jin Yu snorted. He could ride a tricycle at two and race cars at six.

But he didn’t say that out loud. He obediently closed his mouth, not out of fear, but simply because he didn’t want to talk to her.

As night deepened, the small town fell completely silent. Under the dim streetlights mixed with the hazy moonlight, one could vaguely see a small car wobbling out of a dark alley. The journey was quiet, with Li Jin Yu resting with his eyes closed on the seat, while Ye Meng focused on the road ahead, though there was hardly any traffic. Fortunately, she had originally learned on a manual transmission, and gradually regained her feel for it through the bumpy ride.

While waiting at a red light, Ye Meng turned to look at the man beside her. Leaning back, his jaw was thin, his Adam’s apple prominent, and that faint yet indented “kiss mark” scar on his skin mysteriously made him appear somewhat callous. Li Jin Yu kept his eyes closed the whole time, yet somehow seemed to have a third eye because when there were twelve seconds left on the green light, he spoke coldly with his eyes still shut: “Twelve seconds left. Seen enough?”

Ye Meng awkwardly looked away and, after some frantic fumbling, got back on the road. The car arrived at the bar at half past midnight.

Li Jin Yu could hardly believe it. For just five or six kilometers, she had taken more than ten minutes. He closed the car door, leaned against it, and teased: “Your driving reminds me of someone… you know, that guy who rides a donkey backward… what’s his name?” He pointed with his hand. “Right, Nasreddin. Even someone riding a donkey backward is faster than you.”

Ye Meng thought to herself: If you’re so fast, why don’t you drive yourself? But you can’t even drive!

To protect his pride, Ye Meng didn’t retort and just motioned for him to follow her inside. Being a weekend, the bar had a resident band and was packed with people. The music was deafening, and in the dim light, passionate young men and women were everywhere, swaying and indulging freely.

A rendition of “Mountains and Seas” brought the bar’s atmosphere to its peak. The lead singer was emotionally charged, with a raspy voice, much more full-bodied than Li Jin Yu’s. Singing the same “Mountains and Seas,” he conveyed compromise with reality, a scream for ideals, and an undying love—the kind that reaches into people’s hearts and resonates with the audience’s spirit.

Most people in the bar were dissatisfied with reality, spiritually empty, unable to change, and powerless to change. They could only watch themselves deteriorate day by day.

Ye Meng had always felt that Li Jin Yu shouldn’t be like that.

As soon as they entered, the premium waiter noticed them immediately and enthusiastically approached with a plate of melon seeds. “Brother Yu, what brings you here today? Oh, and your little fan is here too?”

Before Li Jin Yu could speak, Ye Meng directly led him to sit on the sofa in the center of the dance floor. Li Jin Yu looked up at her helplessly, almost shouting over the thunderous music: “What exactly are you doing?”

The premium waiter quickly followed, handed them the menu, and shouted over the booming music: “What would you like to drink, you two?” Li Jin Yu didn’t even glance at it, frugally ordering a can of Budweiser. Ye Meng didn’t bother to shout, just made a gesture to indicate she wanted the same.

The premium waiter, with mischievous intent, shouted in both their ears: “Would you two like a Jägerbomb or Four Loko to liven things up?” Li Jin Yu kicked him away.

The music roared in their ears. Though their eardrums felt tight from the noise, they soon adapted. Especially Li Jin Yu, who unzipped his sports jacket, leaving it loosely open on both sides. Half-sitting, half-leaning into the sofa, he quickly made it his domain again. The two said nothing, silently listening to the music and drinking. The long-haired lead singer, who somewhat resembled Wang Feng, came over and gave him two cigarettes. The two hooked arms around each other’s shoulders and casually chatted for a while, while Ye Meng sat motionless to the side, listening to people singing on the dance floor.

Although she had suggested coming here, now it seemed as if Li Jin Yu had forced her to come, sitting there like a statue.

Li Jin Yu hunched forward, elbows resting on his knees, and surprisingly lit a cigarette for himself. He held it between his fingers, deliberately exhaling a puff of smoke. Seeing this, the lead singer also leaned down, hooked his arm around Li Jin Yu’s shoulder, and asked: “Been craving cigarettes lately? I’ve seen you smoke twice now.”

“It’s fine, I don’t feel much, just bored,” he said, tapping the ash.

The lead singer offered half-hearted advice, “Your lungs aren’t good, you should smoke less.”

Li Jin Yu smiled as he put the cigarette between his lips, half-biting it, and looked at him sideways: “Then why did you give me cigarettes?”

“I was just being polite, who knew you’d take them.”

“Alright, understood,” Li Jin Yu responded casually, then suddenly began to cough, covering his mouth with his fist before saying, “It’s been a long time since I smoked, I can’t even taste it anymore. I still have one more, want it back?”

Just as he raised his hand, the cigarette was gently taken from his fingertips.

Li Jin Yu turned around. Ye Meng had taken it, holding it between her fingers, then bringing it to her lips. She leaned forward slightly across Li Jin Yu and said to the lead singer: “Brother, may I borrow a light?”

The lead singer immediately lit it for her. Since she had taken the initiative, he barely had to raise his hand from his knee to light it—just press the lighter to create a flame. But Li Jin Yu’s hand was still raised between them, and as Ye Meng leaned over, his hand just happened to touch her soft chest.

The lead singer became inexplicably nervous, failing to light it after several tries. He exclaimed in surprise: “Damn, suddenly out of fuel?”

Ye Meng never pulled back, like a soft cotton ball gently touching his long, knobby hand. The warm skin contact created an ambiguous atmosphere, amid the colorful lights and alcohol, inspiring fantasies and stirring hearts. If he were in his early twenties, his heart might have been pounding, restless like a young man, with blood rushing upward. But now he was quite numb—his heart and pulse were cold and numb, inside and out.

Li Jin Yu simultaneously took back the cigarette and the lighter, tossed them onto the low table in front of them, leaned back, and said to the lead singer: “Don’t you have a few more songs to sing?”

So the lead singer sang a few more songs about frustrated ambitions, collapsed ideals, and dead faith. Ye Meng felt that this singer had taken the culture of dejection to its extreme, no wonder Li Jin Yu was willing to be friends with him—he must be singing straight to his heart.

Because there was no suitable world outside for him, he was unwilling to venture out.

Ye Meng leaned against the sofa back, one hand lazily resting on top, supporting her head, quite comfortably staring at Li Jin Yu. He was truly handsome, and though his personality didn’t suit her, it certainly had an edge. The waiter brought a small plate of peanuts, which he methodically shelled, then brushed the crumbs off his hands and downed his glass of alcohol in one gulp. His eyes were thin, actually quite reserved, but when he smiled, that flamboyant energy in his eyes couldn’t be contained. Every inch of him exuded the air of a noble young master.

He should have been a goldfinch kept in captivity, not like this, curled up like a stray dog.

Ye Meng suddenly stood up.

Li Jin Yu tilted his head to look at her and also moved to stand up. “Leaving?”

Ye Meng pushed him back down, her hand on his shoulder: “You sit here for now.”

“Where are you going?”

Ye Meng smiled sweetly and said: “I spotted a handsome guy over there. I’m going to ask for his WeChat. You be good and sit here. If any girls come to ask for your WeChat, tell them your big sister is strict and won’t allow it.”

“So it’s ‘rules for thee but not for me’?” Li Jin Yu sneered.

“Be good, baby.”

Ye Meng offered these words of comfort without much sincerity.

Sure enough, Ye Meng found a handsome guy with a ukulele. The two chatted about something, and not only did she add his WeChat, but the idiot even gave her his ukulele.

Li Jin Yu leaned back on the sofa with his arms crossed, sneering.

Ye Meng carried the ukulele to the keyboard player, and after an exchange, added his WeChat too. Li Jin Yu watched her move leisurely and gracefully through the crowd, not glancing in his direction once, collecting WeChat contacts from all the men in the band like she was gathering treasures.

Li Jin Yu leaned forward and picked up the cigarette that had been tossed on the table earlier. He held it between his fingertips, took a drag, then rested it on the sofa armrest. His gaze grew colder and more distant.

When he looked up again,

Ye Meng was already sitting properly on a high stool, holding the ukulele. Her short legs dangled in the air—they weren’t short, but compared to Li Jin Yu’s long legs, they were a bit shorter, so she couldn’t reach the floor, sitting like a child with her legs hanging.

Idiot, the height is adjustable.

He felt that he always set it quite low, but Wang Feng would set it even lower, so when he sat down, it was like sinking into a valley.

He took a drag from his cigarette, looking straight at Ye Meng on stage, but waved over the premium waiter. After saying something, the waiter went up to the stage while Ye Meng was testing the sound with the band. “Miss Ye, Little Yu is asking if you’d like to lower your seat to be more comfortable?”

“Yes, please.”

After the waiter adjusted the height, everything suddenly went quiet.

Li Jin Yu still held the cigarette between his fingers.

Ye Meng was quite nervous. She had never pursued a boy with such effort before. In a bar environment, what kind of song would be most appropriate? The most suitable would probably be the depressing, dejected style the lead singer had just performed, or perhaps a heart-wrenching love song, but neither type seemed appropriate for a confession.

She wouldn’t sing a sappy love song, and she wanted to sing something inspiring, yet not too serious, that would convey what she wanted Li Jin Yu to hear.

After discussing with the band for a while, she decided to sing “The Youth Says.”

If the atmosphere was built properly, it could be quite blood-pumping and passionate. She just feared that with everyone feeling so dejected, her lone burst of enthusiasm would seem particularly childish.

But sometimes, this kind of solitary courage can also move people. The band members were moved to tears, playing with fiery enthusiasm, their eyes filled with maternal affection.

Their gazes occasionally fell on the man sitting on the sofa, holding a cigarette in the darkness outside the dance floor, full of admiration.

They admired the openness and fervor in Ye Meng, a kind of light they had never seen in other girls.

Like now, singing “The Youth Says” on stage, perhaps not sounding very good, but putting her heart into every note, with a kind of unstoppable determination in her eyes—

“The youth has their wildness, hearts like the blazing sun with ten thousand rays of light, I’ll fight through a thousand difficulties and ten thousand obstacles, today is for my young man, dare to challenge heaven and earth with my sharp edge, cutting through thorns and brambles, who can stop me—”

At that moment, Li Jin Yu’s phone vibrated slightly.

It was a text message.

[Ye Meng: Li Jin Yu, please allow me to conquer the world for you.]

At that moment, Li Jin Yu firmly believed that he was no match for her.
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Fang: Impressive, singing such a childish song in a bar? I’m amazed you came up with that. I thought your previous performance of plucking the moon out of the sky with your bare hands was childish enough, but after all these years, you haven’t just remained childish—you’ve doubled down on it. So, did little brother Li Jin Yu accept you?

Lemon Leaf: Ah, it had the opposite effect. No, he’s avoiding me even more now.

Fang: He’s that hard to pursue? He wasn’t moved? Even I was moved just hearing about it. How did he respond to you?

Lemon Leaf: He said he can’t outplay me, he surrendered and asked me to stop bothering him.

Fang: What a coward, and he seems to enjoy playing games too. How could he not outplay you? Though to be fair, few people can compare to you.

Lemon Leaf: I strongly suspect Li Jin Yu may never have seriously dated anyone before. I’m suddenly a bit excited.

Fang: How did you figure that out?

Lemon Leaf: A player’s intuition.

Fang: Damn? So you haven’t given up?

Lemon Leaf: ??? Is this the first day you’ve known me?

Fang: Meng, have you genuinely fallen in love with him, or do you just want to play with him because he’s handsome?

Ye Meng stared at her phone for a long while before typing: Joking aside, when have I ever loved anyone? But it’s not just playing around either. I have to admit, I’m attracted to him.

Fang: How so?

Lemon Leaf: I just don’t want to see him with other women, understand? That day when he went to see Sister Li, I thought he was going to become a gigolo. If Sister Li had gotten her hands on him, I would have been devastated. And I don’t want to see him continue to self-destruct. I want to try and see if I can help him move forward. From then on, make him pledge allegiance to me.

Fang: You twisted sister. So what’s your plan now?

Ye Meng thought for a while before replying: Don’t know, I’ll keep him on the hook for a few days first.

Little did she know, these “few days” stretched into nearly half a month. During this time, Li Jin Yu seemed to have completely vanished from her world. As Spring Festival approached, students gradually returned home, making the once-empty small town much livelier. Even the lines at supermarkets were several rows longer than usual. Walking on the streets, unfamiliar young faces appeared everywhere. Although the small town felt a bit cramped, it was certainly more pleasing to the eye.

“Still keeping him on the hook?”

Ye Meng was accompanying Fang Ya En at the agricultural market in the western part of town, shopping for New Year’s goods. Fang Ya En picked through items, comparing prices at different stalls, before finally stopping at a familiar dried seafood stall. Holding a catfish stick, she shared her insights on pursuing young men.

“Ah, I’ve been busy lately,” Ye Meng said, holding bags of dried squid and crab while looking for more food at the stall. “A few days ago, I interviewed with a media company in the city. I’ll start working there after the New Year.”

“So you two haven’t seen each other during this time?” Fang Ya En asked incredulously.

“Not really,” Ye Meng sighed, shaking her head. “I only saw his grandmother once.” At this, she smiled, her heart clear as a mirror. “The old lady probably wants to matchmake us. She ‘accidentally’ ran into me twice at the entrance of the residential complex. But I haven’t seen her lately either. I don’t know if she’s been discharged from the hospital.”

“Not bad,” Fang Ya En gave an approving look. “You’ve won at the starting line.”

Ye Meng never pursued anyone with desperate persistence, no matter how much she liked them. She was always like flying a kite, maintaining perfect tension. When she doted on someone, she’d go to the ends of the earth for them, but when she let go, it was like releasing a falcon into the wild—completely free.

But she treated Li Jin Yu somewhat differently, sending occasional WeChat messages to check-in. She had finally gotten his WeChat contact through Fang Ya En after promising ten crab dinners, but the precious boy only accepted her request on the third day.

His WeChat name was “J.” His Moments feed was sparse and clean, with only one or two shared articles about elderly health from public accounts. His profile picture was just pitch black, making people think someone in his family had died. Ye Meng later discovered it was the night sky with an extremely faint star in the middle.

On his first Moments post, she saw a comment from Yang Tian Wei: “Hey, bro, why did you change your profile picture?”

Yang Tian Wei had left many comments. He hadn’t replied to any.

After stalking his profile, Ye Meng liked two posts and then occasionally sent WeChat messages to tease him.

Lemon Leaf: Baby, what are you busy with today?

Lemon Leaf: Baby, the weather’s getting cold, wear more clothes.

Lemon Leaf: Baby, is your grandmother recovering well?

Lemon Leaf: Baby, there’s flu going around. Remember to wear a mask when you go out. I sent you a box by local delivery. If you get sick, no one will take care of your grandmother, you know.

Lemon Leaf: Where’s my baby!?

Li Jin Yu only replied once—

J.: Dead.

After that, no matter what Ye Meng sent, he didn’t respond at all, completely playing dead. Ye Meng stopped teasing him too, deciding to loosen the kite string. She put her phone aside and seriously started job hunting. Before she knew it, more than half a month had passed.

As the New Year approached, the agricultural market was crowded and noisy. People swarmed around the long rows of stalls in the alley, bustling among chickens, ducks, and fish. Fang Ya En was returning to her village for the New Year and had bought a mess of holiday goods. She was currently engaged in a verbal battle with a vendor, haggling over prices. Ye Meng, with her head aching from the overwhelming fishy smell, decided to go to the alley entrance for a smoke.

Outside the alley was a small square where grandmothers danced. During the New Year season, when space was at a premium, the Urban Management Bureau temporarily cleared it for customers coming to buy holiday goods to park.

Ye Meng emptied her mind, leaning against an electric pole at the alley entrance, taking occasional drags on her cigarette, her gaze somewhat unfocused as she watched several children laughing and chasing a ball. She was considered one of the most beautiful women in this small town. Her features were delicate but not excessively refined or sultry. Wearing light makeup, her eyes and eyebrows conveyed gentleness, with the boldness and restraint of a mature woman. When she laughed and joked with people, she looked like a young girl.

Those children darted around in her line of sight. Finding her pretty, they called out “Sister, sister,” wanting to talk to her. Ye Meng chatted casually with the children, somehow finding plenty of common topics.

The children were amazed by her, thinking this big sister seemed to know everything. Excited, they called over a large group of spirited kids from across the street, gathering around to listen to Ye Meng make up stories for them.

Seeing the crowd growing too large to control, Ye Meng hurriedly finished the story and clapped her hands twice: “Alright, the story’s over. Dismissed.”

The children were reluctant to leave, asking about the hero’s ending. Ye Meng smiled ambiguously and said, “You’ll know the ending when you grow up.”

How could a hero have an ending?

Heroes are those who, even when facing the unknown future, always carry a passionate love to save the world.

Just as she finished speaking, Ye Meng casually noticed a familiar license plate. She narrowed her eyes slightly—it was a Beijing “A” plate.

She leaned against the electric pole, lowering her head and casually tapping her cigarette ash, seemingly waiting for the person to get out of the car.

Sure enough, it was Jiang Lu Zhi who had returned.

Dressed in an elegant Chanel outfit, Jiang Lu Zhi stood out. Ning Sui was a southern small town; winters weren’t extremely cold, but it wasn’t the weather for wearing skirts either. And without central heating indoors except for air conditioning, wearing such an outfit in the square would guarantee chattering teeth.

But Jiang Lu Zhi showed no signs of discomfort, walking gracefully in high heels—the typical Beijing elite style. Ye Meng had been the same way during her first few days back from Beijing, earning criticism from Fang Ya En for prioritizing style over warmth.

Now, looking down at the puffy jacket that made her look like a bear, she smiled self-mockingly.

Just as she was wondering how to greet her old friend, she looked up, cigarette between her fingers, and saw Li Jin Yu was there too.

That “dead” baby of hers.

After half a month without seeing him, he had grown even thinner, his jawline more defined. He wore a black cold-weather jacket, left open to reveal a V-neck sweater underneath. His thin neck hollow was deeply concave—another person choosing style over warmth.

No one else got out of the car, just the two of them. Jiang Lu Zhi locked the car, and they walked toward her.

Ye Meng suddenly lost her enthusiasm for greeting them. She grudgingly took a final drag of her cigarette, preparing to return to find Fang Ya En. Unexpectedly, a clear female voice called urgently from behind: “Ye Meng.”

Ye Meng responded with a sound of acknowledgment, reluctantly turning back. She extinguished her cigarette on the trash can, met the other’s gaze, and joked: “The beauty has returned?”

She didn’t look at Li Jin Yu beside her, her gaze unwaveringly fixed on Jiang Lu Zhi.

The three of them standing together certainly attracted attention. Passersby couldn’t help but repeatedly glance in their direction. Jiang Lu Zhi wore heavy makeup, emanating an aura of wealth from her hair to her toes, but her beauty was conventional. Ye Meng’s beauty was bold, casual, and natural, more attractive.

Although the two women had often been compared and privately competed against each other, Ye Meng wondered if she could make small talk with anyone, even Jiang Lu Zhi, unsurprisingly.

Jiang Lu Zhi said: “Yes, I heard from Gou Kai that you aren’t planning to return to Beijing?”

Ye Meng nodded: “Mm, I’ve already found a job here. I’ll start after the New Year.”

Jiang Lu Zhi got straight to the point: “I wanted to find you a few days ago, but I’ve been tied up with family matters. Do you think Gou Kai and I ganged up to set you up?”

Ye Meng smiled, “Does it matter?”

“It does,” Jiang Lu Zhi smiled self-deprecatingly. “We’ve been classmates for so many years. Don’t you know what kind of person I am? I admit I’ve been particularly concerned about your affairs privately, but I’ve never used any tactics to force you to leave Beijing.”

Ye Meng was tired of listening. “There’s no ‘forcing’ involved. I just couldn’t make it on my own. Anything else? If not, I’m leaving. Fang Ya En is waiting for me.”

She never once looked at Li Jin Yu. She knew Jiang Lu Zhi’s vanity. Saying these things in front of her ex-boyfriend was just to make Li Jin Yu think she was beautiful and capable—see, others couldn’t make it in Beijing, but she was thriving.

“Wait,” Jiang Lu Zhi called out to her, pausing for a moment before saying, “Gou Kai asked me to tell you something. If you’re willing to return to Beijing, he’ll come to get you personally after the New Year.”
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After an intense battle of words, the vendor finally compromised with an expression that seemed to say, “I’ll soon be out of business at this rate.” Fang Ya En took out her phone to pay with Alipay, then turned to see Ye Meng returning from her cigarette break, and said with a smile: “I bought a few pounds of small salted fish. You can take some to the old lady, and also give some to Li—”

Before she could finish, Fang Ya En noticed Jiang Lu Zhi and Li Jin Yu entering behind her, and suddenly understood why Ye Meng had returned from her smoke break looking like a bitter lemon. Her gaze lingered for only a few seconds before she swallowed the second half of her sentence and cleared her throat, adding random details: “I also saved some for your little boyfriend.”

Ye Meng gave her arm an annoyed pinch, warning her not to stir up trouble. Unexpectedly, Fang Ya En continued brazenly: “Really, that male nurse isn’t bad. He’s handsome, just graduated, sensible and obedient, and most importantly, doesn’t have any messy ex-girlfriends.”

Recently, the old lady had indeed introduced Ye Meng to a young male nurse, four years her junior, with a rather sweet face. At that time, Li Jin Yu had rejected her so thoroughly that she tried having a meal with the nurse, found it rather bland, and didn’t pursue contact afterward.

Ye Meng knew Fang Ya En was trying to provoke Li Jin Yu. Like a spectator completely detached from the situation, she smiled and whispered: “How childish are you?”

However, for all of Fang Ya En’s indirect provocations, the two at the entrance showed no reaction. Jiang Lu Zhi asked Li Jin Yu to wait for her at the door, and he complied obediently. His tall, slender silhouette stood with his head lowered at the entrance, truly not entering as instructed.

Fang Ya En had repeated a grade and was once the top girl in town. Even elite types like Jiang Lu Zhi who made it big elsewhere would respectfully greet her with “Sister Ya En” when they met.

Jiang Lu Zhi was indeed very polite and considerate. But Fang Ya En simply didn’t like her, finding her too calculating and deep. She had little interaction with her during school and still didn’t like engaging with her after graduation. She responded with a cold “mm” and then pulled Ye Meng to leave directly.

“Ye Meng, please wait,” Jiang Lu Zhi suddenly called out to them. “Gou Kai asked me to bring you something from Beijing. I almost forgot. It’s in my car. Why don’t we go get it together now?”

Ye Meng felt Gou Kai couldn’t have anything important for her, and Jiang Lu Zhi probably just wanted to show off her ostentatious Porsche to her and Fang Ya En.

“What is it? If it’s nothing important, just throw it away,” Ye Meng said.

Jiang Lu Zhi looked helpless, spreading her hands: “I’m just responsible for delivering it. I know you don’t want to see me, but you know what Gou Kai is like. If you don’t take it today, I’ll have to deliver it to your home another day. Or I could give the key to the handsome guy at the door, and you could go with him?”

She finished speaking and immediately took out the key from her bag, tossing it to Li Jin Yu at the door without further discussion: “Little brother, accompany her to get something from my car. It’s on the back seat, a white box.”

Li Jin Yu looked particularly spirited today. Previously, his sideburns had been rather long, and his bangs often covered his eyes, making him look gloomy when silent. Now his sideburns were cut short, revealing a clean, full forehead. The contours of his cheeks were clearer and smoother. His face was thin, his eyes deep, like wet black glass beads—clean and youthful beyond comparison. His brow had a more boyish quality, like a vibrant young man.

Even Fang Ya En, a married woman usually immune to good looks, whispered in her ear: “If this guy seriously cleaned up, he could probably captivate crowds.”

Ye Meng thought he looked handsome this way, but not much different from other ordinary handsome guys on the street. She preferred his previous appearance which evoked sympathy.

Fang Ya En had parked in the back alley and went in the opposite direction to get her car. Ye Meng followed Li Jin Yu through the tidal wave of people shopping for New Year’s goods. Her nose could no longer smell the heavy seafood odor but instead detected the faint scent of men’s cologne on Li Jin Yu.

“Are you wearing cologne?” Ye Meng asked casually.

The farmers’ market was noisy shouting, hawking, and arguing that never ceased. Li Jin Yu didn’t hear clearly and instinctively bent down to lean in closer. “Hmm?”

His faint breath brushed Ye Meng’s face. She remained expressionless and repeated her question.

This time Li Jin Yu heard clearly. He looked down at her, shaking his head with emphasis: “Not at all.”

Ye Meng had been with Gou Kai for many years and knew men’s cologne inside out—she could guess most of the notes from start to finish. Seeing an ex-girlfriend brought out so many pretenses, yet he still denied it? Not cute at all. She coldly replied with an “oh” and couldn’t be bothered to continue the conversation.

“You don’t believe me?” Li Jin Yu wasn’t completely clueless about women and could sense Ye Meng’s sarcastic tone. He explained, “It’s my grandmother. She hasn’t bathed for too long, so I sprayed some cologne on her this morning. We only have one bottle of men’s cologne at home, and it belongs to Yang Tian Wei.” He casually lifted the fabric of his shirt to his chest and sniffed, confirming he could smell it too. “It probably transferred.”

“Oh,” Ye Meng asked seriously, “How is your grandmother’s health?”

“Still recovering,” he said without elaborating.

Ye Meng had nothing more to ask, so she simply said, “Oh.”

Li Jin Yu responded: “Mm.”

Ye Meng: “Oh.”

Li Jin Yu still: “Mm.”

“Oh.”

“Mm.”

“Oh.”

“Mm.”

“…”

The two walked to the car with this exchange of “oh” and “mm” the entire way. Li Jin Yu skillfully unlocked the car, and Ye Meng inwardly sneered again. She bent down to take the white box from the back seat without a word to him: “Let’s go.”

Li Jin Yu supported himself against the car roof over the back seat, standing in the open doorway, and looked down with a helpless smile.

Fang Ya En’s car had yet to appear, so Ye Meng could only stand by the roadside holding the white box, aimlessly waiting. Li Jin Yu closed the car door and half-sat against the Porsche’s hood, not leaving either.

In the town, Porsche already attracted significant attention. Add a handsome man blatantly leaning against it, and it practically became a 5A-level scenic spot. Anyone passing by couldn’t help but repeatedly look back.

The human attraction was seriously playing with his phone.

Li Jin Yu was scrolling through Ye Meng’s Moments. She had posted a lot of content, like fish crossing a river, sharing whatever was trending. And her profile was completely open. His fingers were sore from scrolling until he finally found a photo of her with Gou Kai from March or April 2019.

Lemon Leaf: [Just landed in Guangzhou, booked the wrong hotel. Boss Gou says we can’t expense it and I’ll have to sleep on the street.]

Fang Ya En replied: [Where will he sleep?]

Lemon Leaf replied: [He says he’s rich, so he’s staying in the presidential suite, which doesn’t need to be expensed.]

Fang Ya En replied: [He wants you to sleep in his presidential suite.]

The accompanying pictures showed Ye Meng sitting on a swinging swing eating a popsicle with a bewildered expression, seemingly trying to block the camera because she didn’t want to be photographed. However, the photographer was skilled at capturing candid moments and caught this blurry, startled shot.

Li Jin Yu could imagine how intimate the two must have been that night. Otherwise, Ye Meng wouldn’t have taken a separate photo of Gou Kai sitting and smoking.

Gou Kai was the best photographer in their group. He had a dressing room at home filled with various cameras and lenses, piled up like mountains. In the past, Li Jin Yu would give him hard-to-find cameras and countless lenses every year.

To be honest, after not seeing him for so long, Gou Kai’s methods of pursuing women had only improved.

Li Jin Yu put his phone back in his pocket and looked up, staring at Ye Meng standing by the roadside. He lowered his head and thought for two or three seconds as if making some decision. Just as he was about to step forward, Jiang Lu Zhi’s voice came unexpectedly from behind: “Little brother, what are you thinking about? Let’s go.”

Both Ye Meng and Jiang Lu Zhi liked to call him “little brother.” From Ye Meng, it was purely playful, teasing, even flirtatious. From Jiang Lu Zhi, it was treating him like a genuine younger brother, with the air of an elder commanding a junior.

The Porsche’s trunk was in the front, right where Li Jin Yu was sitting. Hearing her voice, he retracted his foot that was about to step forward and could only move aside. Jiang Lu Zhi threw a large package of bird’s nest and dried seafood into the trunk and said to him: “The bird’s nest is for grandmother to eat, and you boys can eat it too. I’ve also ordered a carton of premium cigarettes from the supermarket to give to grandmother later.”

Before Li Jin Yu could say anything, Jiang Lu Zhi immediately preempted: “Don’t refuse. This time it’s truly my fault. I should apologize to you both. Especially to grandmother—I let her down. I don’t know what grandmother can and cannot eat, which is why I asked you to come with me. Otherwise, buying too much would be wasteful.”

Since she had said everything, Li Jin Yu could only touch his nose and get in the car with her.

Just as Jiang Lu Zhi was backing out, she caught sight of Ye Meng still standing by the roadside and casually asked: “Did you give her the item?”

Li Jin Yu lazily propped his elbow on the car window and made a sound of agreement.

Jiang Lu Zhi turned the steering wheel and followed with a sigh, showing a sense of helplessness: “Nothing I can do.”

Li Jin Yu didn’t quite understand the conflicts and emotions between women and wasn’t interested in expressing any opinion. After maintaining a moment of silence, he pulled his hand back from the window sill, lowered his head to check his phone, and asked seemingly casually: “The sisters don’t get along? Because of that Gou guy?”

By then, Ye Meng had also gotten into Fang Ya En’s little Golf with the white gift box. Jiang Lu Zhi stepped on the brake behind them and asked in return: “Is she beautiful? Who do you think is more beautiful, her or me?”

Why do women always like to ask this kind of question?

Li Jin Yu stared at her for a while, and Jiang Lu Zhi turned her head away self-mockingly.

“Are you two fighting over a boyfriend?” he asked.

Jiang Lu Zhi turned the car out of the alley entrance onto the main road and said: “Gou Kai is our boss. There’s nothing else between us.”

Gou Kai was known for pursuing women by any means necessary, and Ye Meng had a straightforward personality. These two were like fire meeting gunpowder—if something had happened between them, it wouldn’t be surprising. Li Jin Yu only felt that the world was very small.

Jiang Lu Zhi said: “But as far as I know, she never got together with Gou Kai. Gou Kai looks down on her because she studied journalism but didn’t graduate from a prestigious school. Her professional skills aren’t strong, and she’s lazy with no ambition, but she’s like a cockroach—she can survive anywhere. You could casually drop her in a refugee camp, and she’d end up becoming a joint district leader with the locals.”

Li Jin Yu listened while looking down at her messages on his WeChat, with all those “baby” endearments. Hearing this, he couldn’t help but curl the corners of his mouth. But she hadn’t sent him any messages for half a month, so his smile faded, pressed into a straight line.

The two were lost in their thoughts. Jiang Lu Zhi seemed to have found an outlet to vent and kept talking as she drove: “She had someone investigate me, believing that Gou Kai and I pushed her out together. Honestly, the company isn’t mine. I’m just a legal counsel partner. How the company operates is entirely up to Gou Kai with a single word.”

“Why?” Li Jin Yu didn’t even raise his eyelids.

“I don’t know the full details, but I know Gou Kai is a bit twisted,” Jiang Lu Zhi said. “From the little he’s mentioned, he wanted Ye Meng not to change, yet wanted her to depend on him—to be a ‘loyal dog’ he could call on anytime, anywhere, living at his beck and call. Ye Meng wasn’t content with that; she wanted to establish herself in Beijing. She secretly tried to start her own business, but Gou Kai found out and sidelined her, not giving her any projects. Ye Meng couldn’t take it and resigned. Gou Kai probably never expected Ye Meng would leave. He thought she’d just be upset for a couple of days and then return. Now he can’t let go, you see? After the New Year, he says he’ll come personally to win her back.”

As soon as Ye Meng got in the car, she opened the white gift box and took a look. After seeing what was inside, she felt nothing, expressionless as she tossed it onto the back seat.

Fang Ya En curiously glanced back, “What is it?”

Ye Meng rested her head against the car window, saying carelessly: “A camera.”

Fang Ya En clicked her tongue twice, “For intimate photos? I didn’t know you two were so adventurous.”

“When will you wash that brain of yours filled with yellow waste?” Ye Meng straightened up, leaned against the car seat, and glanced at her. “It’s photos from that business trip to Guangdong. That night I was bewitched and almost slept with him. He probably thinks that looking at this camera will give me some beautiful memories. Sorry, I don’t have any.”

“I’m quite supportive of you going back. I don’t think you should be here,” Fang Ya En said.

“I’m not going back. I’ll start work in the city after the New Year. I’m going there to rent an apartment in a few days,” Ye Meng said.

Fang Ya En was stunned, “So you’re not pursuing the little brother anymore?”

Ye Meng cursed: “He’s like a stone in a toilet—both stinky and hard. Even if I were fermenting pickles, they should have been ready by now! He dared to go out with Jiang Lu Zhi. Aren’t they afraid people will think he’s the third wheel?”

…

“This matter is my fault towards Jin Yu. He’s not a third wheel. At that time, I was quarreling with my boyfriend and listened to my mother’s advice to come back for an arranged date with Jin Yu,” Jiang Lu Zhi sat in the dim hospital room, sincerely apologizing to the old lady in a soft voice. “Later, I accidentally learned that my ex-boyfriend was getting married, so I acted first and registered marriage with him. You can imagine what happened next—home turned into a mess, and I really couldn’t attend to Jin Yu’s side. So I came especially this time to apologize. If there are rumors in town saying bad things about Jin Yu, I will have my mother clarify the situation with them.”

Grandmother’s eyes were full of sorrow. After sighing several times, she finally said regretfully: “No need. It’s just that our Jin Yu doesn’t have good fortune.”

Jiang Lu Zhi looked at the old lady, filled with guilt, not knowing what else to do to show more sincerity. She instinctively turned to look for Li Jin Yu, only to find he was gone.

After searching everywhere without finding him, Jiang Lu Zhi could only send Li Jin Yu a WeChat message.

Jiang: Jin Yu, I’ve explained everything to grandmother. I’m very sorry. If there are still rumors in town speaking ill of you, I’ll help clear them up. In any case, take good care of your grandmother and yourself too.

In the dark, quiet hallway, a phone dinged.

With a “tick,” someone unlocked it. A faint screen light illuminated Li Jin Yu sitting on the top step, his long legs stretched across two or three steps.

He replied with a simple “mm” and casually tossed the phone aside. He buried his head in his bent knees, absently rubbing his faintly throbbing temples.

From the stairwell entrance came faint voices, one belonging to a male nurse. Ning Sui had only one tertiary hospital, and in the entire hospital, there was only one male nurse.

“Nurse Gao, off work so early? In a good mood today? Got your year-end bonus?”

“The year-end bonus was given out ages ago,” the male nurse’s voice was elevated, unable to hide his excitement and happiness. “A sister I like invited me to dinner. We met through a matchmaking introduction before. She’s been rather lukewarm toward me, but today she suddenly invited me to have dinner at Dai Ji.”

“Dai Ji? That place isn’t cheap. Looks like our little Nurse Gao is about to be off the market?”

“My horoscope said I’d have romance soon. I wonder if it’s accurate. Gotta go, sis! Please keep an eye on the patient in bed 10. That grandmother just finished chemotherapy and might vomit tonight.”

This male nurse had graduated not long ago. He was indeed very handsome, well-behaved, and had a sunny disposition that Li Jin Yu lacked. He was extremely patient with patients, always calling the old lady “grandmother” with great affection whenever he came to change her dressings.

But for some reason, today when the male nurse came to change grandmother’s dressings, Li Jin Yu felt uncomfortable. A feeling suddenly arose within him—this nurse had stolen Ye Meng, and now he wanted to steal his grandmother too.

But when did Ye Meng become yours? Didn’t you reject her? Didn’t you adamantly refuse to date? Didn’t you not want to change your life trajectory? Didn’t you not want anyone else to enter your life with your grandmother? Didn’t you say you would never again put yourself in someone else’s hands!?

The rooftop corridor was dark and spacious. No one came up here; it was very secluded. Someone sent another message, and the phone dinged as the screen suddenly lit up, the faint light appearing desolate in this lonely corner.

He hadn’t experienced this feeling for a very, very long time.

Dizziness, anxiety, insecurity, feeling like he couldn’t grasp anything. His temples throbbed, pulling at his entire being, the pain making it hard to breathe.

It felt as if thousands of ants were crawling through his blood, over his hands, his spine, his nerves, finally swarming into his chest and heart, occupying all his breathing space.

He felt terrible.

He didn’t even know why he felt terrible.

His mind was empty except for Li Ling Bai’s words—

“You are a seed of evil. Do you think your brother shared your love? Wrong, Li Jin Yu. No one will ever love you. No one. Nothing belongs to you. Your possessiveness is so strong, you’re sick!”

“You’re sick! You’re just sick!”

“You can’t hold on! You’ll never hold on to anything!”

…

His brain felt invaded. Li Ling Bai’s ferocious face gradually became clearer. Li Jin Yu finally couldn’t bear it anymore. He clutched his head and let out an uncontrollable, deep, hoarse roar.

The sky seemed to split open. There would be no more peace in heaven or earth.

Then the sky darkened completely, gloomy and oppressive like a great black curtain covering the entire town. Not a trace of light remained in the corridor.

At that moment, Ye Meng sat in Dai Ji restaurant, humming a tune, and posted to her Moments:

Lemon Leaf: Dai Ji changed chefs? Ah, then I won’t need to bring my baby here next time.
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When Li Jinyu scrolled to this Moments post, he had already returned to the hospital room. The words “baby” were particularly eye-catching and made him uncomfortable. Yang Tianwei, not knowing any better, even left a comment below, “I want to be big sister’s baby.”

Ye Meng quickly replied: “Get in line.”

His temples throbbed faintly, and the nerves at the back of his head seemed about to jump out. Each pulse connected to his spinal nerves, causing pain that left him unable to catch his breath. He didn’t dare breathe too deeply and could only gently, very gently, try to calm himself down.

He knew this emotion too well. Li Lingbai had been right about one thing: since childhood, he had an extremely strong possessiveness over his belongings. He wanted to hold everything in his hands, not allowing anyone else to touch them. When he was little, his father asked if he wanted a little brother. Li Siyang happily clapped his hands and said yes, but he remained silent with a cold face. His father asked if he was unwilling. He said yes.

Li Lingbai immediately smashed a bowl, her face ashen. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell his mother to have another son. Because he knew that with another brother, he would completely become the invisible person in this family.

From then on, Li Lingbai despised him even more.

Li Lingbai said she had sensed it early on—from the first time he grabbed his brother’s toys, she knew he wasn’t an ordinary child.

Li Jinyu felt wronged at the time. It was his brother who took his toys first.

He was naturally more intelligent than ordinary children, with exceptional memory, and particularly sensitive to numbers. He could immediately memorize anything after hearing it once. He used to be the family’s human phone book—any phone number that passed through his ears would remain in his mind forever. And in his brain, it seemed like there was a huge storage repository for memories. At least, that’s what he thought as a child. Anyway, he never forgot things.

Because of this, the gap between him and ordinary children became more apparent.

Li Lingbai wasn’t happy about this. She even thought he was like those abnormal prodigies from movies, possibly with a fully sinful adult living inside him. In short, she never saw it as a blessing.

He had once been a spirited youth with dreams of slaying dragons. Now only ruins remained. In his bleak world, everything was desolate. His ideals and passion had been extinguished through repeated cycles. No one can stand alone in the vast sea.

So, he only planned to stay in his sinful underground lair, shed his rebellious nature, and wait for the last small flame in his heart to die out.

The hospital room was dim, curtains tightly drawn. Time moved slowly—he could hear each minute, each second passing.

The old lady was already asleep. Li Jinyu kept watch by the bedside. He leaned against the wall, his hands heavy as if filled with lead, holding his phone, dangling powerlessly between his spread legs. Eyes closed, head tilted back in a lazy posture, he could feel his throbbing heartbeat, coming in waves.

Due to chronic insomnia in recent years, he suffered from sinus arrhythmia—sometimes fast, sometimes slow. People with this condition tend to be emotionally unstable and irritable. Like now, he constantly wanted to smash something to relieve his tension.

He rolled his Adam’s apple, gradually suppressing the violent impulses churning inside him. He lowered his head, raised his phone, deleted Ye Meng’s WeChat, and changed his profile picture back to the original pitch-black one.

Li Jinyu got up and went to the bathroom. He splashed a handful of water on his face. His wet hair roots clung messily to his face, looking sexy yet youthfully fresh, like a clean, untouched young poplar tree.

He was truly a textbook handsome man with cool pale skin. The blue veins on his wrists stood out prominently, much more noticeable than on ordinary people. But no matter how slovenly or well-dressed he was, he looked essentially the same—just a particularly good-looking but lazy young poplar tree.

Water trickled down his clear, cold Adam’s apple, slowly disappearing into his collar, dampening his chest. Finally, Li Jinyu simply pulled off his sweater, standing bare-chested, half-leaning against the sink counter as he lit a cigarette.

He inhaled and exhaled clouds of smoke to relieve his emotions. Yet his heart still felt like an inflating balloon, constantly expanding and stretching his chest cavity. The emotions he had barely managed to suppress in the stairwell earlier now crawled over his heart like dense ivy, squeezing it tight so that every movement brought pain. Then someone took a blade, cutting away those unhealthy parts piece by piece, mercilessly.

It was as if he had been born deformed, destined to be corrected by everyone.

He looked at himself in the mirror with a sneer.

Li Jinyu, what are you struggling for? Your pride and self-respect have already been trampled. What do you have left? Did you believe Ye Meng when she said she would build an empire for you?

What are you hoping for?

Are you hoping Li Lingbai will kneel and beg forgiveness for years of family violence against you?

Or do you hope to return to the WMC (World Memory Championship) arena?

Forget it, you’re past that age, and your memory isn’t what it used to be. Haven’t you noticed? Your memory palace is gone. Besides, excessive mental development leads to premature decline. You won’t be able to rely on your looks to get by in the future.

Back then, he had silently given up the competition, handing that year’s championship to Korea. It wasn’t until three years later that Gou Kai reclaimed it.

In the end, his teacher-student relationship was ruined, and his teammates despised him.

Others thought he couldn’t bear the pressure of public criticism and had dropped out to commit suicide.

He actually didn’t care, but his teacher’s words—”Jinyu, you are both my greatest pride and the student I find hardest to mention to others”—still prevent him from holding his head high.

Li Jinyu finished his cigarette and put on his clothes while walking out of the hospital room bathroom. The old lady was sleeping soundly with no sign of waking. He went over to tuck her blanket when suddenly he heard a “ding ding” sound. The old lady’s phone in the drawer suddenly rang twice in succession.

Li Jinyu stood by the bed, opened the drawer, and made sure the sound hadn’t woken the old lady before glancing at the phone.

The old lady still used a yellow-screen Nokia without internet capabilities, only able to receive text messages and calls. On the screen was a familiar yet strange number. The old lady hadn’t saved it as a contact, but he recognized it immediately as Li Lingbai’s number.

[Mom, can you ask Li Jinyu to come to Beijing?]

[He’s blocked me, and I have an urgent matter that requires his help.]

…

After that, Li Jinyu disappeared for many days. He didn’t go to the hospital, having hired a caregiver to look after the old lady. He also stopped singing at the bar, as if he had vanished into thin air.

On New Year’s Eve, when Ye Meng was attending a classmate reunion in the afternoon, she received a call from an unknown number from Beijing. Since returning from Beijing, she had been constantly receiving what seemed like telemarketing calls trying to sell housing or funds. She dismissed it as nothing important and hung up.

During the gathering, drinks flowed freely, and old classmates enthusiastically toasted each other, putting on airs and teasing one another. Laughter and joy filled the air. Yet Ye Meng became increasingly uneasy. She had a gut feeling that this call was somehow related to Li Jinyu. She sat among her especially excited old classmates with a mind full of doubts, absent-mindedly dealing with their banter while deeply pondering the phone call.

“Does Ye Meng have a boyfriend? Why didn’t you bring him?” someone teased, having seen her Moments posts from a few days ago.

“It means she hasn’t had enough fun yet, right, sis? You’re already in your thirties, time to settle down.” The speaker was a male classmate with a round face and a short, stout build, resembling a walking meatball. Taking advantage of being the youngest in the class, he called everyone “sis” regardless of appropriateness, and his mouth lacked a filter.

Ye Meng had always been allergic to this meatball. When she rejected him back then, her words were a bit harsh. She hadn’t expected him to hold a grudge for so long and to take a jab at her age. She was only twenty-nine this year. Unfazed, she took a sip of her drink, smiled, and leaned back in her chair, doubling down on her poisonous tongue: “Ma Bu, if my boyfriend were someone like you, I’d probably never get enough playtime.”

Ma Bu’s face turned the color of pig liver as if someone had dipped him in soy sauce. Method Yan covered her mouth and laughed, probably thinking along the same lines. She was about to add a jab about how a toad shouldn’t dream of eating swan meat. Unexpectedly, someone suddenly brought up Jiang Luzhi, although she wasn’t present today.

“I heard Jiang Luzhi married a man from Beijing?”

The conversation box was opened, and everyone began to discuss enthusiastically.

“Wasn’t she dating a guy from our town before? What was his name? I can’t remember.”

“Li Jinyu,” someone reminded.

“Right, he sings at that bar. Handsome. My girlfriends and I went specially to see him. I even added his WeChat. Feels like a player.”

“Who cares? With looks like that, it’s worth it even if he just sleeps with you.”

“True, so he’s single now?”

Her girlfriend immediately excitedly encouraged, “Want to send him a message and ask him out?”

“Don’t talk nonsense,” the female classmate’s face immediately flushed red with embarrassment. “My mom wants me to find a civil servant.” Despite her words, her eyes showed eagerness.

Method Yan glanced at Ye Meng, seeing her unconcerned, even pouring herself more wine. After a while, Ye Meng casually joined in: “Civil servants are good.”

The female classmate, activated by some strange nerve, instinctively contradicted Ye Meng: “I’ve been set up with a few civil servants and found them boring. My parents aren’t forcing me to find one; they think what’s most important is that I like the person. I feel life shouldn’t be too stable, or there’s no excitement.”

Ye Meng smiled, “Then go after him.”

The male classmates immediately joined in teasing: “Let’s make a bet on whether our Liu Yiyi can get a date with this guy. That way, even if you get rejected, you won’t lose face. Just say you were playing a game with friends!”

They had already provided her with an excuse. Liu Yiyi was more than willing and agreed readily.

Liu Yiyi pulled up Li Jinyu’s WeChat. The chat box was empty, showing they hadn’t talked since adding each other. Her girlfriend criticized her with a look of disdain: “What’s this? You never even chatted with him before? Too timid.”

Liu Yiyi blushed slightly, trying to think of what to say.

“Going out for a smoke.” Ye Meng stood up with her phone and left.

Method Yan followed closely behind. The two leaned against the smoking area in the corridor, casually inhaling and exhaling smoke. Nearby stood several big-bellied middle-aged men who seemed like local township officials out for business entertainment.

Method Yan ignored them and said to Ye Meng: “Got yourself in trouble, huh? What will you do if Liu Yiyi catches him?”

Ye Meng held a cigarette in one hand and her phone in the other, considering whether to call back that unknown number. Without looking up, she replied, “If she catches him, then she catches him. Am I supposed to hang myself from one tree? Hold on, let me make a call.”

She said this while inconspicuously stepping aside, and dialing the number.

The other end answered quickly. “Hello?”

Ye Meng took a drag from her cigarette and said, “Were you looking for me earlier?”

The person spoke with a Cantonese accent: “Yes, miss, this is the property center. Recently we have a—”

“Thank you, not interested. I’m not in Beijing.”

Ye Meng hung up immediately, exhaling a long breath of disappointment. She would never trust her sixth sense again.

…

In Beijing, New Year’s Eve brought torrential rain. Millions of water columns flowed into rivers. Howling winds caused trees to bend like grotesque demons. Every scene resembled a Picasso painting, abstract and distorted.

A delivery guy hurriedly left Beijing Union Medical College Hospital, anxiously mounted his electric scooter, and darted into the rain curtain. Halfway through his journey, a lightbulb suddenly went off in his head. He smacked his helmet as he realized—that phone call might not have been from his telemarketing list! A man at the hospital had borrowed his phone earlier. Maybe it was his friend?

But now he had an urgent contract to deliver, and there wasn’t enough time to go back.

Forget it, the person would surely find another phone to call from. If this contract was delivered late and the other party closed their accounts in the next two hours, his boss wouldn’t receive the payment before the New Year, and his bonus would be gone.

So the wobbling electric scooter suddenly accelerated, kicking up dust as it disappeared into the mesmerizing urban neon lights.

On the first day of the New Year, Ye Meng finally learned indirectly from Little Gao that Li Jinyu wasn’t in town recently—he had gone to Beijing. Little Gao didn’t say what for, only that he might return around the fifth day of the New Year.

That night at Dai’s place, they had reached a consensus: Ye Meng said she would treat Little Gao like a younger brother. Although Little Gao had feelings for Ye Meng, upon careful consideration, he thought it was more appropriate to remain friends. He didn’t want to be someone’s live-in son-in-law.

That night, Little Gao had been plied with some alcohol and became talkative. Ye Meng learned vaguely from him that Li Jinyu’s grandmother had lung cancer. His previous job as a hand model was to earn money for her medical expenses.

So why had he gone to Beijing? Surely not to be a hand model there?

“He went to donate blood,” the old lady explained casually while peeling a banana in her hospital bed. “His brother was playing with his toy car outside the community gates to pick up a delivery before the New Year. That naughty boy drove the toy car onto the road and got hit by a vehicle. Massive bleeding, life-threatening. Might even need a kidney transplant.”

“Is he his biological brother?” Ye Meng asked.

“No, his mother remarried and had him a few years ago. He’s only five or six now.”

“Is there no blood in the blood bank? Why did they make him go all the way there? They’re not asking Li Jinyu to donate a kidney, are they?”

The old lady snorted, seemingly unwilling to mention his mother: “That shouldn’t happen. He has some rare panda blood type that I don’t understand. Anyway, it’s very rare. Look how pitiful Li Jinyu is—they ignore him normally, but when trouble comes, they immediately think of him.”

On the fifth day of the New Year, the poor little bean returned.

Ye Meng sat in her car, watching Li Jinyu emerge from the crowded train station. Tall and thin, he stood out. He wore a white T-shirt underneath, black casual sports pants with three stripes, and a black and white patchwork jacket. On his feet were the same slim high-tops. He still wore a face mask, inexplicably resembling a college boy on vacation.

“Beep-beep—”

She pressed the horn moderately to alert him, then lowered the window. Li Jinyu had a large black messenger bag strapped to his chest, his hands tucked into his pockets. The only exposed part of his body was a pair of beautiful almond eyes. Across the stream of people, he stared at her for a few seconds.

By now, dusk was falling over the town. The twilight sank like ink, enveloping the entire small city in a reddish glow of blue lamps and yellow scrolls. The street lights hadn’t yet come on. In the faint rosy light, their gazes locked onto each other in the cold, thin air.

His eyes looked so deeply affectionate.

As if he had loved her for a long time. If she didn’t know he was born with such passionate eyes—that he could look at a trash can as if it were his girlfriend—Ye Meng’s blood would have immediately boiled. Her heart would have raised a majestic golden whip with all the loving sentiment of “my heart holds mountains and valleys; for you, I will move mountains and rivers.”

Ye Meng drove him home, then went to park the car. Li Jinyu didn’t wait for her. At the alley entrance to the community, he fed two stray cats, patted their heads, and strode toward the building.

He hadn’t closed the door, though, leaving it ajar. When Ye Meng entered, she saw that he had already taken off his jacket. Wearing a loose white T-shirt, he stood tall in the narrow yard, casually playing with a pop-pop snapper.

The kind that explodes when thrown on the ground.

During the New Year, fireworks and firecrackers weren’t allowed. Children could only play with these to satisfy their urges. She hadn’t expected such a grown man to be so childish.

The “bang bang” explosions became increasingly clear as Ye Meng pushed open the yard’s floor-to-ceiling window and walked over.

In the small yard was a bathtub as tall as a person, containing several small goldfish. Frightened by his explosive snappers, they darted around in confusion. Li Jinyu leaned against the bathtub. Without turning to look at her or throwing any more snappers on the ground, he crouched down to tease the little yellow dog. From the car ride until now, he seemed unwilling to speak a word to her.

“Li Jinyu?” Ye Meng decided to coax him.

“…” The person in question continued crouching, teasing the dog.

“Li Jinyu.”

“Bang!” He said nothing, stood up, leaned against the fish tank, and started throwing snappers again.

“Li Jinyu.”

“Bang!” He threw another one.

Ye Meng’s explosive temper flared up, her patience very limited. She warned angrily: “Fine, I’m leaving. You can keep playing. Better blow up this little broken house. When your grandma gets out of the hospital, get ready for a beating!”

“Ye Meng, do you want to try with me?” A voice suddenly came from behind—low and hoarse.

Li Jinyu didn’t know how to start. Now, he despised himself in his heart. He felt his morals were truly problematic. Knowing about Ye Meng and Nurse Little Gao’s situation, he still had the thick skin to ask.

The moon gradually descended, hiding behind the round mountaintop. By now, the small town was completely dark. The street lights finally came on. Pedestrians strolled along the riverbank, chatting and laughing. Loneliness seemed to elongate the shadow of the man in the small yard, making him appear especially desolate.

He didn’t know if his throat hadn’t fully recovered or if this trip to Beijing and another argument with his mother had worsened it. Very hoarse, his vocal cords seemed like they had been sanded over. He cleared his throat, but it was still no use. He spoke with a hoarse, low voice—

“Do you still want me?”

He leaned casually, simultaneously cursing himself inside while nonchalantly throwing out another line:

“Have you broken up with Little Gao? If not, forget what I said.”

Ye Meng didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, looking at him speechlessly: “You believed what Method Yan said?”

He still leaned against the bathtub. The snappers in his hand were empty now. With nothing left to hold, he could only turn to look at her. In those deep black eyes, there were emotions difficult to control—suppressed, bitter.

From outside the yard’s fence came the loud voices of mahjong players, firecracker sounds, and children calling to their friends. In the lit-up surroundings, dreams and reality seemed to meet in the darkness.

Then, he turned sideways, leaning his back against the fish tank, and pulled her over. The two stood against the fish tank.

Li Jinyu looked down at her and said: “Yes, I’m the most gullible. So, don’t take advantage of me.”
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It should have been snowing, but outside, without warning, a persistent drizzle had begun. Under the dim yellow streetlights, the rain fell like dense ox hair. Looking at the ripples stirred up by raindrops on the river’s surface, passersby lost interest and headed home. The sounds of laughter gradually faded as they quietly passed by his courtyard wall. After the farewell door-closing sounds from various households, the surroundings returned to tranquility.

It was so quiet that one could hear raindrops falling onto leaves. Ye Meng didn’t feel the wild joy she had anticipated. She only felt heartache—making him compromise with her this way. She gently freed her hand from Li Jinyu’s grip and looked at the person leaning against the fish tank, asking softly, “Do you want to try with me?”

Li Jinyu seemed surprised that she had pulled away. He was momentarily stunned, then slowly straightened up from the fish tank and walked inside. From several disorderly stacked boxes by the yard entrance, he effortlessly grabbed four cans of beer with one hand, casually placed them on the coffee table, and sprawled himself on the sofa.

“Forget it if you don’t want to,” Li Jinyu opened a can of beer for himself, took a sip, then pulled out his phone to glance at it before tossing it emotionlessly onto the coffee table. “Pretend I never said anything.”

Ye Meng sat down closer than her usual safe distance. Their heated skin almost touched. Li Jinyu didn’t move away as he usually would; he nonchalantly kept drinking his beer, one sip at a time.

The room suddenly felt as if someone had brought in a burning coal. The atmosphere seemed to ignite.

Ye Meng gently snatched his beer and hid it behind her back, coaxing in a low voice, “Stop drinking, baby.”

Li Jinyu said nothing, stubbornly leaning forward to grab a new one.

Ye Meng immediately pressed down on the bottle’s mouth, grabbing his slender, warm fingers in the process. The sensation was distinct. It felt as if warm water had been poured into her heart, washing away her unclear emotions. “I just want to know, do you like me? Or were you just provoked by Little Gao?”

He countered, “What about you? Do you like me?”

Ye Meng answered honestly, “I do like you very much. But truthfully, I’ve liked many people before and been hurt. Now at this age, and given that girls mature earlier than boys, I approach relationships more rationally. I won’t go crazy over love anymore.”

It was only a two-year age difference, yet she made it sound like twenty.

Li Jinyu leaned back, legs spread, beer casually resting between his legs, with Ye Meng’s hand pressing down on it. He kept his head lowered, his chest rising and falling, his voice muffled, “How many relationships have you had?”

“Three.”

“All with younger men?”

“No.”

Big pig’s trotter. Li Jinyu held the beer with both hands, shrugged once, irritably brushed her hand away, opened the can, and said, “I probably like you. I’m not entirely sure yet.”

“I don’t know if it’s because you’ve been too good to me and I don’t want to let you go to someone else, or if I’ve fallen for you,” he pinched the can with two fingers, lifted it, and took a somewhat indifferent sip, then gave a self-mocking smile. He didn’t hide anything, directly revealing his cards, “I can’t tell because I’ve never liked anyone before. This is the first time.”

“First love, huh? That tends to be more intense,” Ye Meng nodded thoughtfully, teasing him, “But isn’t a first love at twenty-seven a bit late? You’re lying, right? Not a single person that touched your heart all these years?”

Li Jinyu drank his beer while looking at her, his eyes full of mockery, with an expression that said, “You’re fucking asking something you already know.”

His eyes were already turning slightly red. Ye Meng realized he couldn’t hold his alcohol—two bottles of beer and his eyes would redden. He reclined drunkenly on the sofa, looking at her half-lazily, half-seriously, his voice even hoarser: “Will you never return to Beijing?”

“Do you want to go back?” Ye Meng carefully took the beer from his hand and placed it on the coffee table.

Li Jinyu lowered his now-empty hand. He seemed particularly tired since returning from Beijing this time. He leaned his head back against the sofa, covering his eyes with his elbow. After a long while, he finally said in a stifled voice, “No.”

He had turned on the air conditioner at some point, and the temperature was rising. Ye Meng couldn’t help but take off her coat, wearing only a white high-necked tight sweater that wrapped around her proportionate, shapely upper body. She gently stroked his naturally hanging fingers and asked softly, “Are you hurt? About the past.”

Inside and outside the room, all was quiet except for the pitter-patter of gentle rain hitting the window awning.

After a while, Li Jinyu, still covering his eyes, gave a low “Mm.”

Ye Meng had always felt he was quite resilient, able to endure anything. What could have happened to make a man so unable to hold his head up?

Ye Meng held his hand, pulling his arm away from his eyes, and said tenderly, “Alright, I’ll stay here with you until you’re better.”

Although Li Jinyu kept his eyes closed, the hand she held suddenly tightened. His long fingers slowly slipped between hers, interlocking them tightly.

Ye Meng half-knelt on the sofa, her head already close to his ear, breathing softly, and asked somewhat presumptuously, “Little brother, can I kiss you?”

Li Jinyu was leaning back, his head resting on the sofa. He finally opened his eyes, looked at her helplessly, and chuckled, “Sister, can you not be so eager? Has it even been a minute since we made it official?”

Ye Meng lay in the opposite direction, her head also resting on the sofa back, kneeling, curiously pursuing the question: “Did you ever kiss Jiang Luzhi?”

Li Jinyu released her hand, got up from the sofa, leaned over to grab his beer and took a sip, saying with some exasperation, “Would it stop you from kissing me if I had?”

Ye Meng made a dismissive sound, getting off the sofa, “Don’t act so pure. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was molesting a child.”

“I’m a guy, what purity am I pretending to have,” Li Jinyu said with one leg crossed over the other, unable to suppress his laughter. “Can’t you give me a moment to react?” As he spoke, he stood up, casually picked up the jacket he had just taken off and thrown on the sofa, and mercilessly covered Ye Meng’s head with it. Out of sight, out of mind. Like he was defending against a wolf, he said, “I’m going to the hospital to see grandma later. I’ll take a shower first. Don’t peek.”

Pah!

Who was he calling a pervert? Ye Meng almost thought she had the wrong script. Indignantly, she spelled out his name word by word: “Li. Jin. Yu!”

“Don’t take it off, or I won’t let you kiss me for a month.” While searching for clean clothes in the bedroom, he spoke lazily.

The bathroom door was broken. It had been damaged when the old lady fell that day, and now it banged loudly whenever the wind blew. He had removed it but hadn’t reinstalled it yet. After all, he was the only one living in the house now. Occasionally Yang Tianwei would come over, and during those days, he would try not to shower.

Though he wasn’t that pure, he wasn’t at the point where he could let Ye Meng openly watch him shower.

He took his things and went in, undressing in a few quick moves, left with only his underwear. He looked back at Ye Meng, who was obediently covered by his jacket. As he turned back, from behind came: “Li Jinyu.”

“Hm?”

“Did you go to the hospital to donate blood?” Ye Meng suddenly asked out of nowhere, her head still covered.

The water rushed noisily. Li Jinyu turned it down slightly and slowly lathered the soap, saying, “Did you visit my grandma?”

“I could smell it. Your jacket has the scent of disinfectant,” Ye Meng said.

“It would be more believable if you said you were a vampire,” he laughed. “Even able to smell that I’m missing a few hundred cc of blood.”

“I think I can. I’d notice if you lost even a single hair. You’re all mine now. Without my permission, you’re not allowed to run back to Beijing to donate blood to your mother again.”

“Okay, it won’t happen again.” He lowered his head and smiled.

“Did something happen to you in Beijing?”

Since coming to Ning Sui, he had never returned to Beijing. He discovered he still harbored a subtle expectation for Beijing in his heart. Initially, he was escaping—escaping the city, escaping everyone. But now, he realized that once someone has been an ostrich, they can never raise their head again.

He didn’t want to go back then. Now, he couldn’t go back anymore.

There was no home for him in Beijing. Li Lingbai’s villa now housed others who were harmonious, happy, courteous, and proper. The maids and butlers had all been replaced, with deep loyalty between masters and servants. He was like a vagrant who had mistakenly wandered into someone else’s castle. After an awkward five-day stay in that warm, hospitable villa, he fully realized he truly couldn’t go back.

That child had filled the house with books he once read, including all his books about memory palaces.

The child’s aptitude was poor. Li Jinyu only needed to read two sentences to know his memory and logic weren’t very good. He needed focused training and high-intensity concentration exercises because he could never get past the third page of any book.

But he saw that Li Lingbai had written a sentence in the child’s notebook: “Son, believe that you are the best!”

Li Lingbai seemed like a different person now—gentle and graceful. This boy’s treatment was unprecedentedly good. Even Li Siyang had never enjoyed such treatment that this boy got all to himself.

On New Year’s Eve, they had a fierce argument, tensions rising high. Li Lingbai, fearing he might change his mind about donating blood to her son, had someone take his phone. That’s when Li Jinyu borrowed a phone at the hospital.

“Did you want me to come to Beijing to pick you up?”

Li Jinyu had finished his shower. His hair was wet and not dried. He had changed into a clean T-shirt and loose sweatpants, leaning against the sofa with his hands resting between his legs, complacently smiling and shaking his head: “No, I wanted to ask if you like tofu cake. I remember there used to be a place with really good tofu cake. My friends and I used to go there often, but I looked for it later and couldn’t find it. I was devastated.”

From all she’d pieced together, Ye Meng hugged his masculine-scented jacket and said, “Tsk, tsk, looks like you were a rich young master before. So the line of older sisters chasing you must have reached Xiangshan, right?”

He tilted his head and laughed, “Mm, many, but none as eager to stick to me as you.”

“You’re accusing me of throwing myself at you? Who initiated earlier? I’m changing my mind now. Sister won’t play with you anymore.” Ye Meng threw the jacket at him, making as if to leave.

Suddenly, her hand was firmly grasped. Ye Meng turned to look at him.

“I’ll throw myself at you, okay?” Li Jinyu said with his head lowered. His hair was dripping wet, with a few drops flowing down his cold Adam’s apple, slowly rolling down with his swallowing motion, disappearing into his collar—extremely sexy. He raised his head to meet her gaze and said with a depraved, bad-boy expression, “I thought you were with Nurse Little Gao. I was planning to steal you away.”

“Little brother, your thinking is problematic now,” Ye Meng immediately sat down, then looked angry and sulky at no one in particular. “I want to slap Jiang Luzhi now. Once a person is forced to lower their moral standards, there’s a first time and then countless times after. It’s like cheating—there’s only a difference between zero times and countless times. Are you addicted to being the other person? Baby?”

“Do you call all your boyfriends ‘baby’?”

“Do you need something special? I have many more: baobei-bei, baobei-bei, bei-baobao, honey, last love, muscle baby?”

Li Jinyu began drying his hair, and hearing “muscle baby” made him shudder slightly. He couldn’t be bothered to respond.

Ye Meng waited for him to dry his hair, leaning against the doorframe, racking her brain to think of how to change his WeChat name. Finally, she changed it to the very common “babybabybaby.”

Li Jinyu smirked, “You might as well change it to Justin Bieber.”

“Change it to honey honey honey for me.”

“No,” he said impassively, putting down the hairdryer and couldn’t help criticizing, “Too greasy.”

Ye Meng felt the only response she could give was an emoji that said “The other party doesn’t want to talk and has thrown a pile of elementary school assignments at you,” but unexpectedly, an add friend prompt popped up. Ye Meng suddenly realized: “Li Jinyu, did you delete me?”

“You just realized? Deleted you half a month ago,” Li Jinyu casually ruffled his hair, walked out, and picked up his phone from the sofa, coldly saying, “Been running wild these past two weeks, haven’t you? Not a single message to me?”

The WeChat interface showed hundreds of message notifications, mostly from groups. Li Jinyu barely looked at them, and he hadn’t checked personal messages either. No wonder he never replied to messages before—he simply didn’t look at them.

Ye Meng asked, “You don’t check WeChat at all?”

“What?” Li Jinyu was in the process of adding her back.

“Private messages.”

He went into the bedroom, saying without looking back: “Rarely.”

Ye Meng followed him, leaning against the bedroom doorframe, once again surveying the bedroom filled with his living atmosphere. In the corner stood an electronic keyboard. Two medium-sized bookcases were packed with various books. The bed and dresser made the narrow space feel crowded. Ye Meng had a particular aversion to men’s bedrooms, including her boyfriends’. She always felt they were unclean—dirty, messy, and unsafe. But perhaps because of who lived here, she surprisingly found it unexpectedly cozy, clean, and safe, with an impulse to pack her luggage and move in immediately.

“What if someone needs to find you urgently?”

“If someone needs me, wouldn’t they call?” Li Jinyu pulled out a thermal jacket from the wardrobe and put it on. “People who find me on WeChat either want to hook up or borrow money. Are you coming with me to the hospital, or going home?”

“Coming with you.”

Li Jinyu gave her a deep look from behind the wardrobe door. After a moment, he pulled out a long thermal jacket of the same style from the closet, tossed it to her, and said coldly: “Then wear this. It’s getting colder tonight. I’m physically weak and won’t take off my clothes for you.”

The old lady was recovering fairly well and was about to undergo her second round of chemotherapy. That evening, the doctor urgently called Li Jinyu for another discussion, indicating it was time to pay for the surgery.

But Li Jinyu wasn’t short of money now. He immediately transferred fifty thousand to the hospital’s inpatient account.

Li Lingbai had given him two hundred thousand, considering it payment for his blood donation. If not for this money, he wouldn’t have gone to Beijing. If that child had died, it wouldn’t have concerned him—it would have been Li Lingbai’s retribution. He thought heartlessly.

“Are you really with Badou now?” The old lady, with a piece of banana in her mouth not yet swallowed, seemed unable to believe her ears. She forcefully poked her ear, trying her utmost to hear every word Ye Meng said clearly.

Ye Meng nodded, “He proposed it.”

The old lady finally saw the light after a long wait. With tears of joy, she nodded repeatedly, so excited that her dentures almost flew out. “Good, good…”

Ye Meng always kept some reserve in her words and actions. Knowing the old lady’s intentions, she feared disappointing her, worried that mood swings might affect her recovery. So she couldn’t make promises too confidently and could only say, “We’ll see how it goes. If it doesn’t work out, Grandma, don’t worry. There will be someone more suitable for Li Jinyu.”

To her surprise, Li Jinyu walked in just in time to hear this. The old lady quickly swallowed the half-eaten banana, forcibly twisting the awkward atmosphere: “It will work out, it will! You’re both so beautiful and handsome. You two are perfect for each other, partners in crime.”

“…”

The two went downstairs to find somewhere for dinner. Ye Meng sat in the car, struggling with the navigation system for a while. Li Jinyu sat casually in the passenger seat, watching her work up a sweat, showing no intention of helping.

“Give me a hand, boyfriend.”

Li Jinyu looked back at her once, “I don’t understand this crappy car either.”

“…”

This was at least a two-hundred-thousand-yuan Buick Regal with matrix-style full-flashing LED headlights!

“I get it, you used to be a young master,” Ye Meng said. “So, may I ask, what would the young master like to eat? Salmon or steak? Or shall we go to the largest chain restaurant in town? I can get you a table in no time.”

“Impressive,” Li Jinyu replied with a perfunctory smile. “Let’s go to the chain restaurant then.”

Ye Meng stepped on the gas forcefully, sending the Buick racing onto the road. She drove like lightning through the rows of streetlights, narrow roads, and grand hotels, all left mercilessly behind as her determined gaze fixed straight ahead toward the most luxurious chain restaurant!

After seven or eight turns, five minutes later, the car finally stopped steadily at its destination. Li Jinyu looked out the window at the glowing red acrylic crystal signs at the entrance—”Fujian Shaxian Small Eats.”

“Is it too late to change to salmon?”

Just as they entered, they saw Qiao Maimei sitting in the corner. At her small table squeezed two men who appeared much older than her.

Qiao Maimei kept her head down the whole time. The two burly men were telling crude jokes. Seeing Ye Meng enter, their eyes fixated on her legs in her skirt with malicious lewdness.

The couple exchanged glances and, with perfect tacit understanding, found a table four or five tables away from them.

Sitting side by side, Ye Meng ordered two meals, and then secretly observed the situation behind them. She whispered in Li Jinyu’s ear, “Your sister seems to be under someone’s control.”

Li Jinyu lowered his head, pretending to look at the menu, smiled, and said casually: “It’s not some evil magic. No one can control her. They’re loan sharks.”

Ye Meng whispered, “Did you borrow fifty thousand from loan sharks for her?”

“No,” he sipped his tea and whispered in her ear, “She borrowed it herself. She’s crazy about becoming famous, borrowing money everywhere to pay marketing companies to shoot short videos.”

“Aren’t you going to do something?”

Li Jinyu tossed the menu aside, turned to glance at them, and observed coldly: “If I could, she wouldn’t be associating with these people today. I’ve told her hundreds of times, but she won’t listen. She insists on looking for trouble.”

Unexpectedly, they heard chairs moving behind them. They were preparing to leave with Qiao Maimei. Ye Meng then noticed that the two men were carrying various photography equipment, while Qiao Maimei followed them like a wandering soul, with a blank expression.

Ye Meng and Li Jinyu quickly exchanged glances, seeming to truly embody what the old lady said—heaven-made match, partners in crime.

Ye Meng suddenly flipped the table and stood up, screaming with an exaggerated expression, “Li Jinyu, you bastard!”

Li Jinyu lazily leaned back in his chair, legs spread, still pretending to play with his phone, with a player’s expression, cooperating with her: “What now? I didn’t touch that woman.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 24
At this hour, Shaxian was crowded. This sudden thunderclap not only startled Qiao Maimei’s group but also caused the remaining customers to turn their heads in astonishment, staring at the two of them. Amid curious glances, the waiter calmly served a steaming basket of dumplings to this “player.”

Li Jinyu leaned back in his chair with composure, as if truly burdened with romantic debts, displaying the demeanor of a seasoned player in the field of love. His long arm reached for the soy sauce and vinegar from the adjacent table, and even then, he didn’t forget to ask her: “Want some chili?”

Ye Meng suddenly realized they could never truly argue in the future. Li Jinyu could handle her with more than enough skill—it all depended on his mood. Thinking this, she became even more immersed in her role, nearly taking out a small handkerchief as she sobbed—

“You did touch her, you did! You even took photos, wuwuwu… you scumbag! I’ve been at home taking care of your grandmother and sister with all my heart, and you’re out here playing with women.”

These words left Li Jinyu with a hundred defamations and a thousand accusing eyes. The onlookers’ gazes immediately shifted, yet among the curious stares, there was even a hint of indescribable envy.

Li Jinyu listened with a face full of exasperation. Did she need to be so genuine about smearing him? He had been leisurely picking up a dumpling to put in his mouth, but hearing this, he immediately set it down and half-jokingly threatened: “Looking for a lesson, aren’t you?”

Ye Meng, like a pine or bamboo in a forest, persevered determinedly to continue the act: “I want to break up with you. First, return the fifty thousand your sister owes me. Isn’t your sister right over there? I’ll go talk to her.”

Qiao Maimei kept her head down, oblivious to what was happening around her. She didn’t seem right. The two men had finished paying and were about to leave when Ye Meng, quick and agile, grabbed Qiao Maimei who was lagging, and smiled at them: “Excuse me, gentlemen, please wait a moment.”

Qiao Maimei, caught off guard by Ye Meng grabbing her wrist, finally showed awareness. She numbly raised her head to look at her. In those eyes as dry as the Dead Sea, a flash of panic suddenly appeared, her first reaction being to escape.

Ye Meng gently tapped her wrist, signaling her not to panic.

Qiao Maimei froze.

Her entire body was cold, like a colorless skeleton. Ye Meng’s heart skipped a beat as if she had grasped a lifeless twig. Fearing the two men would notice something amiss, Ye Meng looked directly at her and said: “Qiao Maimei, I’ve broken up with your brother, so please return the fifty thousand you owe me.”

All afternoon, Qiao Maimei had been coerced by these two self-proclaimed “photographers” recruiting body models into taking indecent photos. They caressed her body looking for inspiration, threatening to release the negatives if she didn’t comply with their demand to shoot a series of sexually sadistic-themed photos. They dripped wax on her, applied oil… She was terrified, screaming, wanting to escape, but ultimately unsuccessful.

Qiao Maimei wasn’t a conservative girl. She had many boyfriends and was relatively open-minded about such matters. So when her friend approached her, she readily agreed—being a body model was a way to make money. Who knew she would encounter two perverts? Those two sinful cameras were filled with her photos.

Qiao Maimei’s body was actually numb, but she could still feel Ye Meng tapping her hand three times—one long, two short.

This was a secret code between her and her brother. When they played escape room games together, one of the decoded passwords was abbreviated as “BHP.”

Don’t be afraid, brother is here.

Qiao Maimei controlled her trembling body and said softly: “I don’t have the money.”

Ye Meng remained calm, smiled, and said: “No money means you can’t leave. I don’t want to stay with your brother for another moment. Now, we must, immediately, clarify things. When exactly will you repay the money you owe me?”

Qiao Maimei looked around blankly but didn’t see Li Jinyu. Feeling uncertain and afraid of involving Ye Meng, she could only stammer: “I… I have… something to do later.”

Ye Meng turned her gaze to the two men beside them, trying to make her smile as harmless as possible, and said to Qiao Maimei: “Then I’m sorry, I’ll have to call the police. For the money you and your brother owe me, I have no choice but to let the police handle it. Don’t say I’m not considerate of our past relationship—it’s your brother who’s too much of a scumbag.”

“No need to call the police,” one of the men carrying a tripod suddenly spoke up. “My brother and I will go smoke in the alley behind. You quickly sort out the money matter.”

After speaking, the two walked toward the back alley. The slightly shorter man, extremely vigilant, occasionally glanced back at Ye Meng, harboring doubts: “Will there be trouble, bro?”

The tripod man said: “If there’s trouble, can’t you run? It shouldn’t be a problem. Qiao Maimei needs money so badly, that she wouldn’t voluntarily tell that woman what we do, cutting off her source of income unless she doesn’t want to survive in this town anymore. Relax, those who do this work aren’t chaste virgins. Keep an eye out—if anything seems off, we’ll run first. Then we’ll deal with that bitch Qiao Maimei later.” As he spoke, a flash of cruelty passed through his eyes.

“Filthy bitch,” the shorter man cursed in agreement.

The two stood at the alley entrance, cursing as they lit their cigarettes. The strong tobacco smell entered their lungs, invigorating them. Their gazes grew increasingly lewd, inexplicably gleaming with a green light like two frogs lurking in the dark grass waiting to pounce. The shorter man rudely propped one foot against the wall and exhaled roughly: “Hehehe, wonder if that woman is available? Her figure is much more exciting than Qiao Maimei’s—voluptuous, with those legs. I noticed the moment she walked in. Next time, maybe we could have someone knock her out and bring her over.”

Ye Meng sat with Qiao Maimei at a table by the entrance, seriously calculating on her phone’s calculator how long it would take to repay fifty thousand if done in installments, and how much each installment would be.

Seeing her seriousness, Qiao Maimei couldn’t help but feel as if she did owe her fifty thousand. She looked around, “Where’s my brother?”

Ye Meng, without looking up, continued pressing random buttons on her phone: “Don’t know, maybe he’s gone home to sleep.”

“Why are we sitting here then?”

“Waiting.”

“For what?”

Ye Meng checked the time, “For seven forty-five when the old ladies finish their square dancing.”

This alley was an L-shaped enclosed passage. Several zhang long, the L’s tail corner used to be the back door of a wealthy family’s courtyard. But later the family moved to Guangdong, leaving the yard vacant. Unfortunately, someone died there a few years ago. The original owner, feeling it was unlucky, had the back door sealed. This area was essentially a dead-end alley about a zhang wide. There were no surveillance cameras inside.

But across the entire alley was a residential building with surveillance that captured the I part of the L. No one could come out from inside, and anyone going in would be visible on the monitors.

Li Jinyu leaned somewhat boredly against the wall at the corner of the alley’s end. One hand in his pocket, the other holding a baseball he’d found somewhere, he repeatedly threw it to the ground, catching it calmly as it bounced back. After several rounds, in the quiet alley, only the rhythmic sound of the ball hitting the ground could be heard, but no one could be seen.

The sound made the two men uneasy.

“Bro, did you hear that?”

“Someone’s playing ball back there, what are you panicking about? Guilty conscience?”

“You’re not guilty? Although we haven’t done anything substantially bad, if that bitch calls the police, all those photos would cause us a lot of trouble.”

“If you’re scared, don’t do it!” the man cursed. “Weren’t you being brave earlier, wanting to drug that woman?”

Another round of lewd laughter.

The tripod man added, “Relax, we’re just taking a few photos, it’s fine.”

At seven-forty-five, Li Jinyu continued calmly bouncing the ball, finally checking the time. Suddenly, the outside of the alley became noisy—probably the old ladies finishing their square dancing as usual.

In another minute, when foot traffic would be at its peak, the old ladies would densely pass the alley entrance, directly blocking the surveillance camera monitoring the alley. But he still needed to be mindful of the camera’s angle.

“I understand the density of old ladies since they all like to walk together, but can their height hide my brother?” Qiao Maimei asked.

Ye Meng’s instinct said no, but Li Jinyu said it could, so it probably could. He might have calculated the angle. Li Jinyu’s observational skills still shocked Ye Meng—not everyone could precisely remember the old ladies’ routines and the surveillance camera’s angle. How bored must he be normally to pay attention to such details?

“Qiao Maimei, do you want to report this to the police?” Ye Meng looked at her and asked.

Qiao Maimei was stunned, seemingly not expecting Ye Meng to have anticipated this. With bitterness in her heart, she asked, “You both guessed it?”

Ye Meng crossed her arms, leaned back in her chair, and said: “Anyone with eyes here should guess what those two men are up to. It’s just that they don’t want to bring trouble upon themselves. He’s your brother; he had no choice.”

Qiao Maimei’s heart tightened, finally understanding what this earth-shaking commotion was about. Why do they go to such lengths—pretending to argue, using old ladies to block surveillance? If they weren’t concerned about her reputation, they could simply call the police and wait for them to handle it. But this way, she probably wouldn’t be able to show her face in town anymore, would she?

Qiao Maimei’s lips were dry and cracked as if glued together. After a long while, she moved her lips and said: “Did my brother lure them in there to delete the negatives?”

“What else? Beat them up? Could your brother’s physique handle that?” Ye Meng checked the time, her knuckles tapping the table. “But we need special measures, can only block the surveillance. I’ll bring the car over. Your brother should be out soon.”

“Bro, are you serious? You have connections?”

The two men stared at each other in disbelief, cigarettes hanging from their mouths. The tripod man casually offered Li Jinyu a cigarette, which he didn’t accept. He continued leaning against the wall with one hand in his pocket, carelessly tossing the baseball, smiled, and said: “Yes, have you heard of the dark web?”

The tripod man said: “Heard of it, but not sure if buyers on the dark web are reliable.”

“Let me put it this way—the buyers you usually deal with through WeChat and QQ are all real-name registered. Any method carries the risk of getting caught, except the dark web, because all information there is virtual. The police can only trace it to servers abroad.”

One could say there existed an unpredictable number of buyers on the dark web. If they could establish a channel for their photos there, these brothers would strike it rich. But because the dark web’s scrutiny was strict, preventing police undercover agents from infiltrating undetected, ordinary people found it difficult to open sales channels there. They had been looking for such connections.

But still cautiously asked, “Why should we trust you?”

Li Jinyu lowered his head, opened his phone, and anonymously entered an IP address in the browser. The page suddenly jumped to a blue-green website, all in English letters. He quickly entered a string of passwords, logged into an account, and showed them a screenshot of an order: “Brothers, do you believe me now? I bought this film just last night.”

The two men were surprised—they hadn’t expected this guy to watch such stimulating content.

The shorter man said: “With such a beautiful girlfriend, you still watch that stuff?”

He snorted, put away his phone, tucked it into his pocket, leaned against the wall, and lazily tossed the baseball, saying, “If she wasn’t my sister, I wouldn’t bother with this. But she begged me for help. What can I do? As a brother, I should do my part, right?”

The two men still didn’t understand when Qiao Maimei asked for help. Were they too obviously lecherous?

But thinking deeply, this transaction was inherently biased. Qiao Maimei was just one of their many small models. Li Jinyu only wanted to delete her negatives, which wasn’t a big loss for them. And if they could gain access to the dark web channels in exchange, it would bring them a spider web of potential dark web clients. Even if this guy was deceiving them, all they would lose was one small model like Qiao Maimei. This deal seemed profitable any way they looked at it.

The tripod man remained cautious and said: “How about this—you help us establish the connection first, and we’ll delete your sister’s negatives.”

Li Jinyu chuckled with his head down, looking completely casual. “You’re in no position to negotiate with me. Qiao Maimei is just my cousin, not my wife or biological sister. I’m not that close to her. Whether you delete them or not, whether this business happens or not, whether you want to make money—I’m indifferent.”

Wow, what a heartless person. What do bad people fear most? Someone who doesn’t care about anyone. At this moment, the initiative was clearly in Li Jinyu’s hands.

“If you don’t want to do it, I’m leaving.” Li Jinyu tossed the ball and prepared to leave.

“Wait,” the tripod man pondered for a moment, gritted his teeth, and decisively said: “We’ll delete them now. Help us establish the dark web connection.”

The shorter man seemed hesitant and called out uncertainly: “Bro! How do you know this guy is reliable?!”

Ignoring him, the tripod man removed the SD card from his camera, determined to take a gamble. “He’s not asking for all the photos, just Qiao Maimei’s. Even without them, we have other merchandise. Give him yours from your camera too!”

Li Jinyu took the two SD cards and asked: “How do I know you don’t have backups? What about cloud storage?”

“We haven’t had time to upload them. All photos are here. These camera cards are newly replaced and have only photographed your cousin,” he said, opening his cloud storage and phone. “All deleted, nothing left.”

“Good, wait for my message.” Li Jinyu turned and left.

The shorter man still felt disgruntled and said behind his back: “This guy doesn’t care about anyone, bro. Let’s not be fooled!”

The alley was secluded and clean, without miscellaneous junk in the corners. The path was lined with neat stone brick walls. A winter plum bloomed in the corner, bright yellow, standing alone in the world. A pale yellow petal had fallen to the ground, as clean as a newborn girl.

Ye Meng had already driven the car to the alley entrance. As Li Jinyu reached the corner, the headlights unexpectedly shone in, illuminating the entire dark, quiet depth of the alley, almost blindingly. The two men saw Li Jinyu slowly stop, as if remembering something, suddenly turning back toward them.

Behind him was a beam of light, the headlights bright, dust dancing freely in the air, making him much more clearly visible. They realized this man had handsome features, cold pale skin, appearing worldly, yet with focused, cold eyes.

The shorter man hadn’t reacted before being unexpectedly grabbed by the collar and pushed against the wall by Li Jinyu, who casually dusted off his shoulder, smiled, and said: “I may not care about family, but I care about my girlfriend. Next time you stare at my girlfriend’s legs, believe it or not, I can gouge out your eyeballs without anyone knowing.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 25
As soon as Li Jinyu got in the car, he tossed the SD cards to Qiao Maimei in the back seat. Qiao Maimei, still shaken, kept her head down without saying a word. Li Jinyu sat in the passenger seat, looking at her calmly through the rearview mirror, and confirmed: “Is there anything else?”

Qiao Maimei didn’t dare look at him. Sitting in the back seat like a withered rose with nowhere to hide, she hung her head, nervously fidgeting with the two SD cards in her palm, and mumbled: “No, nothing else.”

Li Jinyu stopped talking and turned to look out the window. The atmosphere in the car was eerily silent. Ye Meng looked at the two siblings locked in this standoff and secretly sighed in her heart. “Seatbelt.”

Li Jinyu didn’t even need to look back. He casually pulled it and buckled himself in without saying a word to her.

Hey! Ye Meng could only turn around to ask Qiao Maimei: “Where do you live?”

Qiao Maimei’s parents were doing business in Guangdong. She and Yang Tianwei were both essentially left to raise themselves. Now Yang Tianwei had gone to Beijing to participate in some youth training selection, leaving only Qiao Maimei at home.

“She can stay at my place for now,” Li Jinyu said.

“Oh, just the two of you living together?” Ye Meng was somewhat surprised.

Li Jinyu propped his elbow on the car window edge, both amused and exasperated by her wandering imagination. He turned to glance at her, curling his lips in cold mockery: “What, if you’re worried, you can move in too, you know?”

“…”

You probably don’t know how popular German orthopedics is these days.

Ye Meng stepped on the gas and drove them to the community gate. As soon as Qiao Maimei got out of the car, she rushed out and vomited violently, shaking as she held onto the rusty iron railings of the old community gate, retching so hard she could barely stand.

The two sat in the car with perfect tacit understanding, quietly watching her vomit. Their postures were almost identical—one propping their left hand on the window edge, the other their right hand, both with their heads jutting out, looking at Qiao Maimei outside the window.

“Is your sister okay?”

Li Jinyu: “She’ll be fine. She’ll get used to it over time.”

“…I should still go check on her.”

Ye Meng made to get out of the car, but Li Jinyu stopped her with a sigh. “Go park the car. I’ll take her inside first.”

Ye Meng hadn’t expected to return here tonight, but given Qiao Maimei’s condition, although Li Jinyu was her brother, he was still a man and might find it awkward to ask certain questions. Ye Meng had to temporarily act as a caring sister-in-law.

But she wasn’t particularly patient either. As they talked, she felt this young girl was too reckless. Once Qiao Maimei had finished trembling, Ye Meng’s tone grew impatient: “All for twenty thousand yuan?”

Qiao Maimei looked at Ye Meng. She was beautiful, with exceptional temperament, gentle yet full of confidence. But for some reason, a sense of fear welled up in her heart. This woman was even more terrifying than her brother. Her voice became increasingly faint, her throat feeling knotted as she stammered: “I… I… just wanted to buy… a better guitar.”

Ye Meng was not understanding big sister. Right now, she just wanted to grab this girl and give her a good beating. All for twenty thousand yuan, they now had to go to such lengths to resolve this troublesome matter.

Li Jinyu didn’t have any dark web information. The so-called dark web page was just a fake webpage he had quickly programmed into the car. Thankfully, those two weren’t very educated. If either had known anything about computers, they would have immediately spotted the deception. Of course, Li Jinyu had a backup plan—even if they had noticed something suspicious, he had an excuse to get away.

As for why they went to such elaborate lengths to put on that show, it was simply to reinforce the impression of Li Jinyu as a “scumbag” in their minds. What scumbags fear most is negotiating with other scumbags. This kind of contest is essentially about who has fewer boundaries. Once they couldn’t gauge Li Jinyu’s bottom line, they easily yielded to immediate benefit.

Li Jinyu had said that while this negotiation technique didn’t apply to everyone, it was perfectly suited for those two men.

The two women were close in Li Jinyu’s room. Ye Meng looked at the two bookshelves packed full of books and suddenly became curious about what Li Jinyu usually read. Her gaze wandered back and forth along the shelves, finally settling on “Memory Palace,” beneath which was pressed another book titled “Confessions of a Depression Patient: The World Means Me Harm.”

Her heart felt as if it had been stabbed with a knife.

She looked at Qiao Maimei and said, “He just returned from Beijing today. Do you know what he went there for? To be a blood bag for someone. I don’t even know if his body can handle it anymore. He’s already very tired, and he still has to take care of your grandmother. If you don’t care about him, I do. So I don’t want him to be involved in this matter anymore—”

“Let’s call the police, sister.” Qiao Maimei stared at the floor with empty eyes, like a bloodless marionette, suddenly speaking up.

“Leave this matter to me, okay?” Ye Meng said.

Qiao Maimei looked up at her, still insisting: “Let’s just call the police. I know where they rent their house. There are many such videos inside. The police can find them easily with one search.”

Ye Meng no longer insisted, compromising as she looked at her, “Alright.”

However, no one expected that the case would be quickly resolved two days later. Before Ye Meng could take Qiao Maimei to report to the police, the two men had already been arrested. Local police found a large number of pornographic videos in their rental house, in various formats, even preserving the earliest videotapes.

It was said that the case was transferred from Beijing police to local public security before the arrests were made.

Beijing police had received numerous reports about pornographic videos, immediately traced the IP address used to upload them, and quickly issued arrest warrants.

After Qiao Maimei finished giving her statement at the public security bureau, she told Ye Meng: “It was my brother who reported them.”

Ye Meng had guessed as much. Li Jinyu wasn’t present, as he was at the hospital accompanying his grandmother. Leaning against the car door, she asked: “How did it get reported to Beijing?”

Qiao Maimei said: “It was my brother in Beijing, Yang Tianwei, who reported it.”

Li Jinyu did indeed have a real dark web address, but he had encrypted it. When he gave it to them, he lied, saying that dark web channels were very cautious now and could only be accessed using this Morse code encryption method. The decoded password would be the address. They would need to find someone who understood this code and computers.

So naturally, they needed to search for similar information online, and the system would recommend related information to them. Li Jinyu simply had Yang Tianwei find a hacker to break into their computer and push a piece of information related to hackers to them.

Thus, they naturally approached Yang Tianwei, the fake hacker. After finding Yang Tianwei, during the decryption process, Yang Tianwei had the hacker plant a Trojan program on their computer. Subsequently, those hundreds of pornographic videos were actually uploaded using their IP address by Yang Tianwei.

“They probably don’t even know who reported them,” Qiao Maimei sent Li Jinyu a message and then got into Ye Meng’s car with a sense of relief.

At that moment, Li Jinyu was in the hospital. His phone dinged twice, and he simultaneously received a message from the hacker’s wife: “Innocent sweetie, when are you coming back to Beijing?”

Li Jinyu: Not coming back. Thank your husband for me.

Xiang Yuan: No need. Remember to keep it confidential. He’s at the research institute now and fears being scolded by his professor.

Li Jinyu: .

Li Jinyu: Got it.

Xiang Yuan: If you’re not coming back, in a few days it’s your brother’s death anniversary. I’ll send a bouquet of baby daisies on your behalf. Don’t be sad, innocent sweetie. No matter how others change, Jia Mian and I still love you.

Li Jinyu wanted to reply, “I already have someone who loves me.” But he felt these words were too presumptuous—Ye Meng hadn’t said she loved him. He shook his head and deleted the message.

Li Jinyu: Mm, my grandma’s awake. Gotta go.

Qiao Maimei had been emotionally unstable lately, often having nightmares at night.

Ye Meng and Li Jinyu could barely have a conversation before she would wake up screaming. They had to take turns going in to check on her, then come back out to talk. This time, Ye Meng closed the door behind her as she came out. “Should we take her to see a psychologist tomorrow?”

The two chatted casually.

“Mm, I’ll ask her later.”

“Are you and Maimei close?”

Li Jinyu thought for a moment and said: “I was in Beijing before, and she never left this place. We haven’t seen much of each other. She came a few years ago. Our relationship is just average, but she’s among the people who have stayed around me these past few years.”

Ye Meng showed understanding, “I originally didn’t want you to get involved in this matter again. She had already decided to go to the police.”

Li Jinyu sat sprawled on the sofa with his legs open, one elbow lazily resting on the back of the sofa, just encircling where she sat. He turned his head to look at the person vaguely nestled in his arms. “Why didn’t you want me to get involved?”

From a secluded corner of the living room came the soft, intimate sound of their conversation.

“I was afraid that if they caught on, you might be entangled with these two pieces of trash. The aftermath would be troublesome. It would be better to hand it over to the police directly.”

“Worried about me?”

“You’re my boyfriend. If I don’t worry about you, who would I worry about?” Ye Meng split an orange in half and put the other half in his hand. “Even without calling the police, I had a way.”

“What way?” Li Jinyu didn’t move.

“Black eating black.”

“What black eating black?” Li Jinyu said as he picked up the much-favored basket of oranges from the coffee table and moved it away.

Ye Meng saw him take away the basket of oranges, but because it was too dark, she really couldn’t see where he put it. She had to give up. “Eating a few of your oranges—do you have to be so stingy?”

Li Jinyu smirked: “Were you going to find Cheng Kairan?”

“Yes,” Ye Meng teased him. “It seems like he’s the only one in this town who can protect me now.”

Li Jinyu didn’t take the bait. He turned off the TV with an expression that said, “Fine, I can’t protect you, so why are you still sitting here?” and began to drive her away.

The living room didn’t have the lights on, and the curtains were drawn. When the TV screen went dark, the entire living room plunged into darkness. Two vague silhouettes could be seen, half-leaning, half-sitting on the sofa.

Li Jinyu’s posture was too relaxed. He had taken off his jacket and was lazily sprawled on the sofa. His young body and ardent soul were like spring sunshine suddenly illuminated. An enchanting, ambiguous atmosphere flowed silently in the air.

Neither took the initiative to speak.

Ye Meng wasn’t afraid of the dark, but she had mild night blindness, especially in unfamiliar environments, which made her feel very insecure. If she were in a closed elevator, she might have already broken down.

Her entire heart felt as if it were being pulled up and down, and she didn’t like this feeling of being controlled. She could only slowly lean back, and as expected, she touched a warm, hard chest.

Li Jinyu lowered his head, his voice revealing no emotion, his chest slightly heaving: “Why are you leaning over?”

“Turn on the lights, Li Jinyu.” Ye Meng’s voice trembled slightly.

“No.”

“Are you doing this on purpose?” Ye Meng finally realized. “Did you know I have night blindness?”

The man’s voice was lazy, “Mm.”

Ye Meng understood: “Because of the orange just now?”

He finally said: “I suspected it before and just confirmed it now. Haven’t you noticed that you always prefer to walk under streetlights? You always turn on your phone flashlight everywhere, like a firefly.”

Ye Meng was once again impressed by his powers of observation. “Okay, sister give in. Can you turn on the lights? Do you want to see me cry?”

“Let me see you cry then.” Li Jinyu felt like a king on his mountain, unable to resist teasing her.

“Are you jealous? Because I said I would go find Cheng Kairan? I was joking with you. You probably don’t know what your sister Yaen used to do, right?”

“I’m not. I never get jealous,” he coughed once.

“Then turn on the lights.”

Li Jinyu’s elbow rested comfortably on the back of the sofa. He casually grabbed an orange from nearby, peeled it for her, and spoke nonchalantly: “Let me ask you a question then.”

Ye Meng, stiff with nervousness, her entire back tense, simply nestled in his open arms, finding a comfortable position to curl up in. “Go ahead.”

There was a strange, forbidden feeling. Though slender, he was still a man—broad and firm, a vibrant shell full of masculinity. As Ye Meng leaned against him, she realized he was quite substantial.

Her heart beat like crazy drums, pounding loudly. She reflected inwardly that, almost thirty years old, her heart could still race like this. Otherwise, she would have felt like stagnant water.

Li Jinyu reclined, his two arms encircling her. After peeling the orange, he tossed the peel into the small box on the coffee table, then lowered his head to feed her a segment. “You mentioned a crush you had for over a decade. Who was it? Do you like my face because I resemble him?”

“If I say yes, will you break up with me?”

“Mm, but you can’t lie to me,” Li Jinyu fed her while tucking her hair behind her ear and said, “If you lie to me and I find out…” He thought for a moment. “You’ll bear the consequences.”

It was at this moment that Ye Meng realized Li Jinyu was not easy to deal with.

But since she had already provoked him, she nestled in his arms and firmly shook her head: “No, no, really no. The last time was a joke. If you don’t believe me, ask Method Yan. She knows how many boyfriends I’ve had all these years.”

“Fine, if your stories don’t match, you’re in trouble,” Li Jinyu said half-jokingly, bending down to get her another orange. “Want more?”

Ye Meng turned over to lie on him, and in the warm breath, she cupped his face with both hands and asked softly: “Can I have you instead?”

The living room was quiet. Outside the yard’s fence, rain pattered on the banana leaves. Fish in the pond were eagerly and excitedly jumping out of the water. Under the dim yellow streetlights, the small town’s empty roads were shrouded in a desolate layer of rainwater.

Li Jinyu saw her like a fish, slippery in his arms. He pulled her up slightly, lazily lifting his foot—anyway, there was no escape today. “Here? What if Qiao Maimei comes out?”

Ye Meng had already eagerly wrapped her arms around his neck, took a bite, then lowered her head to bite the scar on his Adam’s apple, gently sucking, holding it in her mouth, mumbling: “Just kissing…”

Li Jinyu swallowed, his hand reaching for her waist and giving it a squeeze. His voice changed too, saying quietly, “Mm.”

Outside the fence, straw was piled haphazardly. Pedestrians walking by made it creak loudly, mixing with the old woman’s low, rambling chanting from upstairs, occasionally interspersed with a few lonely dog barks. The seemingly quiet alleyways of the small town were filled with fragments of sound.

Inside on the sofa, in this small corner, dark and secluded, a lone man and woman, young bodies pressed together—even if they caught fire, no one would notice.

Ye Meng lay on top of him, kissing her way up from his neck, finally stopping at his lips. She looked at him deeply, as if wanting to engrave him firmly in her mind—the calm and serious Li Jinyu, the insightful Li Jinyu, the clever and intelligent Li Jinyu, the lazy and annoying Li Jinyu, and now, the Li Jinyu who deeply moved and touched her heart.

He gazed at her deeply, his eyes full of tenderness, depth, and restraint.

All around was silence. Any unusual sound could move both their hearts and the sound of pecking kisses seemed exceptionally passionate. The chanting from upstairs grew increasingly clear, seeping densely into their ears. She was trying to heal him.

No prayer wheel, no Buddha light, no so-called deity.

Amid dense, low, and repetitive scriptures, she devoutly kissed the man’s brow and eyes, and in a dizzying moment, softly said into his ear: “Li Jinyu, believe me, the world means you no harm.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 26
The rain threads fell in a whisper, like an enormous woven net, enveloping this quiet yet vibrant small town, trapping those restless hearts. Outside the courtyard wall, the streetlights glowed dimly yellow, the streets empty and deserted. The thousand-year-old tree at the entrance drooped like an ancient elder with lowered eyes as if waiting for someone to return from afar. Inside the house, however, the vigor of young life seemed to continue.

The living room was pitch dark, impossible to see one’s hand, yet Ye Meng could still accurately find Li Jin Yu’s lips. Their warm breaths mingled together as Li Jin Yu was pressed against the sofa. She lay on top of him, and his nostrils filled with her subtle perfume, quite unlike Jiang Lu Zhi’s “mobile milk tea fragrance” that could be smelled from ten miles away. This was comfortable and pleasant.

The sofa was as soft as cotton, and the two of them pressing down almost sank to the bottom. His lips were being sucked and nibbled, and Li Jin Yu could only obediently half-lie, half-lean there. Whether he didn’t know how or was pretending to be innocent, he gave no response whatsoever, entirely submitting to satisfy her boldness.

However, after kissing for a while, he discovered that Ye Meng was particularly focused on his Adam’s apple.

She kissed until Li Jin Yu’s throat itched. Unable to bear it any longer, he placed one hand on her waist and with the other, grasped the slender nape of her neck, pulling her back. He laughed breathlessly, “Are you a dog? Can you stop biting?”

Ye Meng continued kissing him, her voice changing to something low and languid: “How did you get this scar?”

Li Jin Yu froze momentarily, adjusted his position, and said softly, “When I was little, climbing around with my brother, I accidentally knocked into something.”

“It’s very sexy,” Ye Meng praised, lowering her head to peck his lips again. “I like it.”

Li Jin Yu looked at her, turning his head away somewhat uncomfortably.

“Not used to it?” Ye Meng gazed down at him, suddenly stopping. “First kiss?”

He looked at her pitifully, “Mmm.”

Ye Meng lay on top of him, laughing until she shook like a flower branch in the wind. Whether it was the dampness in the room or the deepening intensity in his eyes, they seemed to be shrouded in thick mist, like an injured fawn hoping someone would stop to notice him.

“I’ll teach you.”

Although Ye Meng was impatient, she was now very considerate of his feelings, gently pecking his lips in small kisses, thoughtfully asking in a low voice about his experience: “How is it? Uncomfortable? Do you mind me kissing you like this?”

For a moment, Li Jin Yu wondered if their roles in the script had been reversed, yet he appreciated how much she cared about his feelings. It was certainly better than when she had first pounced on him like a puppy, biting wildly to release her energy.

But Ye Meng noticed he still wasn’t responding, and cradling his face with some disappointment, asked, “Do you have a cleanliness obsession?”

Li Jin Yu sighed, also quite helpless: “I’ve had a bit since childhood.”

She gradually asked, “Is it related to your depression?”

“Mmm.”

“Low desire for that sort of thing?”

“…” Li Jin Yu answered honestly, “Just find it a bit disgusting.”

Indeed, Ye Meng had read many big data reports; low sexual desire was a significant characteristic of depression.

Someone like him who might never have been intimate before probably had even lower desire.

Ye Meng: “To what extent? Is it okay for me to hold you, kiss you like this?”

“It’s fine, not as exaggerated as you think. I’m just not used to it yet, maybe we’re not familiar enough?”

Ye Meng found his serious analysis a bit amusing, understanding his meaning and accepting the blame: “Okay, big sister was too hasty.”

He hadn’t fully entered a romantic state yet, even a kiss seemed so awkward. But Ye Meng wasn’t discouraged; she had always been patient, especially when cultivating boyfriends.

“Exchanging saliva is also an important part of enhancing mutual feelings. Besides mental connection, achieving greater physical harmony means, for example, you in me, me in you.” Ye Meng spoke nonsensically.

Li Jin Yu, afraid she might fall, placed his foot on the coffee table and couldn’t help but laugh and scold: “Female hooligan.”

Ye Meng didn’t deny it. Looking at his thin, handsome features, she was moved and raised her hand to swear: “Just a little more kissing, I promise I won’t use my tongue.”

“Mmm.” He agreed.

Just as she spoke and their lips touched, there was a “click” as the living room light was suddenly switched on. Qiao Mai Mai, like a wandering ghost in her pajamas, appeared at the doorway. “Brother? Sister Ye Meng?”

“…”

“…”

There was chaos on the sofa, mainly from Ye Meng. The female hooligan who had taken the initiative was ultimately timid at heart. Without a word, she rolled off him, accidentally kicking over the nearby trash can in the confusion. A bag full of bright yellow-orange peels scattered all over the floor. She could only awkwardly rub the back of her neck and say to Li Jin Yu: “Little sister’s awake, I’m leaving.”

Li Jin Yu, the one whose tofu had been eaten, seemed much calmer. His collar hung open messily as he lounged languidly on the sofa, looking like someone who had just been ravished. He vindictively commanded her: “Take the trash out with you.”

“…” You yandere.

After Ye Meng left, Li Jin Yu sat on the sofa, rubbing his face. This house was old, the furniture and facilities somewhat damp and moldy. Southern winters warmed up quickly; a few days after the New Year would be the start of spring, and there was already a hint of humidity. In this room, even with the light on, it wasn’t very bright. The dim light enveloped his young, slender body.

Li Jin Yu sat with his elbows on his knees, hands covering his face. It wasn’t due to the embarrassment of being caught by his cousin making out with his girlfriend, but rather the fatigue of recent days. He hadn’t rested properly since returning from Beijing.

“Aren’t you going to sleep?” he asked, face buried in his hands.

Qiao Mai Mai hadn’t moved from her spot, standing like a scarecrow for a long time, and finally asked the question that had puzzled her for days: “Brother, are you and Sister Ye Meng together now?”

“Mmm.”

“I think I interrupted you two. Should I move back?”

“No need, we’ll discuss it later.”

If Qiao Mai Mai left, the impatient Ye Meng would probably not let him off.

Li Jin Yu smiled at his thoughts. What was he avoiding? Was he avoiding Ye Meng? He corrected himself: “You decide when to move.”

Qiao Mai Mai sat down beside him and curiously asked: “What’s it like dating a sister like Ye Meng?”

“A sister like her?” Li Jin Yu turned to look at her. “What kind?”

Qiao Mai Mai put a segment of orange in her mouth, carefully recalling her interactions with Ye Meng, and said: “Well, look, she and Sister Lu Zhi are two different types. She’s very beautiful, a natural kind of beauty, not like Sister Lu Zhi’s hyaluronic acid-filled beauty. Just from photos, she’s truly beautiful, but if Sister Lu Zhi and Sister Ye Meng stood together, she’d be overshadowed. Sister Ye Meng has a very special aura about her—cheerful and open, yet distinctly feminine. She can chat with anyone, but you never feel she’s too flirtatious. She always keeps herself clean and tidy, just comfortable to look at. I don’t know if it’s just my imagination, but standing next to her, I always feel confident. That kind of sister seems very attractive, so I want to know what it’s like to date her.”

Li Jin Yu had lit a cigarette at some point. He took it into his mouth, exhaled smoke mixed with tobacco, and said: “It feels like if you confessed to her, she might even agree. It’s a feeling of…” he tapped off the ash, saying, “not being able to hold onto her.”

Similarly, when Fang Ya’en learned that Ye Meng had successfully captured Li Jin Yu, she also asked the same soul-searching question: “What’s it like dating a brother like that?”

They were in the car at the time, along with Fang Ya’en’s husband, parked in the hospital’s underground garage, waiting for Li Jin Yu to come down from upstairs. The four of them were planning a couples’ weekend date.

Ye Meng sat in the passenger seat, looking down at her phone to send Li Jin Yu their location. She smiled, “A brother like what?”

Fang Ya’en had her window open and lit a cigarette, saying: “You know, the kind who’s tall and handsome, yet innocent, seems full of stories, a bit depressed and weary, but damn still has a touch of sexiness, and from a distance, even looks cold and abstinent—that kind of premium brother.”

Ye Meng couldn’t stop laughing and pointed to the back seat, “Aren’t you afraid your husband will deal with you when you get home?”

Fang Ya’en’s husband worked at a government agency, was very sociable, and had a proper appearance. Wearing rimless glasses, he heard Ye Meng’s teasing and smiled without speaking.

Ye Meng put away her phone, looking like she was soaking in honey: “It just feels like being both a big sister and a little sister.”

Fang Ya’en tapped her cigarette, feigning disdain: “Tsk, look how smitten you are.”

As she spoke, Li Jin Yu emerged from the elevator. Ye Meng spotted him immediately. After not seeing him for two days, the sight of that tall, cool figure made her heart race uncontrollably.

Fang Ya’en put out her cigarette, solemnly welcoming this first boyfriend after Ye Meng’s long period of singlehood.

As the rear door opened, before Li Jin Yu could get in, Fang Ya’en introduced first: “This is my husband, Chen Jian, who works at the Investment Promotion Bureau. From now on, you two are also ‘girlfriends’.”

The bizarre atmosphere between the two men nearly made Ye Meng laugh out loud in the passenger seat. Afraid that Li Jin Yu might feel awkward, she added: “Li Jin Yu, just call him brother-in-law.”

After an awkward greeting, the two men who had been forcibly made “girlfriends” fell silent, quiet as a painting. Especially Li Jin Yu—looking at him through the rearview mirror, his features were clear, his five features so standardly handsome that he resembled a living sculpture.

Since her marriage, Fang Ya’en truly hadn’t seen many decent-looking handsome men for years. Now, thanks to her best friend, she’d even picked up such a premium specimen.

After some idle chat along the way, the atmosphere finally became less awkward. Chen Jian, with his government agency background, was indeed a people person. He quickly warmed up the atmosphere, and Li Jin Yu wasn’t a cold person either. With Fang Ya’en’s help pushing things along, the two men soon became familiar with each other.

Mostly, Li Jin Yu followed Chen Jian’s topics, rarely initiating his own. Whatever Chen Jian mentioned, he could respond with a couple of sentences. Chen Jian found that Li Jin Yu was quite easygoing and could engage in any topic, yet he gave off a faint sense of distance, a feeling that you could never truly get close to him.

If such a person weren’t Ye Meng’s boyfriend, Chen Jian would most dislike dealing with this type at work. Being talkative, Chen Jian couldn’t help but whisper in Fang Ya’en’s ear once they got out of the car: “I think this guy is a bit difficult to get along with.”

Fang Ya’en gave him a cold side-eye. “Not everyone’s as easy to get along with as you. Any woman can strike up a conversation with you.”

Chen Jian spat and asserted confidently: “I’m telling you now, they won’t last long.”

“No need for your concern. When my girl gets tired of him, maybe the next one will be even taller and more handsome. But if you say anything inappropriate in front of them, be careful—I’ll confiscate all your secret money hidden in the hair dryer when we get home!”

The restaurant was famous in town, with large crowds queuing every day. This meal was arranged very last minute, and Ye Meng had struggled to get a number in advance.

Their table was by the window in the main hall. Ye Meng had paid three times the price to exchange for it because it overlooked the entire serene Ningsu Lake like a mirror. This spot was impossible to book without three or four days’ notice, but Ye Meng had sweet-talked and pleaded all afternoon, finally agreeing to pay 300 yuan for the exchange.

One can only say that people these days are truly cold-hearted.

If it weren’t to celebrate Li Jin Yu’s belated birthday, she wouldn’t have wanted to be such a sucker. She had only found out yesterday that Li Jin Yu’s birthday had passed last month. According to Qiao Mai Mai, he had locked himself at home that day and hadn’t even gone out.

The hall was packed with people, with no empty tables, and a long queue of people at the door, watching vigilantly for anyone about to finish. As soon as Li Jin Yu and Ye Meng entered, they instantly attracted some glances.

This was the first time Chen Jian experienced what it meant to “stop traffic”—wherever they passed, wandering gazes followed. Fang Ya’en, probably used to being around them, seemed quite comfortable, and that couple, likely accustomed to being stared at since childhood, didn’t even notice.

Only he felt timid and awkward under those gazes.

Perhaps it was this emotion that made Chen Jian somewhat unbalanced later. He was now a small leader in a government agency, with a house, car, and child. His parents were healthy, his family harmonious, and he looked presentable. From childhood to adulthood, he had always been the center of attention, and even now, among his peers, he was considered a winner in life.

However, among these four people, he discovered that everyone’s focus seemed to have shifted, and so, not quite sure of his motives, he began to interrogate Li Jin Yu.

“Little Li, have you bought a house in town?” Chen Jian asked casually after ordering, handing the menu to Li Jin Yu.

Ningsu Town’s housing prices had approached 20,000 yuan per square meter this year. The new development that opened at the beginning of the year was already over 20,000 and still in high demand. Without connections, it was difficult to get a good floor. For civil servants like Chen Jian, as long as parents provided the down payment, the housing fund could cover the mortgage, and with low town consumption, the pressure wasn’t too great.

Li Jin Yu took the menu, paused, and said: “No.”

Chen Jian nodded, providing what he considered useful information: “Interested in looking at some properties? A complex just opened for sale recently. I have a friend who has a good relationship with the boss and can help you get a better floor. If you’re planning to marry Ye Meng, you should prepare early. There’s not much good land left in town; most of it has already been developed.”

How could he afford a house? His life was already tight enough.

Li Jin Yu glanced at Ye Meng but still politely replied: “Okay.”

Fang Ya’en gave him a fierce look, but Chen Jian felt the question was harmless and followed up with: “What about your job?”

If Li Jin Yu couldn’t detect the ill intentions behind this, then he would have wasted these years of life experience. Before he could speak, Ye Meng, holding the menu, suddenly asked: “Brother-in-law, do you eat meatballs?”

“No,” Chen Jian noticed a warning in Ye Meng’s eyes. He was quite afraid of this girl—she seemed harmless, but she was fierce. So, he awkwardly closed his mouth.

Unexpectedly, Li Jin Yu lowered his head and smiled, “I’m an unemployed wanderer.”

Chen Jian’s expression said “Not my fault, he said it himself,” and he felt quite relieved. See, what’s the use of just being handsome? A person needs brains to live, so he sincerely began his official speech: “You could try taking the civil service exam. At your age, you can still enroll in a prep class.”

Fang Ya’en was extremely annoyed, “Can you not suggest the civil service exam to everyone you meet? Are you the only ones with iron rice bowls?”

Chen Jian wore an aggrieved expression, “I was just saying.”

Li Jin Yu removed the scarf from his neck and said: “I can’t take it.”

“Why?” Now even Fang Ya’en was curious. Had he been in prison?

“I only have a high school diploma.”

Tsk, Chen Jian sighed inwardly, probably a vocational high school too. Indeed, God had only left him with one window.

Chen Jian said: “There are still very few provincial exams you can take. You might want to check next year.”

Li Jin Yu wasn’t too interested; working would mean less time to care for his grandmother. But he still politely said: “Okay.”

At the same time, Li Jin Yu’s phone on the table dinged once. He looked down.

Ye Meng: [Look outside.]

“Bang bang—” A deafening explosion, almost simultaneous with his turning head. Ye Meng suddenly leaned in, and in full view of the two stunned people across and perhaps many more watching eyes around, she straightforwardly kissed him on the lips. The moment of Li Jin Yu’s astonishment, he saw behind him what looked like a silver snake shooting into the night sky from the serene lake, exploding in the air.

At the same time, the restaurant thoughtfully provided a background track.

Outside the window, fireworks like a series of shooting stars flew into the sky one after another, forming brilliant flowers in the air. Even the wind couldn’t suppress the sparks, which rose and fell in profusion. Even the flowers in the corners couldn’t contain their brilliance.

The whole world seemed to suddenly light up.

And in the restaurant, the music flowed, soaring with passion.

“Our hearts are like fireworks One flower connected to another Not falling alone Driving away loneliness Turning around, you’re waiting for me in the same place Perhaps occasionally stopping Ending thoughts of moving forward Not afraid of loneliness And the vastness of sky and sea Wanting to add flowers to your brocade, a grand feast…”

Then, he heard Ye Meng whisper in his ear— “Do you know how much I envy your high school diploma?” “Hmm?” “Because it met you earlier than I did. Happy birthday, baby.”

Fang Ya’en was impressed. Chen Jian was also impressed. When it came to charming younger men, if Ye Meng claimed second place, no one would dare claim first.

After dinner, Fang Ya’en dragged Chen Jian straight away, while Ye Meng held Li Jin Yu’s hand to stroll around Ningsu Lake. The lamps by the lake still glowed one by one, casting a green, dim light that made the calm lake surface shimmer.

The two stopped at the railing where they had first met. Ye Meng said: “Why are you so quiet? Aren’t you moved?”

Li Jin Yu leaned against the railing, and looked down at her, “You’re going to live in the city now?”

“Mmm, I need to go to work. Can’t just eat and do nothing.” Ye Meng sighed, both hands on the railing.

Li Jin Yu didn’t speak, his gaze never leaving her, quietly leaning against the railing, still not responding.

Ye Meng couldn’t stand this kind of gaze from him. She moved forward to hug him, burying her head against his chest, feeling the vibrant life force and heartbeat of the young man.

Li Jin Yu, leaning against the railing, held her in his arms, bowed his head to look at her deeply, and said in a suppressed low voice: “I may never get better.”

Ye Meng froze, instinctively looking up from his embrace to see him, but he covered her eyes. Ye Meng moved his hand away, and he said: “Don’t look, I’m confessing.”

The next second, she felt her lips being gently bitten, sipped little by little.

“I’ve always hoped someone could help me get through this, but I especially didn’t want that person to be you.”

There were few people by the lake, but occasionally night joggers passed by. Li Jin Yu, as if no one else existed, kissed her neck, her earlobes…

Ye Meng’s entire body seemed to burn, getting hotter and hotter. Her spine tingled down to her feet. She heard her own heart pounding like a drum, heard him say in her ear:

“Because I know I will fall for you, without exception.”
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Fang Ya’en returned home with an ashen face, tossed her car keys aside, silently kicked off her shoes, and slammed the bedroom door with a “bang!” Chen Jian knew without thinking that she was angry about his interrogation of Li Jin Yu at the restaurant. With anger in his heart too, he followed her inside without taking off his coat, but unexpectedly, the door was locked.

Chen Jian furiously twisted the doorknob several times to no avail. Burning with rage, he yelled fiercely through the door, “Fang Ya’en, don’t put on airs with me! I just casually questioned that kid a couple of times—why are you taking his side? So what if I deliberately embarrassed him? No education, all appearance, just fooling shallow women like you!”

Fang Ya’en was holding back a stomach full of anger. She knew Chen Jian had been spoiled by his parents since childhood and was accustomed to being self-centered. But she hadn’t expected him to be so petty and lacking in grace. She also lost control, and all the emotions that had been building up suddenly burst forth as she argued with him in sharp words.

“Li Jin Yu is my best friend’s boyfriend. I warned you before we went—he’s younger than you, doesn’t work in a government office, and has a sickly old grandmother to take care of. His life is quite difficult. But you had to bring up every sensitive topic, pointing out all his shortcomings. Did you consider my feelings? Ye Meng is my best friend, she’s been single for so many years and finally found someone to date, and there you are causing trouble! If you can’t stand her having a boyfriend, Chen Jian, do you like her yourself?”

Fang Ya’en asked this question without any jealousy. For her, even if Chen Jian truly liked Ye Meng, she would at most divorce him without affecting her friendship with Ye Meng. Though Ye Meng sometimes seemed unreliable, she always kept a respectful distance from her friends’ husbands.

Chen Jian spat heavily, with contempt: “How could I possibly like that kind of slut? Letting off fireworks and kissing in front of an entire restaurant, only she would do something so shameless. You probably don’t even know what Ma Bu and his group say about her behind her back.”

Ma Bu was a high school classmate of Ye Meng and Fang Ya’en, and they had just attended a class reunion a few days ago. This included Liu Yi Yi, who had mentioned wanting to pursue Li Jin Yu—they were all from the same class. They were in parallel classes with mediocre academic performance. Except for Jiang Lu Zhi, who transferred to an advanced class in their senior year and went to Beijing afterward, the rest either failed exams, took civil service jobs, or lived off their parents, mostly staying in town.

Chen Jian worked in the same unit as Ma Bu, going in and out together, and they became good friends. Although Fang Ya’en earnestly advised him that Ma Bu was no good and told him to keep his distance, Chen Jian dismissed her with “You don’t understand men’s business.”

Now Fang Ya’en understood why Chen Jian could become friends with Ma Bu but couldn’t get along with Li Jin Yu. The gap between him and Li Jin Yu was tens of thousands of Ma Bus wide.

She opened the door and coldly smiled at him, “Ma Bu is just a lazy toad who calls grapes sour because he can’t reach them! But I truly never expected that in my lifetime, I would hear such disrespectful words about women from your mouth. Do you talk about me like that behind my back too?”

Chen Jian’s face stiffened as he hurriedly denied it: “What nonsense are you talking about? You’re my wife, how could I talk about you like that to others?”

There was no longer any excess emotion on Fang Ya’en’s face. “Honestly, before I just thought you were selfish at most, not considerate or attentive, but at least honest. Last time when I broke my leg, you were away on a business trip for a month and never came back. Who was taking care of me in and out of the hospital? Ye Meng and Li Jin Yu. Did you ever come? Did your mother even look at me once except to take the child away? Not once. To be frank, Ye Meng and I have been friends since we were in split-crotch pants. To put it bluntly, who the fuck are you to me?”

“I see you’re jealous because Ye Meng found a young and strong man!” Chen Jian’s face changed dramatically, growing increasingly ugly. “In this world, the most worthless person isn’t me, it’s you. If you hadn’t forced me with the child back then, would I have married you?”

The lakeside was very dark, bathed in the weak moonlight. Tree shadows stood firmly layered upon each other. The lake water sparkled with silvery light in the moonlight. All around was quiet; there were no more joggers or wandering pedestrians at this time, only the two silhouettes silently embracing by the railing.

Time seemed bound and gagged, silently slipping away in the night. The clear lake surface rippled gently as if scattered with thousands of silver pieces, gleaming with reflection. Ye Meng could see him especially clearly now. She felt she needed to take back her earlier words about him being just an average handsome guy. This man, even placed among a crowd of handsome men, would stand out distinctly—clear contour lines, thin lips, and eyes, handsome. Looking just at his face, one might think this man was too thin, but when Ye Meng hugged him, she found he wasn’t skinny; his build was well-proportioned. Put him in a suit with glasses, and he’d be the perfect image of a cultured bad boy.

She nestled in Li Jin Yu’s arms as he leaned casually against the railing, one hand around her waist, the other propped on the railing, looking down at her with a leisurely gaze.

Ye Meng clung to his slim waist like a koala, saying nothing as she buried herself in his embrace, seeming very shy. Li Jin Yu couldn’t help but smile, taking his hand off the railing to grasp the nape of her neck, lifting her face to meet his eyes, mercilessly exposing her: “Why pretend to be innocent? You’ve heard such words hundreds if not thousands of times.”

Ye Meng looked up, her head still pressed against his warm chest, listening to his strong heartbeat, feeling completely secure: “You’re different from them.”

He snorted a laugh, not buying it, turning his head away and saying, “Yeah, right.”

“You’re the best-looking.”

“Oh.” Suddenly cold, still looking away at the flickering, about-to-burn-out lake lights.

Ye Meng pinched his face, forcibly turning it back to her, saying: “Let’s not be jealous for no reason. I know you’re my first love, while I have a record, but I swear, little brother, if I had known earlier that you existed in this world, I would have galloped and tumbled non-stop to find you.”

“Spare me, let me have a few more years of peace,” Li Jin Yu allowed her to pinch his face, twitching his lips into a cold smile. “Besides, our relationship isn’t at that level yet. But your skill at coaxing boyfriends makes me suspect you’ve dated more than three. I’ll give you a chance to tell the truth, don’t lie to me.”

Ye Meng, afraid he might push her away, wrapped her arms around his waist again, pressing her body tightly against his, her soft chest against him. “Fine, six.”

Li Jin Yu stiffened. “?”

“Well, actually nine.”

“…”

“Oh, to be honest, it’s ten.”

Seeing his increasingly dark expression, Ye Meng giggled in his arms. Li Jin Yu noticed her shoulders shaking with laughter and said coldly: “Are you playing with me?” Without waiting for Ye Meng’s answer, Li Jin Yu leaned against the railing expressionlessly and pinched her cheeks, bending down slightly. Those attractive phoenix eyes were now focused solely on her, asking in a low, hoarse voice: “How many exactly? Hmm?”

Those eyes were so intense.

Ye Meng’s heart pounded under his gaze as if a wild little deer was smashing against her rafters. She felt her house was about to collapse and could only hug him and murmur truthfully: “Just three, really just three.”

“What about Gou Kai?” he asked. “Is he counted?”

Ye Meng was startled, about to ask how he knew about Gou Kai when she suddenly remembered Jiang Lu Zhi mentioning at the farmer’s market that Gou Kai would be coming after the New Year. She said, “No, he’s my boss. I’m not crazy—why would I date him?” Then, pretending to be impatient, Ye Meng added: “Li Jin Yu, am I really that casual in your eyes? Just because I pursued you first?”

It wasn’t that Ye Meng was casual; it was that he knew Gou Kai too well. Just as he was about to speak, Ye Meng’s phone rang.

After talking for two or three seconds, she quickly hung up and said to him: “Chen Jian wants to divorce Fang Ya’en. I need to go pick her up now.”

“Why the sudden divorce?” he asked.

Ye Meng shook her head lightly, looking at the man lazily leaning against the railing, and said self-mockingly: “Most likely because of dinner today. Chen Jian has never really liked me. He works with our former high school classmate Ma Bu, who once pursued me and was rejected. He probably said a lot of bad things about me behind my back. Plus, after what happened at the restaurant just now, Chen Jian probably thinks I’m too casual like you do, and said some unpleasant things. Fang Ya’en must have defended me—”

Her waist suddenly sank as Ye Meng was unexpectedly pulled into his embrace with one arm. Li Jin Yu had one hand in his pocket and the other around her waist, holding her body tightly against his warm frame. Looking down at her in this secluded corner, with moonlight shrouding them and the lake water gently swaying, his eyes seemed to harbor turbulent water, deep yet earnest as he looked at her. “I’m not like Chen Jian. If you don’t have time to hear about this now, can I explain it to you later?”

Ye Meng wasn’t really angry, but her intuition told her it had something to do with Gou Kai. Seeing his aggrieved expression, she nodded, “Then let’s go pick up Fang Ya’en first.”

Li Jin Yu didn’t move. Tall and imposing, he seemed glued to the railing. Ye Meng couldn’t budge him no matter how hard she pulled. “Are you part of the railing now?”

The man still leaned lazily, hands in his pockets, allowing her to pull at him but remaining unmoved. Strangely, though it might have been an illusion, Ye Meng seemed to read reluctance to part in his casual gaze. But it vanished in an instant, and the next moment he was looking down at her coldly, then somewhat uncomfortably turning his head away as if to hide, saying: “Then give me a kiss.”

“What?”

Why are you seeking pleasure at a time like this? Fang Ya’en is about to be homeless.

“Didn’t we just fight?” he said.

What kind of fight was that? Are you a child? Even after a fight, you need to kiss and make up. Though these thoughts ran through her head, her body was honest. Irresistibly, she cupped his face and kissed him. Li Jin Yu had somehow taken out his phone and held it high. With a “click,” the bright flash illuminated their dim little corner—tree winds soaring, flower buds blossoming as if someone had suddenly pressed pause on the scene. In the image, they clung tightly to each other, the woman lingering on the man’s lips. Ye Meng had her eyes closed; Li Jin Yu kept his open, watching her, his eyes full of casual amusement, somehow conveying an indescribable sense of “even if I’m as ephemeral as a mayfly, I’ll live at dawn for you and die at dusk for you, even turn the world upside down for you”—a melancholic romance.

They took a taxi back to get Ye Meng’s car. Li Jin Yu sat in the passenger seat. As soon as Ye Meng got in the car, entering this private space, she couldn’t help teasing him: “I never expected you’d have a fetish for taking racy photos. Surprising, little brother. Next time we can take some more intense ones.”

The Buick hit the road, speeding like the wind. Ye Meng’s driving skills had improved considerably; at least on the empty streets, she could reach 80 kilometers per hour. The faint night scenery was left behind, the landscape rushing by in winding stretches. The streetlights cast a yellow hue on the scene. It was late at night, and not even a dog could be seen along the road, making it feel both cozy and desolate.

Li Jin Yu coughed once, turning his head to look out the window, saying with both fear and embarrassment: “Fine, I’ll post it on my social media moments right away.”

Ye Meng slowly brought the car to a stop at the entrance of Fang Ya’en’s community. Hearing his words, she remembered his lifeless, barren social media status. She laughed, sent Fang Ya’en a location message, and casually tossed her phone into the armrest compartment, showing no fear and even provocatively running her finger lightly across his cold profile: “Whoever doesn’t post is a dog.”

Li Jin Yu pushed her hand away, admitting defeat. “Fine, you win. No one has thicker skin than you.”

Ye Meng sat up straight, no longer teasing him, and smiled: “That photo is nice. Send it to me; I want to use it as my social media background.”

“No.”

“What are you so shy about? You were speaking sweet nothings by the lake more smoothly than anyone. I’m the one admitting defeat.”

Li Jin Yu turned to look at her, silently staring for a while, then said coldly, “Fine, never again.”

“Don’t be like that, baby,” Ye Meng saw he was truly upset, unfastened her seatbelt, and leaned over to hook his neck, wanting to kiss him for a while. Li Jin Yu didn’t budge an inch, completely uncooperative, and even coldly turned his head away, appearing as if he didn’t want to be teased: “Fang Ya’en is here.”

Fang Ya’en did appear, carrying bags of all sizes, clanging and clattering like a scrap collector, with a half-grown boy in tow.

Li Jin Yu got out of the car to help her with the luggage. The child stood to the side, politely greeting him, “Hello, Brother Jin Yu.”

Li Jin Yu patted his head, while Ye Meng pretended to be jealous at the side, saying: “Why don’t you greet me?”

The child made a face at her, “Auntie Ye Meng.”

Ye Meng was furious, chasing after him to hit him, “You little brat, looking for trouble? Give me back the Transformer.”

Once they were in the car, the atmosphere finally settled down. Ye Meng looked at Fang Ya’en’s ashen face and lost the heart to joke. She glanced at Li Jin Yu before saying seriously: “Did you fight with Chen Jian because of me and Li Jin Yu?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.” Fang Ya’en’s face was not looking good.

“Then tell me why. Let me see if there’s any need for intervention,” Ye Meng said.

Fang Ya’en didn’t respond; she didn’t want to talk about these things in front of the child. Ye Meng was quite straightforward in her character and hadn’t considered that Jia Yu, in the back, had already reached an age where he understood everything.

Li Jin Yu, who hadn’t spoken until now, suddenly and discreetly picked up the conversation, saying calmly: “We’re out of gas. There’s a gas station ahead. Go fill up, and I’ll take Jia Yu to buy some snacks.”

Ye Meng looked down and saw he was right, immediately following his suggestion and making a turn. Jia Yu obediently followed Li Jin Yu out of the car. Ye Meng and Fang Ya’en sat in the car, watching the large and small figures gradually walk towards the convenience store at the entrance. Chen Jia Yu excitedly hopped ahead, while Li Jin Yu, tall and imposing, calmly followed behind, occasionally reaching out to stop him from falling. The yellow-green streetlights continuously stretched their shadows, and Ye Meng suddenly felt this scene was very heartwarming. If this were her and Li Jin Yu’s child, life would seem… complete?

“Li Jin Yu is very attentive,” Fang Ya’en suddenly said from behind. Looking at the two, for the first time she didn’t advise her friend to break it off once she got bored. Instead, she earnestly said, “In all my years of observing people, including when I was doing business in Guangdong, I’ve seen many wealthy and powerful fake gentlemen. He’s the most ungentlemanly gentleman I’ve ever met; his good upbringing is ingrained in his bones. Cherish him well; he might be a treasure.”

The pair had already gone inside, and through the glass, Ye Meng could see Li Jin Yu’s imposing head behind the tall shelves. Half-jokingly, she said: “If you really divorce Chen Jian, I’ll let you have him.”

“Don’t joke. You two might end up in each other’s hands,” Fang Ya’en looked at her with schadenfreude, saying, “Li Jin Yu isn’t as innocent as he appears.”

“He doesn’t look innocent on the surface either; he’s quite bad,” Ye Meng smiled and said, “To be honest, why did you fight with Chen Jian? Really because of me?”

Fang Ya’en concisely explained the cause and result, finally saying: “Actually, it has little to do with you. My marriage with Chen Jian had problems long ago. It’s also my fault for misjudging people. When I heard that man had gotten married, I hastily and confusedly got a marriage certificate with Chen Jian out of anger.”

Ye Meng listened quietly, then sighed, “It’s still because of me. During dinner, I sensed something was wrong. Chen Jian transferred his malice toward me onto Li Jin Yu. Every question he asked was meant to embarrass Li Jin Yu, who, considering my relationship with you, endured it repeatedly, answering everything asked. Li Jin Yu didn’t drop out of college; he withdrew because of depression. He’s very smart with an excellent memory. My boss, Gou Kai—you know him, right?—is a World Memory Championship winner, but I feel Li Jin Yu’s memory might be even better than my boss’s. The kind who remembers everything at a glance.”

The large and small figures were now coming out of the convenience store, and the gas had just been filled. Ye Meng drove over to them. “What are you planning to do next? If you want a divorce, Jia Yu will likely be given to Chen Jian, since he’s a civil servant. If you still want to continue living with him, as long as Chen Jian is a man worthy of your lifelong commitment, I can discuss the issue with him. I’m willing to kneel and apologize if necessary. But all evidence shows he’s a mama’s boy without responsibility, not worthy of anyone’s commitment.”

“What apology? You and Chen Jian have no conflict at all; you’ve been polite enough to him. To put it bluntly, the only reason he’s close to Ma Bu is to brown-nose Ma Bu’s father, so he joins Ma Bu in badmouthing you. I used to think he was honest and reliable, but I was blind. A marriage certificate is like a mirror that reveals monsters—men all act properly before marriage, but afterward, all sorts of demons show their true forms. I can’t live with him anymore, not just because of this time, but because of all these years—his laziness, his disregard for our marriage, his perfunctory attitude toward our child, and his lingering affection for other flowers and grasses out there. I’ve seen it all. I am going to divorce him, and I will fight desperately for custody of our child.”

Ye Meng didn’t try to persuade her further. The two sisters had always had an unspoken understanding, never interfering with each other’s decisions, only standing behind to cheer, even if wrong, bearing it together. Because neither of them had foresight, they truly didn’t know which path was right and which was wrong. Good friends simply mean that no matter which path you choose, even if it’s full of thorns, they quietly accompany each other to the end.

After dropping Fang Ya’en at the hotel, Ye Meng and Li Jin Yu sat in the car for a while. Ye Meng had the window open, one hand holding a cigarette resting outside. She took it back for a drag, exhaling pale white smoke with a pained expression: “In the future, if anyone interrogates you as Chen Jian did, just ignore them. Don’t compromise yourself. They all know that I value romance over friendship. If anyone upsets my boyfriend, none of us will have a good time.”

“When do you start work in the city?” Li Jin Yu completely ignored her.

“After the 10th, still waiting for official notice.”

Just as she spoke, her phone dinged once. Ye Meng fished it out of the armrest compartment and looked—her eyes nearly went black. Coincidentally, the message had just arrived. Ye Meng speechlessly held the phone up for him to see.

“Brother, are you some kind of prophet? The job notice I’ve been waiting for half a month comes as soon as you ask. Are you the devil or what?”

He looked at her speechlessly: “Weren’t you prepared for this all along? Why are you acting all mournful now?”

“What preparation? I was planning to sleep with you before going to work. Now they’re notifying me to report the day after tomorrow. So, should we find time to do it tonight or tomorrow night?” Ye Meng half-jokingly stubbed out her cigarette and teased him.

“Goddamn, I’ve had enough.” Li Jin Yu leaned his head back on the seat, glancing at her sideways, extremely helplessly turning to look out the window, cursing with a laugh.

Ye Meng drove home, stopping outside the apartment building. “Are you sure you don’t need me to drive you?”

Li Jin Yu sat in the passenger seat, somewhat sleepily mining with a nasal tone, “Go in. With your driving skills, the old man downstairs from my place is more stable on his tricycle. I’ll walk back later.”

Ye Meng nodded, unfastened her seatbelt, and as if remembering something, leaned over, “Kiss me.”

Li Jin Yu had been exhausted all day and was very tired. Seeing her smiling pleadingly at him, he leaned back in the passenger seat, head against the top, looking down at her for a while with drowsy eyes, as if shrouded in an impenetrable mist. He smiled perfunctorily and lowered his head to lightly touch her lips. “Satisfied?”

Ye Meng smiled triumphantly. After returning home, showering, and lying in bed, she sent Li Jin Yu a WeChat message.

By then, Li Jin Yu had just arrived home. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and WeChat sounded.

[Meng: Baby.] [LJY: Here.] [Meng: Baby baby baby.] [LJY: Tired, going to sleep.] [Meng: Let’s go see a movie tomorrow. I know there’s a private cinema in town with private rooms. Don’t worry, no surveillance cameras.] [LJY: Mmm.] [Meng: angry emoji Are you so economical with words when chatting with other girls too?]

After a while, Li Jin Yu didn’t bother to reply and directly sent a screenshot of his chat with another girl—

[Liu Yi Yi: Are you there?] [LJY: .?] [Liu Yi Yi: Is this Li Jin Yu?] [LJY: ?] [Liu Yi Yi: Do you remember me? I work at the bank. A new theater opened in the west part of town. Would you like to see a movie with me tomorrow?] [LJY: baoqianyuelenvpengyou] [Liu Yi Yi: You have a girlfriend now?] [LJY: en]

Ye Meng hadn’t expected Liu Yi Yi to still be pursuing him. She had thought there was no movement from Liu Yi Yi’s side, assuming she had given up, but unexpectedly, this girl was still secretly trying to date him.

Right after, her phone vibrated again as he sent another message.

[LJY: Screen is broken, can’t display text. I’m using Pinyin. Just this one sentence took your brother five minutes.] [LJY: Girlfriend treatment, happy now?]
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Dew and frost, moistening hearts—under the heavy night curtain, stars like sparse lamps flickered with faint light, layering at the edge of the sky. The night was like an enormous slippery Black Forest cake, each layer wrapped in sweet surprises.

Ye Meng didn’t reply to his message, but instead meticulously examined Liu Yi Yi’s social media posts. Although they were high school classmates, Ye Meng wasn’t very familiar with her, and their interactions were pitifully few. Liu Yi Yi was a typical small-town petite bourgeoisie—from a well-off family, working at a bank, and cute-looking. In the matchmaking market, she was indeed a hot commodity. Unlike Jiang Lu Zhi, who was meticulously put together from head to toe but could easily create a sense of pressure as a high-level white-collar worker, Liu Yi Yi was the perfect candidate for a wife.

Liu Yi Yi’s social media was quite ordinary, posting five or six times a day about cats and dogs, work, afternoon tea with girlfriends, and whatnot. With no mortgage or car loans to worry about, all the money she earned was hers to spend as she pleased, making her a carefree girl. If Li Jin Yu were with her, he might be happier than with herself. After all, both of Liu Yi Yi’s parents were doctors, which would be beneficial for the old lady’s health issues.

Ye Meng huddled with her blanket at the head of the bed, diligently scrolling for quite some time, but didn’t see any comments or likes from Li Jin Yu. He seemed to rarely browse social media and had rarely left comments or likes for anyone. Including for her—forget comments, he hadn’t even liked her posts. At this moment, Ye Meng wanted to go through Li Jin Yu’s phone to see who the lucky person was who received his likes or comments.

Ye Meng scrolled back to May of last year and finally saw a post from Liu Yi Yi related to Li Jin Yu. [Saw the most handsome guy in town for the first time, and I even got his WeChat, haha.] A classmate replied: [Maybe he likes you too.] Liu Yi Yi responded with a “bashful” emoji.

Seeing this, Ye Meng leaned against the headboard and made a call. After several rings, it was unhurriedly answered: “Hmm?”

Ye Meng threw back the covers, rolled out of bed in one motion, walked into her dressing room, opened the wardrobe, and while her eyes searched through the rows of neatly arranged clothes organized by fabric and color, she calmly said into the phone: “Why do I feel like you’re showing off that someone’s pursuing you? Want to make me jealous, Li Jin Yu?”

The phone went silent for a moment, and then Ye Meng vaguely heard the sound of rushing water from the other end. She thought it had started raining again outside and unconsciously looked up through the window, only to hear Li Jin Yu’s casual voice from the speaker: “So, are you jealous?”

Ye Meng’s heart suddenly warmed, as if hot water had rolled over it, scalding her with a jolt. She never liked being at a disadvantage in relationships. So, composedly, she selected a dark green, tight-fitting skirt with slits in the front and back from the dense, varied array of clothes, and held it against herself to see how it looked. Under the bright lights of the dressing room, her entire body emanated a delicate whiteness, her thin collarbones deeply indented, exquisitely graceful. With calm eyes, she spoke into the phone: “No.”

“Oh.” The other end went silent.

She immediately hung the skirt back up and continued to let her gaze wander, beginning to select a top. Languidly, she said: “But I’m not very happy right now, so I’m planning to come over and sleep with you.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the phone suddenly transmitted violent coughing. Li Jin Yu cleared his hoarse throat and conceded: “I give up, Ye Meng, I’m not teasing you anymore.”

“Say ‘Big sister, I was wrong.'”

“…”

“…”

Ye Meng removed her spaghetti-strap nightgown and changed into a low-cut shirt and the dark green skirt with slits in front and back, exposing her slender, fair ankles. The curves of her body were graceful, and below her collarbone was an audaciously insolent tattoo, like a proud butterfly fluttering in endless night, following the spring light—a kind of ascetic sensuality. She casually tousled her hair, prepared to put on earrings in front of the mirror, and said flippantly: “Won’t say it? Then I’m coming over. Open the door for me later.”

“Big sister, I was wrong.” Li Jin Yu’s deep, hoarse voice came through the phone as if he was stretching his neck, gritting his teeth, enunciating each word through clenched teeth, seemingly unwilling.

“You don’t sound very convinced,” Ye Meng persisted, already crouching by the shoe cabinet, determined to teach him a lesson. “I’m choosing high heels now… pointed toe or peep toe? Which pair is easier to take off?”

Li Jin Yu completely surrendered. He stood completely naked in the misty bathroom. The bathroom door had been reinstalled, and the water vapor rippled lightly in the air, circling like the golden edges of butterfly wings, refracting some unusual light. He felt that if he didn’t get out of there soon, he would suffocate.

Li Jin Yu held the phone with one hand and placed the other on the foggy glass, bowing his head with a helpless smile. His voice was muffled: “What will it take for you to stop teasing?”

He sounded truly aggrieved, so frightened—was he really that frigid? Ye Meng felt like a female boss forcing herself on the neighbor’s little brother, so she decided to be even more ridiculous: “Then when we meet tomorrow, you forcefully kiss me. And make it long, not perfunctory, be passionate.”

“…”

“…”

“…”

Li Jin Yu felt like a million alpacas were kneeling before her in his mind. What a childish request to make.

“Boring.”

Ye Meng started again, saying deliberately: “These strappy ones seem nice, just bought them, haven’t worn them yet.”

“Fine, I’ll forcefully kiss you tomorrow.”

Ye Meng finally couldn’t hold back, bursting into laughter and falling backward onto the floor, rolling around, unable to stop for a long time.

Li Jin Yu, either truly anxious or embarrassed, said irritably: “Hanging up.”

“Wait,” Ye Meng, having gained the upper hand completely, felt extremely satisfied. In high spirits, she put the shoes back and closed the cabinet, saying, “Actually, about Liu Yi Yi, she’s my classmate. I was just calling to tell you to be gentle when rejecting her and leave her some dignity. After all, both her parents are doctors at the People’s Hospital, and we might need their help with your grandmother’s illness in the future.”

Li Jin Yu asked: “Anything else?”

“No, that’s it.”

“Okay, hanging up.”

“Why are you in such a hurry?”

“Because your boyfriend is taking a shower, and the water’s about to run out.”

Ye Meng lay back on the bed: “Can I have a live broadcast?”

“…”

“No video is fine too, let’s chat while you shower. I want to hear your voice.”

“Mmm.”

“Do you add every girl who shows interest in you on WeChat?”

Li Jin Yu simply turned on the speakerphone, placed the phone on the sink, quickly turned on the water to rinse off the soap that was almost dry on his body, then casually wrapped a towel around his waist, walked out, and said: “That was my boss’s requirement. My boss said they don’t come to hear me sing; if I don’t add them on WeChat, they won’t come back, business will suffer, and he’ll have no reason to hire me anymore. Outside the bar, I’ve never added girls on WeChat.”

“That’s a bit general,” Ye Meng said. “You added Fang Ya’en at the hospital that day.”

Li Jin Yu didn’t respond; he was probably blow-drying his hair, as the phone transmitted the thunderous sound of a hair dryer. Ye Meng thought he hadn’t heard, so she stayed on the line, waiting. She quite enjoyed listening to him doing his things on the other end of the phone, as if in the profoundly lonely night, she had somehow drawn closer to a warmth that couldn’t be spoken of.

In her room, only a small orange wall lamp was lit, with the hair dryer roaring through the speaker. Ye Meng glanced around her room once more—considered elegant and luxuriously low-key by the town’s standards. His narrow, cramped room made her feel he was somewhat wronged every time she entered, living a constricted life. The old lady’s memory wasn’t good; she often forgot where she hid things, so Li Jin Yu hung her frequently used medications and items in baskets in the living room, making them easier for her to find. But it inconvenienced him—as the items increased, so did the baskets, and his imposing height meant he was constantly bumping into them. However, his memory was good, and he knew the basket layout by heart, able to accurately bend his head to avoid them even in pitch darkness.

Through the speaker, the hair dryer stopped.

“If you count it that way, it gets complicated. I meant those who wanted to pursue me,” Li Jin Yu said after finishing drying his hair, and picking up his phone as he walked out.

Ye Meng came back to her senses and, as if possessed, asked: “If I had asked for your WeChat that day by the lake, would you have given it to me?”

He had changed into clean home clothes, bent down to pick up a bottle of Budweiser from the floor, sat down on the sofa, pulled the tab, thought for a moment, and truthfully said, “No.”

“Was it lack of interest or fear of giving it?”

“Is there any point discussing this?”

Ye Meng blurted out: “Women just like to discuss hypothetical questions, don’t you know? For instance, if your mother and I fell into water—”

“Save you.”

The answer came almost without hesitation, and afterward, a long silence fell, as if following the question, he had sunk into the boundless ocean floor. Ye Meng suddenly realized that this question was meaningless to him, and might even have poured salt on his wounds. He seemed to have fallen into self-doubt again.

She sincerely apologized, softly calling through the speaker: “Baby?”

Li Jin Yu mmmed, “Here.”

“Do you need me to come over and keep you company now?” Ye Meng coaxed.

“No need, go to sleep. I’m fine, just a bit tired,” he said.

“Then we won’t see a movie tomorrow,” Ye Meng said gently. “Tomorrow morning I’ll go to the hospital to check on your grandmother and come to your place in the afternoon. You sleep in a bit later, okay?”

“There’s no need—”

She interrupted him, “Or do you want me to come take care of you now?”

Li Jin Yu laughed helplessly; through the speaker, his voice truly had a youthful purity and magnetism, like clear sake in strong sunlight, so pleasant it made one clearheaded: “Mmm, I understand.”

After hanging up, Ye Meng sighed. Sometimes this man Li Jin Yu was so stubborn that she wanted to bully him, but when she did, it was her own heart that ached. What a mess—how did she end up with such an irresistible thing?

But then she thought of last night by the lake, how he had kissed her bit by bit with undivided attention, saying those words, that face… she couldn’t help but blush, her heart racing. It was like in the fine, drizzling rain mixed with snow and wind, the snow falling on her body, making her shiver unexpectedly, followed by a rush of warm blood, her heart pounding fiercely. Li Jin Yu seemed harmless but occasionally gave surprising delights.

Ye Meng felt like a girl experiencing first love, falling asleep thinking of him all night.

After showering, she felt much calmer. Setting aside her jumbled emotions, Ye Meng got herself together and drove to the hospital. The old lady was diligently following the doctor’s morning exercises. Seeing Ye Meng enter, she happily waved her hand to dismiss the doctor, blatantly starting to slack off: “No more, no more, my grandson’s wife is here.”

Ye Meng’s face reddened at the remark; she coughed once, then composed herself and said to the doctor: “Don’t mind me, I bought porridge. She can eat after you finish.”

The doctor said to the old lady with a pleasant smile: “Your grandson’s wife has spoken, finish your exercises before eating.”

The old lady hated these morning exercises. She could barely lift her hands and feet, yet they insisted she forcefully raise her legs and feet—an unreasonable demand, constantly reminding her that she was an invalid. She now glared at Ye Meng unhappily.

Ye Meng leaned against the doorframe, took out her phone, and recorded the old lady’s reluctant movements clearly, then sent it to Li Jin Yu. [Meng: Task 1/5, old lady’s morning exercises get√. ❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️]

Li Jin Yu had just woken up, sprawled under his carelessly placed blanket, still covering his head, coming to consciousness between half-sleep and half-wake. The room was dim, the curtains tightly closed, not allowing even a weak ray of light to enter, yet he could faintly hear the greetings of neighbors, the sounds of setting up stalls, hawking calls, mixed with occasional dog barks and kitten mewls.

Li Jin Yu’s phone vibrated. Although it had vibrated several times earlier, he had been too lazy to reach out. This time, instinctively feeling it might be Ye Meng, he finally extended his hand from under the blanket, drowsily opening his eyes to glance at it. Sure enough, it was her. He propped himself up to sit against the headboard and began to wake up properly. [Meng: Task 2/5, old lady eating banana get√. ❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️]

Li Jin Yu casually replied with a heart tossed the phone on the bed and started to get up to wash. [LJY: ❤️]

He replied with a heart! Ye Meng’s motivation soared, and she energetically completed all tasks, taking photos to send to Li Jin Yu. [Meng: Task 3/5, old lady using the toilet gets√. ❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️]

Seeing the startled expression of the old lady in the frame, Li Jin Yu replied with a black line over his head. [LJY: No need for photos!]

[Meng: Task 4/5, old lady walking get√. ❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️] [LJY: Mmm.]

[Meng: Task 5/5, old lady playing Candy Crush get√. ❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️❤️ Baby, should I leave the phone with her? She’s begging me.]

[LJY: Don’t leave it, let her play for half an hour only. Otherwise, she’ll read our chat history.]

[Meng: She’s tugging at my clothes, so pitiful.]

[LJY: Ignore her.]

[Meng: ❤️❤️❤️❤️ I’m coming out now, took the phone away. The old lady pleaded with me for a long time but I didn’t give it to her.]

Li Jin Yu was just about to brush his teeth when his phone vibrated again.

[Meng: Remember to forcefully kiss me later. You promised last night.]

[LJY: ………]

[LJY: Mmm.]

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 29
Ye Meng had just gotten into the car, watching Li Jin Yi reply with that indifferent “Mm.” Her mood inexplicably soared, as if a wave of excited little fish rushed forth, darting up and down in her heart, creating quite a joyful commotion. Who says older woman-younger man relationships aren’t happy? Teasing her boyfriend was truly delightful; it was those eating dog food who weren’t happy.

[Meng: Need a script? I can arrange one for you in a minute.] [LJY: Not necessary.] [Meng: Alright, five minutes, I’ll be there soon.]

Ye Meng drove while sincerely releasing her thoughts. Later she would need to struggle a bit—although her boyfriend was very tempting and kissing him left no possibility for resistance—but at least today, she had to reluctantly fight back for the sake of increasing excitement. Should she, depending on the situation, slap him?

Forget it, Li Jin Yi might think she’d gone crazy. Besides, she couldn’t bear to do it.

Not more, not less, but exactly five minutes later, Ye Meng parked in the community parking space. She even deliberately honked lightly to remind Li Jin Yi inside the house—she had arrived.

Then she got out of the car and walked along the gray-white carved eaves toward the house. It was quite lively at this hour; various breakfast stalls were scattered throughout the small alley. Groups of people clustered together, some cracking sunflower seeds and chatting, others playing chess and joking around. As always, they were all spirited elderly people; not a single young face could be seen. The only exception—just as Ye Meng turned the corner, a dried salted fish unexpectedly lunged straight at her like a knife. Hey, there was even someone using a dried salted fish to practice tai chi sword at the entrance of the alley. The old man’s expression was solemn; he wasn’t too pleased with her sudden appearance. He gave her a white-eyed look, rose on one foot, and performed a lunging horizontal sweep like a swallow pecking mud to make way for her.

Ye Meng carefully lifted her foot and stepped over.

When she reached Li Jin Yi’s doorstep with an excited heart, she discovered that his door was open. An old woman stood hunched at his doorway. Li Jin Yi, wearing clean home clothes, had one hand in his pocket and was handing her a bunch of green onions with the other. When he looked up and saw her standing at the building entrance, he didn’t lock the door but simply turned and went inside.

After the old woman left, Ye Meng walked in and locked the door.

Li Jin Yi reclined on the sofa with his legs spread wide, his head covered with a thin gray blanket, seemingly not fully awake.

With the door closed, the room was very dark. The curtains remained tightly shut, with only a faint light seeping in from the garden’s floor-to-ceiling door, illuminating the room like a darkroom with a dim glow. The room was damp, with moldy spots mottling the walls, and the furniture also emitted a subtle musty smell. But as long as Li Jin Yi sat quietly there, even the dirtiest place seemed like heaven to her.

Ye Meng walked over and had just sat down. The blanket covered his upper body, revealing only his messy hair and a pair of slender, well-proportioned long legs. Ye Meng sympathetically stroked his hair and said, “Baby, still sleepy?”

Li Jin Yi seemed to finally have a bit of energy. He gave a low “Mm,” then pulled off the blanket, hunched his back drowsily, and with tired eyes, grabbed a cigarette from the low table. He placed it between his lips and lit it, inhaling and exhaling smoke in an instant, as if his mind had cleared somewhat and his eyes regained clarity. With one hand holding the cigarette and the other constantly fidgeting with a lighter, he turned his head slightly. Those deep, affectionate eyes, full of weariness, stared fixedly at Ye Meng.

Ye Meng’s heart raced at his gaze. She quickly snatched his cigarette and extinguished it. “Don’t smoke right after waking up. Should I peel an orange for you?”

Li Jin Yi, half-asleep, was particularly docile at this moment. He “Mm-ed” again, his fingers skillfully playing with the lighter out of habit, quietly waiting for her to peel the orange.

Ye Meng watched the deep blue flame flicker between his fingers while absentmindedly peeling the orange and asked, “Where did you learn these fancy tricks?”

“America.”

“Oh, you’ve even been to America? Looks like your family was quite wealthy before.”

Li Jin Yi forced a smile at the corners of his mouth but didn’t respond. He was wondering if Ye Meng would still bully and tease him like last night if she knew what kind of heartless person he had been during those years in America.

But when you play with a tiger for too long, you might mistake yourself for a cat.

He had been pretending to be a good boy for so many years that he had trouble distinguishing whether the one in America was the real him, or if the good boy under Li Ling Bai’s watchful eye was the true him. Perhaps he was born with two completely different personalities. Otherwise, why would Li Ling Bai say he was born with a rebellious nature, the seed of evil?

Li Jin Yi didn’t answer. He tossed the lighter onto the low table, lazily pulled her closer, and leaned down to kiss her.

Ye Meng felt this didn’t quite match the scenario she had imagined. She lightly pushed against his chest and said, “Not like this, baby. You’re not supposed to be this gentle. Don’t you know how to force a kiss? It should be fierce, reckless, crazy, ruthless. Let me demonstrate.”

Li Jin Yi had a meditative expression, watching her impassively. He silently raised his hand in a gesture of invitation, indicating for her to go ahead.

Ye Meng sighed inwardly, wondering why she had fallen for such a clueless romantic.

While thinking disappointedly, she roughly pinned him against the sofa, gripped his collar with both hands, pulled him toward herself, took a breath, and recklessly bit his lip. Her tongue immediately pushed in without hesitation, commanding him, “Open.”

Li Jin Yi obediently complied.

Ye Meng’s eyes flew open. “Li Jin Yi, you—you—you—you ate garlic!!”

Li Jin Yi couldn’t help laughing, directly embracing her and pressing her against his chest. At this point, Ye Meng truly didn’t need to act; she struggled a thousand times wanting to push him away. Li Jin Yi nonchalantly controlled her in his arms, holding her wrists, and directly turning the tables. He flipped her onto the sofa, pinning her down. Ye Meng arched her neck, avoiding his kiss. Li Jin Yi could only bite her chin, subtly taking it between his lips. Her blood froze as she heard him say softly, “Why are you dodging?”

Ye Meng’s body tingled, her scalp feeling as if it had exploded. With her remaining reason, she could only plead repeatedly, “Baby, can you please brush your teeth—”

“No.” He buried himself in the delicate crook of her neck.

In the dim room, their skin touched, silent and still. They could faintly hear the street cleaner outside the fence going “swish, swish, swish” with a large broom. With the man’s solid, tall figure pressing down on her, Ye Meng felt her blood boiling throughout her body.

Yet Li Jin Yi still maintained a cool and detached manner. His fingers pinched her chin, forcing her to look into his eyes. His breath approached inch by inch, carrying a drowsy haziness as he said, “Say you were wrong.”

“I was wrong, baby.” Ye Meng softened her voice, blowing air into his ear.

“Call me ‘gege’ (big brother).”

Ye Meng lay back on the sofa, exposing her fair, smooth neck. Her black hair was scattered on the white fabric sofa, her eyes moist—whether from her earlier distress or from laughing at his forceful attempt to regain the upper hand was unclear. She blinked and softly admitted, “I was wrong, gege.”

“…”

Li Jin Yi flipped over and sat up, putting on his slippers while cursing, “No backbone.”

While Li Jin Yi was brushing his teeth in the bathroom, he locked the door. Ye Meng, with her arms crossed, leaned against the doorframe, still calling “gege, gege” without backbone from outside. Li Jin Yi turned off the water, the toothbrush still in his mouth opened the door, and leaned against the sink. As he continued brushing, he coldly said to her, “Could you shut up? Anyone would think my dog turned into a chicken.”

Ye Meng smiled, unperturbed. “What’s our plan for today?”

He gurgled and spat, saying, “You tell me.”

Ye Meng walked over, hugged his waist, rested her chin on his chest, and looked up at him. “I just want to spend the day at home with you, just holding you like this is enough.”

Li Jin Yi paused his brushing but didn’t push her away, allowing her to embrace him. He slightly raised his hand, took some water in his mouth, and turned to spit it out, not bothering with the small bits of toothpaste at the corners of his mouth. Still leaning against the sink, he skillfully turned on the faucet, rinsed the toothbrush, and looked down at her, smiling, “Were you this clingy with every boyfriend you’ve had before?”

Ye Meng shook her head. “If I said it’s only like this with you, would you believe me?”

As if anyone would believe that. Li Jin Yi casually put the toothbrush back in the cup, set it aside, and scoffed, “Do you think I would believe that?”

Li Jin Yi went back to his room to change into clean clothes. He even locked the door. Seeing how cautiously he guarded against her, Ye Meng almost burst out laughing. Outside the door, she couldn’t help deliberately teasing him, “Let me tell you the truth, my ancestors were locksmiths. This kind of lock can’t stop me. I can twist it open in a minute, believe it or not?”

Inside, he completely ignored her. After a few seconds, the door opened. Li Jin Yi had just put on a black pullover sweatshirt, obviously not yet properly dressed. As he opened the door, he casually shrugged a couple of times to adjust his shirt. The collar still had a white circular rim, layering two pieces—who was he trying to protect himself from?

“If you’re not afraid of getting hit, go ahead and pick the lock.”

His room was very small, with hardly any place to sit—a large wardrobe, two fully loaded bookshelves, and then in the corner, an electronic keyboard that seemed utterly out of place, isolated from the rest of the room. Li Jin Yi sat on the chair between the keyboard and the wall, so Ye Meng could only sit on the bed across from the keyboard, putting them face to face.

Ye Meng discovered the strangest thing about men: a change of clothes could completely revitalize them. No matter how tired he looked before, now, though his hair remained messy, after washing his face and revealing his full forehead, he appeared surprisingly spirited. The black clothing made his skin look even paler, exposing his clear Adam’s apple and the smooth lines of his neck.

The earring in his right ear glinted softly at his neck, but due to his cold, fair skin, it made him look both roguish and clean. This person was truly stunning with even minimal grooming. If Ye Meng didn’t fix herself up for at least half an hour after waking, she wouldn’t look presentable at all.

The old clock on the wall moved forward steadily with a “tick-tock, tick-tock” sound.

Li Jin Yi leaned casually against the wall, legs spread, staring at her for a while. Probably finding this boring, his left hand unexpectedly struck a few heavy notes on the electronic keyboard—”BOOM BOOM BOOM,” three sounds to bring her back to reality. “Is this really how you want to waste time with me?”

“I’m going to the city tomorrow. Don’t you want to look at me a bit more?” Ye Meng said, her hands propped on the edge of his bed as she looked at him.

“Will looking at you more keep you from leaving?” he said.

“You don’t want me to leave?” Ye Meng’s face lit up with surprise. “You should have said so earlier.”

Li Jin Yi leaned against the wall emotionlessly, saying nothing. With the back of his head against the wall, because the electronic keyboard was set high, he still looked down at her, his eyelids drooping. His eyes, like black glass balls soaked in water, gazed at her with particular depth.

He found Ye Meng truly fascinating. She appeared to be a woman with her own opinions, not seeming idle at all. Whatever she did, she had her confidence. In her heart, she carried either a torch or holy water; her eyes always held an unwavering determination that seemed invincible, looking incredibly sunny.

Yet in front of him, she always revealed a feminine side. She seemed unwilling to be manipulated by him, but always couldn’t help being easily manipulated.

Li Jin Yi said: “If I said I don’t want you to leave, would you not go take the job?”

Ye Meng walked over and clumsily pressed out a melody on the electronic keyboard. Li Jin Yi could barely make out that it was “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”

Her casual tone, amid such monotonous music, sounded particularly sincere: “It’s not an important job anyway, and my current savings aren’t urgently needed to support myself. At worst, I’ll come back to town and take a civil service exam. If you don’t want me to leave, just say so—I’ll prioritize you, baby.”

Li Jin Yi smiled slightly and removed her hand that was clumsily playing his keyboard. “Forget it, you should still go work in the city. I think things are pretty good as they are now; let’s just take it slow. Besides, Grandma’s second round of chemotherapy is about to begin, so I won’t have much time to spend with you at home every day anyway.”

Ye Meng’s disappointment was expected. She knew that her younger boyfriend had this proud personality and would not ask her to stay. Moreover, in Li Jin Yi’s heart, his grandmother was undoubtedly more important than anyone else. She might not even be as important as the little yellow dog at the door.

Ye Meng pondered for a while, lit a cigarette for herself, and in the cramped room, with slender white fingertips bearing the flickering flame, asked him through the swirling smoke: “Can you sing Cantonese songs?”

“What would you like to hear?”

“Anything.”

His Cantonese was quite standard. Ye Meng felt she had to take back what she’d said earlier—it wasn’t that he sang without emotion; he just couldn’t be bothered to put emotion into it.

Ye Meng discovered that Li Jin Yi was left-handed. Except for using chopsticks with his right hand when eating, when he hugged her or played the keyboard with one hand, his left hand took precedence. He played very perfunctorily, but at least he didn’t sing perfunctorily. Li Jin Yi didn’t look down at the sheet music, playing the accompaniment with one hand. His whole demeanor was casual and relaxed, his gaze scattered, but when he looked at her, it was serious and passionate—his natural advantage. If Ye Meng hadn’t experienced the joy of dating young wolf pups early on, she wouldn’t have been so persistent about the older woman-younger man relationship.

Ye Meng was attracted by the emotion in his eyes; she was immersed in it. Plus, whether intentional or coincidentally fitting, he sang a song called “The Legend of the Hungry Wolf.” He looked exceptionally sexy and roguish. Her eyes could no longer leave him. She simply hugged her knees, sitting on the floor, desperately entangling with his gaze. Somehow Ye Meng felt as if the air had stagnated, as if needles were suspended in the surrounding air, ready to pierce her skin at any moment. She carefully drew oxygen from their mutual breaths in his addictive and suffocating gaze.

“Yet I know that love gives me no tomorrow; love is like a hungry wolf, with a mouth seeming sweet. If you walk in just to play, its fierce appearance will show; love is like a hungry wolf, how can one sleep embracing it? It must leave me with a fierce wound as a memento…”

The music had stopped for a long time. The room was quiet and still. Bird songs could faintly be heard among the treetops, as if to shake off the spring snow, sharing the season equally. They were like two lonely travelers, also like two otherworldly beings wandering on opposite ends of the Milky Way, finally finding that unspeakable comfort in reality, warning those who sink into worldliness that they are of the same kind.

Ye Meng stood at the corner of the wall, took a drag from her cigarette, and with the strong tobacco taste, lifted his chin, slowly blowing the smoke into his mouth before kissing him hard. She seemed to be using unprecedented gentleness, bit by bit sucking his lips. In the quiet room, it was as if a fireplace was burning, the temperature rising, yet only the sound of their dense, almost venting kisses could be heard.

The atmosphere had a kind of depressed decadence. They indulged in each other, comforting one another.

“Li Jin Yi, I’m not playing with you,” she said, holding his face and kissing him.

“Mm,” he kissed back.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 30
Spring rain washed away an entire dreary winter. Flowers that had rotted to the ground’s depths finally revealed their fresh, vibrant red or bright yellow petals as the rain cleared away the mud. The pale sky, like a faded floral cloth, became clean and clear.

Ye Meng nearly arrived late on her first day of work. She hadn’t yet rented an apartment and had originally planned to get up early and drive directly to the city since it only took forty minutes to drive there from Ning Sui. Quite a few people in town worked in the city but lived in Ning Sui, though it did consume extra fuel money.

The day before, she had stayed at Li Jin Yi’s home until eleven o’clock. Her phone had died, and when she got home, she was so tired she fell asleep immediately, forgetting to charge it. The alarm didn’t go off in the morning. If it weren’t for her father making so much noise while getting up to wash, she would probably still be in her sweet, sweaty dreams.

Ye Meng had been idle for several months, sleeping carefree until late morning every day, occasionally going out to hook up with a younger guy. Her father didn’t control her much—after all, the family didn’t depend on her for support. The old lady’s only year-end target for her was to quickly find someone to marry. Today, seeing her up so early and carefully applying makeup, making herself presentable—

Her father, solemnly tying his tie in front of the mirror, curiously asked, “Has the young lady changed her ways? Getting up so early?”

Ye Meng, drawing her eyebrows in front of the mirror, suddenly realized she hadn’t told her family yet. “Ah, I’m going to work.”

Her father was shocked for a moment as he put on his suit jacket. “You found a job?”

Ye Meng applied lipstick and satisfyingly pursed her lips in the bathroom mirror. She suddenly wanted to kiss Li Jin Yi. Being in love made one’s heart flutter. Thinking about not being able to see him for a while, she inevitably felt a bit lost. She said to her father outside the door, “Yes, in the city. I might move there to live after a while. Do you have any good housing resources? If not, I’ll ask around myself.”

Her father had long grown accustomed to his daughter’s impulsive nature. Sometimes she was just too lazy to do things, but once she decided to do something, she typically acted swiftly, giving no one a chance to react. This temperament likely came from the old lady. Though he thought this way, he couldn’t help feeling empty inside. He put on his leather shoes and said, “Can’t you live at home?”

How could she date Li Jin Yi while living at home? The young couple couldn’t always hole up in his retirement community. Li Jin Yi might not mind, but she really couldn’t bear those sad, pitiful looks. Besides, once his grandmother was discharged from the hospital, they really would have nowhere to go.

“What, you can’t bear to part with me?” Ye Meng had finished her makeup but hadn’t changed clothes yet. She leaned against the bathroom door, smiling at her father. “I’m in a relationship now. I need some personal space, right?”

Her father couldn’t believe it. “Really?”

Ye Meng turned to go back to her room. “Well, it’s about like that. Please tell Grandma to stop introducing random younger guys to me. That small Gao, the nurse from last time—I even treated him to a meal at Dai Ji, which cost me nearly a thousand. I’m going to work now. Remember to ask about housing resources for me, Deputy Bank Manager Ye.”

Ye’s father was a deputy manager at a small bank branch in town. It sounded impressive, but he had little real authority. Apart from ordering around subordinates at work, few people outside respected him. Ye’s father had a gentle and scholarly disposition, opposite to Ye Meng’s—a typical moderate who offended no one. Therefore, he had never gained the attention of his superiors. After diligently working at this small branch for thirty-some years, he had merely risen to deputy manager.

He couldn’t be relied upon for major matters and wasn’t needed for minor ones. In the Ye family, he was less useful than Ye Meng’s second aunt, who was at least an emergency department doctor at the county hospital. If someone had a headache or fever, she could at least help arrange an appointment in advance.

So Ye Meng was accustomed to not consulting him about anything. However, the dejected look on Old Ye’s face as he left made Ye Meng’s heart skip a beat. After parking in the company’s underground garage, she took out her phone and sent him a message.

[Old Ye, don’t be sad, I still love you. I’m only moving out for a few days. If I find this job uncomfortable, or if the boss is heartless and affects my relationship, I might immediately roll back to find you guys. After all, Mom said before she left that I should take good care of you. You’re a guiding light in my heart. Anyway, the decisions you’ve made for me, the roads you’ve let me walk—as long as I avoid them, I definitely won’t stumble. My current success is inseparable from your tireless teachings. Heart.jpg]

Strangely enough, she could boldly express her love to Li Jin Yi. But with Old Ye, she couldn’t bring herself to say those sickeningly sweet words. Somehow, every time she tried, she couldn’t help but mock him a bit at the end.

Sure enough, Old Ye responded with a fierce “Get lost.”

Ye Meng leaned back in the driver’s seat, laughing heartily, her mood greatly improved. She then sent a WeChat message to Li Jin Yi.

[Meng: Baby, successfully arrived. I bought you a phone and will mail it in a couple of days. Watch for the delivery.]

At that moment, Li Jin Yi was already leaning against the door frame of the hospital room, supervising his grandmother’s morning exercises. He was still wearing yesterday’s sweatshirt with a thin sports jacket over it, the zipper pulled up to his chin, covering most of his face. Despite this, he also wore a mask on his face, revealing only his lean, smooth jawline.

The old lady reluctantly stretched her arms and legs, her eyes sneakily looking for a chance to lie down when he wasn’t paying attention. Li Jin Yi watched her calmly and said through his mask, “Three more.”

The old lady asked, “Why are you wearing a mask?”

Li Jin Yi, feeling his phone vibrate in his pocket, took it out while saying, “Ye Meng said there are many viruses in the hospital, easy to cross-infect.”

The old lady, though eager for him to get married, somehow felt a bit jealous now that he was in a relationship. She snorted, peeled herself a banana, and said, “When I told you to wear one before, you wouldn’t. But when your girlfriend says to wear it, you do. Tsk, tsk.”

Li Jin Yi stood with one hand in his pocket, leaning his shoulder against the doorframe, looking down at his phone to reply to Ye Meng. Hearing this, he looked up and glanced at her, smiling slightly, “Weren’t you the one who wanted me to date? Now that I am, you’re jealous of her?”

[LJY: Don’t need to buy me a phone. I have money, just too lazy to change it.]

Li Jin Yi could afford to buy a phone, but changing phones meant updating all his photos, music sheets, and his grandmother’s medication reminders—all the information needed updating, which he found too troublesome.

“I’m just saying,” the old lady was merely voicing her thoughts, smiling as she asked, “So, how’s it going? When will you have children?”

“…”

Li Jin Yi put his phone back in his pocket after replying, his gaze indifferent. “Ask Yang Tian Wei if he can immediately get you a child. From my side, don’t count on it.”

“Why? Ye Meng is so good, are you just playing with her?” The old lady, no matter how thick-skinned, sensed something unusual. She then earnestly advised, “Bādòu, you can’t be like those bad boys out there.”

Ye Meng quickly replied.

[Meng: I don’t have many hobbies. My hobby is spending money on my boyfriend. Are you depriving me of even this small pleasure? Hmm? So cruel, baby?]

[Meng: If you don’t like it, step aside. I’ll find a boyfriend who’s willing to let me spend money on him and spoil him.]

However, Ye Meng quickly recalled this message after sending it. Li Jin Yi couldn’t help but curl the corners of his mouth slightly, then said to the old lady, “I’m not playing with her, but I haven’t considered marriage and children. That’s too distant for me. I don’t know how to interact with children, nor how to raise them, so don’t have high hopes for me. If Yang Tian Wei is willing to have a child, I’ll invest and contribute some child support.”

The company Ye Meng had joined was quite leisurely. In the morning, someone was assigned to show her around the company’s general structure. For the rest of the time, she sat at her workstation, daydreaming. The company handled advertising planning, and undertaking events like press conferences, exhibitions, annual meetings, and so on. Each person had their projects. As Ye Meng had just joined, HR assigned her to a team, but when people heard she had returned from Beijing, they feared she might take their work and were not particularly willing to train her. They coldly handed her two forms and asked her to compile and summarize the company’s client list from the past few years.

She quickly organized the clients, categorizing them according to recent cooperation details and amounts, with key analysis for several important starred clients. With high work efficiency, she had a lot of free time afterward, which became quite boring.

Another girl joined the company at the same time, a fresh university graduate who turned out to be much more popular. The department colleagues were guarded against Ye Meng but showed no such reservations toward this young girl. They actively invited her to meals and tea parties and were willing to give her small project-planning tasks, such as creating PPTs and modifying content proposals.

Compared to Ye Meng, who spent the entire morning staring blankly at an Excel spreadsheet, she had it much better. Even the young men in the office had already added the young girl’s WeChat. When Ye Meng first started working in Beijing, she was similarly the center of attention. Men throughout the company, regardless of age, always cared for and looked after girls in their early twenties. Ye Meng, resting her head on her desk, sighed deeply, suddenly realizing that this world was quite unfriendly to women approaching thirty.

Ye Meng rested her chin on the desk and couldn’t help posting a melancholy moment on her social media. At that time, Li Jin Yi replied with a message that made her teeth feel numb.

[LJY: Why are you being cowardly? Don’t recall the message.]

Followed by another message, probably after seeing her social media post, [LJY: How is the world being unfriendly to you?]

Ye Meng organized her morning experiences into the most concise language and sent it to Li Jin Yi. He must have been busy with something, as he didn’t reply for a long time. Ye Meng felt bad again, thinking even her boyfriend was being cold to her.

Half-jokingly, she sent another message, [Meng: Baby, are you bullying me too?]

After a long time, still no reply. She got a bit anxious, [Meng: Li Jin Yi, have your wings grown strong?]

At that moment, Li Jin Yi was standing in the hospital bathroom with an exasperated expression. His phone had unexpectedly slipped from his pocket into the toilet bowl and was now lying face-up at the bottom, the screen still glowing miserably. He could see Ye Meng’s increasingly anxious WeChat messages popping up one after another.

Half an hour later, Ye Meng finally received Li Jin Yi’s belated reply.

[LJY: How dare I? I’m not bullying you. My phone fell into the toilet.]

[Meng: What? What now?]

[LJY: I picked it up.]

[Meng: With your bare hands? Aren’t you a germaphobe?]

[LJY: Gao Ming gave me a pair of chopsticks.]

[Meng: Thanks to Nurse Gao for extending a helping hand to my boyfriend.]

[LJY: Oh. Treat him to a meal, at Dai Ji.]

[Meng: Baby, you’re so cute. Want to kiss you.]

[LJY: …Cut it out.]

At that moment, Ye Meng’s social media was buzzing with Qingdao’s cherry blossom street. She casually forwarded it to Li Jin Yi, [Meng: Let’s go see cherry blossoms in Qingdao in April. I’ll find someone to take care of Grandma. Just three days, okay? I want to kiss you under the cherry blossoms.]

[LJY: Mm.]

[Meng: Miss me?]

[LJY: …Don’t you need to work?]

[Meng: Nobody’s willing to let me take over anyway, so I’m playing with my phone with a clear conscience. Ah, someone on my feed posted about the pink dolphins at Khanom. I want to take the baby to Khanom, want the baby to see the pink dolphins. They say when you see pink dolphins, good luck will come.]

Khanom was a small fishing village in southern Thailand, facing Samui Island across the sea. One year during the New Year, Li Ling Bai rented a holiday hotel in Thailand, and they went to Khanom to see pink dolphins. It was quite ordinary. Perhaps because he was a man, he didn’t feel much about these things, but maybe Ye Meng would like it.

[LJY: Do you have a passport?]

[Meng: No, I’ve never been abroad. I’ll go apply for one in a few days. You have one, right?]

[LJY: Yes.] Almost filled two volumes, though now they were just gathering dust.

[Meng: Do you miss me? Li Jin Yi, I won’t be coming back for a whole week, you know.]

[LJY: Where will you stay?]

[Meng: The company has temporary dormitories. I’ll look for a place on the weekend. To be precise, you might not see me until next weekend.]

The person who said she wouldn’t return for an entire week appeared at Li Jin Yi’s doorstep that evening. The urgent knocking made Li Jin Yi think there was a fire. He had just finished showering, his hair still wet—he hadn’t even had time to dry it and could only wipe it with a towel as he went to open the door.

Ye Meng wore a fitted suit. The tattoo on her collarbone was covered by her shirt, revealing slender, clean calves. She was slim, stunning, mature yet full of earthly charm, like a delicate flower in spring rain, covered in wind and rain, standing travel-worn at his door. She was like a cluster of flowers sent down by the gods, accidentally landing outside his door, as if she had come specifically for him, to share joy.

She smiled and threw herself into his arms, their young, passionate bodies pressed tightly together.

The door wasn’t even closed, left wide open for all to see. Li Jin Yi leaned his back against the doorframe, looking down at the spoiled, radiant woman in his arms. “Didn’t you say next week?”

Hugging him made Ye Meng feel much more secure. She looked up, resting her sharp, thin chin on his strong chest, as if infused with spring rain, gazing at him with wet eyes, harboring her innate pride, yet speaking the world’s softest and most sincere words of love: “I missed you. What can I do? Just one day at work, and I already want to quit. Is it because I haven’t dated for too long? Why are you so attractive to me?”

Li Jin Yi smiled noncommittally, towel hanging around his neck, lazily leaning against the wall, hands in his pockets as he looked down at her for a long while, listening to her passionate longing. Then his left hand came out of his pocket and pinched her chin, shaking it teasingly from side to side: “What about work tomorrow? Hmm?”

Ye Meng’s lips were pursed by his pinching. She let him pinch as she mumbled softly, “I just need to get up an hour earlier, at six, and I can clock in by eight. Can I sleep here? I promise I won’t do anything else.”
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Li Jin Yi regretted it.

When Ye Meng took out her toiletries bag, makeup case, and a package of disposable transparently wrapped black lace underwear from the trunk, methodically arranging them into every corner of his living space, placing them intimately alongside his belongings, he knew this woman had come prepared.

Li Jin Yi’s hair was almost dry. He wore loose-fitting home clothes with a towel still hanging around his neck, watching somewhat speechlessly as she took out what he estimated to be a lipstick rack containing at least twenty lipsticks and placed it on the washstand next to his lonely razor.

He stood with his hands in his pockets, leaning against the bathroom doorframe, and sincerely asked, “Do you need to apply so many lipsticks in one night?”

Ye Meng calmly invited him to pick one.

Li Jin Yi, with one hand in his pocket, pondered for a moment before casually pointing to the one that looked longest and most economical.

Ye Meng nodded, neatly arranged everything, and then unhurriedly applied the lipstick he had selected—Armani Apple Red. Once applied, it had a rich saturation, shimmering brightly, wrapping her distinct lip contours. It was as alluring as a freshly picked rose, its petals holding clear, full dewdrops, making one want to taste it to see if it was sweet.

Ye Meng merely stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, looking up at him and softly breathing in his ear, asking in a low voice, “Does it look good?”

Li Jin Yi realized she had many tricks up her sleeve but still honestly “mm-ed” in agreement. Then he reached out with one hand to grab her waist, pulling her into his arms, and tilted his head down to kiss her. This time, Ye Meng acted coy, slightly turning her head to avoid him. Li Jin Yi was stunned, then heard her teasing him: “Should I wear this one to work tomorrow?”

Li Jin Yi raised his head, leaning back against the wall with his eyes lowered, looking at her lazily, and sneered, “Want the young guys at the company to come over and ask for your WeChat?”

“Yes, I’ve never liked losing,” Ye Meng leaned in his arms, looking up at him with proud coquettishness in her eyes, mature and charming yet bright and moving. She said, “Especially to little sisters who are still wet behind the ears.”

Li Jin Yi didn’t know if she was serious. It was true that Ye Meng liked to have the upper hand in everything. Although there might not be any younger men there who interested her, the feeling of going from being the center of attention to being ignored was indeed unpleasant. Especially for this nearly thirty-year-old sister who was particularly sensitive about age.

He showed understanding, coldly uttering an “oh” before turning around, shuffling in his slippers to the bedroom, ready to turn off the lights and sleep.

…

Ye Meng wasn’t in a hurry to go in; she wanted to smoke a cigarette outside to calm down. She stood in the quiet corner of the small courtyard, faintly illuminated by the yellowish street light beyond the yard’s fence. Li Jin Yi thought her pajamas were too revealing and had given her a set of his T-shirt and pants, which now hung loosely on her. Ye Meng squatted while smoking, her slender, pale fingers holding a thin ladies’ cigarette between her lips. She squinted slightly, her gaze scattered without focus, appearing to be staring at the little yellow dog that had been lying silently all day, but the little yellow dog knew she wasn’t looking at it. It knew that this woman, who appeared calm, aloof, yet worldly, never looked at anything with her full heart.

Ye Meng took a drag on her cigarette as she squatted. Smoke dispersed from her lips; she lightly flicked the ash and tilted her head back, exhaling heavily. Watching the ethereal wisps of smoke gradually dissolve into the thick fog of night, she was like a small fish, head tilted back, mouth open, blowing small smoke rings at the vast, boundless night sky, as if dissolving something, or perhaps just playing out of boredom.

She was just a bit confused now. She had been through several short-lived relationships, but none had left her feeling as uncertain as this one. In this relationship, she seemed to have the upper hand, but in reality, Li Jin Yi was still the one setting the pace—this was what made her most uncomfortable in this relationship. She disliked being manipulated, especially by her boyfriend.

Tonight, after work, she had originally planned to go straight back to the dormitory with her colleagues, but in the end, she drove back here just to see him once. This was indeed not a good sign for her. Most frightening was Li Jin Yi’s cold, detached attitude toward dating, his arrogant stance that he could withdraw at any time, which inevitably made her feel discouraged and hesitant. Should she cut her losses in time, or continue this reckless entanglement with him?

Finally, her gaze fell lightly on the little yellow dog. She knew this dog didn’t like her much; its eyes were always full of fear and vigilance when looking at her, and a bit of indescribable resentment, as if she had usurped its master. She self-mockingly curled her lips into a smile, gently extinguishing the cigarette on the ground, consoling it without lifting her head as she pressed down, “Don’t glare at me. In your master’s heart, I’m not as important as you.”

After saying this, Ye Meng sighed, wrapped in the damp, cold night breeze, and went inside.

She quietly removed her makeup, washed herself clean, and took a blanket to sleep on the sofa. If they slept together, she couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t do something to him. Li Jin Yi slept covered with a blanket; he seemed to have little sense of security, sleeping with even his head covered, a huge bundle with neither head nor tail visible, looking particularly pitiful. She bent down and couldn’t resist pulling back the blanket to kiss him lightly on the lips, softly saying, “Baby, good night.”

Li Jin Yi opened his eyes, saw her holding the blanket, and was startled. “Where are you going?”

Ye Meng presented herself as someone who kept her word. “To sleep on the sofa. Otherwise, you want me to lie next to you like a corpse?”

Li Jin Yi lay on his back, his gaze clear as he stared at her for a while. Thinking she was playing hard to get, he decided to ignore her. He didn’t believe she could spend the whole night on the sofa. He said indifferently, “Fine, close the door on your way out.”

“…Mm,” Ye Meng kissed his lips again, naturally reminding him, “I’ll get up at six tomorrow. Don’t worry about me; I’ll leave directly. I’ll order breakfast for you to be delivered. Just get up before nine to eat it. The next time I come back will truly be at least two weeks later—”

The moon hung clearly outside the window, like a fried egg yolk, the most beautiful golden yellow. The room had no lights on, the curtains were open, and the faint moonlight seemed to permeate in, making the room dim. His gaze was like warm water poured over a glacier, seemingly about to melt her.

Li Jin Yi suddenly raised his head and bit her lip, saying in a low voice, “What if I miss you during these two weeks?”

Ye Meng’s heart tightened suddenly like a wound spring, and the jumbled emotions she had in the courtyard instantly vanished. She reluctantly sucked on his lips, kissing him back: “Just say the word, and I’ll come back to you.”

“Mm,” he replied softly.

The room was quiet, the two kissing intimately, the sound of their pecking becoming increasingly clear. Even the little yellow dog in the courtyard, bored to the point of growing mold, suddenly sprang up energetically from the ground, stimulated to the point of running in circles around the fenced yard to release hormones.

In the end, Ye Meng slept beside him, nestled in his arms. Just before falling asleep, she drowsily murmured, “What’s the name of the dog outside the door?”

“It’s my grandmother’s,” his voice was full of drowsiness, “she calls it Ping An.”

“Ping An doesn’t like me very much,” Ye Meng said plaintively.

“It doesn’t like anyone,” Li Jin Yi couldn’t sleep anymore. He sat up, leaned against the headboard, and lit a cigarette in the clear moonlight, putting the lighter back on the nightstand. He said, “Next time, buy some sausages to coax it. It’s easily coaxed.”

Ye Meng still lay on her side, her hand propping up her face, smiling with her eyes closed, “Are you easily coaxed, or is it?”

“Don’t know,” Li Jin Yi extinguished his cigarette, looked down at her, and pinched her ear, “Are you comparing me to a dog?”

Ye Meng still smiled, saying with implication, “That dog is more capable than you.”

Li Jin Yi could certainly understand her meaning. With one leg bent, he leaned drowsily against the headboard, silently looking at her for a while. Then he took another cigarette, casually bit it, not looking at her, and said indifferently with lowered eyes as he lit it, “Why did you break up with your last boyfriend?”

Ye Meng instinctively opened her eyes. Lovers always probe tentatively, wanting to know each other’s past. But she hadn’t expected Li Jin Yi to suddenly ask this on impulse. Her memory was also blurred; it was a bit too long ago, something from four or five years back.

“I forgot. Forgot if he cheated or I cheated.”

Li Jin Yi held a half-lit cigarette in his mouth, the spark in the dim room like a fuse that could explode at any moment. He leaned against the headboard, one slender arm resting on his bent knee, looking down at her with dark eyes, seemingly never expecting such an answer.

Ye Meng, nestled in the blanket, laughed uncontrollably, finally ending up lying on his chest, laughing so hard she got a cramp. Li Jin Yi firmly pinched her chin, with a somewhat helpless tone: “Can’t you say something truthful?”

Ye Meng was completely awake again. She crawled out from under the covers, took a cigarette from him, and leaned against the headboard, exhaling smoke at him: “I’m joking. I forgot. It was just some trivial little things. I told you before, it’s not a lie that I only date this way with you. With them, it didn’t matter if we didn’t contact each other for ten days or half a month, but with you, it’s different. I want to send you messages all the time—” She exhaled smoke despondently, “Perhaps this is karma.”

Li Jin Yi smiled slightly, turned to look out the window, and didn’t continue the conversation.

Ye Meng didn’t speak either. The two smoked their cigarettes intermittently, occasionally sharing a kiss. Time, like an old woman, flowed predictably and slowly. During the last cigarette, Ye Meng finally couldn’t resist. In the decadent atmosphere filled with swirling smoke, she looked straight at him, swung her leg over his body, and arched her smooth, concave back. Kneeling, she crawled down, raising her head to look at his dark eyes through the smoke. She was like a freshly bloomed, gorgeous rose, yet also like an innocent little flower bud, full of interest in his body, extremely curious, yet afraid of frightening him. She leaned close to his ear, carefully and particularly pleasing him, “Are hands okay?”

After a long while, he nodded in agreement. Satisfying her curiosity.

She was extremely considerate of his emotions, asking softly, “Does it hurt?”

“It’s fine,” he said, though he still felt a bit nauseous, but looking at her made it better. So in the dim room, though the surrounding air was as hot as fire as if someone had placed a small fireball inside, the egg-yolk-like moonlight seemed about to be burnt by this atmosphere. His cool yet darkly desirous gaze remained fixed on her face. Ye Meng knew he liked to watch, so she always raised her head to meet his gaze. Ye Meng felt she would melt in his restrained, suppressed eyes. Li Jin Yi finally leaned against the headboard, closed his eyes, coughed softly, and reminded her hoarsely, “Wrap it with tissue, don’t get it on yourself.”

…

The next day, after Ye Meng left, Li Jin Yi stayed in the bathroom for a long time. Only when his phone vibrated gently on the washstand did he rise somewhat weakly from the floor and glance at it.

[Meng: Baby, I ordered porridge, delivery at 8:30. Eat it as soon as you get it; it’s not good for your stomach when it’s cold. Also, the phone is being delivered today, watch for the courier. Heart]

Following that, Li Jin Yi noticed a red dot on her avatar in his social media feed. He clicked on it and saw she had just updated a post.

[Meng: You don’t have to say I love you to say I love you——《for him》Troye Sivan]

There were already a few likes and comments below. Yang Tian Wei, who seemed to live on social media, was always the first to like and comment, [Little Yang’s Fried Buns: Oh, this young lady also likes Troye? Is this about being in love, or what? This song was written by Troye for his boyfriend, are you gay now?]

Ye Meng must have bought a beachfront property on social media, as she replied almost instantly, [Reply to Little Yang’s Fried Buns: If your brother isn’t gay, I’m not either.]

Yang Tian Wei was still slow to catch on, replying, [Reply to Meng: How could my brother be gay? He’s a steel-straight man.]

Just as Ye Meng was about to reply, her WeChat vibrated, and Li Jin Yi had responded.

[LJY: Don’t use your phone while driving. Call me when you get back.]

[Meng: Okay, baby.]

[LJY: Mm, my grandmother might be discharged after one more round of chemotherapy. Will you take back your things next time you come?]

[Meng: Was it comfortable yesterday?]

[LJY: …Mm.]

[Meng: Then next time still hands.]

[LJY: …Drive your car.]

Ye Meng was greatly amused and decided to stop teasing him. While waiting at a red light, just as she tossed her phone back into the armrest box, the screen unexpectedly lit up with a call. Looking at the name, she curled her lips. It had been a while. She put on her Bluetooth earpiece, both hands on the steering wheel, her gaze on the countdown of the red light ahead as she casually answered, “Hello.”

“It’s me.” The male voice on the phone was clear and magnetic but different from Li Jin Yi’s deep and lazy tone. This person was softer, with a more rounded timbre.

“I know,” Ye Meng said lazily.

Gou Kai said, “I’m downstairs at your place. Where are you?”

Ye Meng was full of questions, not even noticing that the traffic light ahead had changed, “What are you talking about?”

Gou Kai patiently repeated, “I’m in Ning Sui, downstairs at your place.”
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Gou Kai thought this small town wasn’t so shabby after all. Despite its tiny size, it had everything one needed. Several worn-out boats with black canopies were moored below the water gate. The town was surrounded by mountains on all sides. In the early morning, the thick fog hung like a fairy’s pale white sleeve, gently encircling the emerald mountain peaks, exuding a tranquility reminiscent of a traditional ink painting. The storefronts along the street were bright and tidy, the roads clean, traffic sparse, and greenery standing tall in neat rows. The alleys were filled with hawkers calling out, vendors selling their wares, and animated discussions—creating an atmosphere similar to old Beijing’s liveliness, yet not quite as bustling.

“This place is suitable for retirement,” Gou Kai remarked sincerely upon seeing Ye Meng.

Since Ye Meng had resigned last October, the two hadn’t seen each other for nearly half a year. Gou Kai looked the same as always, the very picture of a flaunting rich young master, dressed head-to-toe in designer brands worth tens of thousands. Sitting properly upright in the coffee shop, he seemed out of place. He brushed some dust off his suit and half-jokingly said to her, “Haven’t seen you for a few months, you look older.”

Ye Meng slouched lazily in the chair across from him, taking a sip of her Blue Mountain coffee, which tasted as awful as ever. “So? I took half a day off just to sit here and listen to you tell me I’ve aged?”

Gou Kai responded with a noncommittal smile, pulling out the small gray handkerchief he always carried from his pocket. While gently wiping his coffee cup, he said unhurriedly, “When will you ever change that impatient nature of yours?”

In the empty street, someone was selling sticky rice cakes—the kind that cost one yuan for twenty. The vendor pushed a small cart with a loudspeaker hanging from the front, repeatedly broadcasting advertisements at high volume. Amid this noisy environment, Ye Meng gave him a very friendly smile and said, “You know, I’m running out of patience.”

Gou Kai knew her too well. Seeing that she was truly getting agitated, he took off his suit jacket, folded it twice, and hung it over the back of his chair. Sitting up straight, he said, “Alright, I’ll admit my mistake. I apologize. Will you come back with me?”

“That’s it?” Ye Meng raised an eyebrow.

Gou Kai made a noncommittal sound, then continued, “I’ve terminated the partnership with Jiang Luzhi’s firm, and I came specifically to ask you to come back. Are you satisfied now? The company can’t function without you. All those succulents you were growing are nearly dead. The flower market owner says that without you, he can’t give us the same prices as before. The succulents that Little He bought later all ended up looking like dwarf melons.”

Ye Meng couldn’t be bothered with his nonsense. “I’m not going back. I have a boyfriend now, and we’re getting married soon.”

“Bring him out, let me meet him,” Gou Kai said calmly, using his handkerchief as a cushion under the cup handle as he took a sip of coffee.

“No. Don’t bother him.”

Gou Kai made another noncommittal sound, giving her a meaningful look. “Seems like he’s younger than you?”

“Mm,” Ye Meng frowned impatiently, staring at him directly without evasion. “Gou Kai, I know exactly what you’re thinking. Back then, you let them take away the Xinhe project I had worked on for two years and sidelined me, all because you thought a third-tier college graduate like me was delusional for wanting to stay in Beijing and buy a house, competing for resources with those elite graduates from 985 universities. You wanted me to recognize my place. If it weren’t for you, where would I be today? I worked hard, but you suppressed me. You were afraid I’d become self-sufficient. You just wanted me to stay by your side doing nothing, like a lapdog. You think that’s all someone with my educational background deserves, right?”

Gou Kai despised superficial people and disdained associating with those of lower education. To him, anyone below the second-tier university level was like a seed buried in dust, unworthy of blossoming. But Ye Meng was an exception.

He was fond of her casual demeanor. Her memory might be poor, but sometimes, just when you thought she was about to embarrass herself, she would surprise you with an unexpected comeback, which he found delightful. He was drawn to this occasional element of surprise, always wondering what was going on in her mind.

Later, he probably spoiled her, indulging her until she believed she truly had the right to stand alongside those who had worked hard to attend prestigious schools, overestimating herself by thinking she could establish a foothold in Beijing. This made him feel that Ye Meng was just like those nouveau riche he despised. Because they lacked proper cultivation, they sometimes mistook fortune’s favor for their ability. Meanwhile, many diligent students remained penniless. Yet, in the arena of fame and fortune, such nouveau riche were as common as ants. Those people even believed there was no difference between themselves and privileged heirs like Gou Kai, who had received strict education and refined knowledge from an early age.

Gou Kai said, “But your difference from other third-tier college graduates is that you have me.”

Ye Meng burst into laughter. “I won’t go back. I’ve already decided with my boyfriend that I’ll stay here with him.”

“Ye Meng, you’ll regret it,” Gou Kai said.

“I won’t.”

Gou Kai smiled slightly, tucked away his handkerchief, and suddenly changed the subject: “Did you receive the camera?”

Camera? Ye Meng had completely forgotten about it. Thinking carefully, she realized she might have forgotten to take it from Fang Ya’en’s car that day. “Mm.”

“You didn’t look at the photos, did you?”

What was there to look at?

As Gou Kai had expected, he looked at her and suddenly flashed a confident smile, then began explaining: “Before the New Year, the company received two orders. One was from abroad—a Chinese collector from Singapore who hoped our company would help him auction an item in China. I put the photos in the camera. If you look at them, you might change your mind.”

Gou Kai was in the antique auction business, or rather, his family had been for three generations. Even earlier, his great-grandfather might have been a tomb raider who sought out burial sites for treasure. Now, however, the business had expanded, and he liked to dabble in various fields. Except for the film industry—he didn’t particularly enjoy watching movies.

Ye Meng’s patience was exhausted. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll go back and smash the camera.”

Gou Kai firmly believed she would do just that, so he had no choice but to say, “This artifact is the jade-inlaid gold thumb ring you’ve been looking for all this time. Didn’t you say it was related to your mother’s death? Don’t you want to meet this Chinese collector? I’m still keeping your position and belongings for you.”

When Fang Ya’en called Li Jin Yu, he had just finished washing up in the bathroom and was about to go back to his room to change clothes before heading to the hospital. He held the phone to his ear while casually pulling out a white short-sleeved shirt. “Sister Ya’en.”

Fang Ya’en was only a year older than Ye Meng, but Li Jin Yu was much more comfortable calling her “sister.”

Fang Ya’en immediately sensed this invisible distance and adopted an elder’s attitude: “Mm, where are you? I’ll drive over to pick you up.”

Li Jin Yu was putting on his shirt, just pulling his head through when he paused, confused. “Huh?”

“Ye Meng called me this morning before she left, saying you seemed to have an upset stomach when you woke up. She asked me to pick you up and take you to the hospital for a check-up. It happens that I need a follow-up on my foot today as well, so let’s go together. Send me your location.”

“Alright, I’ll send it to you on WeChat.”

Li Jin Yu hung up the phone, his shirt still not fully on—one sleeve not yet in place, exposing half his shoulder. His physique showed clean, flowing lines; not bulky but surprisingly strong despite his lean appearance. He sent the address to Fang Ya’en, then sat on the edge of the bed motionless, holding his phone and staring blankly for a while before lowering his head to send Ye Meng a WeChat message.

[LJY: I’m fine, just maybe not quite adjusted yet.]

She must be busy; for the first time, she didn’t reply instantly. Previously, she had always seemed glued to her phone, replying immediately. Fang Ya’en’s car arrived quickly, and Li Jin Yu took his phone and walked out, locking the door behind him.

Fang Ya’en gestured for him to sit in the back. As soon as Li Jin Yu squeezed in, he unexpectedly pressed against a white box. He pulled the object out, and Fang Ya’en’s expression suddenly changed as she remembered that Ye Meng had forgotten to take it last time. Fang Ya’en had told her to pick it up sometime, but Ye Meng had simply said to throw it away without a second thought. What a wasteful thing to do—the item was worth at least several thousand yuan. So she had kept it in the trunk, waiting for Ye Meng to remember and come get it herself. A few days ago, she’d been dealing with divorce proceedings with Chen Jian, which had pushed this matter completely out of her mind. Today, they had just finished dividing their assets—she got the car, he got the house. But she’d forgotten that this thing was still in the car.

“Is this Ye Meng’s?” Li Jin Yu asked.

Li Jin Yu recognized it too—it was the white box they had taken from Jiang Luzhi’s car that day, given by Gou Kai. He opened the lid and looked inside, half-amused and half-exasperated. Gou Kai’s method of pursuing women was truly something—using the camera Li Jin Yu had given him to impress Ye Meng.

Li Jin Yu didn’t think much of it at first, planning to keep it safe and bring it back to Ye Meng. By a twist of fate, it could be considered the first gift he had given her. The camera with its lens was worth at least thirty thousand. Gou Kai was something—could he be so frugal when pursuing women?

However, Fang Ya’en, feeling inexplicably guilty, claimed the camera was hers.

Now Li Jin Yu was curious—what could be in this camera that made Fang Ya’en so nervous on Ye Meng’s behalf? If it hadn’t been the camera he gave to Gou Kai, he wouldn’t have suspected anything. So he leaned back innocently in the rear seat, pretending ignorance as he lazily asked, “May I look at the photos?”

What is there to look at, Fang Ya’en inwardly cursed, breaking out in a cold sweat. She marveled at how even the most handsome and composed men still got jealous like anyone else—truly a sweet trouble. Outwardly, however, she smiled pleasantly, trying to cover for her friend. But in her nervousness, she took a wrong turn and ended up on a longer route.

“Sister Ya’en, you’re going farther away,” Li Jin Yu reminded her.

Fang Ya’en feigned composure as she explained, “What do you know? It’s rush hour now; this is the way I always go.”

As she spoke, Li Jin Yu had already coldly smiled and opened the camera, seemingly calm as he slowly browsed through each photo.

Fang Ya’en became anxious. “Hey, why won’t you listen? I’m just worried you might overthink things.”

Li Jin Yu had fallen silent, his cold, handsome face drawn long, with distinct brow bones, emanating an unprecedented chill. He turned to look out the window, his aloof profile adding to his handsomeness. Fang Ya’en was genuinely impressed by Li Jin Yu’s appearance, wondering what he had eaten as a child to grow up so handsome.

She drove steadily through the surging rush hour traffic, signaling to slow down, carefully observing his expression through the rearview mirror. “See? I told you not to look, but you insisted. You have some intuition. Now you’ve seen it and you’re angry. Why give yourself trouble? Besides, aren’t you two doing well now? That’s all stuff from a year ago. They haven’t seen each other for a long time. And Ye Meng said she wants to stay here with you. There’s no use being angry about it—she doesn’t even know.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Fang Ya’en finally understood the meaning of “when it rains, it pours.” The more she tried to cover things up in confusion, the more heaven seemed to playfully insist on unveiling the drama.

Life in the small town was peaceful and tranquil, as fleeting as a mayfly. There weren’t many coffee shops, and the few with decent business were scattered about. The one they had just passed was the most remote in town, with the fewest customers. Normally, driving to the hospital would never take them this way, but the distraction with the camera had caused her to take a wrong turn. Unwittingly, she had just betrayed her friend.

Fang Ya’en had met Gou Kai once. Shortly after her wedding, she had gone to Beijing to visit Ye Meng, and the three of them had had dinner together privately. Gou Kai was elegant in a way that differed from ordinary wealthy people, and his appearance was also quite handsome. Though he didn’t compare to Li Jin Yu, he would still stand out in a crowd—a poised and distinguished young talent. Wearing gold-rimmed glasses, he looked very gentlemanly. The only thing that made her slightly uncomfortable was that, in conversation, Gou Kai had a way of imperceptibly imposing a sense of superiority—something innate to him.

So when she saw the two of them standing at the entrance of that coffee shop, she wished her car could disappear on the spot.

Gou Kai wore a meticulously ironed, impeccable suit, with neatly styled slicked-back hair, looking like a rich young master straight out of television. Today, however, he wasn’t wearing glasses, giving him a more casual look, suitable for a date.

Li Jin Yu saw him too. It had been a long time since he had seen Gou Kai, but he was still the same—living like a template, a proper gentleman from head to toe, from every strand of hair to the tips of his toes. Li Jin Yu pretended to be good, while Gou Kai had genuinely been good since childhood. Though he had many girlfriends and was a scoundrel in relationships, he was gentle with every woman. In academics and career, he was impeccable.

Fang Ya’en sighed, and in the end could only say, “Ye Meng cares about you. When she left this morning, she called me, worried about your stomach, afraid you wouldn’t take it seriously, and specifically instructed me to come pick you up. Whatever the issue is, at least get clarity before saying anything. Don’t fight with her. I know her best—if you push her too hard, she’ll do whatever she wants. And she doesn’t like men who are too possessive. Occasional arguments can help strengthen your relationship, but if you try to control her, forget it. She’s a mature woman, not a young girl in her early twenties who’s madly in love.”

Fang Ya’en hesitantly glanced at Li Jin Yu through the rearview mirror, feeling sorry for him while also putting on a big-sister act as she warned, “Even if she makes mistakes in the future, I’ll always stand by her side. So don’t go overboard.”

“Mm,” he responded softly.

Fang Ya’en almost teared up. Damn it, how could Li Jin Yu be so humble, so obedient? If Ye Meng ever dared to betray him, she couldn’t bear to watch!

The elderly woman was in good spirits today. Despite the deep wrinkles on her face, she didn’t appear particularly old; her complexion was somehow delicate and rosy. She muttered continuously about a very auspicious dream she had last night. Li Jin Yu sat beside her silently, listening while messaging the bar owner on WeChat about resuming work after his grandmother was discharged from the hospital.

The elderly woman chattered on: “Last night I dreamed that you and Ye Meng got married and gave me a chubby grandson. That little one was much more handsome than you were as a child—plump and fair-skinned, surely easy to raise. I think it’s a sign from heaven.”

Li Jin Yu simply tuned her out, saying indifferently, “Two minutes until morning exercises.”

The old woman pursed her lips, her eyes falling on a bag of medicine hanging from the doorknob. “Why did you bring medicine? Are you feeling unwell?”

Li Jin Yu said, “My stomach. It’s nothing.”

The old woman started rambling again. “Have you been skipping breakfast lately? You young people never take care of yourselves. You won’t be satisfied until you’ve thoroughly worn yourself out, will you?”

Li Jin Yu said nothing, lowering his head to look at his phone, but today it was like it had sunk to the bottom of a pool—exceptionally quiet.

The old woman asked, “When you went to Beijing last time, did Li Ling Bai give you money?”

“Mm,” his voice was very low as he answered truthfully, “Two hundred thousand.”

“What a sin!” The old woman let out a long sigh. The patient in the next bed heard and glanced over, assuming she was chiding him for taking someone’s money.

But instead, the old woman said, “Why didn’t you ask for more? You don’t even have enough money to get married!”

He smiled slightly. “If you hadn’t been so stubborn back then, insisting on donating the money, I wouldn’t be unable to afford a wife now.”

The old woman gave two more weak sighs. “What a sin, what a sin.”

Li Jin Yu hadn’t planned to leave today. He had gone home briefly, returned Ye Meng’s camera, taken a shower, and changed clothes, planning to spend the night at the hospital and go home tomorrow. But just after he had coaxed the old woman to sleep, his phone rang.

[Meng: Baby, when are you coming back? I’m at your door.]

Everyone in the ward was asleep. A few nurses were chatting softly at the nursing station, keeping an eye on the patients. They spoke in hushed tones, making small talk to pass their shift, while occasionally glancing toward the bench nearby. Li Jin Yu sat casually on the long corridor bench that reeked of disinfectant. A tall, handsome young man always drew attention.

[LJY: I’m staying at the hospital tonight.]

[Meng: Ah, you’re not coming back? I’m at your door.]

[LJY: No, not coming back.]

[Meng: Oh, then I’ll leave the things at your door. Remember to pick them up when you return tomorrow morning. It’s tofu cake. I saw them being sold in town today, so I bought some for you and your grandmother. I’m leaving!]

[LJY: Mm.]

The moon looked like it was frying an egg yolk—bright for a while, then it seemed to flip itself over, and this side didn’t look as yellow anymore. It shone sparsely through the gaps in the trees as if laying down a silver ribbon along his path. Everything seemed to be on pause as Li Jin Yu strolled home as if racing a snail for slowness.

When he arrived home, he discovered that Ye Meng hadn’t left after all.

One who said he wouldn’t return had come back; one who said she’d leave hadn’t gone.

He stood in the tree’s shadow, watching her for a few seconds. Ye Meng wore a crisp gray suit that made her look clean, mature, affectionate, gentle, and full of vitality as she leaned against his doorway, smiling at him. He suppressed the sour emotions inside, telling himself to let it go.

Li Jin Yu stood for a moment, lowered his gaze, then walked over to open the door.

Ye Meng subtly embraced him from behind, pressing her face against his back, teasing him as if she’d caught him in a lie: “Didn’t you say you weren’t coming back? Hmm—”

“Bang!” A loud noise—the half-opened door was suddenly slammed shut. Ye Meng’s mind buzzed, and before she could react, she was forcefully pinned against the cold, hard door. Her lips were fiercely captured, as Li Jin Yu, with unprecedented intensity, pressed her whole body against the door. One hand braced against it, while the other roughly gripped her chin, assaulting her with aggressive kisses. He even used his tongue.

He was both kissing and biting her. Ye Meng winced in pain, her head throbbing slightly, yet she was pinned against the door, unable to move under his control. Her jaw ached from his grip, like having chewed on a lemon, and she softly pleaded: “Li Jin Yu, ease up a bit.”

“No,” he coldly refused. Then, still gripping her chin, he suddenly turned her around without a word, pressing her face against the door while embracing her from behind, kissing her, biting her. Li Jin Yu was truly like an untamed dog at that moment, biting her fiercely again and again. Their heated breaths mingled together as if about to ignite. Ye Meng felt like she was pressed against a furnace. She managed to turn around in the narrow space between his body and the door, carefully cupping his face, then gently nuzzling his warm breath with the tip of her nose. His scent was always clean. Very comfortable. Even though she was burning up now, she calmly asked, “Li Jin Yu, what’s wrong? Are you unhappy?”

Li Jin Yu once again sealed her mouth with his, this time directly using his tongue to intrude. Ye Meng’s scalp tingled, her breathing became chaotic, and her heart felt like it had been shocked with electricity, making her whole body tremble. Her mind grew foggy as she confusedly swallowed all his breath, feeling like the entire building was about to collapse. In her passionate daze, she softly coaxed: “Let’s go inside and talk, okay?”

Just in time, footsteps could be heard from upstairs, along with the sound of someone using a cane—someone was coming down.

He continued kissing her without moving an inch.

Ye Meng became anxious—this wasn’t the time to play around. Seeking thrills late at night? They weren’t afraid of heart attacks themselves, but they feared the old woman or old man coming down might have one on the spot.

And yet, in such a tense atmosphere, the more nervous they became, the more exciting it felt. Her heart was beating like a drum. The footsteps grew closer like they were stepping on her heart, each step carrying a sense of urgency. Ye Meng could barely stand. Little did she know, Li Jin Yu was calmly continuing to kiss her forcefully while using his key to open the door. Just as the shadow at the staircase corner was about to reach its largest point, he unhesitatingly pushed her inside. “Bang!” He locked the door and continued pressing her against it, still kissing her.

This series of actions was carried out flawlessly in the darkness, flowing smoothly, their lips never leaving each other. Li Jin Yu truly had remarkable composure.

…

After kissing, they both sat resting in the dark living room without turning on the lights, regaining their senses. With just a thin stream of light from outside the small courtyard, they could barely make out each other’s faces. Ye Meng lay on his lap while Li Jin Yu, who had taken off his jacket to cover her, wore only a thin short-sleeved T-shirt that seemed inadequate for the weather. He leaned tiredly against the sofa with his eyes closed, resting.

Ye Meng lay facing upward on his lap, playing with her fingers as she said, “I quit my job in the city. I might need to go back to Beijing for a while.”

The room was quiet. The small patch of moonlight that slipped in was like washed gauze, gently spreading across the floor. Outside in the courtyard, they could faintly hear Ping An making crunching sounds as he ate his dog food.

Li Jin Yu kept his eyes closed. “And then?”

“I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be gone for quite a while. I won’t be able to come back to see you as often.”

“Oh,” he finally moved, leaning over her to grab a cigarette from the sofa before lazily leaning back. Without looking at her, he put the cigarette between his lips, lit it, and casually said, “Then let’s break up.”

Ye Meng felt he wasn’t joking. She abruptly sat up, looking at him in disbelief. “What do you mean?”

He didn’t speak again.

Ye Meng explained, “I’m going to Beijing to investigate what happened to my mother.”

He made a sound of acknowledgment, leaning back on the sofa, staring at the ceiling with his prominent Adam’s apple, playfully blowing smoke rings, his voice still quite calm: “With Gou Kai? He came to see you today. I saw it. Didn’t Sister Ya’en tell you? I was in the car with her when we saw you.”

She and Fang Ya’en never interfered in each other’s relationships unless they caught a scoundrel cheating red-handed, in which case they would simply and cleanly kick him away from their friend. They generally didn’t meddle in such matters, fearing they might make things worse.

Ye Meng discovered that he had a very stubborn temperament and was extremely difficult to appease—much harder than Ping An. She felt as if something was flowing inside her heart, something she couldn’t quite grasp. She immediately said, “Didn’t I tell you I don’t like him? This time, I’m just going to Beijing with him to confirm some information about my mother.”

Li Jin Yu glanced at her coldly, giving a chilly smile. With one hand holding his cigarette, he suddenly grabbed the camera from beside him. His slender fingers quickly pressed a few buttons, pulled up a photo, and tossed it to her. “You don’t like him, yet you kissed him? Kissed him like that? You’re telling me you don’t like him? Ye Meng, I told you, don’t lie to me.”

“Why is this with you?” she asked, startled.

Li Jin Yu carelessly tapped his cigarette ash and politely apologized to her: “I saw it in Sister Ya’en’s car. I’m sorry for looking at your photos without permission. I was just curious.”

After finishing, Li Jin Yu took one last drag of his cigarette, leaned back on the sofa with a self-mocking smile, and extinguished the cigarette directly with his fingers. “Also, these photos aren’t what bothers me. On my way back just now, I thought a lot about it and finally decided to pretend I didn’t know anything today, to not argue with you. But then you tell me you’re going back to Beijing with him.”

Li Jin Yu finally rubbed his face, propped both hands on his legs, hunched his back, and buried his head somewhat dejectedly. The moonlight was still, as if a breeze had risen, blowing the gauze-like moonlight between them, blurring their vision and separating them.

After a while, he said one sentence:

“Ye Meng, do you enjoy playing with me?”

Who knows how much time passed? Outside, Ping An seemed to have finished his dog food, or perhaps he sensed the rigid, freezing atmosphere inside the house, as he lay low on the ground, whimpering, as if urging them not to argue but to talk things through.

Ye Meng didn’t know what to say to make him believe that there was nothing between her and Gou Kai.

She said with a bitter smile: “Li Jin Yu, everything I’ve said is true. My feelings for you are genuine. To say something shameless, I’ve never pursued anyone so brazenly before, setting off fireworks and taking the initiative to be intimate. Because it’s you, I’ve constantly lowered my bottom line, but what about you? You’re standing still. If you would just take one step toward me, I wouldn’t feel so helpless now. There’s nothing to explain about Gou Kai and me. I never liked him. The only mistake was going with him on that business trip to Guangdong. After being single for too long, I almost let him take advantage of me. I’ve told you, if I had known you existed in this world, I wouldn’t have looked at anyone else. If you’re that bothered by the fact that I kissed Gou Kai, fine, let’s break up.”

“What I fucking care about is that you’re leaving with him now!” He suddenly kicked the coffee table in front of him fiercely. The aged, poorly maintained floor produced a sharp, ear-piercing “squeak!” The sound startled Ping An in the courtyard, making him jump up from the ground. His little head got stuck in the gap of the courtyard door as he peered into the pitch-dark house. The pendulum clock on the wall seemed to stop, the scene appeared to freeze, a few cicada songs fell from the treetops, and ants raised their heads to listen carefully. Then everything seemed to return to normal in an instant.

Ye Meng felt that this version of Li Jin Yu seemed very unfamiliar.

She didn’t say anything more and simply grabbed her bag and left.

She didn’t particularly like arguing when she was angry. She didn’t know about Li Jin Yu, but she knew herself—if she continued, she would likely be controlled by some inexplicable emotions and say some hurtful and heartless words.

She buried her head in the steering wheel, quietly looking at the vine-covered house. It remained dark, with no lights turned on. The door was still open; she hadn’t closed it for him, and he didn’t close it himself. He lived on the first floor, and there was a parking space just outside the building entrance. She had arrived early today and was lucky enough to get the spot. So she sat in her car, staring at the open door, afraid that if he closed it, he would close his heart along with it.

For several days afterward, they didn’t see each other and didn’t send a single WeChat message. Their phones were as quiet as if they were broken. The old woman, chewing on a banana, suggested to Li Jin Yu: “Take it back to the factory for repair. It’s broken—it doesn’t even ring anymore.”

Even their social media feeds grew quieter as they both stubbornly held out. Neither posted anything. Li Jin Yu rarely posted anyway, but Ye Meng, who was usually a social media enthusiast, had become much quieter. In all these days, she hadn’t posted a single update. Yang Tianwei, an avid “liker,” even sent a message to Li Jin Yu’s phone: “What’s up with Sister Meng? She’s not posting on her social media anymore. Did she break up with someone?”

[LJY: gun]

[Little Yang Sheng Jian: Why haven’t you gotten your phone fixed yet? Once I get paid for my odd jobs at the youth training camp, I’ll buy you a new one.]

[LJY: by]

[Little Yang Sheng Jian: What does that mean? Don’t use it? Don’t want it? Damn, what’s wrong with you? You can’t even be bothered to type out complete words for me?]

[LJY: en]

“When are you leaving?”

Meanwhile, Fang Ya’en and Ye Meng were dining at the same restaurant where they had set off fireworks before. They sat in the main hall, unable to see Ningsu Lake outside.

“Next Monday.” Ye Meng had ordered a “Four Happiness Hot Pot” and was dipping meatballs into it.

Unexpectedly, after just a few days, everything had changed. Fang Ya’en felt countless emotions, voluntarily taking the blame as she raised her glass in apology: “This was my fault. I was so nervous that I took a wrong turn. Otherwise, we would never have run into them.”

Ye Meng shook her head. “Even if we hadn’t run into them, Li Jin Yu would have known I was leaving, and we would still have had this argument. It’s not your fault. He’s angry because he feels I lied to him. I promised to stay here, but now I’m leaving.”

Fang Ya’en asked, “So what’s the situation between you two now? Have you broken up?”

Ye Meng put down her chopsticks and suddenly asked an unrelated question: “Is the Civil Affairs Bureau open on weekends?”
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Fang Ya’en’s meatball fell back into the pot with a splash at these words. She held her empty chopsticks, staring at Ye Meng in disbelief: “I’ve just struggled to climb out of the prison of marriage, and you’re planning to blast open the gates with a cannon?”

Ye Meng laughed at her reaction, snapped her fingers at a nearby waiter, ordered a case of beer, and casually asked, “You’re not eating the enoki mushrooms?”

“Don’t change the subject,” Fang Ya’en rolled her eyes dramatically. “I’m warning you, marriage should be taken seriously. Li Jin Yu is rare indeed, but have you thoroughly investigated his family background? Does his family have any outstanding debts? Any difficult relatives? Marriage isn’t something you decide on a whim. I don’t want you to end up like me, falling headfirst into a muddy pit.”

Ye Meng calmly picked up a pair of steaming hot Enoki mushrooms and let them cool in her bowl. Ignoring the question, she said, “I don’t care. If it doesn’t work out, we can always divorce. I’ve been too indulgent with him, spoiling him until he’s become lawless—he even dared to kick the coffee table. Well, I’ll slowly train him after marriage. I can always tame him back.”

“It’s not clear who will be training whom,” Fang Ya’en looked at her somewhat pessimistically and earnestly advised again, “You should think it through carefully. Marriage isn’t so simple. Do you want to spend your life with him? Have you truly fallen in love with him?”

Ye Meng appeared thoughtful, slightly furrowing her delicate brows before resuming her composed demeanor as she ate the enoki mushrooms in her bowl. She countered, “Did you love Chen Jian?”

Fang Ya’en was immediately speechless. Hadn’t she and Chen Jian gotten their marriage certificate on a mere impulse? Not to mention love—after getting married, even the scattered bits of fondness they had before were completely worn away. As she was lost in thought, the waiter arrived carrying a case of clinking beer bottles.

The two women hadn’t drunk together for a long time. Fang Ya’en was a heavy drinker with seemingly bottomless capacity; she had rarely been seen drunk. Ye Meng wasn’t as good—both she and Li Jin Yu were lightweights who could only handle two glasses, though Li Jin Yu was slightly better, able to drink five or six glasses. Ye Meng also had a slight alcohol allergy; typically, after one glass, her neck would immediately turn red all over.

But she was quite skilled at opening bottles, directly using her teeth to open one, and carelessly raising the bottle toward Fang Ya’en, gesturing for a toast.

Fang Ya’en didn’t move, so Ye Meng set down the bottle with waning interest and began to explain: “Isn’t life just like this—difficult to get through, but we get through it somehow? When I was in Beijing, standing on the balcony looking at the city lights, not a single light truly belonged to me. That feeling of not belonging was so lonely. No amount of money could fill the emptiness in my heart. But after being with Li Jin Yu, I realized I hadn’t helped him at all. He’s the one healing me. It’s me who can’t bear to lose this warmth. No man has ever made my heart flutter like this before.”

These words struck Fang Ya’en deeply. Ye Meng rarely expressed her feelings so sincerely, especially for a man. The subtle, flowing radiance in those expressive, lively eyes was truly moving. Fang Ya’en hadn’t felt this way for a long time. Watching Ye Meng in love completely transported her back to that state of budding romance, making her face inexplicably warm.

“You and Chen Jian just lacked passion. You were too calm. Sometimes marriage needs a bit of passion,” Ye Meng said, taking off her jacket as she felt hot. Her slender, fair neck was already showing signs of redness. Once she started drinking, she became talkative. “But honestly, I’m thirty now. Do you think I can still fall in and out of love like a young girl? I have to consider too many practical factors. Like my dad—he’s been single since my mom left, never daring to find someone new. He thinks I don’t know, but cowardly as he seems, it’s because he sees that I haven’t settled down. He’s afraid I’ll feel he’s betraying me, that I won’t adjust well. Even when he meets some nice ladies, he doesn’t dare to associate with them much. And there’s my grandmother, who’ll be turning ninety next year. She feels so guilty—giving birth to three aunts who couldn’t continue the family line, and me refusing to marry. Every day, she recites funeral poems, crying and saying the Ye family will end with her, and she’ll have to apologize to the ancestors when she dies. Her thinking is very traditional, but what can I do? I’ve enjoyed all their love and tolerance. How can I be the unfilial child in the eyes of the ancestors?”

Although the elderly’s thinking was traditional, it was a deeply rooted influence passed down through generations, impossible to change. And as children, most people don’t want to disappoint their elders.

At this point, Ye Meng sighed, “I’ve never told anyone I love them, probably because I’ve never truly been in love. Also, I feel that love is too heavy, a burden for the other person. If you constantly remind someone, aren’t you just asking them to remember this sentiment? Anyway, it’s better if he doesn’t say it either, otherwise I’d feel burdened. Besides, marriage is sometimes just something you do on impulse. If someone told me they wanted to get married after careful consideration, I’d think they were an idiot.”

Fang Ya’en was left speechless by her words, unable to refute—indeed, why would a woman with such good conditions want to bind herself with marriage?

She finally opened a bottle of beer in the crowded restaurant and raised it to Ye Meng: “To free women, and to our passionate, independent souls.”

The two exchanged smiles. As the drinking continued, the restaurant gradually emptied, and half the lights dimmed, leaving only their disorderly corner. Under the influence of alcohol, Ye Meng lay crookedly sprawled on the table, her entire body flushed red. White halos spun before her eyes, making it impossible to focus. She buried her head in discomfort and said to Fang Ya’en in a muffled voice: “Send Li Jin Yu a message. Ask him to come pick me up.”

Li Jin Yu was tutoring Cheng Kairan’s sister, though it wasn’t tutoring. Cheng Jingjing wanted to apply to join the memory club at school next semester and asked Li Jin Yu to give her some intensive preparation in advance. Despite Cheng Kairan’s numerous objections, he couldn’t resist his sister’s enthusiasm. He didn’t understand what this nonsense about “memory palaces” was—just a technique for picking up girls. Why say others merely memorized by rote while Li Jin Yu was professional? It was just because this guy was handsome!

“There’s another method, the thousand-digit memory palace, which correlates the numbers 0-9 with consonants,” Li Jin Yu taught casually, lazily leaning back in his chair, chatting as if having a casual conversation, not at all like a teacher. “For example, 0 resembles D, so the corresponding consonant for 0 is D. The first letter in the pronunciation of 1 is Y, so the corresponding consonant for 1 is Y. 2 resembles Z, so the corresponding consonant for 2 is Z… 4 and 6 are special—they’re inverted shapes corresponding to H and G respectively.”

Li Jin Yu took a piece of paper, listed all the corresponding consonants for 0-9 in a table, and handed it to her. “First, memorize this table. Except for 1, 3, and 5, which use the initial sound pronunciation, the consonants for the remaining numbers are represented by their shape or inverted shape.”

Cheng Jingjing accepted it in a daze, quickly memorizing it. “What’s next?”

Li Jin Yu twirled the pen between his fingers and looked at her. “Every three letters form a group, creating thousand-digit memory palace code posts. This can help you quickly remember numbers that flash by in daily life, like license plates, and phone numbers, or even memorize texts. I once used it to memorize Han Yu’s ‘On Teachers.'”

Cheng Jingjing was incredibly curious. “Say a couple of lines. What’s the principle?”

Li Jin Yu explained, “The worst part about memorizing texts is when you get stuck and can’t continue, but our instinct can remember numerical sequences. Number code posts help us memorize in order, so you’re less likely to get stuck when reciting texts. For instance, with a text, you can translate the entire thing into numbers. I once translated ‘On Teachers’ using the code 221-256. You just follow this code to recite.”

Cheng Jingjing had a moment of enlightenment. “You can play it like that?”

Li Jin Yu leaned back in his chair with a smile. “This method works best for memorizing ancient poems. In exams, don’t we often have to fill in the blanks in poems? You have the first line but can’t remember the second?”

Cheng Jingjing nodded repeatedly as if he had touched a sore spot. “Especially when they give me the second line, and I can’t for the life of me remember the first, even though the second line is so, so familiar!”

Cheng Kairan spat from the doorway. So mysterious, just showing off.

“Brother Jin Yu, do you have something to attend to?” Cheng Jingjing asked cautiously, noticing his eyes turn cold and silent after checking his phone.

“No,” Li Jin Yu said coldly, tossing his phone onto the table, only to pick it up again moments later. While replying to Fang Ya’en’s message, he asked Cheng Jingjing, “When do you start school?”

“I’ll go back at the end of the month,” Cheng Jingjing replied.

Li Jin Yu made a sound of acknowledgment. “In a few days, I’ll give your brother the memory palace book. Read it first—we’d need to start a proper class to teach it. I’m self-taught, without formal training. If you’re interested, I can lend you the book.”

Cheng Jingjing was only interested in the palace part and waved her hands excitedly. “Good, good, good! I’ll just have my brother come get it. I’ll rely on your book to keep me going!”

Considering it would be too troublesome for Li Jin Yu to take a taxi, Fang Ya’en hired a designated driver to directly deliver Ye Meng intact to his doorstep. When Li Jin Yu arrived, Ye Meng was sitting on the ground by his door in a daze, hugging her knees, her head buried between them like a small, helpless silkworm cocoon, huddled in the dim corner of the entryway, looking pitiful.

Hearing the sound of keys being inserted into the lock, Ye Meng raised her head vaguely in the moonlit corridor, resting her chin on her knees as she looked up at him with clouded eyes.

“Bang!” Li Jin Yu went inside, even closing the door behind him. Ye Meng propped up her head and smiled briefly, then buried her head again in discomfort. He didn’t want her anymore.

The next second, the door opened again.

Ye Meng felt herself being lifted in someone’s arms. She instinctively wrapped her arms around his neck, burying herself in his cool nape, and asked softly, “Where did you go just now?”

“Cheng Kairan’s place.”

“Why did you go see him?” she mumbled in confusion.

“To tutor Cheng Jingjing.”

“Cheng Jingjing is already in college. What does she need tutoring for? Does she like you?” She deliberately poked his nose as she spoke.

The room hadn’t been lit yet. The egg-yolk-like moon hung in the jet-black night sky, its light unreservedly illuminating this small courtyard in a dim glow. Nothing had changed—it was almost seamlessly connected to that night. Li Jin Yu had somehow gotten through these days; it seemed he hadn’t tidied up at all. Even the coffee table that had been fiercely kicked by him that day remained in its original state, brazenly askew, half of it pushed far away, with a shallow track left by the table leg on the floor.

Outside the courtyard, the moon hung high, the street lamps glowed yellow, and occasionally passersby would walk by the straw edge with a slight creaking sound, startling Ping An who was lying down enjoying the moonlight. His ears perked up as he carefully listened to the sound.

“So now you want to make up for it at my place, is that it?”

Li Jin Yu said this as he carried her to the sofa. Ye Meng reacted quickly, firmly hooking her arms around his neck, not letting him stand up. Li Jin Yu was forced to bend over, looking down at her with no expression.

Feeling his breath, Ye Meng felt dizzy, her heart skipping a beat. Lying back on the sofa, she let her hair spread out, using all her strength to cling to him. The delicate skin of her neck showed prominent veins. Those eyes that usually held a sense of pride now lowered all pretenses, looking at him with both affection and caution: “Do you not want me anymore?”

Tick-tock, tick-tock—the wall clock’s pendulum could be heard.

Li Jin Yu just looked at her like that for a long time, until Ye Meng felt parched. Finally, Ping An got up from the ground, lazily shook himself, and peeked through the door gap, seemingly eagerly waiting for today’s portion of “dog food.” However, in his dim black-and-white world, he could only vaguely see two intertwined figures on the sofa.

Ye Meng wouldn’t let go, so Li Jin Yu simply sat down on the floor, one leg bent, hand resting on his knee, his back against the sofa, allowing Ye Meng to hold onto his neck. In the pitch-dark room, he bit a cigarette and lit it, not looking at her as he casually tossed the ball back to her: “It was you who didn’t want me.”

Ye Meng took his cigarette away, arms around his neck, leaning forward to bring herself closer. “Kiss me.”

Li Jin Yu ignored her, giving her a sidelong glance before lowering his head to continue playing lazily with the lighter.

“Kiss me,” Ye Meng repeated.

He frowned slightly, seeming to have no way out of her persistence, and very perfunctorily lowered his head to peck her on the lips.

Li Jin Yu straightened one leg, just reaching the edge of the coffee table, while the other remained bent, one hand resting on his knee. He looked as if he had taken root on the ground, determined to stay put, motionless. Ye Meng could hardly be satisfied with this. She rolled off the sofa, pressing him against the edge of it, and bent down like an unreasonable little beast to bite his Adam’s apple.

Li Jin Yu leaned back, still playing with the lighter in his hand, but he didn’t push her away. He let her bite.

In the darkness, the sound of Ye Meng’s kisses, interspersed with the occasional “click” of the lighter and the regular ticking of the clock, was like fine sand, gradually filling the hole in his heart.

As she kissed him, she asked, “Are you afraid I’ll go to Beijing and something will happen to him?”

“Aren’t you afraid I’ll get together with someone else while you’re gone?” Li Jin Yu reminded her. “Like Liu Yiyi.”

Ye Meng suddenly stopped, cupping his face. “Are you serious?”

Li Jin Yu turned his head away, not letting her touch him. “I don’t know. I don’t have good self-control. I’ve never been able to restrain myself. Maybe if she pursues me a bit more, I won’t want to be with you anymore.”

“…”

Ye Meng got off him and sat beside him, lighting a cigarette. The silent atmosphere felt somewhat tense. Neither spoke. Ping An pushed the door, and Li Jin Yu got up to pour him some dog food. When he returned, Ye Meng had finished a cigarette, seeming slightly more sober. She carelessly extinguished the cigarette butt in the ashtray—though it had already burned out, she still pressed it down absently, her eyes scattered as she stared at that spot, suddenly saying: “Li Jin Yu, let’s get married.”

Li Jin Yu may not have heard, as he silently took some water from the kitchen for Ping An and came back in. Ye Meng thought he hadn’t heard and was about to repeat herself when he said, “I can’t marry you.”

Ye Meng was taken aback, instinctively asking, “Are you already married?”

Li Jin Yu stood in front of the refrigerator, taking out two packs of noodles, and finally gave her a serious look. “No. You know my situation. Marriage would only burden you.”

With that, he walked into the kitchen, preparing to cook two bowls of noodles—one for Ping An, one for himself.

Ye Meng followed him, coldly leaning against the kitchen door and staring at him. “So you never thought about marrying me?”

Li Jin Yu turned on the fire, leaning against the counter, waiting for the pot to heat up. “No.”

Ye Meng finally understood where that elusive feeling had come from. It was as if someone had poured a bucket of cold water over her in the middle of an icy winter day. She couldn’t even smile anymore and said with a rigid expression: “So, Li Jin Yu, you’re the one playing with me.”

“I’m not,” he turned around to add water to the pot.

Ye Meng gave a cold laugh: “Mm, you’re not. You just enjoy having a woman willing to chase after you so desperately, pouring her heart out to you. You enjoy it, right? Just keep dating, keep stringing her along. Eventually, she won’t be able to marry anyone else and will have to cling to you. How cool you are—just wave your hand, and people are willing to throw themselves at you.”

Ye Meng turned to leave. He heard the urgent and angry sound of her changing shoes outside. Li Jin Yu knew that if she left this time, she might never come back to find him. They would be over.

Li Jin Yu sat on the sofa watching her change shoes. Ye Meng had been drinking and probably wasn’t thinking clearly. She struggled with the buckle on her high heels, unable to fasten it. She didn’t look her thirty years at all, with her slender figure. Li Jin Yu suddenly recalled a line from “The Story of the Western Wing” when Zhang Sheng met Yingying: “In heaven or on earth, seeing Yingying is better than holding a ceremony. Her warm fragrance and soft jade-like skin are beyond comparison.”

Ye Meng was now like an old lady trying to thread a needle, unable to fasten the buckle no matter how hard she tried. Growing impatient, she simply decided not to wear them, picking up her shoes barefoot and preparing to leave.

Li Jin Yu hunched his back, hands resting on his knees as he smoked, tapping the ash. Without looking at her, he said coldly, “Take your camera with you.”

Ye Meng came back, still carrying her shoes.

Just as her hand reached out to grab the camera, in the next second, a warm hand seized hers. Li Jin Yu pulled her directly onto his lap. His other hand held the cigarette, held high as if afraid of burning her, while Ye Meng, losing her balance, was pressed onto his legs.

“How can you say that?” Li Jin Yu looked up at her. Ye Meng now saw that his eyes were red—a deep, dark red, like a small beast in a universe on judgment day. “You’re the one who made promises, you’re the one who went back on them, you’re the one who leaves whenever you want. You say ‘Let’s get married’ and expect me to comply like a dog? Don’t I deserve a chance to breathe? I never thought about marriage, but damn it, I’ve never liked anyone but you. Have you given me time to consider? Have you called me once these past few days? Send me a single message. Do you know how I’ve been living? You come to comfort me when you’re happy and ignore me when you’re not. How do I know after we’re married, you won’t ignore me for days? Huh?”

“That’s not fair, you didn’t call or message me either—” she reflexively felt something warm, and looking down, she exclaimed, “Why is your hand bleeding? Did you cut yourself in the kitchen just now?”

“None of your business,” he made to pull back.

Ye Meng immediately took his index finger into her mouth, sitting on his lap, not letting him move. Sucking it, she mumbled, “Don’t move. Don’t you ever cook? The kitchen knife must be rusty! Be careful of tetanus. Do you have a first aid kit? Let’s disinfect it first, then take a taxi to the hospital.”

Li Jin Yu could cook, he just rarely did—first because it was bothersome, and second, because his grandmother complained his cooking wasn’t good. So they usually bought food, and occasionally when he was alone, he would make a bowl of noodles. The kitchen was just for show, and the rusty knife was inevitable.

Li Jin Yu looked at her for a long while, his expression somewhat uncomfortable as he turned away, finally saying:

“The household registry is with my grandmother.”

Ye Meng froze, holding his finger in her mouth, momentarily pausing. Li Jin Yu became even more uncomfortable, extremely annoyed. He leaned back on the sofa, eyelids drooping as he glanced at her: “Do you really have to get married?”

“Yes,” she sucked his finger firmly once more, nodding.

The Civil Affairs Bureau wasn’t open on weekends, so the two went early Monday morning. Li Jin Yu had gone to the hospital the night before to get the household registry from his grandmother. The old woman thought he wanted to sell the house and hid it even more securely, trembling as she said, “What do you need the household registry for? My old broken house isn’t worth much.”

Li Jin Yu stood tall in the hospital room like a grim reaper, a messenger from hell, looking at her coldly: “Who’s selling your house? I’m getting married. Once this opportunity passes, it won’t come again. I’ll count to three.”

“One.”

“Whoosh!” The household registry fluttered its pages like it was caught in a tornado, crashing against his chest, accompanied by the old woman’s indistinct yet forceful cry: “Hurry up and secure this deal!”

On Monday, with two loud “bangs,” two red stamps were firmly applied.

That day was the “Awakening of Insects,” like spring thunder crawling across the top of the sky—deep and explosive, awakening all the world’s chaos and the devout future of gentle breezes and light rain.
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The Civil Affairs Bureau was exceptionally crowded that day. They arrived at nine o’clock and still had to wait in line. By coincidence, there was a couple in the hall filing for divorce, creating a somewhat awkward atmosphere. Li Jinyu and Ye Meng sat silently next to them, playing with their phones while listening to the couple’s cold exchanges. What was once passionate affection had seemingly transformed into weapons of sarcasm.

The woman said, “Your mother must be satisfied now. Let her find you someone younger.”

The man replied, “Is this my mother’s fault? Don’t push all the responsibility onto her. You’re only three years older than me. When we first got married, my mother even said ‘a woman three years older brings golden bricks.’ She treated you like her own daughter, didn’t she?”

The woman retorted, “I think my mother was right. Marrying a younger man does take courage because they’re usually still nursing. Have you ever seriously resolved the conflicts between me and your mother? Your mother is old and careless—she used a foot-wiping towel to wipe our child’s face, causing an immediate bacterial infection. Isn’t that your mother’s fault? When my boss drove me home, your mother feared I was cheating on you and sprayed disinfectant on him. Don’t you think that’s your mother’s fault?”

The man countered, “That boss has a crush on you. You think I don’t know? Why did you ride in his car? Who knows what dirty things you two did in there? Besides, why did you change your underwear when you came back that day? You weren’t wearing that pair when you left in the morning. Can you swear you haven’t done anything to betray me? If you hadn’t been so promiscuous before, would my mother have sprayed disinfectant?”

The woman cursed, “Get lost! Even talking to you pollutes the air.”

Ye Meng couldn’t continue playing on her phone. She stood up and said to Li Jinyu, “I’m going out for a cigarette.”

Outside the civil affairs bureau stood two imposing stone lions with fierce yet somewhat playful expressions. According to elders, these auspicious lion statues were filled with deep affection, blessing newlyweds with eternal love.

Looking at these lifelike stone lions, Ye Meng felt a sense of solemnity. She put her cigarette and lighter back into her bag and stood alone at the entrance, lost in thought for a moment. She then took out her phone and sent a WeChat message to Fang Ya’en.

Lemon Leaf: I’m at the civil affairs bureau now. Fang: You’re awesome. Lemon Leaf: I feel like I’m kidnapping a child. Even though he’s already twenty-seven. Fang: You’re awesome. Lemon Leaf: Can you talk properly? Fang: Fine. Don’t tell me you’re having regrets. Lemon Leaf: No, but my flight is at eight tonight. I’m afraid he’ll make a scene later. Fang: You haven’t told him? Lemon Leaf: We argued that night. How should I put it… we haven’t talked these past few days. He’s probably still angry about me leaving. I don’t even know how to comfort him now. Fang: Can’t you leave a day later? At least get through your wedding night. You could comfort him properly in bed. Lemon Leaf: I can’t. I have a very important client meeting at nine tomorrow morning. I’ve already pushed it to the latest possible time. If it weren’t for him, I would have gone back with Gou Kai last week. Fang: Then I can’t help you. You don’t expect me to comfort him for you, do you? No thanks, I’m too old for that. I’m awkward, and I can’t handle those young girl tactics.

Ye Meng sighed and was just putting her phone back when she looked up to see Li Jinyu leaning against the stone lion, watching her. He put his hands in his pockets and asked, “Weren’t you going to smoke?”

“Is it our turn?” Ye Meng put her phone away and adjusted her bag.

The small town’s morning was filled with thin mist. Li Jinyu was dressed lightly in a simple black tracksuit, the zipper covering half his face, making him look tall and thin. He seemed to attract attention effortlessly. When they were filling out application forms earlier, the staff kept glancing at him. The two stood at the entrance of the civil affairs bureau, each beside a stone lion, separated by a pathway leading to the main hall. People occasionally passed between them—some jubilantly holding marriage certificates, others dejectedly clutching divorce papers.

Ye Meng felt as if she were walking through a lonely sea, with weeds growing wildly in some places and boundless coral in others. And the man before her might be the only comfort in all the stormy, thorny, or sweetly mundane leisurely moments they would spend together in the future.

Li Jinyu, with only his clear black and white eyes visible, stared at her emotionlessly and asked, “Do you not want to get the certificate anymore?”

“No,” Ye Meng checked the time, “Let’s go in. We need to take photos first.”

Li Jinyu didn’t move, still with his hands in his pockets. Ye Meng couldn’t help teasing him, “Or are you reconsidering Liu Yiyi? Her family’s financial situation is much better than mine.”

Li Jinyu gave her a dismissive look and walked inside, saying, “I thought you were jealous.”

They sat side by side for photos against a bright red festive backdrop. They continued their banter, neither willing to give in, especially on the topic of jealousy. Ye Meng declared solemnly, “The advantage of dating an older sister is that she generally doesn’t get jealous of little kids.”

The photographer was adjusting the lens, smiling appreciatively at the handsome man and beautiful woman in the frame—now that was devastatingly good-looking.

Li Jinyu calmly turned to glance at her, “Who are you calling a little kid? You’re only two years older. I’m twenty-seven, don’t make it sound like I’m seventeen.”

Ye Meng also turned to face him, unable to resist teasing: “But you are a little kid in my eyes, the kind I want to dote on.”

The photographer couldn’t capture them in the frame and loudly reminded, “You two, look at the camera! Look at the camera!”

They both turned back to the camera. Li Jinyu scoffed, “Yeah, right.”

Ye Meng smiled at the camera with the standard service industry eight-teeth smile and squeezed out words from her throat: “Being two years older means I’m older for a lifetime. You’ll have to call me sister for life.”

Li Jinyu turned his head to look at her with raised eyebrows, seemingly annoyed. The photographer was even more frustrated, cleverly admonishing: “Hey! Look at the camera, handsome! Are you two faucets or something? Constantly running.”

Li Jinyu turned back, showing a row of clean white teeth with slightly upturned corners—unexpectedly sunny, like a clean, upright young poplar tree in full green. But his words were harsh: “In your dreams.”

After two quick stamps like on an assembly line, Ye Meng still felt somewhat unreal. Sitting in the car, she stared at the red booklet and their photo together for a long time, shocked to discover that Li Jinyu had a dimple at the corner of his mouth when he smiled!

“Isn’t that a Playboy trademark?” Ye Meng lamented.

Li Jinyu sat in the passenger seat, snatched the booklet closed, and tossed it to the back seat along with his own, asking coldly, “Where to?”

Ye Meng rested her head on the steering wheel, looking at him, still processing her emotions, and half-jokingly said, “How about we have a bachelor party? We’re about to enter married life, so let’s each enjoy ourselves one last time. Consider it a formal farewell to the outside world?”

“Or we could get divorced right now.”

Ye Meng laughed uncontrollably, “You really… can’t take a joke.” Her head remained on the wheel, suddenly not wanting to move, and she lazily said, “When I first met you, I thought you were a player, the kind who constantly received confessions from women on WeChat.”

Li Jinyu leaned listlessly against the passenger door, his gaze unfocused as he looked at her. He had grown accustomed to staring at her. Sometimes he wasn’t thinking of anything, but as long as she was there, he liked to watch her. He was extremely tired—he hadn’t slept all night, going to the hospital to get his household registration book and then sitting on the sofa all night. If Ye Meng hadn’t pushed him like this, he might never have put marriage on his agenda or perhaps would have lived his whole life this way. He had no house, no car, no proper job, and an elderly woman at home who needed his care. He hadn’t thought much about it and didn’t dare to think too much. If Ye Meng wanted to be with him, he would accompany her. If one day she grew tired of him, he could always return to his original, uneventful, stagnant life.

“You’re the one with many admirers,” he retorted softly.

Ye Meng still lay motionless on the steering wheel, watching him, her smile gradually fading to just the corners of her mouth. She gazed at him somewhat dazedly. Li Jinyu also leaned against the passenger door, quietly returning her gaze. It was as if spring water flowed silently in the car, and they seemed to be dissolving into each other’s gaze.

Ye Meng crawled over, straddling him, holding his face, and kissing him, “Sister will teach you how to kiss.”

“Mm.”

“Will you come home with me later?” Her voice unconsciously changed tone.

“Mm, to meet your grandmother?” Li Jinyu also lowered his voice, gradually finding each other’s lips in their shared breath.

“Something like that. I haven’t told them yet,” Ye Meng suddenly felt pain, “Ouch, don’t bite me!”

Li Jinyu bit her while also firmly pinching her waist: “You decided this without consulting them first? Aren’t you afraid your grandmother will have a heart attack?”

At the Ye family home, the main door was wide open. The elderly woman, hearing that Ye Meng was bringing her boyfriend today, had instructed her sister-in-law to prepare a table full of sumptuous dishes, comparable to an imperial banquet. Even the presentation was particularly elaborate, with carved garnishes decorating each dish. However, at this moment, the atmosphere was as heavy as if struck by muffled thunder, with no one daring to pick up their chopsticks. It wasn’t that they disapproved of Li Jinyu, but rather due to a casual comment Ye Meng had dropped.

Only one fish on the entire table had been touched, with just a small portion missing. Even the vegetable dishes with their elaborate spiral arrangements remained untouched. Only Ye Meng had dared to put a piece of fish in her mouth, saying nonchalantly, “We’ve gotten our marriage certificate. He’s not marrying into our family. The child will take his surname.”

After saying this, she pulled Li Jinyu upstairs, ignoring the scene downstairs—her grandmother’s face, like thousand-year-old moss, so withered that even flies couldn’t land on it.

“What’s this about marrying into the family?” Li Jinyu asked quietly as she dragged him into the room.

However, as soon as they entered, they saw a packed suitcase on the floor. His expression turned cold, rivaling the grandmother’s downstairs. “When are you leaving?”

“Eight o’clock flight tonight.” Ye Meng kicked the suitcase aside, pulled his hand, pushed him onto the bed, bent her knees to straddle him, and lowered her head to kiss him. “Don’t be angry yet. I have no choice. I have a meeting with that Chinese collector at nine tomorrow morning. I’ve already delayed it as much as possible. My flight is at eight, and I won’t get home until at least two or three in the morning. Please understand, okay?”

Li Jinyu wanted to say, understand your mother. I’m really understanding your mother right now. He turned his head away, not letting her kiss him.

Ye Meng bit his ear, breathing softly: “If you’re not feeling well before I leave, I can help you one more time. Hmm?”

Downstairs, the silent film continued, with no one speaking. The grandmother’s face was ashen, while the Ye family men remained silent, pretending to be absorbed in contemplation. The aunts exchanged glances, skillfully communicating their thoughts with their eyes across the dining table.

Their thoughts were unified. —”Ye Meng handled this damn beautifully.”

But Aunt Gui Fen, the eldest aunt, still solemnly spoke up: “Mom, we support you in this matter.”

“Absolutely,” everyone echoed.

The grandmother’s expression inexplicably softened somewhat. “What’s that boy’s name again, Li what?”

The youngest aunt reminded her: “Li Jinyu.”

The second aunt seized the opportunity to add: “This boy is truly handsome. I’ve never seen such a good-looking young man in this town. He seems very well-behaved too. Ye Meng has good taste. He should be a good kid.”

“Tell them to come down for dinner,” the grandmother declared with finality.

Inside the room, after Ye Meng whispered in his ear, Li Jinyu lay flat on the bed. Outside the window were brilliant lights, with wheels grinding across the road, making a rustling sound in their ears. Those eyes, like calm yet suppressed deer, watched her for a while. In the darkness, he skillfully began untying the drawstring of his track pants, ignoring the approaching footsteps. With an extremely malicious yet cold demeanor, he said something that made Ye Meng want to grab and beat him.

“Fine, use your mouth.”
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This little beast. “Is that what someone with sexual apathy would say?” Ye Meng knelt straddling him, propping herself up to look at him, one hand pinching his chin as she scolded fiercely, “Have I been spoiling you too much? Hmm? You dare make such a request to me?”

Li Jinyu was pinned beneath her, one hand cushioning the back of his head, the other still leisurely pulling at the drawstring of his track pants. With raised eyebrows, he looked inexplicably mischievous: “Not allowed?”

Ye Meng refused. Not slapping him was already an act of mercy. Even if it was Li Jinyu, this was unacceptable. She was already averse to such things, let alone doing it just to please a man—she wasn’t that submissive.

The twilight gradually descended, enveloping this tranquil and comfortable small town. In the dim, sinking light, perhaps because of her imminent departure, the night beneath the vast dome of the sky seemed especially desolate.

Li Jinyu looked at her for two or three seconds, then withdrew his hand from behind his head, hooked it around Ye Meng’s nape, and pulled her towards himself. His gloomy eyes searched her face, his tone unexpectedly possessive: “You don’t love me, do you, sister?”

Ye Meng suddenly wasn’t quite sure what kind of demon she had brought home.

She knelt over him, stunned for a moment, then gently patted his cheek and patiently tried to reason: “Wake up, baby. We’ve only known each other for three months before getting married—it’s practically a flash marriage. Of course, I like you, and I’m willing to comfort you, and spoil you, but if you’re talking about love, that’s stretching it. I think in real life, most people’s marriages don’t involve love. It’s either about compatibility or a gamble. Only a very small, fortunate minority truly marry for what’s called love.”

“Then what are we?” he asked softly.

“A gamble,” she looked at him calmly and said, “I wasn’t willing to break up with you, so I’m willing to gamble on marriage with you. Weren’t you also gambling that I wouldn’t bear to break up with you when you threatened me with a breakup?”

Li Jinyu gazed at her silently: “I didn’t.”

Ye Meng slightly bent her elbow, lowering her supple waist, then pinched his chin and shook it from side to side, unable to resist teasing him, regaining the upper hand: “So you really wanted to break up with me?”

Li Jinyu dispassionately twisted her hand away, saying with frustration: “I feel like you’ve tricked me.”

“Why?” Ye Meng stopped moving, straightening up to look at him properly.

“I don’t know,” he turned his head away indifferently, looking at the vast twilight outside the window, and said coldly, “I only know that you don’t like me as much as you say you do.”

But I seem to like you more than I thought I did.

Ye Meng buried her face in his clean, crisp neck and took a light breath, laughing: “Hey, has anyone ever called you naive?”

Li Jinyu: “…”

Ye Meng lowered her head to kiss him, “The game hasn’t even begun yet, how do you know who will win or lose?”

Li Jinyu was forced to endure her kiss, his hand on her waist pinching her hard as if venting his anger. Ye Meng winced in pain and bit him in various ways. Li Jinyu couldn’t outplay her and frowned, “Gentler.”

Ye Meng loved his sickly sweet demeanor and unconsciously increased her force. Li Jinyu could only pinch her waist tightly to vent. The two seemed to be in a duel, neither willing to yield, mercilessly seeking compensation from each other’s body. Like two hungry lions in an arena that hadn’t been fed for days, they fought ferociously, desperately defending their territory while yearning to dominate the other’s domain.

It was unclear who softened first, but the dim atmosphere eased somewhat, leaving only increasingly clear and blush-inducing pecking sounds. Unexpectedly, the door was pushed open from outside with a “click,” followed by the youngest aunt’s voice: “Meng, you and Li Jinyu come down for dinner—”

It was like a full, pink bubble being punctured. The hazy scene became clear, and the two sprang apart like glass marbles. Ye Meng stood speechlessly against the wall, holding her waist, while Li Jinyu sat on the bed, head lowered, touching his nose.

…

The old lady was increasingly satisfied with Li Jinyu, with his standard handsome features. He was like a man who had stepped out of a television screen, even more good-looking than a celebrity. Especially those beautiful eyes, like a kitten’s, truly endearing to look at. Unlike her granddaughter Ye Meng, whose nimble black eyes moved like abacus beads—clever and quick-witted, but also irritatingly full of ideas. Moreover, Li Jinyu was unusually well-mannered, sitting properly, standing properly, neither slouched nor awkward, looking at people with composed calmness, and always quietly picking food only from the dishes in front of him.

The old lady had a particular softness for such sensible children. She attentively asked the youngest aunt to rearrange the dishes on the table and, with thoughtful consideration, noticed that he didn’t eat spicy food, instructing the second aunt to remove all the spicy dishes. She arranged the table meticulously so that he could at least try a little of everything.

Ye Meng suddenly felt that Li Jinyu was very good at pretending, better than anyone else, especially at acting well-behaved in front of elders, making himself look pitiful. And what was this about sitting properly? No one had a worse posture than him normally, lounging around like a hooligan. Once again, she felt that what she had brought home was a demon.

On the way to the city airport, it started raining.

The pouring rain gathered into streams on the windshield. Sitting in the car, Ye Meng looked out at the misty rain, like a vast net covering everyone. Her phone vibrated in the quiet car.

[Gou Kai: The person has been picked up. Are you coming?] [Lemon Leaf: Yes. On my way to the airport.] [Gou Kai: Waiting for you.] [Lemon Leaf: No need. I’ll go straight back to my old place.] [Gou Kai: No need to worry, it’s not just me, Tai Mingxiao is here too.]

Ye Meng had no mood to reply further, and her phone fell silent, no longer making a sound.

Before leaving, Li Jinyu hadn’t spoken much to her, leaning against the wall, silently smoking. She knew he wasn’t happy, but she couldn’t focus on packing or checking if she had everything—she could buy what she needed when she arrived. She casually closed the empty suitcase and, taking advantage of the last moments of intimacy, got up to hug him.

Li Jinyu didn’t respond, leaning against the wall, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a cigarette. Afraid the cigarette might burn her, he only slightly raised his hand, then lowered his head to look at her with cold eyes.

“I’ll come back as soon as I finish my business. I won’t stay long, okay?”

“If I say it’s not okay, will you cancel your flight?” he blew smoke in her face.

“Li Jinyu, don’t be unreasonable.”

“One month,” he suddenly looked at her seriously, the ember of his cigarette burned nearly to the end, “If you don’t come back in a month, I won’t wait for you anymore.”

Ye Meng hugged him tighter: “What, you want to divorce me?”

Li Jinyu pinched out his cigarette, still not hugging her back, putting both hands in his pockets, and replied in a low voice: “Yes.”

It wasn’t that he didn’t have confidence in Ye Meng, but he knew that city too well—lofty, with neon lights everywhere. Someone once said that Beijing is one of the few places where when you talk about your dreams, others don’t think you’re an idiot. You might even be deceived by the city’s hypocritical lights, feeling like you’re the protagonist of life, expecting miraculous encounters to descend from the sky in an ordinary life, reluctant to leave.

Moreover, he understood Gou Kai perfectly—giving a slap and then a piece of candy was a trick he excelled at. Once he had an obsession with someone, he would use every means to keep them by his side.

Before departure, Ye Meng still helped him once in the bathroom. Two intertwined shadows were reflected on the frosted glass, like two mandarin ducks with necks entwined, perched on a tree branch, whispering in each other’s ears. In the misty vapor, water fell like flowers, splashing every inch of their bodies, creating an ambiguous haze.

Li Jinyu’s whole body was arched, hands supporting against the frosted glass, eyes dark, looking down at her with restrained passion, his gaze reluctant to part. Ye Meng hooked one arm around his neck, holding him tightly, her chin resting on his shoulder, moving gently, whispering in his ear: “Li Jinyu, are you unable to be without me now?”

“I don’t know.” His voice was completely hoarse.

“You don’t know if it’s yes or no?” Ye Meng slowly pursued, teasing him. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll let go.”

Li Jinyu was still supporting himself, pinning her against the frosted glass. He lowered his head into the crook of her neck and bit hard, saying in a muffled voice, “You just love to bully me.”

Ye Meng’s heart melted, as if scalded, and she laughed in his arms. Li Jinyu lowered his head and kissed her hard, biting her, embarrassed and angry: “Move.”

…

The flight was delayed, and Ye Meng landed in Beijing at midnight. Beijing was still foggy, incomparable to the air in the small town. As soon as she got off the plane, she couldn’t quite adjust and coughed, putting on a mask amid the disapproving glances of those around her.

The mask. She started thinking about Li Jinyu again. They had only been apart for a few hours. She looked down at her phone—quiet and still, extremely well-behaved.

She carried her luggage slowly, intending to take a taxi straight back to her previous place. Unexpectedly, at the arrival gate, she saw a familiar face dressed in an impeccable three-piece suit, well-groomed like Gou Kai. It was Tai Mingxiao.

Tai Mingxiao was Gou Kai’s childhood friend, also a sharp-minded young heir from a wealthy family. He was a know-it-all in Beijing circles, a social butterfly among the rich kids. Compared to Gou Kai’s calculating nature, Tai Mingxiao was very open and generous. Previously in Beijing, the three often drank and chatted together to alleviate the frustrations of their careers. Tai Mingxiao was very handsome, but not very tall, only 173cm. Gou Kai, counting his hair and shoe inserts, barely reached 180cm. Before, Ye Meng didn’t think they were short, but since being with Li Jinyu, she realized they truly were.

Tai Mingxiao very gentlemanly took her suitcase, pointed to the billboard behind him, and said like a mascot: “Beijing welcomes you.”

The two didn’t rush to get in the car, but stood by Tai Mingxiao’s multi-million yuan Lamborghini and smoked for a while. Ye Meng wore a gray casual suit inside, clean and crisp, with a cashmere coat casually draped over it that she had just pulled from her suitcase. Her black hair was styled in large waves, gently flowing down her back, mature and graceful, with a woman’s charm yet also capable and unrestrained. Tai Mingxiao was not one to spare compliments, and no matter how many times he saw Ye Meng, he sincerely marveled a thousand times: “Do all women in your town look like you? Is the environment there especially nurturing? You’ve been back for half a year, how have you become even more radiant?”

The two leaned side by side against the car door, feet on the curb. Ye Meng lit a cigarette for herself, glanced at him sidelong, and scoffed with disdain, “Stop flattering me.”

Tai Mingxiao smiled and said: “How long are you planning to stay this time? I’m afraid Boss Gou won’t let you go so easily.”

Ye Meng leaned against the car door, her hand with the cigarette unconsciously tapping lightly. She tilted her head back, looking at the city’s towering buildings and the brilliant lights of the bustling city, narrowing her eyes dreamily, and said: “I’ll leave after finishing my business. He can’t keep me here.”

“You and Gou Kai…”

“I’m married,” Ye Meng interrupted, putting out her cigarette. “Let’s go.”

Tai Mingxiao stood silently behind for a moment, soundlessly mouthing “wow”—how dramatic.

The night scenery was left behind as they drove. Tai Mingxiao told her while driving, “We’ve been in contact with this Singaporean Chinese collector for a long time, but he was never willing to meet in person. This time, Gou Kai put in a lot of effort to get him to make this trip from Singapore to China. Otherwise, his contracts are usually signed by his secretary.”

“And about your Xinhe case, I’ve already gotten it back for you. The Xinhe project is a big piece of meat that others can’t chew,” Tai Mingxiao chattered. “To be honest, when it comes to relationships, it has to be you. Don’t mind Gou Kai, he’s just privileged from childhood and can’t stand seeing others get things easily. If you asked him to humble himself for someone, he’d rather lose the business than flatter people. So in the past half year, if I hadn’t been holding things together, who knows how low the signing rate would have fallen. It seems like we two need to work together. Your reputation as a social butterfly is well-deserved.”

“Are you sure you’re not insulting me?” Ye Meng said, looking out the window.

“Not, I’m complimenting you.”

Ye Meng didn’t respond, looking down at her phone because she noticed that in the Moments updates, there appeared a profile picture that rarely appeared—a pitch-black one. The baby posted on Moments?

How rare.

What could it be? It couldn’t be a confession to her, could it?

What would he post?

With these three questions in her mind, Ye Meng carefully opened it with an excited heart.

He had posted ten Moments, all in a row, all his. And they were all photos, at his home, seemingly with those friends who made music. The photos weren’t very clear. The angles were all very dim, people in groups of two or three, that depressing and decadent atmosphere—someone who didn’t know better might think these young punks were gathered to do drugs. Qiao Maimei was there too, along with her flashy girlfriends.

Very good.

Little beast.
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“Bro, you posted on Moments?” Qiao Maimei pushed through the crowd to sit beside Li Jinyu.

Li Jinyu wore loose white sportswear, clean and eye-catching. It caught the attention of several young women, whose eyes never left him as they eagerly probed Qiao Maimei about whether Li Jinyu had a girlfriend. Qiao Maimei, whether bribed by Ye Meng or not, gave a unified response—he had an extremely beautiful, wealthy girlfriend who adored him like a heavenly fairy. The young women looked envious, disappointed yet unwilling to give up, some even harboring the not-so-virtuous thought of approaching him to at least add his WeChat.

—”Qiao Maimei’s brother is so handsome.” “You can’t just use ‘handsome’ to describe him. Those hands, that Adam’s apple. Is that a hickey? Damn, I’m dead, so attractive.”

The young women exchanged whispers with relish.

Meanwhile, the human embodiment of attractiveness had his sportswear zipper pulled all the way up, chin tucked into the collar, resting with closed eyes at one end of the sofa, giving a faint “mm” in response to Qiao Maimei.

“Don’t you know you can post nine photos at once in Moments?” Qiao Maimei scrolled through his posts and advised, “Posting one by one like this will get you blocked.”

“Oh.” The human embodiment of attractiveness picked up his phone and lazily glanced at it.

At that time, Ye Meng had gone upstairs to put down her luggage. Not rushing to unpack, she took off her coat and casually hung it on the sofa, then grabbed a bottle of wine from the cabinet to entertain Tai Mingxiao. After half a day of not finding the corkscrew, she was on her knees aimlessly searching when Tai Mingxiao laughed and pulled her up, saying: “Enough, you’re getting dust all over yourself. I’ll find someone to clean up tomorrow. Just sleep like this tonight. You need to meet that Chinese collector tomorrow, so get some rest early. We’re not in a hurry. I just came by today to show my support—no matter what, I’m very happy to have you back.” He finished with a gentlemanly hug.

Ye Meng smiled, slid the wine back at an angle, and said thanks. The two leaned against the wine cooler, chatting casually about recent events. When it was getting late, Tai Mingxiao got up to leave, but at the door, he seemed to remember something and said: “Ye Meng, although we met through Gou Kai, I genuinely consider you a friend, and I sincerely hope you’ll stay in Beijing.”

Tai Mingxiao was a bright and cheerful person. He had many excellent women around him, and Ye Meng was far from his only female friend. But he was very open and clear about relationships, not as calculating as Gou Kai. Ye Meng wasn’t his type, but she was one of the women he admired.

They were particularly similar in one way—they could joke around with anyone, maintaining perfect boundaries without offending. Gou Kai said that even if they were thrown into an African tribe where they couldn’t communicate, they’d probably quickly become minor chiefs. Because they understood the weaknesses of human nature. Tai Mingxiao was a vice president responsible for maintaining client relationships, and Ye Meng was someone he had personally promoted. Maintaining interpersonal relationships was a major study; neither of them claimed to be experts, at most they were halfway there, but together, while they couldn’t turn the world upside down, they could certainly confuse people enough. Tai Mingxiao and Ye Meng were considered the top in client relations, with an industry couple nickname—”Night Snack Stand.”

If it hadn’t been for Gou Kai’s interference, after Ye Meng resigned, many companies would have extended offers to her. But Ye Meng, with her unremarkable educational background, suddenly began to shine, which infuriated Gou Kai. He always felt that Ye Meng had just gotten lucky. Unless she left Beijing altogether, she had to stay by his side. So Ye Meng had silently returned to her hometown.

After Tai Mingxiao left, Ye Meng couldn’t be bothered to move and leaned against the sofa smoking, relieving the fatigue from her journey. She didn’t smoke regularly and her addiction wasn’t strong; sometimes she wouldn’t think of smoking for ten days or half a month, but occasionally when she had nothing to do, she would smoke one cigarette after another.

The woman’s fingers holding the cigarette were as slender as spring onions. Her features were beautiful, not exactly enchanting, but mature and clean. When wearing a suit, she looked especially reserved and cool. However, while smoking, her eyes showed weariness, like a world-weary rose. Everything she did was listless, permeating with travel-worn dejection.

Li Jinyu’s bluff, in Ye Meng’s view, was just a child acting out when denied candy. She never quibbled with children. To be honest, having dated several younger men, she had never really been jealous of a boyfriend. After navigating so much social politics, the world of adults with healthy relationship perspectives didn’t go for that sort of thing, and she was highly tolerant—as long as it wasn’t too excessive, she could endure. The disadvantage of dating younger men was their low tolerance and strong possessiveness.

But if Ye Meng ever did get jealous, it usually meant the relationship was facing a breakup. Ye Meng could be that ruthless—everyone can live without someone else, and the next one might be even better behaved. So when younger men acted out too much, Ye Meng had no patience and would just walk away.

So after smoking two cigarettes, Ye Meng’s mood was quite calm, and she sent Li Jinyu a WeChat message as if nothing had happened.

[Meng: I’ve arrived, very tired. Goodnight, baby.]

Li Jinyu felt as if his heavy iron fist had rusted, punching into cotton. At least hitting water would make a splash, but now it fell silently into emptiness. He sat in the corner of the sofa, tossed his phone with a “thud” onto the coffee table, took a breath, leaned forward slightly to grab a pack of cigarettes, took one out, casually picked up a lighter, and said to the brother beside him who had been offering advice: “She’s asleep.”

“Not jealous?”

He took a drag of his cigarette, “No.”

“Damn,” his friend cursed, his eyebrows raised in an impressively high arc, as if surprised enough to split his face, “What kind of sister is she?”

Li Jinyu, hand holding the cigarette propped on the sofa, smiled, “The wild kind.”

“How about you go hug one of these girls, and I’ll take a photo of you two. Then have Qiao Maimei send it to her. If you send it directly, it would just provoke her. Even if she gets jealous, she’ll hold it in.”

“No.”

Those girls hadn’t taken their eyes off him, watching him smoke, watching him chat with his friend. Li Jinyu wasn’t oblivious.

His friend suggested again: “Then how about hugging Qiao Maimei? I won’t show her face. Let Qiao Maimei nestle in your arms, covering her face. That should work, right? Like a sister.”

Li Jinyu felt like a thousand alpacas were running through his mind again. He stretched lazily and kicked his legs.

After taking the photo, Qiao Maimei looked at him uncertainly, “Bro, are you sure you want to be this self-destructive?”

Li Jinyu, smoking his cigarette, wasn’t too sure either, but his friend beside him spoke convincingly: “This isn’t self-destruction. This is Li Jinyu’s first relationship, it’s normal for him to feel insecure. Based on my deep experience from two unforgettable relationships, a woman who truly loves you will be vigilant and watchful of any female who appears within five meters of you, assessing whether they pose a threat. If they could be your ideal type, she’ll observe with 8x magnification and be ready to eliminate them at any moment.”

“That extreme?” Li Jinyu listened with envy.

His friend wore an expression that said ‘you haven’t seen the world’: “When women get jealous, they can instantly evolve from single-cell organisms into Sherlock Holmes, with an IQ over 180, beyond humans. If she’s not jealous, either she’s too lazy to evolve, or she just doesn’t like you.”

…

Ye Meng woke up early the next day and instinctively checked Moments on her phone. She was stunned.

This little beast had posted a selfie. And what a Playboy selfie it was! Li Jinyu’s lips already had a slightly playboy shape; when not smiling, he looked extremely cold, and when smiling freely, his mouth corners were sharp and thin, like a sunny youth. But when his lips were pressed together with slightly upturned corners like now, he had a bit of a playboy’s mischievous air. Combined with this mysterious angle, it seemed to be taken from below. It was completely and utterly a playboy’s thirst trap. At least he didn’t use a filter, but the raw camera pixels made him look even more arrogant.

Ye Meng couldn’t help wanting to comment: “See, this is what a playboy looks like.”

Li Jinyu, let alone taking selfies, when Ye Meng tried to steal photos after their kiss photo and inadvertently scrolled through his album, she discovered that apart from the kissing one, the rest were all unobstructed, artistic landscape photos. Not to mention posting selfies on Moments—this was unprecedented, drawing likes and comments from many zombies in his friend circle. Before the likes, she hadn’t realized, but after seeing them, she was shocked to discover how many mutual friends she and Li Jinyu had, though most were female friends. Seems like he had added quite a few from the bar.

Yang Tianwei, Qiao Maimei, Fang Ya’en, Jiang Luzhi, Liu Yiyi, and various other mutual friends had already liked his post. Below were comments she could see—

[Little Yang’s Fried Buns: Bro, join our team. You don’t need to do anything, just roll your face on the keyboard, and we’ll go viral.]

[Liu Yiyi: Very handsome. Hehe.]

[Jiang Luzhi: ?]

[Fang: Do you have any male relatives around your age?]

[LJY replying to Fang: @Yang Tianwei]

[Fang replying to LJY: Get lost.]

[Liu Yiyi: …]

[Little Yang’s Fried Buns replying to Fang: Why am I getting dismissed?]

Even Ye Meng’s grandmother had left a comment:

[Yushan123: Looking energetic, young man.]

[LJY replying to Yushan123: Thank you, Grandmother.]

The old lady was quite adept at using WeChat, with Ye Meng’s student-era selfie as her profile picture. The old lady particularly loved using WeChat’s “Shake Nearby People” feature, often connecting with men who would ask: “Is that you in your profile picture?” The old lady would reply: “My granddaughter.” Most men didn’t take it seriously: “You’re joking, little sister is so beautiful.” The old lady took it as a compliment for Ye Meng: “She’s been pretty since she was little.” At first, the subtle old lady didn’t quite understand and would respond casually, but later as conversations deepened, she realized what they meant, and cursed as she turned off the “Nearby People” feature, calling them new types of toads trying to eat swan meat.

Things were progressing more smoothly than Ye Meng had imagined. A younger man like Li Jinyu who knew how to act well-behaved could truly win the old lady’s heart.

Ye Meng also posted two comments:

[Lemon Leaf: Brother’s hands aren’t just hands, they’re the gentleness of the spring breeze by the riverside.]

[Lemon Leaf: Brother’s shoulders aren’t just shoulders, they’re the peaks of the Alps. ❤️]

Ye Meng had only intended to tease him a bit and leave it at that, sure that Li Jinyu wouldn’t respond. Who knew that while she was brushing her teeth, her phone on the sink suddenly showed a Moments notification? Her eyelid inexplicably twitched, and she instinctively opened it:

[LJY replying to Lemon Leaf: Brother’s legs can also be a swing.]
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All the girlfriends who could see this comment in the friend circle secretly felt a twinge of sourness. Was the human god Su pursuing Ye Meng? It felt just like when a man who had always been cold and indifferent to everyone—someone you might have once pursued or been rejected by—suddenly showed signs of falling in love. You could only feel a slight twinge in your heart as a sign of respect.

They didn’t understand Ye Meng though. She was someone who was attracted to good looks and never rejected admirers. Hmph, cold laughter indeed.

Before Ye Meng could reply, her phone began vibrating frantically on the sink. She casually pressed the answer button while continuing to brush her teeth. It was Tai Mingxiao, his voice calm: “I have some bad news.”

Ye Meng paused, her temples throbbing intensely. Her toothbrushing slowed as she asked softly, “What news?”

After a moment of silence, Tai Mingxiao finally spoke: “The Singaporean collector has suddenly canceled our meeting.”

Ye Meng’s mind froze for an instant. After a brief pause, she quickly brushed her teeth a couple more times, rinsed, and then asked quietly, “What’s the reason?”

Tai Mingxiao said, “He claims he needs to return to Singapore urgently.”

“What time is his flight?” Ye Meng glanced at the time, handling the crisis calmly as she walked into her dressing room and casually picked up a suit. While on the phone, she composedly changed her clothes and said, “There’s still an hour on the way from the hotel to the airport. I can talk to him in the car. Just give me an hour.”

“Don’t bother,” Tai Mingxiao seemed to take a drag from a cigarette, then sighed deeply and said, “He checked out of the hotel at three in the morning last night, leaving in a hurry. Come to the office and we’ll talk more.”

As soon as Ye Meng entered the building and saw the familiar security guards and the flow of people in the elevator, that suffocating feeling hit her. She smoked a cigarette at the entrance to the hallway, which slightly eased her emotions, before pressing the elevator button. She encountered many familiar faces, who greeted her with enthusiastic smiles as always, respectfully nodding to her, with various long-unheard forms of address surrounding her ears.

“Good morning, Manager Meng.”

“Good morning, Director Ye.”

“Morning, Sister Mengmeng. Have you had breakfast? Would you like me to get you one of those new chicken leg burgers from McDonald’s?”

Whether they were squeezing her leg or not, they had certainly lined up to welcome her. Knowing she was coming back today, they had formed a queue at the entrance with a mix of familiar and unfamiliar faces, making a grand gesture of warm welcome. Regardless of how much sincerity or pretense was involved, in the adult world, sometimes maintaining appearances isn’t just about going through the motions.

But Ye Meng was skilled at maintaining appearances. When it came to courtesy, she could outdo anyone. She greeted everyone one by one, missing no one, and could naturally strike up a conversation even with newcomers: “That’s a nice necklace. Add me on WeChat and send me the link later.”

The young girl was not as experienced as Ye Meng. With a blushing face, she shyly replied, “Okay, sure.”

After the people had left, she was still savoring the moment and tremblingly asked, “So… that was Ye Meng?”

Young Jiang had only been at this boutique art company for just over three months, but she often heard several colleagues mention a few names. The boss, Gou Kai, had grown up around antique markets, so his expertise was undisputed. As for Tai Mingxiao, he was the industry know-it-all, always with his finger on the pulse of all industry information, including gossip. He was courteous, humble, and gentle, and would even chat with the girls in the company about various topics during breaks in the tea room.

Then there was Ye Meng. Ye Meng was cut from the same cloth as Tai Mingxiao, fond of teasing young newcomers, meticulous and serious when working, but completely uninhibited in private. Gou Kai seemed a bit colder, always wearing a stern face and not particularly friendly with employees. Of course, the arrangement had always been that Gou Kai handled the professional aspects, while the other two took care of being approachable and maintaining stability. This stability included not just client relationships but also employee stability. Gou Kai was lofty and naturally superior, not skilled at communicating with these easily hurt, sensitive young employees, especially those just entering the workforce.

So Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao became the bridge between the employees and Gou Kai, the two of them daily taking turns finding new ways to tease Gou Kai. Watching the three of them chat every day was like watching a splendid performance, making people from neighboring companies eager to switch jobs just to follow the drama. The two of them always worked together to secure benefits from “Gou the Skinner,” such as menstrual leave for female employees. They were among the first batch of companies to implement this policy.

There was another time when an employee had to bring their cat to the office while working overtime, and it accidentally fell from their company building—from the 26th floor—and died instantly. Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao managed to extract a substantial amount of funds from “Gou the Skinner” and allocated it to monthly employee emergency expenses, such as funeral costs for pets that died accidentally, to give them a proper memorial service. If no accidents occurred during the month, everyone would go out for a meal at the end of the month. After all, the money was coming out of Gou Kai’s pocket.

Back then, the entire company was filled with laughter and joy. But after Ye Meng left, the company atmosphere changed.

“It’s good that the new partner left and Director Ye is back,” an old colleague said contentedly to young Jiang. “You’ll see later on, it’s not just because she and Director Tai are good to us that we like them. Sometimes we like their approach to things, how they treat people, how they handle their desires, and being humble, honest, and passionate. We want to become people like them, but since we can’t, we hope to watch them more within our means. It’s a kind of motivation.”

Young Jiang: “Do you have a crush on Director Tai?”

“Hey!” The colleague scoffed, hurriedly ending this frustrating topic.

The three sat in Gou Kai’s office for a meeting. Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao sat side by side facing Gou Kai across his large, cold desk. Tai Mingxiao played idly with the globe in front of him, “So he sent you a message last night and then hurriedly left with his secretary?”

Gou Kai was leaning back in his executive chair, holding a small globe in his hand and spinning it: “Yes.”

“Is there any other way to contact him?” Ye Meng asked.

Gou Kai checked the time, “His flight is at five o’clock. He should still be on the plane now. Both his and his secretary’s phones are unreachable. We’ll have to wait until he lands at noon, then I’ll contact him again.”

Tai Mingxiao stopped what he was doing and suggested, “Why don’t you give us the address, and Ye Meng and I will make a trip to Singapore.”

Gou Kai: “Fine, but buy your tickets.”

“That ring of his is worth at least 3.2 million. If this deal goes through, the commission still goes into your pocket. Why are you being so stingy?”

“Haven’t you two dug enough out of me?”

“It doesn’t matter whether we sign this deal or not. I just want to meet that Chinese Singaporean,” Ye Meng smiled. “If you don’t sign it, I can have Liu Yang’s people sign it. After all, our Boss Gou doesn’t lack money.”

Tai Mingxiao immediately chimed in: “That’s right! As the ancient saying goes, ‘Since ancient times, everyone must die,’ but our Boss Gou is so rich he doesn’t even need toilet paper when he poops.”

Ye Meng: “Leave behind a loyal heart that shines like the sun, Boss Gou is just a small literary youth.”

“Shut up,” Gou Kai signed the travel expense form with a dark face. “Out, turn left.”

Li Juyi’s grandmother had recently been discharged from the hospital. After learning of her hospitalization, Xu Meilan visited several times. In the dim hospital room, the two skeletal eighty-year-old women sincerely held each other’s hands, encouraging each other from the bottom of their hearts: “The country is peaceful and prosperous, and the years are good. The children have just gotten married, and next year they might even have grandchildren. We must hang in there no matter what, Comrade Jiu Juhua.”

Perhaps seeing how strong Xu Meilan’s constitution was, Jiu Juhua had insisted on being discharged. And now, just after returning home, she had started having diarrhea. Li Juyi went to the hospital to get some medicine, changed his shoes, and went to boil water for the old lady. He mixed it to lukewarm, pinched open two white and green capsules, and after shuffling around the house in his slippers, finally found the old lady in the courtyard. He handed her the water and said, “Dr. Liang’s medicine. He instructed me not to let you smoke these days.”

The old lady, holding Ping’an, sat in a wheelchair that had been abandoned for a long time. It had been so long since she’d been home that one of the tires was deflated and leaking. She obediently took the medicine and promptly shooed him away: “Go study, don’t mind me.”

The southern weather had already turned humid, with water droplets and moisture seeping from the wall cracks and the floor, and the weather was gradually warming up. Li Juyi wore a loose sports outfit with a thin T-shirt underneath, looking clean and lean as he stood tall in the small courtyard. Outside the wicker fence, peach blossoms had slowly begun to sprout, delicately tickling the branches, as if adding a touch of romance to this newly married young groom.

Li Juyi brought a pump, knelt on one knee, and prepared to inflate the tire. Hearing her words, he didn’t look up and silently pumped air into the tire, “I’m not studying.”

“Then what are those two civil service exam handbooks spread out on the table for? Did you buy them for Ping’an? Want to train Ping’an to be a police dog?” The old lady clicked her tongue and continued, “Isn’t it just that you want to give your wife a stable life? What’s there to be embarrassed about? You young people in love are usually all passionate, loving each other back and forth. How come you and Ye Meng don’t say things like ‘I love you, you love me’? At most, she calls you ‘baby,’ and you, trying to save face, just grunt in response. Call her back, say ‘baby, I love you’ like that, be a bit more passionate.”

…Passionate my foot.

Li Juyi was still kneeling on one knee. Hearing this, he looked up, one elbow resting on his knee, tilting his head with an amused smile: “Have you been secretly reading my chat history again?”

The old lady pursed her lips, “I saw it accidentally.”

“Are you forcing me to set a password on my phone?”

“Wasn’t it just that I accidentally saw it while playing Candy Crush?”

Li Juyi was so annoyed he wanted to pull out the valve cores from both sides of her wheelchair, making her sit there and reflect honestly. “If you peek at my chat history again, I’ll delete your Candy Crush record and make you start over from the beginning.”

“You can delete that?”

“Yes, Yang Tianwei did it to Qiao Maimei last time. Qiao Maimei was so angry she poured water into his keyboard.”

The old lady instinctively hugged Ping’an tighter and muttered anxiously, “Then you’d be taking my life. I’ve worked so hard to reach level 1187.”

Fortunately, Ye Meng had gone back to get her passport and applied for an expedited business visa, immediately flying to Singapore, but she returned empty-handed. Tai Mingxiao felt that this matter was a bit strange and discussed it with her on the return flight. They had bought first-class seats and, under the gentle gaze of the flight attendant, kept their voices very low. “Do you think someone might be sabotaging us?”

“For what reason?” Ye Meng asked, covered with a blanket and wearing an eye mask.

“I don’t know,” Tai Mingxiao was also wearing an eye mask, the two of them each leaning back. “But I feel that things in this world aren’t this coincidental. Gou Kai said Wang Xingsheng boarded the plane at five o’clock, but as you saw, his wife didn’t know about this. And there’s a 99% chance that Wang Xingsheng didn’t board a flight to Singapore.”

“Do you think he might have something going on with his secretary? I noticed his wife’s expression wasn’t quite right, as if she was quite used to her husband’s disappearing acts,” Ye Meng said.

Tai Mingxiao removed his eye mask and asked the flight attendant for a cup of coffee. “It’s not impossible because the fact is that Wang Xingsheng and his secretary booked one room last night. But why did they suddenly leave at three in the morning and cancel our meeting? Don’t you find that strange?”

Ye Meng took a sip of red wine and said, “You don’t suspect Gou Kai, do you? Why would he do this?”

“To trick you into coming back?” Tai Mingxiao laughed. “I don’t know, I’m just guessing. Don’t be nervous. Perhaps Wang Xingsheng did have something urgent come up. You know these antique collectors—if they receive information about some artifact being auctioned somewhere, they’ll rush over without a second thought.”

Li Juyi had been reading for a while. Outside the yard, Ping’an was barking furiously one after another. Perhaps because spring had arrived, Ping’an seemed particularly agitated when seeing female dogs passing by the window. Those dog eyes looked at him hungrily. Li Juyi, refreshingly casual, leaned against the fish tank at the side of the small courtyard, carelessly tossing dog food to him one piece at a time.

Ping’an stood stiffly on the ground, refusing to eat a single piece, its genuine black glass-ball eyes staring straight at Li Juyi, begging with a wagging tail.

The look in his eyes seemed to say, “Brother, I’m about to explode.”

Li Juyi knew exactly what was going on but teased him: “Hold it in.”

Your sister is neglecting you, so you’re taking it out on me? Ping’an seemed to be shouting.

Neglecting? It had only been a day or two since they last contacted each other. Since that message in the friend circle, there had been no interaction between them. Was that considered neglect? Li Juyi thought this dog hadn’t seen much of the world; it’s just been one day.

Yes, just one day. Why did it feel like it had been so long?

A day has 24 hours, 1,440 minutes, 86,400 seconds.

One day seems very short, doesn’t it? The number 1 is very small, right? It’s like a tiny grain of wheat in a vast, golden wheat field—seemingly insignificant. But if converted to 86,400 seconds, isn’t that number large enough?

Yes, in the past 86,400 seconds, he seemed to have only repeated one thing.

Or perhaps, this thing—missing her—had happened 86,400 times today.

It was already 3 AM when Ye Meng got off the plane. She turned on her phone and saw that Li Juyi had updated a post in his friend circle. He had been buying a house in the friend circle lately, but this post was very much like Li Juyi—he shared a song link in his typical aloof manner. He, who never wrote anything in his friend circle posts, for the first time included a very short comment.

【LJY: How arrogant you are.】

“Your every word is like a knife scar cutting into my heart “My every move changes along with you, how absurd “Letting you play with me at will, never thinking “How arrogant you are “My heartbeat pulses for you, wild for you…”

Ye Meng was concerned about what might have happened to him. When she clicked in to see, she breathed a sigh of relief. Oh, it was just song lyrics.
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Ye Meng had intended to send him a message saying she had just landed. But seeing it was 3 AM, she worried about waking him up for no good reason. During her moment of hesitation, Tai Mingxiao had already driven the car around, lowering the window to call out to her: “Come on, I’ll take you home first.”

The car skillfully merged onto the elevated highway. Sitting in the car, Ye Meng admired the colorful and dazzling night cityscape, deciding to call him tomorrow morning instead.

Tai Mingxiao turned down the radio volume and asked, “Why do I feel like you’ve changed a lot since you came back this time?”

Ye Meng pulled her gaze from the window and unconsciously asked, “Have I?”

“Yes.” Tai Mingxiao nodded, sincerely expressing his inner curiosity, “Why did you suddenly decide to get married?”

Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao were close enough to share everything, so she briefly outlined the situation, “Gou Kai came to find me, and he happened to witness it. Then he learned I was coming back, felt insecure, and wanted to break up with me. I didn’t want to break up, so I asked if he was willing to take a gamble with me. Then… we got our marriage certificate.”

Tai Mingxiao wasn’t surprised; it seemed like something she would do. “Makes sense. A woman like you who gets so busy with work that you forget your own family—I’m afraid your partner might feel neglected for a couple of days, and by the time you go back, he might have had a child with someone else.” But Tai Mingxiao, who was used to seeing Ye Meng’s commanding attention in front of clients, truly couldn’t imagine what she was like in a relationship. As he exited the elevated highway, he asked another question: “Seems like this man has a big influence on you. How did you meet?”

“We met at the hospital.”

Tai Mingxiao raised an eyebrow: “A white-robed angel?”

Ye Meng laughed, saying mysteriously: “A black-robed angel.”

Seeing her cherishing expression, Tai Mingxiao laughed too, half-jokingly saying: “Someone who doesn’t know might think you married the King of Hell.”

“Pretty much, anyway he’s a bit of a troublesome little King of Hell.” Ye Meng sighed helplessly.

“Come on, I can see you’re enjoying it,” Tai Mingxiao saw through her immediately, laughing and accusing her of pretending to complain while being quite pleased. “Bring him out to meet us sometime. At least let me see what my buddy lost out to.”

“Hmm, we’ll see. He might not be willing.”

“How could he not be willing? You bring him, and I’ll take full responsibility, introducing him to our old Beijing cultural heritage. I guarantee he’ll want to stay.” Tai Mingxiao patted his chest with the swagger of a local boss.

Ye Meng just smiled without saying anything.

Ye Meng finished her shower a little after 4 AM. The edge of the sky was already showing a hint of dawn’s gray-white light. Someone was already up downstairs, with pots and pans clanging cheerfully as they made breakfast behind the window. Afraid of waking Li Juyi, she only posted one message in her friend circle before sleeping.

【Meng: Just landed, nice song, good night.】

Li Juyi hadn’t slept well all night; almost every two hours, a nerve in his brain automatically pulled him awake. Until he opened his eyes again at 6 AM and immediately saw Ye Meng’s friend circle post.

After that, he couldn’t sleep at all. Annoyed, he forcibly dragged Ping’an, who was sound asleep in the small courtyard, out for a walk. Ping’an had performed exceptionally well last night, firing three shots in quick succession, and now his legs were still weak. He walked in a daze, being led along with a dejected expression, seeming somewhat ready to give up on life.

At 6 AM in Jiangnan, the daylight was faintly bright, the pine mist hazy. The tranquil river surface was like a mirror shrouded in mist, reflecting the surrounding lush, undulating green mountains—not completely clear, but permeated with the stillness of an ink painting. Yet the streets and alleys were already gradually setting up various breakfast stalls: soy milk and fried dough sticks, mixed grain pancakes, glutinous rice balls… mixed with the clamor and the hawkers’ calls, exuding the smoke and fire atmosphere of the small town.

Li Juyi wore a knee-length black windbreaker with a black fisherman’s hat on his head, sitting brazenly on a bench by Lake Ningsui. He preferred to sleep naked, with nothing underneath. When he first came out, he had casually thrown on a pair of sweatpants and riding boots, with the zipper pulled up, exposing his lean collarbone. His upper body was bare except for the windbreaker on the outside. Anyway, people could see whatever they wanted.

He tossed the half-eaten pancake to Ping’an, “Eat up, I’ve decided to fast today. This is your last supper.”

Ping’an, who had been lying on the ground with half-closed eyes trying to catch up on sleep, instantly jolted up from the ground and looked at him alertly.

Ping’an’s forehead was full of question marks: Brother? Is it that serious?

“I think,” Li Juyi looked at the willows by the lake, strong and vigorous like a youth’s waist, proudly swaying in the wind, “I’ve been trapped, I’ve been duped, I’ve been deceived.”

Ping’an whimpered angrily: When she comes back, I’ll bite her for you!

Li Juyi seemed to understand each of Ping’an’s glances. He smiled, leaning back to find a more casual sitting position, and heartlessly scratched under its chin, saying: “Just bite her to death, I don’t care at all.”

After saying this, he carelessly pulled out his phone from his pocket and looked at that friend circle post again.

Nice song, my ass. Don’t you know how to send a message? Don’t you know someone is going crazy missing you? Damn.

Is his phone broken?

He tentatively sent a message to Yang Tianwei. 【LJY: .】

Yang Tianwei replied instantly. 【Little Yang’s Fried Buns: Missing me, huh?】

…

Let’s try sending one to Grandma. 【LJY: Morning, Grandma.】

Xu Meilan replied immediately. 【YuShan123: Morning, darling. Want to come over for breakfast?】

…Apparently, this “darling” thing runs in their family, nothing special. 【LJY: Already ate, thanks, Grandma.】

This time Xu Meilan sent a voice message. “By the way, Juyi, give me your birth date and time again. I want your aunt to calculate an auspicious date. We should start planning the wedding ceremony.”

Li Juyi finally opened Ye Meng’s WeChat. With his long legs spread out, cradling Ping’an’s plump body between them, he held his phone with both hands, resting them on Ping’an’s round head. Lowering his head at the edge of Lake Ningsui—filled with sweet, fishy scent and rippling gently—the spot where they first met, he typed without hesitation—

【LJY: Are you with Gou Kai?】

…then leaned back against the bench, smoked a cigarette, and impatiently deleted it all, feeling he was being unreasonable.

【LJY: Don’t you miss me at all?】

Deleted. Too pathetic.

【LJY: I’m planning to take the civil service exam.】

Again, he deleted it all with a flurry of keystrokes. Why tell you?

Finally, he sent one message. 【LJY: Grandma says she’s planning our wedding ceremony.】

Ye Meng was awakened by a phone call. She had dragged herself to bed around 5 AM and fallen into a hazy sleep, only to be interrupted by an urgent ringing at 9 AM. As someone with a temper when woken up, she answered with an impatient “Hello,” but the other person’s single sentence jolted her fully awake in bed.

It was Tai Mingxiao on the phone, his voice unprecedentedly heavy and sharp, “Wang Xingsheng is dead.”

Ye Meng seemed frozen in bed as if all her internal organs had stopped working. It took a long time to digest these words. Her hand bewilderedly grabbed her hair as she asked: “Where was he found?”

“In an abandoned car factory in Guanshan District,” Tai Mingxiao had lost his usual joking tone, his voice rarely serious. “That car factory used to belong to a very good friend of mine, but after his brother died in a racing accident, the factory closed down. The police found large quantities of sleeping pills and insulin injections in their car, and they had both cut their wrists. They’re not ruling out a suicide pact.”

Ye Meng took a moment to process this. “Those two were involved?”

“Evidently,” Tai Mingxiao said. “But there’s a strange twist now. Wang Xingsheng is dead, but his secretary seems to still be in emergency care.”

Ye Meng hung up the phone without even checking her messages, quickly got ready, and went straight to the police station. Gou Kai had been taken in by the police for questioning because all the emails and text messages clearly showed that Wang Xingsheng’s trip to China had been at Gou Kai’s insistence.

A Singaporean Chinese coming to China to negotiate a contract, only to suddenly commit suicide with his secretary? From this angle, the case seemed a bit bizarre.

Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao sat in the car outside the Guanshan District police station, waiting for Gou Kai to finish his statement, chatting intermittently.

“At least this proves Gou Kai isn’t that treacherous. This trip wasn’t to force you back; Wang Xingsheng was truly in China.”

Ye Meng stared at the Guanshan District police station sign and asked: “Do you believe they had a suicide pact?”

Tai Mingxiao: “There was indeed a suicide note in the car. The content was sincere and passionate, full of remorse towards his wife and family, yet also expressing the contradiction of not wanting to return to family life—all written vividly. The handwriting was verified to be Wang Xingsheng’s. Phone search records also revealed that both Wang Xingsheng and his secretary were members of the letter circle.”

Letter circle?

Ye Meng was unfamiliar with the term.

Tai Mingxiao explained: “It’s a circle for some hardcore SM fetishes. Usually to satisfy perverse psychological and physiological pleasures. For instance, a boyfriend might call his girlfriend ‘little bitch.'”

“?” Ye Meng listened with a head full of question marks. “Where’s the pleasure in that?”

Tai Mingxiao: “That’s the fun of this circle. Some girlfriends want their boyfriends to eat them bit by bit——carving them up bloodily with a knife, then cooking, frying, boiling, sprinkling some cumin and pepper, dipping them in soy sauce and vinegar, and slowly eating them like human char siu buns.”

“…” Ye Meng’s body hair stood on end, cold sweat seeping out. “I feel sick.”

“So if you ask me whether Wang Xingsheng and his secretary had a suicide pact, it’s not impossible,” Tai Mingxiao moved the car to a different spot as another car came in. “Given this background, the police wouldn’t find anything too strange about whatever Wang Xingsheng and his secretary did.”

Ye Meng suddenly said: “Let’s go to Wang Xingsheng’s hotel.”

Tai Mingxiao was stunned. “Huh?”

“Don’t you think the relationship between Wang Xingsheng and his wife is very strange? When we went to his house yesterday, his wife’s reaction clearly showed she had known about Wang Xingsheng and his secretary for a long time, and she was completely clueless about his whereabouts, as well as indifferent. Did you notice there was a document folder in his house yesterday? If I’m not mistaken, it should be divorce papers.”

Tai Mingxiao felt something was off but still asked: “How can you be sure?”

“The folder had the Chengran Law Firm logo on it.”

“Jiang Luzhi’s firm?” Tai Mingxiao suddenly understood. “That makes sense. Their firm is most famous for divorce cases.”

“They probably registered their marriage in China and had it notarized at the Singapore Embassy, which is why they’re using a domestic law firm,” Ye Meng casually asked, “By the way, are there surveillance cameras at the car factory?”

“There used to be, but this factory has been abandoned for almost ten years. I’m not sure,” Tai Mingxiao looked out the window, seeming lost in thought. “My friend would know the exact locations of the surveillance cameras in the factory. He knows every distribution point and angle. We all loved racing since we were kids, and as soon as we turned eighteen, we immediately got our driver’s licenses. His brother hadn’t had the accident yet, and we would often steal some of their modified race cars and go wild at night. Only he could help us precisely avoid every camera so his mother wouldn’t find out. His brain worked better than anyone else in our group. Gou Kai’s impressive memory palace technique was learned from him.”

“Where is he now?”

Tai Mingxiao shook his head and said helplessly: “Don’t know. He left Beijing. As for where exactly he went, nobody knows. Because some unpleasant things happened that year.”

Ye Meng was unaware, lighting a cigarette and quietly waiting for him to continue.

Tai Mingxiao leaned back in the driver’s seat, his gaze scattered as he stared at the bushes not far away, his memories seemingly pulled back to the past: “You’ve seen that trophy in Gou Kai’s office, right? The World Memory Championship one. He participated in high school and won the championship. Then he caught people’s attention. Several old men from the Memory Association wanted to use him to promote the memory palace method among students—a rather niche learning method. To put it bluntly, they wanted to make a lot of money from desperate parents.

“So, is the memory palace a scam?”

Tai Mingxiao shook his head, “It’s not a scam. It’s just that this kind of thing is subjective. People who can use the memory palace are already quite smart. Not all students are as intelligent as him and can self-learn. This technique has a threshold, but those old men wanted to promote this method among ordinary students to make money, which was impossible. He was naive and easy to deceive back then. How could he know the treachery of human hearts? He thought he was genuinely introducing learning methods to others. Those old men made money behind his back, and then they were reported to the Education Bureau by the student’s parents. In the end, the old men were disciplined, but he also carried the stigma for several years. He was in London at the time, participating in an inter-university team competition, but when the domestic disciplinary action came down, the school forums went crazy with criticism. To avoid affecting his teammates and teachers, he withdrew from the competition.”

Ye Meng’s phone vibrated. She looked down to see the line of text, and her heart felt as if it had been scalded.

【LJY: I’m going crazy missing you.】
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Nine o’clock that evening.

The phone suddenly began to vibrate, as if someone had pressed a fully charged small motor inside it. It twisted frantically on the low table, making the entire house seem to shake and buzz. The caller’s urgency was evident. Yet no one answered. The man who had just finished his shower was nestled on the sofa, his wet hair tips still dripping with translucent water droplets, a gray towel hanging around his neck, holding the TV remote control and flipping through channels, as if he couldn’t hear a thing.

“You check your phone eight hundred times a day, and now when a call comes, you don’t answer. You’re asking for trouble.”

The old lady couldn’t stand it anymore. Grumbling, she rolled her wheelchair over, snatched up the phone from the table, and answered: “Hello, is this Ye Meng?”

There was a brief pause on the other end, followed quickly by: “Ah, yes, it’s me. Grandma, where’s Li Juyi?”

The old lady glanced at him with sly eyes and mumbled softly: “He’s angry.”

Li Juyi immediately sprang up from the sofa, reaching across the tea table to grab the phone, saying in a deadpan voice: “Give me the phone.”

“But you didn’t want to answer it!” The old lady refused to hand over the phone, sliding her wheelchair away while selling him out to Ye Meng. “Li Juyi has been sulking with someone these past few days. Poor Ping’an is nearly driven crazy, being walked seven or eight times a day.”

Ye Meng chuckled softly on the other end: “Please give him the phone.”

Only then did the old lady pass the phone to him.

Li Juyi, expressionless, with one hand in his pocket, took the phone and walked outside. The old lady called out in surprise behind him, “You’re going outside to talk?”

This was an old-style retirement community, where nine out of ten residents were elderly. There were over twenty buildings in total, each with a security door on the ground floor. Li Juyi’s family lived on the first floor, and after entering the security door, one had to climb four or five small steps. Li Juyi sat on those small steps to talk with Ye Meng.

The sensor light on the first floor had been broken for years, leaving everything pitch black around him. Moonlight slipped through the iron bars of the security door, smooth and traceless, like neatly arranged silver carpets laid out on the ground. Li Juyi sat on the stairs, one leg resting on a step, the other arrogantly stretching across several steps to reach the ground. His tall, broad figure completely blocked the entrance to the stairwell.

“Miss me?” The woman’s voice on the phone was tinged with laughter, sounding even more pleased with herself than the peach blossoms outside.

Li Juyi harbored an inexplicable anger. He pulled back his leg, placing both feet on the steps, and said coldly, “Feeling smug, aren’t you?”

“I’m not smug. On the contrary, I think I was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“Wrong about everything. Making my boy miss me so much is a mistake.”

Li Juyi thought this woman was good at sweet talk. He remained silent, pretending to stare at the cold moonlight on the ground.

Ye Meng continued to coax him in a soft voice: “How about I take some time off this weekend to come back and be with you?”

Another trap. Taking time off this weekend meant she’d go back after the weekend, and who knows when she’d return.

“Baby?”

“Don’t call me baby,” Li Juyi said with a headache. “Your grandma called me baby this morning, and I heard her call my grandma baby too. My nerves are getting confused. I can’t live up to this hereditary baby title in your family.”

Ye Meng had just finished her shower and was standing wrapped in a towel on the scale, weighing herself. She continued to tease him: “Then what would you like me to call you? Brother or husband?”

Li Juyi felt an inexplicable tingling at the back of his neck. He lowered his head and coughed, “Have you finished investigating the matter?”

Ye Meng wiped herself a couple of times, then pulled off the towel, revealing smooth, tender skin. She had a great figure, with curves in all the right places, not an inch too much or too little. Except for not being fond of going to the gym and thus lacking deliberately trained abs, everywhere else was just right—a very mature and alluring female body.

She put on a strap nightdress and sighed: “There was a small accident. The Singaporean Chinese died. The police are still investigating. It might take some more time.”

“Where did he die?” Li Juyi asked casually.

“In an abandoned car factory in Guanshan District.”

Li Juyi put his foot back on the lowest step and lowered his head, and the towel around his neck swayed slightly. He responded with an emotionless “Oh.”

“Li Juyi, do you know Tai Mingxiao?” Ye Meng suddenly asked out of nowhere.

“…No, I don’t.”

“Alright,” Ye Meng didn’t pursue it further. “How’s Grandma doing recently?”

“Did she look unwell when she grabbed the phone just now?”

“What about you? Are you well?” she asked softly.

“Did you see the message I sent?”

“I did.”

He shifted his feet and said sarcastically: “So what do you think, am I well?”

Ye Meng sat on the sofa, taking occasional sips of red wine, only now realizing: “So that song was meant for me to see?”

Li Juyi tilted his head slightly, looking at the moon outside the bars, and sneered: “Keep pretending.”

Ye Meng laughed helplessly, “Baby, be reasonable. When I’m busy with work, I do lose track of things sometimes. I’m not as smart as you, able to multitask—studying for civil service exams while going crazy missing me.”

“Did Grandma tell you that?” Li Juyi was slightly surprised.

“Yes,” Ye Meng said. “She messaged me saying you want to take the civil service exam.”

That spy.

Li Juyi lit a cigarette to stay alert, blowing smoke for a while, filling the stairwell with haze, and said: “Don’t send anything too explicit on your phone. She likes to check my chat history.”

Hearing this, Ye Meng wanted to tease him again. She couldn’t resist, as if through the electric current, she scratched his heart hard from a distance: “What counts as explicit? Would wanting to use my mouth to play swing with my brother be considered explicit? Hmm?”

“…” Li Juyi bit his cigarette, leaning his head back against the wall, his sharp and clear Adam’s apple involuntarily bobbing. His pale skin was particularly noticeable in the moonlight, and his ears were completely red. “Besides teasing and bullying me, what else can you do?”

“Didn’t you say you were going crazy missing me?” Ye Meng laughed.

Li Juyi took a final drag of his cigarette, and sat back sideways, holding the phone with one hand, while his elbow rested lazily on his thigh. Carelessly, he extinguished the cigarette butt on the ground with his toe, stubbornly saying: “I was going crazy missing the dog.”

Ye Meng’s laughter on the other end was like silver bells. “How can you be so cute?”

Almost simultaneously, they both said: “Cut it out.” “Cut it out.”

Their tone was identical. Ye Meng, as if holding a “Li Juyi User Manual,” knew him inside out and said: “I knew you would say those two words. You seem to like saying those two words whenever you’re embarrassed.”

“Hanging up.”

“Embarrassed and angry?”

“I need to use the bathroom.”

“Can you livestream it? I want to see little Juyi, it’s been a long time.”

“…Shut up!”

Ye Meng could almost imagine how red his ears must be. After having her laugh, she finally got serious and stopped teasing him: “I’ll come back this weekend. Give my regards to Grandma. I’ll hang up now. I need to go to the car factory tomorrow.”

He gave a low “Mmm.”

Ye Meng laughed, “Baby, give me a kiss.”

Li Juyi couldn’t stay alert with just one cigarette. He stood up from the ground, leaning against the wall. After several days of tension, his nerves finally relaxed, and an overwhelming fatigue washed over him. He lazily and arrogantly rubbed his eyes, snickered, and drawled, “No way.”

Wang Xingsheng’s case caused a brief but intense stir online. Due to the bizarre manner of death, plus the media’s out-of-context reporting for clicks—weaving a half-true, half-false tragic love story for the pair—netizens eagerly shared and discussed it, generating heated public attention. Only after the police arrested several rumormongers as a warning did this inexplicably hot topic gradually cool down.

The next day, Ye Meng went with Tai Mingxiao to the car factory in Guanshan District. Guanshan was on the outskirts of the city, with a racing club nearby that had been operating for years. The L&N Racing Club was about one kilometer in a straight line from the car factory. Tai Mingxiao first took her around the club, “The owner is a professional F1 racing driver whose main job is drone photography. We used to hang out here when we had nothing to do, watching them race. You know Nine Gates Ridge behind here? The mountain road there is wide with few people—a racing paradise. This area is deserted. If you have any questions, you can ask this owner. He’s brother with my car factory friend’s brother. He knows more about this area.”

“Where is the owner? What should I call him?”

“The owner’s surname is Li, called Li Chen. We all call him Brother Chen or Boss Li is fine.”

Not long after, Li Chen came in carrying a helmet. Tai Mingxiao raised his hand in greeting: “Brother Chen!”

Li Chen instinctively turned around, placed the helmet on the bar counter by the entrance, gave a couple of instructions, and then walked toward them. Ye Meng could only say that this was the first man she had seen who was as handsome as Li Juyi—mature, steady, and witty in conversation.

“Changed careers to become detectives?” Li Chen joked with them. Though not much older than them, he treated them completely like children, saying regretfully, “Very unfortunately, I wasn’t open that night.”

“What about the surveillance cameras at the entrance? Can they see vehicles coming and going nearby?” Ye Meng asked. “They must have passed by your entrance to get to the car factory.”

Li Chen looked somewhat like Li Juyi, with clear features that gave off a bit of a player vibe, but his personality was not as likable as Li Juyi’s. He was a man who knew how to handle things: “Are you a police officer? Accessing surveillance footage requires going through the judicial department, little sister.”

“If you’re not forty, don’t call me little sister,” Ye Meng said. “I just want to confirm—they took such a roundabout route to come here to commit suicide, and they used an abandoned car from the factory. That means they didn’t drive here themselves. I’m curious how they got here. At that time, public buses had stopped running. If they took a taxi, maybe we could contact the driver.”

“I understand,” Li Chen said politely, vaguely gesturing towards the entrance. “But it’s truly unfortunate that a few days ago, we had a fight here, and the surveillance camera at the entrance was broken. I’ve been abroad these past few days and haven’t opened, so I haven’t had time to fix it. It’s not that I don’t want to show you, but even if the police came, I’d give them the same answer.”

Only then did Tai Mingxiao interject: “What a coincidence?”

“Yes, sometimes things in this world are coincidentally outrageous,” Li Chen pointed his chin at Ye Meng, asking Tai Mingxiao, “Your girlfriend?”

Tai Mingxiao hurriedly shook his head, “Colleague. I’m keeping the girlfriend position open for your sister.”

“Bullshit,” Li Chen laughed, knowing how he loved to joke and never spoke the truth. “Why are you two investigating this case? Wouldn’t it be better to leave it to the police uncles?”

Tai Mingxiao said: “The deceased was our client. Our boss is now being summoned for investigation and is prohibited from leaving the country, making all the employees anxious. Ye Meng has been following this client for a long time, and she has some personal matters she wants to ask him about, so we’re just seeing if there’s anything we can help with. By the way, are the surveillance cameras at the car factory still working?”

Li Chen shook his head with his arms folded, “You’ll have to ask the Li family’s second son about that. Logically, if the cameras haven’t been removed, they should still work.”

Tai Mingxiao revealed a bitter smile, “If I could contact him, would I be asking you?”

Li Chen smiled and suggested: “Why not try his mother?”

Tai Mingxiao cowardly shrank his neck, “Try your sister. I dare not provoke that woman. Just talking to her makes me feel like global warming will never happen and glaciers will never melt.”

After leaving Li Chen’s shop, they sat in the car smoking for a while, and the topic returned to yesterday’s continuation.

“After he withdrew from the competition, the school forum criticized him more fiercely. All the doubts about him seemed to emerge overnight, thinking he had conspired with those old men to scam money. Later, when they learned his family was wealthy, they reasonably suspected that his recommendation for university admission was also bought with money. Some students whose grades had always been suppressed by him even reported to the Education Bureau, demanding a strict investigation into whether his recommendation quota was fair. But actually, those who knew him all understood that his memory had been much better than ours since childhood. We always lost when playing cards with him; he could memorize hundreds of phone numbers after just one look. Later, his memory became more and more scene-based. You could randomly name a date, place, and time, and he could accurately tell you how many people passed by the bank entrance at that moment, what each person was wearing, and the license plate number of every passing car. It was exactly like surveillance footage. We were all incredibly shocked. Gou Kai was inspired by him and started from scratch.”

Ye Meng asked: “Then what?”

“Plus, my friend himself had depression.”

“He also had depression?” Ye Meng blurted out.

Tai Mingxiao was surprised, “Who else has it?”

Ye Meng instinctively denied, “No one, just a friend of mine.”

“This disease is quite common now. He had a bit of OCD, pursuing perfection in everything—a perfectionist personality,” Tai Mingxiao didn’t take it seriously and continued. “Anyway, that period was quite difficult. His brother had just died, and his relationship with his family was very poor. He was almost completely isolated, racing every day at Nine Gates Ridge behind here.”

Wang Xingsheng’s case remained unsolved. The police maintained a high level of vigilance about the case but were struggling to find evidence, hoping to question the secretary when she woke up from the ICU. Online speculation about the truth of the incident was rampant. Some believed the secretary had tricked Wang Xingsheng into committing suicide but had a change of heart—otherwise, why could the secretary still be rescued after so much time had passed? Even if the secretary woke up, it would only be her word, making the investigation difficult.

Netizens felt this theory didn’t hold up because suicide offered no benefit to the secretary. On the contrary, all of Wang Xingsheng’s assets would go to his wife—wouldn’t that be like sewing a wedding dress for someone else?

But the secretary still hadn’t woken up, making the case increasingly mysterious. Then on Friday, Tai Mingxiao rushed into Ye Meng’s office without even setting down his briefcase. Ye Meng had rarely worn an OL suit skirt, which seemed deliberately a size too small, hugging her exquisite figure, with her seaweed-like long hair flowing gently behind her. Half-leaning against the edge of the desk, she was casually sipping coffee. Tai Mingxiao, never stingy with his appreciation of beautiful women, even in such an urgent moment, unhurriedly let out a “wow” before mysteriously telling her: “I have good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?”

“It would be great if you had two mouths,” Ye Meng took a sip of coffee and said, “The good news.”

“You suspected your mother’s case might be related to this one, right? I’ve arranged for you to meet Officer Liang tomorrow night—the officer in charge of Wang Xingsheng’s case. He said he’s willing to hear your thoughts and might look at the two cases together to see if there’s a breakthrough.”

Ye Meng frowned, putting down her coffee, “That won’t work. I need to return to Ningsui today. I have a flight at 8 PM.”

Tai Mingxiao hadn’t expected this, “You didn’t say earlier. Listen to the bad news before deciding whether to go back. Due to the huge online pressure about Wang Xingsheng’s case, the higher-ups are pushing for it to be solved by next week.”

Ye Meng looked up at him, puzzled, “Isn’t that good news?”

Tai Mingxiao raised an eyebrow, seemingly surprised by her naivety, and abruptly reminded her: “But if they can’t find any evidence or clues by next week, the lower ranks might close the case as suicide just to complete their task. Doesn’t that sound like your mother’s case?”

“…”

Ye Meng wasn’t coming back.

Li Juyi was eating, but this time he wasn’t angry. Leaning back in his chair, he responded with a mild “Oh” and added: “Then take care of yourself.”

Ye Meng felt even more guilty seeing him so understanding. Her heart melted. “What are you doing now?”

Li Juyi glanced at Fang Ya’en across from him and said: “Having dinner with your friend.”

“Fang Ya’en?” Ye Meng pretended to be surprised. “You’re hitting on my friend, you little player.”

They were eating hot pot, separated by rising steam and thick mist. He could barely see whether Fang was square or round. Li Juyi put down his chopsticks, lowered his head, scooped up a chopstick of vegetables, stuffed them in his mouth, and said lazily and annoyingly: “Yeah, we’re even having a half-and-half pot. Jealous?”

Ye Meng was genuinely jealous and said pitifully: “I envy any woman who can have dinner with my husband.”

Li Juyi laughed, put the phone on the table, turned on the speaker, leaned back lazily in his chair, dipping tripe in the pot while teasing her: “Cut it out.”

Ye Meng had 100% trust in both of them but was still curious: “How did you two end up having dinner together?”

Li Juyi coughed, “We just happened to run into each other.”

“Coughing is a sign of hiding something, Li Juyi. You’re keeping something from me.”

Not for nothing was she the owner of the “Li Juyi User Manual.”

He fished out the tripe, coughed again, lowered his head to bite into it, and continued with his player talk: “…Anyway, we just happened to meet. Besides, even if I were two-timing and riding two boats, you’d have to come back to settle accounts with me.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 40
Beijing in March, the spring chill was biting, and the sky had cleared somewhat, with clouds piled high.

Ye Meng met with Officer Liang at Li Chen’s club. The club was a spacious warehouse, cluttered with various car parts and miscellaneous items stacked together. The walls were built entirely with uniquely shaped tires of different sizes, each displaying its character. Every word spoken echoed faintly.

Officer Liang looked quite young with a dark, thin face. His thick eyebrows framed keen eyes that conveyed vigor. After a brief exchange of pleasantries, Liang Yun’an got straight to the point: “Yesterday I briefly went through the files of your mother’s case from eight years ago. What do you think are the similarities between the two cases?”

Ye Meng said, “If I said it was intuition, would you think that’s too hasty?”

“It’s fine, but we police officers still need to rely on evidence when handling cases,” Liang Yun’an smiled gently, his white teeth standing out against his dark face. “Or is it that you don’t trust me? From the suicide method and angle, these two cases don’t meet the conditions for a joint investigation, and your mother’s case has already been closed. That’s one of the difficulties.”

Ye Meng was dressed casually today in fresh sportswear, looking like a college graduate who had just finished school.

She leaned back against the tire chair and nodded, “I know. Eight years ago, after my mother died, I had contact with many depression patients. I discovered that patients with severe depression don’t usually make such meticulous suicide plans. In the later stages, patients often experience hallucinations that they can’t control or that cause them great pain. They don’t truly want to end their lives, but when they’re controlled by hallucinations, they might try to escape this painful experience through violent actions. Methods like running into walls, jumping from buildings, or cutting their wrists are some ways to do this. Few patients maintain clear consciousness until death. Data shows that most depressed patients who jump from buildings still face downward, indicating a remaining desire to live.”

Liang Yun’an thoughtfully added, “But we investigated and found that Wang Xingsheng didn’t have depression, and neither did his secretary. Neither of them had any mental illness.”

“Right, but Wang Xingsheng was from Shanghai and lived primarily in Singapore. Why would he bring his secretary to commit suicide in China?” Ye Meng pointed out directly. “This trip wasn’t part of Wang Xingsheng’s planned itinerary. The contract with my boss was originally supposed to be signed by the secretary as a proxy, but my boss strongly insisted, forcing Wang Xingsheng to make this trip. Wang Xingsheng didn’t have depression, so logically, he wouldn’t just randomly find a place to commit suicide on an emotional impulse, right? And this place wasn’t random at all – he must have carefully selected this abandoned car factory with no surveillance cameras. I’ve lived in Beijing for nearly ten years, and even I didn’t know there was such an abandoned car factory in Guanshan District. How did Wang Xingsheng find such a place in just one night? Who told him about it? Or, had he met someone before this happened?”

Liang Yun’an looked at her with a serious expression, “But we’ve checked all his phone records and social media, including call logs – everything was normal. We’ve even checked his computer network records in Singapore. We checked everything. There were no suspicious contacts, and we’ve recovered all the deleted information as well. What he deleted were just some flirtatious messages he didn’t want his wife to discover. Nothing suspicious.”

Liang Yun’an was still being cautious with what he shared with Ye Meng. After all, there were department rules against discussing cases with uninvolved individuals. He had contacted Ye Meng impulsively, hoping to find a breakthrough by connecting the two cases, so he could only reveal information that the police had already made public.

“Did you check the hotel surveillance footage from that day?” Ye Meng asked after a moment of contemplation.

“We did. Everything seemed normal. Apart from going down to the restaurant for meals twice, he didn’t meet anyone,” Liang Yun’an said. “What makes this case difficult is that while everyone on our team feels this Chinese Singaporean’s suicide is strange, we can’t find any evidence of a third party’s involvement. If there’s no breakthrough next week, I’m afraid our bureau chief won’t be able to withstand the pressure.”

…

The two fell silent for a while, and then two cocktails with lemon slices were placed before them. Li Chen, dressed in rebellious motorcycle gear, sat down next to Liang Yun’an: “I mixed these myself, to help my detective friends stay alert.”

Only today did Ye Meng notice that he also wore an earring, and it was the same style as Li Jin Yu’s – just a small ring, very ordinary, the kind you’d see everywhere. She stared at it for a while, “Nice earring.”

Li Chen smiled slightly and tilted his ear, “Do you want one? I have plenty at home.”

Ye Meng smiled and shook her head. If she wanted one, she’d ask Li Jin Yu when she got home.

Liang Yun’an coughed, “Let’s get back to the point. Let’s talk about your mother’s case?”

“Let me interrupt,” unexpectedly, Li Chen smiled calmly and said abruptly, “I have something here, would you like to see it?”

Both of them looked over almost simultaneously. Li Chen lowered his head to open a video and tossed his phone onto the table. “The surveillance at my entrance was broken, but I remembered my car had been parked at the entrance those days. Last night I checked the dashcam footage. Unfortunately, I rarely use this car, and I’ve never cleared the dashcam’s memory since I bought it. The memory’s full, and there are only a few seconds of video from recent days.”

“Doesn’t it have a loop recording function?” Ye Meng asked.

Li Chen smiled with a corner of his mouth, saying, “It’s an old beat-up car. I’m even surprised that I installed a dashcam on it – I thought it didn’t have one. There are a few seconds of footage from 5 AM on March 17th. Not many vehicles pass through our area, especially at that time, so it’s easy to check.”

Liang Yun’an asked suspiciously, “Don’t you guys usually race at Jiumenling in the back? Isn’t that time when most racers are out?”

Li Chen glanced at him sideways, looking like a good citizen: “Didn’t you shut that down? Who would dare break the law now? Besides, does this car look like it could be used for racing? It might fall apart after just two kilometers.”

“Boss Li, stop being clever. You think we don’t know?” Liang Yun’an looked at the video and smiled, then confirmed with Ye Meng once more: “Wang Xingsheng left the hotel at 3 AM on the 17th?”

Ye Meng nodded. But the police received the report from the car factory on the morning of the 18th. Due to the severity of the situation, the superiors had deliberately withheld the information. So at that time, Ye Meng didn’t know that Wang Xingsheng had already died in China, and she had even gone to Singapore with Tai Mingxiao. It wasn’t until the 20th when online discussions caused an uproar, that the police contacted Gou Kai, and they learned that Wang Xingsheng was dead.

Liang Yun’an instinctively felt something was off. Wang Xingsheng’s time of death was 9 AM on the 18th. If he was already at the car factory on the 17th, did he and his secretary spend the entire day having sex in the car? A final celebration before death? That seemed unlikely. There were no bodily fluids from each other in their bodies, indicating they hadn’t had sexual intercourse for at least 48 hours before death.

The south wind blew, mixing dampness into the air. Layers of moldy green spots covered the corners of the walls, crumbling down with the peeling paint. On the anti-theft windows in the residential complex hung colorful bed sheets. Peach blossoms, like women’s rouge, gradually covered the dry branches, a restlessness that even the wind couldn’t suppress.

Li Jin Yu leaned against the wall, the dog leash loosely coiled around his hand, while his other hand held a cigarette, patiently waiting for Ping’an to finish his business. Ping’an was full of energy today, going again and again, which was quite annoying and seemed somewhat provocative.

“That’s enough,” Li Jin Yu said impatiently.

Ping’an whimpered twice, seemingly dissatisfied, and stepped back, unwilling to leave.

Li Jin Yu squatted down against the wall, beckoning with his hand, “Come here.”

Ping’an walked over dejectedly. Li Jin Yu looked at it, but without really looking, directly extinguished his cigarette on the ground, put on the dog leash, and earnestly advised in a masculine tone, “Can you be considerate of others’ feelings? Being so eager makes you look inexperienced.”

Ping’an raised its dog eyes disdainfully: And you’re experienced?

“Although I haven’t seen much of the world either,” Li Jin Yu patted its head and said with contempt, “But brother is more patient than you.”

In the evening, Li Jin Yu was reading when his phone suddenly vibrated. Fang Ya’en unexpectedly started a video call. The screen showed Chen Jiayu’s chubby little face, round and flushed with excitement, calling out to him through the phone in a childish voice: “Brother Jin Yu, I used the method you taught me yesterday and got praised by the teacher for reciting the text in class today!”

Li Jin Yu smiled, just like a big brother, pure and clear: “Then ask your mom to reward you.”

“My mom is letting me play with the phone for a while. Hehe.” Chen Jiayu laughed carelessly.

“Hmm,” Li Jin Yu said, “Keep the method to yourself, don’t teach it to others.”

Chen Jiayu was different from Cheng Jingjing. Cheng Jingjing understood memory palaces; she had systematically studied this area and had quite a fervent interest in it. But Chen Jiayu was young, only in elementary school, without the ability to think independently. Fang Ya’en could understand this, but other parents might not necessarily do so, and they might regard him as a fraud.

Chen Jiayu was surprised, “Why?”

Li Jin Yu thought for a moment, with his hair tips hanging down. He let out a long “hmm” sound and told him softly, “Because if you tell others, you won’t be able to get first place anymore. This method is quite strange – once you tell a second person, it stops working for the first person.”

How powerful, Chen Jiayu marveled, immediately covering his little notebook tightly, and promising firmly: “I definitely won’t tell anyone else!”

“Good boy.”

The two chatted casually for a couple more sentences. Li Jin Yu asked him, “Are you happy with your studies?”

Chen Jiayu said with a precocious air: “I don’t know if I’m happy or not, but my mom is happy.”

This resulted in a beating from Fang Ya’en, who directly took back the phone without a word, hastily saying: “Alright, I won’t disturb you anymore. Hanging up now. I have to put him to bed. By the way, did Ye Meng say when she’s coming back?”

Li Jin Yu lounged casually in his chair, absently twirling a pen, and said, “No.”

“Take your time, you two have a long road ahead,” Fang Ya’en was being jostled by Jiayu, making the image unstable, swaying back and forth. “I don’t know much about her mother’s situation. At that time, I only knew that her mother committed suicide in Beijing, and the whole family rushed over urgently. The case was hastily concluded after just a few days. She stayed in Beijing for so many years; I guess it’s because she couldn’t let go of her mother…”

Outside the window, peach blossoms filled the branches, blooming into the magnificent spring landscape. Li Jin Yu ended the video call and absently stared out for a while. The phone on the table vibrated for quite some time before he answered.

“Why did it take so long?” Ye Meng complained, “Darling, what are you busy with?”

“Reading,” Li Jin Yu said lazily.

“Bullshit, who were you just video chatting with?”

Li Jin Yu looked at the captivating peach blossoms outside the window, lit a cigarette for himself, leaned back in his chair, and raised his hand impassively, tapping off the ash. His tone was somewhat surprised as he clicked his tongue softly and said, “You even know that, are you monitoring me?”

Ye Meng spoke in a gentle, soft voice: “I just tried to video call you, and it showed ‘the other party is busy,’ which means you were video chatting with someone else. Don’t you know that?”

“I didn’t know,” he answered honestly.

“Was it a man or a woman?” she quietly pursued.

Li Jin Yu extinguished his cigarette in the ashtray, putting it out casually, and said softly, “Jealous?”

“Not really, just curious about who you could be video chatting with.”

“Your friend.”

“Oh, what were you talking about?”

“Helping Jiayu recite his lessons. He was scolded by the teacher a few days ago. I ran into them on the road yesterday, and Fang Ya’en asked if I had any methods to help.” Li Jin Yu held the phone and got up to get a bottle of water from the living room.

As soon as he finished speaking, Ye Meng suddenly wailed in distress, “Oh no, I have two client emails to reply to first.”

Li Jin Yu gave a faint “mm,” “Then let’s hang up.”

“No, don’t hang up, I’ll be quick,” Ye Meng said, “Darling, can we video chat?”

Li Jin Yu was about to agree when Ye Meng, holding the phone between her shoulder and ear, frantically typing responses to emails, half-jokingly and half-seriously adding, “Can I say hello to little Jin Yu?”

Li Jin Yu held the phone in one hand while the other was pressing his sore eye socket to relieve fatigue. He paused halfway and laughed helplessly, scolding: “Will you die if you don’t tease it for one day?”

Li Jin Yu wanted to shower before video chatting with her, but Ye Meng wouldn’t let him. She insisted he keep the video on, showing the empty little room. Then when he came in after his shower, bare-chested, Ye Meng finally revealed a satisfied, refreshed smile:

“I waited so long just for this moment. Ah, darling, you have abs!”

Li Jin Yu had brought a shirt too, and was halfway through putting it on when he thought for a moment, then took it off and threw it back into the basket, coming out wearing only gray sweatpants. He knew she would react like this as if she had never seen such a sight before.

The phone stood on the table, and in the frame, the man – whether intentionally or not – slowly leaned towards the camera.

In Ye Meng’s screen was a bare, fair, temptingly fresh, and tender body. Li Jin Yu had a good physique, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, clear muscle definition. He wasn’t as thin as he looked, with a layer of lean muscle. Especially the faint outline of his abs – two neat V-shaped lines that gradually disappeared into his loosely tied waistband.

“Darling, what are you doing?” Ye Meng asked.

The screen still showed his tantalizing abs, with his voice floating through the speaker: “Closing the window.”

With a “click,” he locked it, then a “whoosh” as he drew the curtains.

Then he sat down. Li Jin Yu was bare-chested, wearing only gray sweatpants with the waistband untied, hanging loosely at his waist. He nestled into the chair, and Ye Meng could see clearly through the camera. She sighed – tonight would be a sleepless night.

He watched her for a while, then suddenly rapped his knuckle hard on the edge of the table in front of him, gesturing for her to focus, “Come on, let’s talk.”

“Talk about what? Why do I feel like you’re deliberately trying to please me?”

Ye Meng wanted to flip through her ‘Li Jin Yu User Manual’ to see if there was a section on using his good looks as a tactic.

“Mm.”

This was the first time Ye Meng had seen him so proactive, and she asked suspiciously, “Darling, do you need something from me?”

Li Jin Yu had just showered, his hair half-dry and half-wet, looking especially fresh, like a lush, green, newly sprouted leaf with clear veins and texture. He looked quite delectable. His Adam’s apple rolled slightly, and his eyes fixed on her like barbed hooks as he asked in a low voice: “When are you coming back, exactly?”

Ye Meng felt the atmosphere was a bit unusual, and his eyes seemed abnormally red, “Are you… want me to help you with it?”

He was completely different from the person who had just advised Ping’an to quit while ahead, and let out a suppressed “mm.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 41
“Was little Jin Yu taking the initiative?” Ye Meng asked into the camera with a smile.

“…”

The image remained motionless. The room’s light blurred his outline – his skin was cold white, but his eyes glowed with a gloomy, crimson tint, somewhat like a devastatingly handsome vampire from television.

“Can’t you do it yourself?” Ye Meng continued to ask.

Li Jin Yu didn’t want to continue this topic anymore. “No.”

“Come on, don’t be shy, let’s talk,” Ye Meng sat up straight and pursued the question. “The first time I helped you, did you throw up? I heard you in the bathroom that morning. I thought you had an upset stomach.”

“Mm.”

“What about the second time?”

Li Jin Yu leaned over and casually grabbed a shirt from the bed, pulling it over his head, saying: “A bit better, didn’t throw up.”

Ye Meng fell silent, her expression turned somewhat uncomfortable, looking at him as if she wanted to say something but held back.

Li Jin Yu put on the t-shirt, tugged at the fabric around his chest to adjust his posture, and after straightening his shirt, seeing her silent, he looked at the camera and asked softly: “What’s wrong?”

“Do you find me disgusting? Is it because I’ve had several boyfriends? Darling, I—”

He suddenly interrupted, “I find myself disgusting.” Then he quietly gazed at her with deep eyes for a long time, without speaking again.

The room was quiet, occasionally one could hear the sporadic coughing of the old lady next door, and outside the window, wheels grinding over the stone pavement. Ye Meng didn’t know how to continue. Her mind suddenly went blank. After a moment of stunned silence, she heard him clear his throat with his fist loosely pressed against his mouth. Looking down, he said: “I’ve seen a doctor. The doctor said I just have some psychological barriers. After you helped me, I seemed less resistant to it. But it only works when I look at you. When I’m alone, I still feel disgusted. Sometimes it’s not that I don’t feel anything, it’s just that I’m afraid, I’d rather endure it.”

“Why?”

He was sixteen then, just returned from America. For his brother’s sake, he had been abandoned and ignored for three years. Whatever he did was wrong, while his brother was always the family’s treasure. He carefully breathed like an ant under someone else’s roof. He suffered from Li Ling Bai’s domestic violence for over ten years. No matter what he did, he couldn’t gain approval. When people are under great pressure or feeling depressed, they often seek ways to relieve stress.

There is one method, convenient and quick, which is masturbation. At least at that moment, he didn’t have to think about pleasing anyone.

One day, he was playing music, wearing headphones in his room, and forgot to lock the door, when Li Ling Bai unexpectedly pushed it open. The sultry music in his headphones became a death knell, thundering in his ears. His entire body suddenly tensed, all his muscles seemed paralyzed as if injected with botulinum toxin, stiffening to the point he couldn’t move.

He was like a tightly drawn bow, hoping Li Ling Bai wouldn’t say anything unpleasant. However, Li Ling Bai stood at the door for a long while, looking at those messy paper balls, showing an expression of extreme disgust, as if seeing the most filthy corner of the world filled with rotting sludge, emitting a nauseating fishy smell. Covering his nose, as if he couldn’t stand him anymore, he loudly cursed: “How disgusting you are!!”

Li Jin Yu was only sixteen at the time. A sixteen-year-old boy. With pants off or on, boys that age are clean, bright, and occasionally reckless but filled with firm hope – young men in their prime.

But not him. He felt as if his entire body was rotting, like a malignant skin disease patient without a single inch of skin worth looking at. The rot had already penetrated from the surface to the core.

After that, every time, he would recall Li Ling Bai’s words. He would vomit for quite a while after finishing. The doctor said this was because, during a boy’s growth and development, his parents failed to provide proper guidance in sex education, instead using conservative ideas and sexual repression to stifle the child, causing Li Jin Yu to experience abnormal physiological states such as vomiting, nausea, and sexual repression.

Ye Meng was both heartbroken and shocked, momentarily speechless. When she regained her composure, after holding back for a long time, she said: “Darling, why don’t we keep the video on…”

“No,” Li Jin Yu stood up, suddenly leaving the frame, his voice continuing to come through. “I’m fine, I just didn’t want you to overthink. I don’t care how many boyfriends you’ve had, it has nothing to do with you.”

Ye Meng’s voice became meaningful, “Really? You don’t care?”

He didn’t return to the frame, seemingly blow-drying his hair, the sound rumbling through. He casually blew it for a few moments, then with a “thud,” he lightly tossed the dryer back on the table and sat down again. “Yeah, is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

“Alright, I’ll tell you honestly. Don’t get angry, okay?”

“Mm, I won’t be angry.” But his voice had already noticeably cooled.

Ye Meng laughed: “Yeah right, from the sound of your voice, I feel like you’re going to beat me up when I get back.”

“Let’s wait until you come back first.”

Ye Meng pressed further: “Beg me.”

“Tell me first, then I’ll see if it’s necessary to beg you to come back,” Li Jin Yu said coldly.

Ye Meng giggled, “You’re so jealous.”

Li Jin Yu persisted: “I’m not jealous, just tell me quickly.”

Ye Meng couldn’t stop laughing, teasing him: “I’m not telling you.”

Li Jin Yu looked at her with an unhappy expression for a long while, making a move to close the video: “Fine, hanging up, liar.”

Ye Meng hurriedly stopped him: “Darling!”

“Bullshit.”

Ye Meng wheedled: “Aww, darling!”

Li Jin Yu cold-faced: “Go away.”

Ye Meng coquettishly called out: “Husband!”

More fiercely: “Don’t come back!”

“Can you bear it?”

“The next one will be more obedient, isn’t that what you told Fang Ya’en?”

“Fuck, you heard that?” Ye Meng was shocked.

“Chen Jiayu told me.”

“That little brat.”

…The two bickered back and forth for a while. Finally, Ye Meng lay on the creamy white carpet with her phone, laughing uncontrollably. “Alright, I won’t tease you anymore. Go to sleep early. I wasn’t lying to you, I’ve only had those few ex-boyfriends.”

But Li Jin Yu suddenly fell silent, looking at her for a long time.

Ye Meng sat up from the floor preparing to put away her phone, puzzled: “What’s wrong, you still don’t believe me?”

His eyes showed restraint, like containing a thicket of thorny fire. He suddenly asked: “Is your mother very important to you?”

Ye Meng was startled, nodding without understanding, then suddenly thought of his mother. She figured he might not understand why she insisted on staying in Beijing to investigate this matter. Patiently, she explained: “Very important. Have you ever seen a meteor? My mom used to see many when she was in the Northwest. She said there was a type called a four-cornered meteor. There, a four-cornered meteor symbolizes a kind of defect, as if it was not expected at birth. But once it falls, people’s eyes can no longer see other meteors. My mom was a literary person, her words were a bit convoluted. Anyway, I love her very much. No matter how many corners a meteor has, I hope she hangs high in the sky.”

That day, Ye Meng had just met with several antique dealers. Before she could even settle down, she received a call from Liang Yun’an – the case finally had new developments. The police had examined all the surveillance footage from the hotel on the 17th and discovered that after Wang Xingsheng and his secretary disappeared from the hotel’s underground garage, they were hardly captured on any monitoring videos. Due to the enormous workload, the police had been working round the clock for several days, but to no avail.

Until Li Chen provided the dashcam footage that day, which led them to the driver of that car. The driver admitted to picking up Wang Xingsheng and a woman that night. Their destination wasn’t the car factory, but Lishan Village behind the Jiumenling mountain road.

Ye Meng asked: “What were they doing in Lishan Village?”

“Wang Xingsheng’s secretary was from Lishan,” Liang Yun’an took a deep breath and said. “But before they reached Lishan Village, Wang Xingsheng and his secretary argued and got out of the car at Jiumenling. That section of road had been closed for a long time a few years ago due to accidents caused by Li Chen’s group racing there. It only reopened this year, but has been under construction recently, so there are no surveillance cameras. Therefore, we aren’t sure if Wang Xingsheng and his secretary ever reached Lishan Village.”

Liang Yun’an said: “The driver said the secretary was very emotional that night as if she had discovered Wang Xingsheng had deceived her.”

“The secretary is from Lishan? To go to Lishan, just one pass through the car factory and Jiumenling?”

“Yes.”

Ye Meng felt a chill slowly seeping through her at the thought forming in her mind.

“I think internet users are right – Wang Xingsheng’s secretary is highly suspicious.”

“But how do you explain the handwriting on the suicide note?”

“If she was his secretary and lover, it shouldn’t be difficult for her to imitate Wang Xingsheng’s handwriting. Or perhaps she tricked or coerced him into writing it?”

This point needed further consideration. But the amount of sleeping pills in Wang Xingsheng’s body was indeed much higher than in his secretary’s, as shown in the forensic report.

The police had already begun investigating the secretary’s interpersonal relationships, and the case seemed to be making some progress.

Finally, Liang Yun’an reminded Ye Meng over the phone: “If this case was committed by Wang Xingsheng’s secretary, and she wanted to escape punishment this way, then your mother’s case…”

Ye Meng leaned back in her office chair, holding the phone, and looking down with a smile, somewhat disheartened, she said: “Maybe I’ve been overthinking. Perhaps my mother did commit suicide, after all, she had depression.”

Liang Yun’an could only console her gently, “Don’t rush to conclusions. I’ll let you know if there are any developments in the case.”

That evening, while Ye Meng was video chatting with Li Jin Yu, a sudden urgent doorbell rang. Ye Meng put down her phone, hurriedly sat up from the carpet, removed her earphones, and said, “Darling, wait a moment, it might be my takeout delivery.”

Li Jin Yu had a civil service handbook spread out on his table. While casually flipping through it with his head down, he said to the camera without looking up, “Brother wants to advise you, to eat less takeout, it’s not good for your health.”

She replied: “Then come cook for me, brother.”

“I’ll cook for you when you come back,” he responded casually, with a faint smile at the corner of his mouth, looking more radiant than the peach blossoms outside the window.

Ye Meng didn’t believe him and teased mercilessly: “Nonsense, I don’t believe you. Last time you cut yourself while just cutting vegetables.”

Meanwhile, the old lady outside his room called him in a loud voice. Li Jin Yu leaned back in his chair, responding lazily, then put down his book and said to Ye Meng: “I’ll hang up first. Grandma is probably hungry, I’ll make her a bowl of noodles.”

“Don’t let grandma go hungry,” Ye Meng nodded repeatedly with understanding. “Go ahead, darling. Kiss.”

They both quickly kissed the screen. One turned to make noodles for the old lady, while the other hurriedly got up from the carpet to open the door after the kiss, both forgetting to turn off the video.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 42
“Come, help me out.”

As soon as Ye Meng opened the door, she saw Tai Mingxiao standing outside with a delivery man wearing a bright yellow “Jiaocheng” delivery uniform. Each of them supported one arm of a thoroughly drunk man as they pushed their way in without a word. Before she could speak, Tai Mingxiao said urgently: “Gou Kai was ambushed by Liu Yang’s bunch of bastards downstairs. Let him hide here for a while until he sobers up. I’ve arranged for my secretary to bring clothes over later. Just open the door for her.”

“I won’t,” Ye Meng said, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed.

Tai Mingxiao completely ignored her, took off his shoes on his own, and with the delivery man, used all their strength to throw Gou Kai into the bathroom. Then he rushed to the living room and began frantically searching through drawers and cabinets for something to relieve drunkenness.

Seeing Tai Mingxiao so anxious that his gentlemanly demeanor was completely gone, Ye Meng sighed helplessly, walked over to the lowest drawer of the TV cabinet, took out two blisters of pills, and tossed them to him. “The last two pills, don’t know if they’re expired.”

The outer packaging was gone, leaving only two bare blisters of pills with no visible date. Tai Mingxiao looked at them for a while. “Do you have anything else?”

Ye Meng sat lazily on the TV cabinet, spreading her hands. “That’s all I have.”

The two exchanged a glance, and Tai Mingxiao steeled himself, walked in, and told Gou Kai without batting an eye: “Just bought them. Take the medicine. I’m going downstairs to deal with those bastards. You rest here at Ye Meng’s place. When you feel better, come down. We can’t let them off so easily tonight.”

Both in the antique business, Gou Kai, though seeming calculating, was at least sincere and had a natural reverence for cultural relics. Liu Yang’s group was purely in it for the money. The antique business was deep and profitable, exploiting people’s speculative nature and greed by making exaggerated claims. Whatever treasures came into their hands, even if truly worth millions, would just gather dust in their warehouses. To put it bluntly, it was a fraud company.

Originally, the two companies didn’t interfere with each other’s business, but Liu Yang was like a stick in the corner, always exerting pressure in the shadows. This time, he happened to exploit a loophole, using Wang Xingsheng’s incident as an excuse.

“This Weibo account specializes in exposing industry gossip,” Tai Mingxiao handed over his phone. “They’ve been targeting us for a long time. When Wang Xingsheng died, I knew they would come out to spread rumors and confuse the public. Sure enough, after just a few days, they blamed Wang Xingsheng’s suicide on our Wanxing company.”

Ye Meng and her colleagues ran a legitimate art investment company with proper auction licenses. But in the industry, there were many shell companies, even those without proper auction licenses. With salespeople’s sweet talk, they convinced collectors that their possessions, which might not be worth even 2,000 yuan, were worth hundreds of thousands. The collectors willingly signed contracts requiring them to pay 30,000 or 40,000 yuan upfront for appraisal and safekeeping fees, driven by wishful thinking. You couldn’t even sue them because the contract terms were legal, and most ordinary people didn’t understand contracts well, hastily signing after a glance. If friends advised caution, they would become indignant, thinking their friends were hindering their path to wealth. When the contract period ended, the items were returned, they took the 30,000 or 40,000 yuan, and the business was considered successful.

But legitimate art investment companies like Ye Meng’s didn’t require any advance fees, nor did they have so-called appraisal fees. They only took a commission after successfully auctioning the collection. In recent years, with intense industry competition and many new players, they have been splashed with unfounded accusations. Client suicides were not uncommon in the industry, but Ye Meng’s company dealt with experienced collectors from home and abroad, making suicide cases practically nonexistent. Wang Xingsheng was the first, and now that their competitors had found a point of attack, they were determined to smear them relentlessly.

“Saying Wang Xingsheng committed suicide because we scammed him out of his treasure. Please, I never even saw a shadow of that ring from beginning to end. I can see Liu Yang has been working hard behind the scenes. All this ‘insider reveals’ nonsense—I can tell from the pixelated profile picture that it’s this son of a bitch.”

Ye Meng scanned the post and suddenly understood why Tai Mingxiao was so furious. One of Liu Yang’s comments read: [Wanxing is a shady company. Both the CEO and VP are rich kids with dirty backgrounds. That VP thinks he’s a ladies’ man, but he’s short as hell, like a melon squash. Drives a Lamborghini, but the man’s not even as tall as his car.]

“I can tolerate personal attacks, but he’s spreading rumors that my family background is dirty. My grandparents worked hard farming for the country their entire lives,” Tai Mingxiao put away his phone, ready to storm out fiercely. “I’m going downstairs now. I’ll kill that bastard.”

When it came to drinking, not even several Liu Yangs could match Tai Mingxiao. Ye Meng made a sound of agreement, and with her arms crossed, leaning against the doorframe, casually asked, “By the way, did Wang Xingsheng leave all his assets to his wife? Is the ring with her too?”

“Probably,” Tai Mingxiao was momentarily confused, putting on his shoes while asking somewhat disoriented, “Are you still thinking about the contract?”

Ye Meng shook her head. “No, you go first. We’ll talk later.”

Tai Mingxiao nodded, took the remaining hangover pill in advance, and left with the gathered fury of an impending storm to claim Liu Yang’s dog head.

“Have you been spreading rumors with them!” The dog’s head was suddenly slammed, whimpering pitifully with its tail drooping, seemingly a bit unconvinced. The old lady, sitting in her wheelchair, scolded Ping’an harshly: “Those stray dogs are still blocking the alley entrance. Did you tell them I beat you?”

The old lady made as if to raise her hand again, and Ping’an lifted its front paw to press down her hand. The skin between its eyes furrowed, with a helpless expression that seemed to say, “Can’t we talk things out without resorting to violence?”

Li Jin Yu brought over the noodles, placed them on the table, lazily tapped his index finger on the table, said “eat” to the old lady, then turned back to the kitchen and prepared a small bowl of noodles for Ping’an.

After finishing its noodles, Ping’an lay on the ground watching the tall figure moving in and out.

The old lady had become picky about food lately, finding everything bland. When unhappy, she would grumble endlessly, picking on Ping’an. Li Jin Yu prepared some pickled vegetables for her and stir-fried sour cabbage with tofu for her to eat alongside her meal, telling her to leave Ping’an alone.

Ping’an gratefully nuzzled against his long legs with whimpers, only to be unceremoniously pushed away. He turned to add some water to the pot while the old lady slurped her noodles in the living room, chatting with him intermittently.

“Do you still not want to have children?”

“Mm.”

“Why? Children are so adorable.”

Li Jin Yu leaned against the kitchen counter as the pot simmered, steaming. He turned off the heat, dished out the food, brought the last plate to the old lady, then returned to clean the kitchen, saying: “As I’ve said before, I can’t raise them well. And I don’t find them adorable.”

“Maybe Ye Meng would like them?”

The moonlight was hazy, the spring chill biting, with cold permeating the night. Outside the fence, several children were playfully setting off firecrackers. Li Jin Yu, wrapped in a warm coat, leaned against the fish tank in the yard smoking, watching those carefree children. He seemed to see Ye Meng that day outside the farmers’ market, cigarette between her fingers, leaning against a utility pole, animatedly telling stories to those children.

That day, he sat in Jiang Luzhi’s car, moved by the vibrant smile in her eyes.

It was as if through a long kaleidoscope – on his side was a monotonous black picture, while she possessed a world of ever-changing, colorful splendor. He felt like a peeper, looking through a prism at the world on the other side – her mature rationality, her gentle exuberance, her uninhibited passion. He was deeply attracted, shamelessly and secretly enjoying her bold, fervent pursuit.

Ye Meng’s witty banter wasn’t selective about her audience. Watching her earnestly fool those children, he had wanted to laugh at the time. The story was originally a tragedy, and the so-called hero was just an illusion. Humans deified them, labeling ordinary people as “heroes,” forcing them to repeatedly go forth to save the Earth, while ordinary people comfortably enjoyed their ordinariness.

Until the last hero died and Earth was invaded. Perhaps to preserve the beauty in children’s hearts, she hadn’t told them the story’s ending.

Li Jin Yu thought that even if they had children in the future, they might still fight over education. Thinking of this, he involuntarily lowered his head and smiled, extinguished his cigarette, and turned to go back inside. The living room was dark; the old lady had already gone to sleep and turned off the lights. He went to the kitchen for a glass of water, then felt his way back to his room in the dark.

Li Jin Yu had just sat down and lazily picked up his book when he realized the video call with Ye Meng was still connected. He was about to ask if her takeout had arrived when he heard a familiar voice coming through the speaker.

“Where’s Tai Mingxiao?”

The screen was pitch black, only voices could be heard. Ye Meng’s phone was probably flipped over, the screen facing down.

Li Jin Yu also flipped his phone over, screen down.

Ye Meng said: “Downstairs. Once you’ve changed clothes, hurry down.”

Outside the window was silence, with only a few stars hanging desolately in the deep twilight. Whether out of consideration for his eavesdropping state of mind or not, the cats that usually howled day and night were quietly lying still, not calling out in the heat. The peach blossoms outside the yard were especially eye-catching, blooming silently in full glory.

Li Jin Yu hadn’t even had time to take off his coat, and now, afraid of drawing attention from the other side, he could only sit motionless in his chair still wearing that extremely warm coat. The old lady was sensitive to cold, so the heating had been on in the house for the past few days, making it unbearably hot. He felt like a fireball inside and out, with his organs seemingly burning up as well. His arms rested loosely on the table, veins bulging.

Gou Kai sighed long and helplessly, “How did you meet that guy?”

“Who? My husband?”

“Yes.”

“What’s it to you?”

“You can tell Tai Mingxiao but not me? Seems like you still have feelings for me?”

“You’re crazy. Why don’t you think I might hate you?”

“Hatred is born from love,” Gou Kai laughed with ease. “Come on, tell me. Where’s your husband from? From Ningsu?”

“No comment. Change your clothes and get downstairs quickly.”

Gou Kai laughed mockingly, “What, is he that embarrassing to mention? Well, what kind of decent man could come from that small town of yours? Or maybe you’re not even married and you’re lying to me? Hmm?”

“Do you want me to show you our marriage certificate?”

“Sure.”

Ye Meng went silent. Perhaps she didn’t want to show him.

Li Jin Yu’s expression turned cold. He held a pen, aimlessly scribbling on paper. He didn’t know what he was drawing, and because it would make noise, he couldn’t vent freely and recklessly. He could only trace lightly on the paper, appearing extremely focused, like a child just learning to draw.

Gou Kai tossed something over, and a short “pat” sound came through the speaker.

Gou Kai said: “The key to Jingyuan. Weren’t you interested in that house before? I bought it for you. Ye Meng, I hope you’ll stay. He doesn’t deserve you.”

Li Jin Yu’s phone died. He didn’t hear any sound, instinctively looked up, and saw the screen had gone black.

He turned back with a cold smile and began to draw on the paper with force and abandon. At this moment, he no longer felt hot at all. His heart felt as if someone had doused it with a bucket of ice water, suddenly turning cold.

Li Jin Yu leaned in his chair, wearing a warm coat with the front open. Sweat from his forehead trickled down his smooth, stern face and into his collar. He continued drawing expressionlessly, not caring when the paper tore. He kept drawing until the ink faded, leaving only chaotic and wild traces, like sand trampled by countless wheels, crisscrossing in disarray.

“Bang!” He suddenly threw down the pen. The cat on the wall jumped down in fright, meowing twice in terror.

The pen tip, along with his unexpressed anger, forcefully pierced the screen window. He only looked at it coldly, as if accustomed to it.

Ye Meng noticed something was wrong with Li Jin Yu and immediately took leave to return to Ningsu. Before leaving, she called Liang Yun’an, asking him to contact her immediately if there was any progress with the case. Liang Yun’an agreed, revealing some case developments: “It’s about ninety percent certain. I’ll discuss the details with you when there’s new progress next week.”

When Ye Meng boarded the plane, she sent Li Jin Yu a message but still received no reply. As the flight attendant gave the final reminder to turn off phones, Ye Meng hurriedly reviewed their conversations from the past two days.

[Lemon Leaf: Darling, video chat later?] [LJY: No. Busy.] [Lemon Leaf: Okay, tomorrow then.] [LJY: Mm.]

During their video call the next day, Li Jin Yu seemed much colder than usual, spending most of the time silently reading. Occasionally, he would look up at her. When Ye Meng asked for a kiss, he refused.

Ye Meng took an early morning flight and then transferred to a high-speed train. By the time she reached Ningsu, it was evening. The sunset pressed heavily on the horizon, the entire scene as red as if it were the prelude to a volcanic eruption at the end of days.

Ye Meng put down her luggage, not even taking time to exchange words with the old lady, and hurriedly rushed to Li Jin Yu’s home.

Li Jin Yu wasn’t home; only his grandmother was there, watering flowers in the yard. The front door was wide open, suggesting Li Jin Yu had left not long ago. The old lady turned around, saw Ye Meng, and enthusiastically waved at her: “My little granddaughter-in-law is back! Come here, let grandma see if you’ve gained weight.”

Ye Meng walked in with a smile. She still wore her usual gray suit, casual but mature and capable. On her feet were high heels that clicked loudly in this small, damp three-bedroom apartment. She asked with a smile: “How’s your health, Grandma?”

“Much better,” Gou Juhua said. “Li Jin Yu took Ping’an for a walk. They just left a little while ago.”

In front of her grandmother, Ye Meng was impatient, almost wanting to fly to Li Jin Yu immediately. But in front of Li Jin Yu’s grandmother, she showed less urgency, chatting with the old lady for a while. Her talent for witty conversation was on display now – she could talk about anything. A person who hadn’t returned to the small town for more than half a month in Beijing could still bring up local topics to amuse the old lady, speaking with relish.

The old lady laughed so hard her false teeth nearly fell out. “How did you know? Old Wang who sells baked flatbread was just arrested recently.”

This showed how Ye Meng maintained interpersonal relationships. Sometimes people need common topics. She was in Beijing, Li Jin Yu in Ningsu. Over time, they might run out of things to say because of the geographic distance. So from time to time, she would ask Fang Ya’en about town happenings, ensuring she and Li Jin Yu never lacked common ground. If two people always talked about their affairs, they would quickly lose patience.

“I know everything,” Ye Meng said with a smile.

The old lady was even more delighted. The two chatted randomly for a while. As darkness fell and dusk settled, the front door stood open, with no sign of Li Jin Yu’s return. Ye Meng grew restless, unable to sit still any longer.

“Grandma, I’m going out for a smoke.”

The old lady understood perfectly, looking at her knowingly and hinting: “This child has been walking for so long today, most likely he’s gone to find Ping’an’s girlfriend again.”

“Ping’an has a steady girlfriend?” Ye Meng was somewhat shocked.

“Well,” the old lady thought for a moment, carefully choosing her words, “not too steady. Maybe one a month.”

Ye Meng smoked a cigarette at the entrance, then followed the old lady’s directions and walked along the alley. On the way, she met the old man practicing tai chi sword with a salted fish, feeling a sense of familiarity. “Impressive, Grandpa.”

The old man was quite aloof, rolling his eyes without really acknowledging her, executing another horizontal slash that created a strong gust of wind as he glided past her.

Looking up again, she stopped in her tracks. At the end of the twilight alley stood a man she had been thinking of day and night, leading a dog. Behind him stretched a long shadow. His slender, tall figure appeared particularly incongruous in this old, dim, narrow alley.

Too handsome, too young. Completely at odds with this dilapidated, ancient street that seemed lifeless. The winds of the old alley seemed to blow in from all directions, carrying the roadside willow strands, like a young man’s waist, momentarily preventing her from moving her feet.

It had been a long time since she had seen him face-to-face, alive and vibrant before her eyes. For a moment, as Li Jin Yu entered her field of vision, she was still stunned by his beauty.

He looked completely undressed up, wearing casual clothes – a white t-shirt underneath with an open blue denim shirt, topped with a thin down jacket, his unchanging track pants with cuffs rebelliously tucked into his boots. He looked lazy, but somehow as if he had deliberately dressed up.

The salted fish old man suddenly said beside her ear: “Your man, right? He’s been lingering here for a long time. Take him away quickly; he’s affecting my fish practice!”

Ye Meng walked over wanting to hug him, but before she got close, the young willow seemed to be bumped at the waist. She saw him with one hand holding Ping’an’s leash and the other in his pocket, ignoring her completely as he stepped around her. “Ping’an, let’s go home.”

Ye Meng stood awkwardly in place for a moment, embarrassedly withdrawing her open arms, and could only sheepishly follow, reaching for his hand in his pocket, looking up at him. “Are you angry?”

He didn’t pull away, allowing her to hold his hand, glancing down at her. “Why are you back?”

“Didn’t you see my message?”

“Didn’t check my phone.”

“Bullshit. Then who did you dress up for today?” Ye Meng called him out and genuinely surrendering to the beauty before her eyes, added a compliment, “I rarely see you dressed like this. Very handsome.”

“For Ping’an’s girlfriend, okay?” he retorted.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 43
Ping An whimpered twice. His master had truly perfected the art of saying one thing while meaning another. This morning, he had gotten up early to bathe, wash his hair, and uncharacteristically changed outfits several times, even washing his hair twice. Who knew what difference all this painstaking effort would make? As far as Ping An was concerned, it wasn’t much different from his dog fur.

And then he had the nerve to say it was for his girlfriend. Ping An couldn’t help but feel nervous about this boy experiencing his first love. But Ping An had always known that Li Jin Yu was a gentle and gentlemanly man. He might not say it out loud, but his actions spoke volumes. His master had a good temper; Ping An had rarely seen him lose his temper with anyone, except for that time when he kicked the coffee table in front of his older sister. Ping An had been terrified, having never seen him so furious. That’s how Ping An knew that he truly cared about his sister and was afraid of losing her.

Sometimes when Ping An looked at him, it was like peering through a long kaleidoscope. He was on the other side of the light, living in the vibrant world of human affairs, while Ping An could only guard his monotonous black-and-white world. Li Jin Yu didn’t have many friends, and people rarely visited. Or rather, he didn’t have any close friends in this dilapidated little town—though he did have one close dog.

Occasionally, the two of them would become three shadows, confiding in each other in that small courtyard full of peach blossoms.

These past few days, Ping An had noticed that his sleep was shallow. He often got up in the middle of the night to drink water. Ping An’s ears were sharp; he could sense when Li Jin Yu lifted his blanket, anticipating that he might get up, and would wag his tail while walking to the courtyard gate, whimpering a couple of times.

Li Jin Yu would lean against the small courtyard gate in his pajamas, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a cup of water, looking down at Ping An with drowsy eyes: “Don’t dogs need to sleep?”

Ping An would respond with a couple of barks.

“Missing your girlfriend?” Li Jin Yu would ask, looking down at him. “Or are you thinking of finding a new one?”

Ping An: …

Li Jin Yu would lower the water cup to his side, slightly squinting, gazing at the misty night outside the window, leisurely talking to himself: “Hang in there, it’s just been a month. Your big brother’s been busy lately and hasn’t had time to find you a girlfriend.”

Ping An knew what was keeping him busy—being angry with his sister. Whenever his sister called, he would take a long time to answer, sometimes deliberately not answering at all, lying to her that he was taking a shower. Sometimes, when his sister was too busy to call him all day, he would get so angry that he would roughly tug at Ping An’s fur.

Ping An had grown tired of being manhandled and was almost angry enough to demonstrate that “a cornered dog will leap over a wall.” Several times he’d wanted to grab Li Jin Yu’s broad shoulders with his short, sturdy little paws, shaking him vigorously like Er Kang shaking Zi Wei, shouting, “Why don’t you tell sister that you’re jealous!”

Later, Ping An understood. Li Jin Yu said his sister didn’t like men who were too possessive, so he kept swallowing his jealousy while secretly raging with it, afraid to let her know he was jealous for fear she would stop liking him.

Ah, being a man was hard. It was better to be a dog. Ping An sighed with a sense of fortune.

The twilight sank, the mud-gold sunset disappeared into the mountains, and dusk fit tightly against the mountain peaks and eaves. The night wind rustled through the tree clusters, and the sparkling lake surface rippled with spring chill, carrying waves of bitter cold that crept into Ye Meng’s clothes. She had rushed out without a coat, wearing only a paper-thin suit jacket, and the piercing cold wind rushed mercilessly into her collar.

Next, Ping An felt himself being picked up as a whole dog, and in the next second, he was stuffed into a soft and unfamiliar embrace. Ye Meng was caught off guard, dazedly accepting him.

Li Jin Yu said: “His fur is warm.”

Ping An: ??

Ye Meng: “…”

Li Jin Yu added, “What else would we keep a dog for?”

Ping An: …

Despite what he said, when the two entered the house, Ye Meng was holding the plump Ping An while wearing Li Jin Yu’s coat. The old lady, seeing their affectionate manner, felt happy in her heart, smiling as she said: “Li Jin Yu, make something for Ye Meng to eat. She came straight from the airport, and probably hasn’t eaten anything.”

“You haven’t eaten?” Li Jin Yu asked.

Exhausted from her journey, Ye Meng sat wearily on the shoe cabinet as soon as she entered, looking up at him pitifully: “That’s right, an early morning flight without even an in-flight meal, then transferred vehicles all day. Haven’t eaten a single bite.”

Li Jin Yu pulled her up, “Let’s go out to eat, there’s nothing at home.”

Ye Meng didn’t move, taking off her high heels, “I don’t want to go out, my feet are about to break. Just make me some noodles.”

“Should I order takeout for you?”

Ye Meng looked up at him, gently swinging his hand: “Can’t you make something for me?”

“Didn’t you say what I make doesn’t taste good?” Li Jin Yu took out his phone.

Ye Meng quickly snatched it away, pleading: “I’ve never tried it, please make something.”

Li Jin Yu compromised, making an affirming sound, “Then go lie down in the room. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

Ye Meng couldn’t sleep and just lay on his bed for a while. The old lady rolled in with her wheelchair, tremulously clutching a red envelope in her hand, which she slipped under the pillow when Ye Meng wasn’t looking. Ye Meng was startled and sat up in confusion: “Grandma?”

“You two got your marriage certificate so hurriedly that day, and Li Jin Yu said you went to Beijing that night. I didn’t have time to give you a red envelope. There’s also a gold ring inside. It should have been given to you by Li Jin Yu’s mother, but that woman severed ties with our family long ago. The ring was returned and has been kept with me all this time. Otherwise, it shouldn’t be an old woman like me giving it to you, which would make our family look like we have little to offer, as if Li Jin Yu were a child with no one to care for him.”

The old lady looked at her with a suppressed expression, unlike her usual joking manner. Her elderly eyelids were layered several times over, and the uneven furrows on her face seemed to twitch slightly, as if something painful had been touched, leaving her choked and speechless.

Ye Meng was rarely at a loss for words with the old lady, but she didn’t know how to comfort her with the many thoughts in her mind. At this moment, anything she could say would seem inadequate. She said quietly: “Grandma, I will be good to him.”

“That’s not what I meant,” the old lady held her hand and sighed, saying—

“Marriage is essentially two people moving into an empty house. Lucky couples might find nothing in the house but can live peacefully with just some ordinary furniture. For couples with more tumultuous fates, they might need to clean the house first, sweeping away the spider webs on the walls and the weeds on the floor. They must support each other, remove all these obstacles in life one by one, and then slowly add furniture they like. When the home takes shape, your relationship will stabilize too. So it’s not enough for just you to be good to him; he must be good to you too. I hope you are equal. His father was unfortunate to be born into our family, already at a disadvantage, yet he still got entangled with a wealthy family. He was manipulated for half his life, and even his grave bears their surname. It’s all karmic retribution.” The old lady left with a sigh.

…

When Ye Meng entered the kitchen, Li Jin Yu had just put the noodles into the pot. He glanced at her, “Not sleeping?”

Ye Meng walked over, hugging him from behind, and whispered mysteriously: “Grandma gave me a red envelope and your family’s heirloom ring.”

“Don’t want it?” he asked indifferently, watching the water in the pot.

“No,” Ye Meng pressed her face against his back, “Grandma gave me ten thousand yuan, isn’t that a bit too much? I originally just wanted to take the ring, but she wouldn’t have it. I didn’t want to offend her and make her unhappy, so I came to ask you if I can accept the money?”

“Keep it, I’ll pay her back in a few days.”

Hugging him made Ye Meng feel at ease. Somehow, drowsiness suddenly overcame her. She closed her eyes and murmured, “Grandma said you quit your job at the bar. Do you still have money?”

Li Jin Yu made an affirming sound, serving the noodles, “Yes, I’m not looking for work temporarily. I’ll think about it after I finish my exams.”

There was no sound after that, as her breathing gradually became even. Li Jin Yu looked back and found that she had truly fallen asleep. He turned off the stove, lifted her from the floor, and carried her to the bed.

Ye Meng woke up again at three in the morning. Li Jin Yu was still reading, with a dim yellow lamp on the table that made the bedroom faintly bright and cozy.

“Baby,” she called out softly, lying on her side with sleepy eyes.

Li Jin Yu turned around, and Ye Meng noticed that he seemed to be wearing nothing underneath, with only a thermal jacket on top, left open. From her angle, she could see the peach blossoms full on the branches outside the window. The scene looked exactly like a famous playboy known throughout the city. It made her heart pound.

“Awake?” he asked, “Hungry?”

“I woke up because I’m hungry.”

He turned back, facing away from her, lowering his head to continue reading, coldly saying: “Stay hungry then. The noodles are ruined and can’t be eaten anymore.”

Ye Meng touched her rumbling stomach and said: “Can’t you make another bowl?”

“No, you wasted the last bowl,” Li Jin Yu said, lighting up his phone beside him, and checking the time, “Three o’clock. Hold on for two more hours, the breakfast shop next door opens at five.”

“Fine, I’ll get up at five to eat.”

“Can you sleep?” Li Jin Yu asked, “If you can’t sleep, I’ll check if there’s any dog food left for Ping An.”

Ye Meng had always thought that she came back late and her younger brother was being difficult, deliberately giving her a hard time. She figured he would be fine after a couple of days of coaxing, so she accommodated him in every way. “Sure, I’d even eat rat poison if you gave it to me.”

Li Jin Yu seemed to deliberately anger her, stubbornly replying without turning around: “I’ll go buy some tomorrow.”

However, the next day, Li Jin Yu had barely slept all night, accompanying Ye Meng until five in the morning. The two got up to have breakfast next door, and when they returned, he took a nap while Ye Meng went home to shower and pack her things.

They had hurriedly obtained their marriage certificate, and the two families had never properly met. It didn’t seem appropriate to just move into his family’s home like this. Ye Meng discussed it with the old lady. Li Jin Yu needed to care for the old lady, so he definitely couldn’t leave, and they couldn’t bring the two over either, or old Mr. Ye would feel awkward. Ye Meng thought it over and decided she would live there first, and later, when the old lady’s condition improved, they would consider whether to buy their own house.

Xu Mei Lan only now realized that the granddaughter she had cherished since childhood had truly married. Watching her stride out of the house with her luggage, she finally understood that this was it, and her life was coming to an end. She tremulously covered her eyes, seemingly knowing there was no turning back, tears streaming down her cheeks as she told her eldest daughter: “The roots of the Ye family have been cut off here.”

Ye Gui Lan remained silent for a long time, watching the crimson sunset in the west, until Ye Meng’s car slowly turned out of the community entrance. It was as if she was seeing her off on another path in life—

“Mom, don’t blame her. Since her mother left, I’ve never seen her so happy. Being able to marry someone you like should be a happy thing. Compared to Roots or whatever, I just hope Ye Meng is happy. In this life, we all make concessions for each other. Their generation has it harder than ours, facing more temptations and difficulties. If we, as their elders, can avoid adding to their troubles, we should.”

…

Li Jin Yu slept until four in the afternoon. To be precise, he was awakened by the clanging sounds from the kitchen. He didn’t know how to describe this chaotic scene.

Ye Meng was wearing an apron she had dug out from somewhere, probably one she had brought herself. She stood about a meter away from the gas stove, holding a spatula in one hand and a pot lid in the other. She even had a helmet on her head, also from who knows where. The fire was blazing, and when she added oil, it immediately burst into flames with a “whoosh,” fierce tongues of fire erupting from the bottom of the wok. The entire kitchen lit up. Anyone who didn’t know better might think they were developing some kind of explosive weapon.

Ping An kept barking non-stop, looking ready to call the police at any moment. The old lady, on the other hand, was calmly sitting in her wheelchair, directing the fire extinguishing efforts: “Quick, pour water!”

“Pouring water would splash oil all over her face. Do you want my wife’s face ruined?” Li Jin Yu immediately walked over, took the spatula and pot lid from Ye Meng’s hands, and covered the pot. The raging fire immediately subsided, like a small dragon that had been subdued and locked in a black pot, no longer baring its fangs at her. Ye Meng was so frightened that she hugged Li Jin Yu tightly, but fearing he would be angry, she immediately explained weakly: “I saw you sleeping all day, so I thought I’d make a couple of dishes for you tonight, but this gas stove, it seems to have its ideas.”

Ye Meng clung to his neck like an octopus, pulling down half of Li Jin Yu’s pajamas. He glanced at her sideways: “You’ve never cooked before?”

“No, my grandmother won’t even let me wash the dishes,” she said anxiously, still shaken.

Li Jin Yu: “Then how can you complain about my cooking being bad?”

“I never complained about you, I was worried about you,” Ye Meng said.

“Yeah, right.”

The old lady couldn’t stay any longer and silently rolled her wheelchair away, mainly to avoid being scolded by Li Jin Yu. She went straight back to her room, locked the door, and then quietly took two cotton balls to plug her ears, out of sight, out of mind.

Ye Meng raised her chin and pointed to the space outside the kitchen door: “Your grandma left.”

Li Jin Yu made an affirmative sound, throwing the spatula back into the sink, “She’s afraid I’ll scold her.”

“I said, your grandma is gone,” Ye Meng repeated meaningfully.

Li Jin Yu leaned against the counter. Ye Meng hung on him, putting all her weight on him. Li Jin Yu felt that Ye Meng was quite heavy, and his neck was about to break, so he had to support her waist and hips with his hand. But his final act of defiance was to support her with just one hand, while the other remained lazily tucked in his pocket.

Outside the window, the sky was golden yellow, with the sunset quietly casting a beam of golden light that slanted in, falling directly on Ye Meng, illuminating her brightly like a shining gold ingot. Li Jin Yu leaned in the shadows outside the light source, his entire person was cold and quiet in the darkness, like two worlds split apart—yin and yang mixing out of selfish desire.

Their faces were extremely close, and with each blink, Li Jin Yu’s eyelashes were like a soft goose feather brush gently sweeping across her face. With each sweep, her chest tightened a little more. She stared at him intently and said: “Fifteen times now, aren’t you going to kiss me?”

He didn’t move for a long time, never leaning in for the kiss, turning his head away, “Let me ask you, are you going back after this visit?”

“Yes, I need to at least wait until this case has some result before I can say.”

Li Jin Yu kept one hand in his pocket, unmoved, while the other patted her tailbone. With a self-sacrificing, understanding manner, he said: “All right, get down.”

Ye Meng was startled, and heard a vindictive satisfaction in his tone:

“We’ll talk when you decide to stay. It’ll be tough for you in the meantime, you’ll just have to bear with it.”

Ye Meng helplessly leaned against the kitchen door, trying to reason with him with facts, but no matter how earnestly Ye Meng explained, Li Jin Yu ignored her, methodically turning on the stove, seemingly about to make her a grand dinner with great affection. “Qiao Mai Mai’s aunt sent over some chopped chili, should I make you spicy fish head tonight?”

Ye Meng had been talking non-stop but was startled by his sudden interruption. After a pause, she said “Okay,” then immediately returned to their previous topic: “This case is much more complicated than I imagined. I know you’re afraid I’ll stay in Beijing. Don’t worry, as soon as the case is over, I’ll resign from working with Gou Kai immediately.”

Li Jin Yu paid no attention, opening the refrigerator to take out two eggs. “Boiled or fried?”

“Fried,” Ye Meng answered instinctively, then immediately pleaded earnestly, “Baby, can you give me some time?”

Li Jin Yu had just cracked an egg into a bowl with one hand. Holding the bowl, he finally looked up at her. The evening light seemed to press between his brows, and he said coldly: “So if this case doesn’t end in three to five years, you won’t come back for three to five years, right? Do you know what three to five years mean for us? Do you think that after staying in Beijing for three to five years, you can still leave so easily?”

Ye Meng grumbled: “It won’t take that long. Are you looking down on the police these days?”

He tried hard to control himself, the veins on his hand seemingly about to burst. With a “bang,” he put down the bowl, hands in his pockets, turning his head to look out the window, “I don’t want to argue with you.”

They didn’t speak a word to each other until after dinner. The old lady didn’t find it strange—young couples face many temptations and need more adjustment. She stuffed two cotton balls in her ears and brazenly returned to her room. The entire night, the two didn’t speak. Ye Meng curled up on the sofa watching TV, while Li Jin Yu leaned against the fish tank in the small courtyard, reading, occasionally throwing some dog food to tease Ping An.

Ye Meng didn’t know what was on TV; her mind was filled with thoughts of the little beast outside.

The little beast was studying. The little beast was playing with the dog. The little beast was also posted on social media.

He had taken a very atmospheric night scene. It had to be said that Li Jin Yu’s photography skills were really good, capturing extremely clever angles. Each photo made one feel that the wind had its story, and the tree had its story, full of mystery.

Ye Meng took a selfie and sent it to him. [Meng: Post it on your social media.]

Ye Meng heard a ding-dong notification sound from outside the courtyard, followed by the tapping of keys. She guessed he was replying with a cold face, and could almost imagine his expression.

The next second, another ding-dong sounded inside the house. [LJY: What, do marriages need to be public now? Can’t my sister handle it?] [Meng: Fine, let’s see who can’t handle it.]

Ye Meng took another, more provocative selfie and posted it on social media.

The next second, Ye Meng heard the small courtyard door being violently pushed open with a whoosh. A cold wind rushed in, and the room seemed to drop several degrees instantly.

The person who “could handle it” came in as expected. Li Jin Yu stood tall, with one hand in his pocket, silently standing in front of the sofa. He bent down to snatch her phone, deleted the photo without a word, then casually tossed it back to her, speaking coldly without emotion: “This is the last warning. Fighting is one thing, but don’t try to commit suicide on my watch.”

After being warned, Ye Meng behaved. Li Jin Yu didn’t leave either, staying with her on the sofa watching TV. They appeared cold and distant, neither willing to engage with the other, but their mouths never stopped.

“I’m your wife, Li Jin Yu, can’t you be a little more understanding?”

“I’m also two years younger, why can’t you understand me?”

“Are you afraid I’ll run off with someone else?”

“Yes, you’re not afraid. You’ve never been jealous of me.”

“I have been. I’m still jealous about you being with Jiang Lu Zhi.”

“That’s just Jiang Lu Zhi. With anyone else, you wouldn’t care at all.”

They went back and forth, while the intelligent screen of the TV mechanically played scenes no one cared about. That episode repeated several times, but they didn’t even notice. Until the phone on the table suddenly lit up, the name “Gou Kai” glaring on the screen. Ye Meng didn’t even look at it, kicking the phone away.

Li Jin Yu laughed coldly, continuing to watch TV without a word.

The phone seemed possessed, constantly ringing, determined to make her answer.

When Gou Kai called for the fifth time.

Li Jin Yu stood up, leaving with a parting shot: “If I’m interfering with your flirtation, I’ll leave, okay?”

Ye Meng had completely lost her patience too. She answered the phone with an angry curse: “If you don’t have something extremely urgent when I get back, I’ll have Tai Ming Xiao publish your client list all over the internet.”

Gou Kai must have sensed through the phone line that Ye Meng was truly furious. Without saying a word, he immediately hung up with a “bang.”

Li Jin Yu went out in his pajamas, not even taking his coat. Ye Meng didn’t know where he would go in the middle of the night, and she hurriedly rushed out without a coat as well. It turned out Li Jin Yu hadn’t gone far; he was leaning against the wall at the stairwell entrance, smoking. The moonlight was dim and fragmented as it came in, like a light veil spread across the floor.

Ye Meng walked over and stood in front of him, not knowing how to start. After a long silence, she just watched him lean against the wall, taking occasional drags of his cigarette. The stairwell entrance was filled with smoke, but the atmosphere was especially quiet. Wearing only his pajamas, he looked thin, his eyelids thinly downcast with coldness. Yet without clothes, he had lean muscles. Ye Meng reached for his hand. Li Jin Yu’s palm was also thin and wide. He didn’t pull away, obediently letting her hold it.

But this obedience only lasted for a moment. After finishing one cigarette, Li Jin Yu let go of her hand and went inside. He had run out of cigarettes and searched the whole house, turning everything upside down, but couldn’t find even a single cigarette.

He sat on the sofa, one elbow propped on his knee, back hunched, his long fingers rummaging through the drawer, finding only empty boxes. Irritated, he crushed them all and angrily threw them into the trash can. Finally, he sat back on the sofa with his arms crossed, trying to suppress the inexplicable anger that had nowhere to go.

However, it was futile, and he could only stand up to go buy cigarettes.

Ye Meng hugged him, not letting him leave: “Stop smoking. If you’re really that unhappy, you can take it out on me, okay?”

Li Jin Yu pulled her away, lowering his head to change his shoes: “Don’t be disgusting.”

Ye Meng realized that when Li Jin Yu turned cold, he was truly cold, and his words cut deep. She was also fuming, rushing to catch up day after day, yet unable to placate him. Her patience was completely exhausted, and Li Jin Yu’s impenetrable demeanor had her so angry she felt like she could die.

She leaned against the door, looking up at the tall man in front of her, her voice also angry: “Say that again.”

“Move aside.” Li Jin Yu put on his coat, determined to go out.

She threatened: “If you go out, I’m going home tonight.”

“Suit yourself,” he looked down at her coldly, “I have no objection to you going back to Beijing to find Gou Kai.”

She sighed helplessly: “How long are you going to be jealous—”

“I’d like to know how long I’ll be jealous too!” Li Jin Yu finally couldn’t bear it anymore and exploded, “You think I want to be? If you’re going to cheat, at least wipe your mouth clean! Why let me know? Huh?” He paused, “Why didn’t you tell Gou Kai that I’m your husband? Are you still hoping to rekindle your old relationship with him?”

Only now did Ye Meng belatedly understand the misunderstanding from that night, and she laughed coldly: “So that’s what you think of me?”

Ye Meng looked at him for a long time. She lowered her head, opened her phone, and opened some webpage, then threw it hard at his chest.

On it was a clear line from the Baidu Encyclopedia—Li Jin Yu, Memory Palace, 08 world champion.

A search online would reveal all his information.

“I asked if you knew Tai Ming Xiao, and you said no. But I found out that every story Tai Ming Xiao told me was related to your glorious past. Even the racing club owner, Li Chen, wears earrings identical to yours. You never mentioned any of your brilliant past to me. How the hell was I supposed to know what you’ve been through? Whether you want to reconnect with them or not!”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 44
Whenever Tai Ming Xiao mentioned that friend, he seemed lost and wistful. At first, she didn’t pay much attention, feeling no emotional ripples within, and sometimes she didn’t even listen to what he was saying. Until that day when she met with Liang Yun An at Li Chen’s club and saw that carefree, unrestrained club owner wearing earrings identical to Li Jin Yu’s. Although the style was common and even meaningless, so many coincidences together should have been obvious to someone as perceptive as Ye Meng. If she hadn’t been distracted by Wang Xing Sheng’s case, she would have noticed earlier. So that day, she searched online about the memory palace competition, and to her bewilderment, there was nothing hidden—his information was all over the internet.

The next second, a strange idea flooded her mind. Could Li Jin Yu’s denial of knowing Tai Ming Xiao and his group have something to do with this club owner? After all, those earrings, worn one on the left and one on the right, were quite suggestive. During those days, she couldn’t control her wild thoughts, but eventually forced these messy, illogical ideas down.

The two stood at the doorway. Ye Meng leaned against the door, Li Jin Yu looking down at her. This dim corner seemed severed from the moonlight outside. It was like a world suddenly frozen, the two of them motionless, grinding each other down with fiery gazes. The surrounding air seemed suspended with dense needles, pulling in any direction would be heart-wrenching pain.

“It’s not that I didn’t ask, it’s that I couldn’t bear to ask. I was afraid you would be sad, afraid you would remember things better left forgotten,” Ye Meng also couldn’t endure it anymore, with inexplicable anger in her heart, her chest heaving violently, blood recklessly stoking the fire within her. She spoke without restraint, “But with what you’ve said today, if it were anyone else, I could break up with you ten thousand times, the kind where there’s no chance of reconciliation!”

After speaking, she walked around him and went straight back to his bedroom. Ye Meng didn’t want to act out the middle-of-the-night drama of him chasing after her, him trying to explain while she refused to listen, then attracting the attention of neighbors from all directions, becoming their gossip fodder for the next day. She closed the door and said matter-of-factly, “If you want to go out to buy cigarettes, I won’t stop you. I’ll go back to Beijing tomorrow morning.”

After Ye Meng went inside, the door of the neighboring room quietly opened a crack. The old lady’s head wedged in the doorway, her eyes reproachful, as she whispered to Li Jin Yu: “Have you forgotten everything I told you?”

With the bedroom door closed and the living room unlit, only the TV screen emitted a dim blue light, hazily outlining his figure. Li Jin Yu wanted to check the time, but the wall clock had stopped working, and he realized he didn’t know where he had thrown his phone. Since coming here, he hadn’t been in the habit of wearing a watch. So he could only haphazardly flip through the throw pillows on the sofa, saying indifferently to the old lady without turning around: “Go to sleep.”

It’s good for a young couple to argue; relationships are forged through arguments. The old lady didn’t say much more, just sighed and closed the door.

Li Jin Yu didn’t find his phone and sat on the sofa for a while. From afar, he saw Ye Meng’s phone still lying lonely on the floor. He went over to pick it up; the screen was shattered, sadly split into pieces. He sighed—she had thrown it at him with such force, it was obvious how angry she was. He instinctively touched his chest—what was this, delayed pain? Seeing the devastated screen, his breastbone now belatedly began to ache faintly, even inhaling felt like being pricked by needles.

He frowned, tilted his head back, and hissed in discomfort.

Ye Meng waited all night but didn’t receive any explanation or attempt to make amends from Li Jin Yu. She got up to pack her things, determined to leave. When she opened the door, Li Jin Yu was still in the thin pajamas from last night, draped with a gray blanket, his legs sprawled wide, head leaning back against the sofa, with a fever patch stuck to his forehead, apparently still asleep.

The old lady came out from the kitchen, put her index finger to her lips, hushing Ye Meng, whispering: “He has a fever, of 38.3 degrees. He just got up to make you some egg porridge. I’ll go serve it for you.”

“I’ll do it myself,” Ye Meng walked into the kitchen, bent down to take two bowls from the cabinet, filled one, and handed it to the old lady. “Do we have medicine at home? Should I go to the community hospital to buy some later?”

“We have some, no need to buy any.”

The old lady took the bowl; Ye Meng wasn’t used to housework, as the porridge spilled over the edges. She regretfully slurped up the porridge grains that had leaked onto the rim and continued, “My grandson has a weak constitution, he gets colds and fevers once or twice a year. We keep regular medicine at home.”

Seeing her like this, Ye Meng made a mental note: next time be more careful when serving porridge.

Ye Meng was much more careful with the second bowl and asked: “Does Li Jin Yu often get fevers?”

The old lady said: “Don’t worry, it won’t affect his ability to have children. He’s just had weak lungs since childhood. When he was young, that heartless woman locked him outside and he got so cold, he was sent to the hospital with a fever and almost couldn’t be saved. He’s had health issues ever since.”

Ye Meng was silent for a moment. With the way things were between them now, having children seemed like a distant prospect.

“And he still smokes?” she asked.

The old lady blew on the bowl and began to mumble: “He quit before, quit together with me. Recently, with the pressure of exams, he started again.”

Ye Meng filled another bowl and brought it out to Li Jin Yu. She didn’t know if he was still asleep or pretending, and noticed his earrings had been removed at some point. Ye Meng felt an inexplicable blockage in her heart, suddenly finding his relationship with Li Chen intriguing. When Li Jin Yu’s eyes were closed, his entire being was indescribably bland. Only when those deer-like eyes opened did they seem to have hooks in them. Those deep-feeling eyes, whether frank, cold, or lazy, could never escape the suppression within, making one’s heart ache just by looking at them.

But now, lying there obediently, appearing completely at others’ mercy, he was like a different person from last night when he coldly snapped at her. Moreover, whether intentionally acting cute or not, the fever patch on his forehead was a “Children’s Fever Reduction Patch.”

—Quite suitable, he was two years old at most.

“Get up, eat your porridge,” Ye Meng said firmly, holding the bowl.

Li Jin Yu remained motionless as if he hadn’t heard.

Ye Meng said coldly: “Stop pretending to be asleep, I saw your eyes move.”

Li Jin Yu straightened his head, one hand pressing his neck as he lazily stretched his muscles, taking her porridge, saying, “Don’t you know anything? People’s eyes naturally move when they sleep.”

Ye Meng didn’t respond further, turning back to the bedroom to pack her luggage. Li Jin Yu, with a blanket draped over his shoulders, leaned emotionlessly against the door watching her meticulously pack up everything she had unpacked days ago. “What time is your flight? I can take you to the airport.”

Ye Meng, without raising her head, replied irritably: “What, are you starting to show off your racing skills now? Akina Mountain Drift King? Oh no, wait—Nine Gate Ridge Racing Champion.”

Li Jin Yu had a fever and felt drafts coming through the walls. He tightened the blanket around his shoulders, wrapping himself like a lampshade, coughed once, and said innocently: “I meant by taxi.”

Ye Meng couldn’t stand his attitude and roughly slammed the suitcase shut with a bang. “No need, I’ll wait for your fever to break before I leave. I’ll go find Fang Ya En in the meantime.”

“Hmm,” he coughed again vaguely, saying: “You go find Sister Ya En. I’ll go to the hospital myself.”

“…”

The county hospital was overcrowded, and during this season it was almost impossible to get an appointment at the fever clinic. Ye Meng called her second aunt at the emergency department to help arrange an appointment in advance, saying she would bring Li Jin Yu over soon. She originally didn’t want to take Li Jin Yu to the hospital—with his weak constitution, cross-infection would be even more troublesome. The emergency room was also crowded, with patients waiting in the narrow, dim corridor.

Before entering, Li Jin Yu gave her a mask, saying, “Don’t get infected.”

Ye Meng sighed and put it on, an evil thought inexplicably crossing her mind: if Li Jin Yu could be as well-behaved as today every day… maybe he should be sick all the time!

She responded with a noncommittal “mm” and said she understood.

The two didn’t speak further. The corridor was crowded with patients shoulder to shoulder. Ye Meng didn’t want to sit with him, so she leaned against the wall by the emergency entrance. Li Jin Yu, wearing a mask with his legs spread wide, leaned on the waiting chair opposite, his eyes seemingly glued to her. Ye Meng wanted to tear away his gaze.

Annoyed by his staring, she glared at him.

What are you looking at? Never seen a beautiful woman before?

With his mask on, all that remained of Li Jin Yu were his deep, emotional eyes, so shamelessly fixed on her—who could withstand that?

And he even smiled, the corners of his eyes curving upward, looking impossibly obedient.

Ye Meng decided to buy him an eye mask later; otherwise, it would be too easy to forgive him at any moment.

When they finished getting the medicine and were going down in the elevator, a small incident occurred. She ran into an ex-boyfriend, something that might happen once in a thousand years. She couldn’t even remember his name at first, and after a long pause, tentatively asked, “Zhang Miao? What a coincidence.”

Zhang Miao, wearing glasses, looked refined, holding hands with his wife and child. They had just come down from the pediatric department on the fourth floor. He politely said to her: “The child has a bit of a fever. Is this your husband?”

Ye Meng hadn’t thought much of it, but with Li Jin Yu being such a jealous person, her heart suddenly tightened, fearing he would start sulking again. She didn’t even dare smile too brightly, only cautiously nodding and saying, “Yes, he also has a bit of a fever.”

Unexpectedly, Li Jin Yu properly and politely nodded to Zhang Miao: “Hello, sorry, I have a cold and it’s not convenient to remove my mask.”

Zhang Miao had standard, proper features, but Li Jin Yu had the kind of proper features that attracted people, now enhanced by the mask.

So he could speak properly after all. When formally interacting with people, he seemed quite legitimate, with a bit of a scholarly rogue feel.

In the evening, they had individual hot pots, one per person. Fang Ya En sat across from Ye Meng, while Li Jin Yu faced Chen Jia Yu. Amidst the rising steam, the hot pot restaurant’s windows were covered with mist, making it impossible to see the scenery outside.

Chen Jia Yu animatedly told Li Jin Yu about his recent rapid progress in studies, his excited face turning red. He praised Li Jin Yu’s teaching methods as truly effective, saying once he remembered something, he never forgot it. He felt like he was about to reach the peak of his life, and recently, his deskmate Little Li had been looking at him with admiration.

Ye Meng teased him with a smile, “Is this heading towards having a girlfriend soon?”

Chen Jia Yu said with an air of worldly wisdom: “What girlfriend? Isn’t studying happiness enough?”

Li Jin Yu didn’t say anything, peeling two crab legs for Ye Meng, which she deliberately chopsticked away.

By now, even Fang Ya En could see they had issues. Taking advantage of Li Jin Yu’s bathroom break, Fang Ya En quietly probed: “What’s going on with you two?”

Ye Meng chopsticked the crab back, eating it: “We argued.”

Fang Ya En smiled: “About what?”

“Gou Kai.”

“I told you the little brother has a strong jealous streak,” Fang Ya En spoke like an experienced elder. “Just need to adjust to each other.”

Ye Meng took some fish balls from Li Jin Yu’s pot into her bowl, saying: “Not just jealous, but harsh words too. When arguing, you wouldn’t believe what comes out of his mouth.”

“He didn’t call you promiscuous like Chen Jian, did he?” Fang Ya En looked surprised, unable to imagine such words coming from Li Jin Yu’s mouth.

“Not that,” Ye Meng laughed coldly, “He called me ‘disgusting’.”

Fang Ya En, understanding her well, nodded calmly: “That needs to be addressed.”

That evening, Ye Meng lay on the floor organizing her things. She had just showered, her hair still dripping wet, wearing only a thin spaghetti-strap nightgown that contoured her shapely figure. The room’s heater was on, and worried she might catch a cold, Li Jin Yu turned the air conditioner up to thirty degrees. He was stifling himself to the point of sweating profusely, like a furnace. Watching her move back and forth in front of him so fresh and clean seemed to quench his thirst somewhat.

The room was lit by a small plug-in light that Ye Meng had bought online, a night light. The light was very dim, barely illuminating the room. There was no other option—whenever Ye Meng turned on the main light, the man sitting by the bedside switch would turn it off without a word.

Li Jin Yu leaned back lazily, one leg bent, the other straight, one hand resting on the bent knee, his expression indifferent. It wasn’t clear if he was playing with the light or with her.

Ye Meng went to the courtyard to smoke a cigarette. Li Jin Yu pulled up his other leg too, coldly staring at her packed suitcase as if wanting to burn it with fire.

After finishing her cigarette, Ye Meng wrapped herself in the night’s darkness, ready to go back inside. The small courtyard gate was firmly blocked, the man’s tall figure like a solid wall, not leaving even a crack for her. In the half-light of the moon, outside the fenced yard, it seemed as if a silver river flowed.

He also held a cigarette, one hand in his pocket, the other holding the cigarette at his side.

The clock had turned back; last night’s scene seemed reversed. Ye Meng, with a cold expression, said, “Move aside.”

Li Jin Yu looked at her deeply, and finally, without saying a word, stepped aside.

Later, Ye Meng got up in the middle of the night to go to the kitchen for water and found Li Jin Yu smoking there.

Li Jin Yu leaned thinly against the countertop, smoking. Lost in thought, he lowered his head, his gaze unfocused on a spot, like an abandoned, lost dog. His cold brows were tightly furrowed into a “川” shape, as he took occasional drags of his cigarette. One hand remained in his pocket, while the other holding the cigarette occasionally rested on the edge of the countertop, then remained motionless for a long while in silence.

It was at that moment that Ye Meng felt completely heartbroken. Suddenly, he heard a sound and looked up to see her. Without changing his expression, he brought the cigarette back to his lips, staring at her as he took a drag, then coldly turned his gaze elsewhere.

Ye Meng had originally wanted to go over and break the ice, but seeing his silent, deep, and dismissive demeanor, she swallowed the words that had reached the tip of her tongue. So she could only pretend to go get herself a glass of water. The kettle was behind him, blocked by his body, so she had to lean against the counter and reach around from behind him.

Drip, drip, tap.

After filling the glass, she prepared to leave.

Just as she rose, her waist was caught. Li Jin Yu took a final drag, carelessly stubbed out the cigarette, and then placed the ashtray on the windowsill while pulling her into his arms. The dissipating smoke scattered by her ear as he lowered his head to kiss her ear bone, letting the smoke screen her eyes, carefully and tentatively apologizing in a low voice by her ear, his deep voice murmuring over and over, coaxing her: “I was wrong, Ye Meng, I was wrong…”

“I know Tai Ming Xiao, he’s a brother I’ve grown up with since childhood. And Gou Kai, I know what kind of person he is better than you do. Li Chen is my brother’s best friend. What else do you want to know?” Li Jin Yu spoke helplessly in her ear, suppressing his voice, probably truly anxious, “I’ll tell you everything, including how many times I masturbate in a month. Okay? Hmm?”
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Ye Meng took the bait, asking coldly: “Oh, how many times?”

Li Jin Yu, buried in her neck, thought seriously and answered in a muffled voice: “Twice.”

It seemed a bit low. Ye Meng had expected this, which also meant he had to vomit twice a month. But she still showed respect with a slight raise of her eyebrow, “Can your stomach handle it?”

Li Jin Yu took a deep breath: “I have habitual reflux, so I can’t eat things that are too spicy or fishy.”

“Delicate.”

“Mm, I’ve been delicate since childhood, fortunately born into a wealthy family. Although my mother hated me, at least she didn’t deprive me of food, clothing, or shelter. If I didn’t dress well, she felt I embarrassed her. She was always generous with money.”

No wonder his taste in clothes was so good, everything he wore had style. This was truly a young master who had crawled out of money since childhood. His temperament and upbringing had seeped into his bones; now he’d look good even wearing a sack.

Ye Meng looked down at him and suddenly asked: “Li Jin Yu, are you still taking antidepressants?”

“No,” Li Jin Yu lowered his head and began to kiss her, following a path from her neck to her chin, “I stopped three years ago when I transitioned to moderate depression. The doctor said it affects kidney and liver function. I only take them if I can’t control my emotions.”

Ye Meng turned her head away, not letting him kiss her, pushing his head away, saying sternly: “Talk properly.”

Li Jin Yu adjusted his posture, pulling her far away. He leaned against the counter, hands obediently in his pockets, typically taking advantage and then playing innocent: “Then stand further away.”

Ye Meng suddenly didn’t know what to say or ask, sighing, and being late at night, afraid of waking the old lady, she said: “Forget it, we’ll talk tomorrow. Can we sleep first?”

Li Jin Yu nodded.

Ye Meng turned to go back to the room, then as if remembering something, she abruptly turned back and coldly told him: “Empty the ashtray, are you putting it on the windowsill for flowers?”

Without her reminder, Li Jin Yu was already taking it, but still obediently replied, “Okay.”

Without looking back, Ye Meng added: “Starting tomorrow, quit smoking with me!”

As he emptied it into the trash can, he responded obediently: “Okay.”

Ye Meng couldn’t sleep. She had been back for three days, and all three days had been spent arguing. They hadn’t even properly kissed, just filled with anger. Lying in bed, she felt sorry for him, yet didn’t want to forgive him so quickly. Her heart seemed to split in two, one half burning in a fierce fire, the other melting on ice and snow.

The torment was unbearable.

While Ye Meng was burning up inside, Li Jin Yu lay quietly, his breathing even.

Ye Meng curled up in the blanket, angrily biting her finger.

It was always her who took the initiative. Always. Stinky little brother. Li, you bastard.

In the end, she couldn’t help but turn to her side, facing him. Li Jin Yu lay on his back, eyes closed, the corners of his eyes folded into a gentle arc, his eyelashes dense as if lined with eyeliner, each one distinct, neatly drooping below his eyelids. His entire face was pale white, his features deep and elegant.

Ye Meng’s heart tumbled anxiously, like an invisible hourglass, unable to control the flowing sand. But she also felt that time couldn’t just pass like this, so unconsciously she leaned over and kissed his clearly defined lips.

Li Jin Yu opened his eyes to look at her, his gaze clear, obviously not asleep either, and asked pleadingly: “Want more?”

Ye Meng propped herself up, growing angry, pinching his face, “Why do you always look like I’m about to rape you?”

Then forcing him to lift his chin, Ye Meng propped herself up with one hand, pressing down, her breath hitting his face, pushing further, saying harshly: “Who are you showing that pitiful look to?”

He lay obediently, not even blinking, his eyes intertwined with hers, looking at her openly: “To you, I want you to feel sorry for me, so you won’t be angry with me anymore, okay?”

Ye Meng pinched his cheeks, shaking them, continuing to pretend: “So you’re playing pitiful.”

His eyes were clear and bright: “I’m not playing, I just look pitiful.”

“With your looks, if you went to a bar to drink yourself into oblivion, people would think, ‘that woman scored.'”

Ye Meng looked at him mockingly, casually shaking his chin, somewhat furious: “Where did that arrogant Li Jin Yu from yesterday go? Didn’t you say I was disgusting? I’m clinging to you, right? I forced you to marry me, right? You think you’ve got me figured out, huh—”

Li Jin Yu cupped her face, raising his head to capture her lips, gently sucking once, then quickly lying back down: “I was wrong.”

Ye Meng threatened again: “Don’t think a kiss makes everything okay—”

He raised his head again, kissing her once more without changing his expression.

Seeing him seeking reconciliation expressionlessly and persistently, Ye Meng’s heart was ablaze, wanting to strangle this little bastard. Her eyes burned with unwillingness, yet she was already involuntarily lowering her head to kiss him. Finally, she cursed softly, “Little bastard, I won’t let you off next time.”

This time, the little bastard carefully extended his tongue, gently probing between her lips and teeth. Ye Meng bit the tip of his tongue in response.

Li Jin Yu, with her lips in his, flung back the blanket and unexpectedly flipped over, pinning her beneath him. Their positions reversed, his eyes now looking down as he lowered his head, alternating between scanning her face and kissing her. The moon hung round and high in the sky, illuminating this corner of the world. All sounds in the room died away. Outside the window, a cat on the high wall seemed to have witnessed the epilogue of a movie, slipping down the wall with a whoosh, making a graceful exit of its own accord.

Ye Meng unconsciously wrapped her arms around his neck, deeply giving herself to him.

Only the sound of their close kisses remained in the room, along with the increasingly deeper exchange of saliva.

Finally, Ye Meng pulled several tissues from the bedside table to wrap him, “Are you uncomfortable?”

The man’s voice had changed, his eyes showing restraint: “It’s fine.”

“I’m asking about your stomach, do you feel like vomiting?”

He looked at her, his heart soft as cotton: “It’s okay.”

“Grandma really won’t hear, will she?” Ye Meng asked, half doubting.

“She won’t.” He looked down, his eyes now red.

… Until Li Jin Yu finally felt comfortable, something seeming to recede from his blood, gradually cooling down. This time he didn’t feel any nausea at all, an unprecedented feeling of refreshment. He smoked while leaning against the headboard, watching her clean up.

“Leave it, I’ll clean up tomorrow,” Li Jin Yu extinguished his cigarette, pulled her over, pressed her down, buried his head in her sweat-drenched shoulder, nuzzling a bit, and asked in a low voice: “Are you still leaving tomorrow?”

“Don’t nuzzle, it’s filthy, all sweaty,” Ye Meng pushed him, “I’m going to take a shower.”

Li Jin Yu held her down, laughing, “Taking a shower at this time, do you want grandma to know what we’ve been doing? As long as I don’t mind you being dirty, it’s fine. Let’s just sleep like this for now.”

“Alright,” Ye Meng was too lazy to argue, looking up at the man on top of her, “How come you never sweat? I’ve had night sweats since childhood. When physical activity increases, it gets even worse.”

“This counts as high physical activity?” he laughed, “Then in the future, you’ll be dripping wet.”

Ye Meng: “…”

They both slept late the next day. Li Jin Yu woke up half an hour earlier. By the time Ye Meng awoke, he was already in the kitchen making breakfast, the pan sizzling as he fried eggs. Ye Meng came over rubbing her eyes, hugging him from behind, sleepily resting against his back, continuing to sleep.

Li Jin Yu cracked another egg in with one hand, threw the eggshell into the trash can, and looked back at her, allowing her to use him as a pillow without saying anything.

Ye Meng was truly tired and slept for half an hour just like that, hugging him. After Li Jin Yu finished cooking, he simply turned off the stove without cleaning the kitchen, only leaning against the counter, lifting her to the front, letting her use him as a cushion, watching her sleep for half an hour.

“Is my sleeping face pretty?” she woke up gradually, rubbing her eyes to look at him.

Li Jin Yu looked at the large patch of drool she had left on his chest, pulling it up to show her, asking with a smile: “What do you think?”

Ye Meng turned and walked away.

While brushing her teeth, Ye Meng saw Li Jin Yu go back to change clothes and angrily leaned against the bedroom door with her toothbrush in her mouth: “Yesterday you said you didn’t mind me, what now? Is my saliva poisonous?”

Li Jin Yu had stripped off his upper body, revealing his sexy abdominal V-line. He was putting on a short-sleeved shirt, just pulling it over his head. Without looking at her, he put on the shirt and casually picked up several T-shirts scattered on the bed, “I don’t mind you. I’m going out to walk Ping An, and then need to go to the supermarket. Finish brushing your teeth and come in to change. We’ll talk in the car.”

Ning Sui County had narrow roads and many cars. Between eight and nine o’clock, the morning rush hour was filled with office workers rushing to punch in on time, often resulting in accidents. Ye Meng drove slowly in the traffic. Her driving skills were average, and having not driven for half a month in Beijing, whatever feeling she had gained earlier was now gone.

Another old man on a rickety tricycle passed by, a scene particularly familiar.

“…”

Ye Meng noticed that after Li Jin Yu became her boyfriend, he never criticized her for driving again. Sitting in the passenger seat, he observed coldly, at most occasionally reminding her to signal a turn, but never nagging—such a husband would be hard to find even with a lantern.

“Didn’t you say we’d talk in the car?” Ye Meng turned to ask him.

Li Jin Yu expressionlessly immediately turned her head back: “Focus on driving first.”

Finally, this conversation took place smoothly in the supermarket.

“I grew up with Tai Ming Xiao and the others like we were wearing the same pants. Those days in Beijing are the only ones I don’t regret, meeting them. Although others think Gou Kai is sinister and cunning, he’s very good to his friends. Tai Ming Xiao says Gou Kai is very similar to me, but what Tai Ming Xiao doesn’t know is that Gou Kai is genuinely obedient, while I’m fake obedient. I was just pretending for my mother. So at that time, I stopped you from going to Beijing because I was afraid you would fall for him. Because Sister Ya En said you like obedient men.”

“You and Gou Kai are nothing alike, Tai Ming Xiao is blind,” Ye Meng countered, holding several packages of dried squid.

He continued: “Then after I withdrew from the competition, the forums were filled with abuse. Outsiders thought memory palaces were just a trick, impossible as a memory method, while insiders felt I had disgraced the reputation of memory palaces. I was made to feel like an outcast everywhere.”

Li Jin Yu wore the fisherman hat from their first meeting, leaning against a stone pillar by the shelves. Ye Meng suddenly felt the time was flying; by the lake, she never imagined they would develop like this. Back then, she never thought they would get married, just purely wanted to add a handsome guy on WeChat. Then she thought this handsome guy looked too much like a scumbag and forcefully moved from WeChat to the crab restaurant.

Gazes from all around—admiring, curious, eager. With Li Jin Yu’s appearance, if she took out her phone, people might think they were some kind of internet celebrity doing a street shoot.

“Baby, forget it, don’t talk about it anymore,” Ye Meng didn’t want to hear him mention these hurtful things, so she took out her phone and loudly teased him: “Come on, big star, look at the camera. After this set, we still have to rush to the next one.”

Li Jin Yu was confused but still allowed her to take photos without moving.

Ye Meng casually took a few photos, pretending to exclaim: “My goodness, these don’t even need editing. Indeed, the more expensive the photographer, the better.”

The gazes of onlookers increased. Li Jin Yu leaned casually: “With such basic equipment, where’s the expense?”

“Only ugly people need equipment,” Ye Meng squatted to find angles, “I’ll just add a filter, and it’ll have that supermarket blockbuster quality.”

Not noticeable when not photographing, but once photographed, Li Jin Yu’s eyes immediately stood out. Even looking at the camera was deeply affectionate. Ye Meng pretended to put away her phone: “Goodness, truly a big star. Quick, cover your hat, don’t let fans recognize you.”

The surrounding gazes grew increasingly curious. Many even raised their phones to take photos. When leaving, Li Jin Yu was even secretly stopped by a cashier girl who thought he was a celebrity, shyly asking if she could have an autograph.

Li Jin Yu gave Ye Meng a speechless glance, politely telling the girl: “Sorry, my wife was just joking with me.”

The two found their car in the underground parking garage. Before getting in, Ye Meng unlocked the car but didn’t rush to get in, leaning against the door with a smile: “Baby, do you understand now?”

Li Jin Yu lowered his head and made an affirmative sound, “What?”

“Too many people evaluate us. Whether they curse or praise, it doesn’t change who we essentially are. Just like earlier, how many passersby were misled by our act? Everyone thought you were a big star, but in reality, it was just a few minutes of brief contact, and they had already drawn conclusions about you. No matter how many vulgar words those forums from the past used against you, they don’t understand the real you. Based on my years of experience in public relations, true bystanders mostly don’t speak up. Anyone who speaks in public usually does so from a certain standpoint, either disliking you or liking you. The rest are just spectators. And what you should remember is that spectators make up the majority of people in life. They’re too busy with their affairs, and any event in their eyes is just a passing breeze, forgotten after a glance. This is China’s public opinion environment.”

What she said made sense. Li Jin Yu opened the car door for her, one hand on the roof as he looked at her: “Do you think I care about these things?”

“I’m just worried!” Ye Meng, enclosed between him and the car door, said coquettishly.

“After leaving Beijing, I didn’t contact them, not because I was afraid to face these rumors. I felt it was unnecessary. When I cut ties with my mother, I was no longer part of that circle. If they knew how I’m living now, they would try every means to get me back to Beijing, which would be meaningless for me. I don’t want to disrupt my current life rhythm.”

The parking lot was empty, and even speaking slightly louder seemed to echo.

Li Jin Yu encircled her, one hand against the car door. His eternally unchanged sports jacket was zipped up to the top. Ye Meng leaned back, listening to him speak while absentmindedly playing with his fully zipped zipper, fidgeting with it.

“Good, I understand, you’ve told me before. You want to be with Grandma.”

A car nearby seemed to be leaving, its headlights suddenly brightening, casting shifting shadows. Ye Meng instinctively squinted, and then amidst the rumbling sound of rolling wheels, she was kissed on the lips. He was becoming increasingly skillful; Ye Meng almost couldn’t stand, clinging to his neck.

After the kiss, he supported her with his hand, unable to help but smile.

“Let me say something that might get me hit—I still want to be with someone I can sleep with, although of course, I wish Grandma a long life.”

“So I’m just someone you can sleep with, huh? Fine, Li Jin Yu, you’re getting more and more shameless.” Ye Meng pretended to kick him.

Li Jin Yu laughed as he dodged into the car.

…

That evening.

“When are you going back?”

Li Jin Yu turned off the light, using the blanket to tightly cover both of them, including their heads. Ye Meng felt wet, warm breaths from all sides as if she were being steamed like a bun. Dark, warm, and his broad, warm, vibrant body. Unexpectedly cozy, as if the whole world had shrunk to just this intensely intimate corner.

Ye Meng: “Depends on your performance.”

“How to perform?” he pressed against her, asking hoarsely, “Hmm? Does sister want it? I can use my mouth.”

“Li Jin Yu, you’re just a shameless rogue.”

He leaned by her ear, laughing so hard his whole body trembled, and shamelessly added, “I’m serious, I really can. I don’t mind you.”

“You probably don’t even know how to undo underwear, right?”

“I’m not an idiot.”

Ye Meng was so sleepy she might as well have been propping her eyes open with matchsticks: “Are we sleeping or not?”

“You don’t want to? Aren’t you uncomfortable? I heard that women in their thirties, umm…”

“Li Jin Yu, do you believe I’ll smash your head in?”

…
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Ye Meng hadn’t reached thirty yet, but she was already experiencing a thirty-year-old crisis. Although Li Jinyu was two years younger than her, men don’t show their age as much. Plus, with that handsome face of his that looked striking no matter how he groomed himself, he appeared like a clean, slender young man in his early twenties.

Once the topic of age was brought up, Ye Meng couldn’t help but follow the common sentiment.

The next morning, she deliberately woke up early and, breaking her routine, started applying makeup in the bathroom. The elderly lady had raised rough-and-tumble boys who only needed a quick splash of water in the morning without wasting much time. Seeing that Ye Meng hadn’t come out for a long time, the elderly lady curiously peeked through the door crack. She saw Ye Meng meticulously applying makeup stroke by stroke, like a master craftsman, making her eyebrows and eyes look particularly exquisite.

“You look so beautiful, like an eighteen-year-old girl. You married early, Li Jinyu got lucky,” the elderly lady said.

The elderly lady was even better at comforting Ye Meng than Li Jinyu was, saying all the things she wanted to hear. Ye Meng was amused and turned around, leaning against the sink, pitifully complaining to her: “Li Jinyu complained last night that I’m too old.”

The elderly lady was about to slap her thigh in anger, but before she could speak, someone knocked on the bathroom door twice in warning.

Li Jinyu had just woken up and passed by the door with a sleepy, lazy demeanor. Without stopping, he went straight to pour himself some water. Along with the clear sound of water being poured, he calmly reminded her with meaningful intent: “Don’t make false accusations. Consider the context of what I said. Do you want me to explain what I meant in front of Grandma?”

Ye Meng was curling her bangs: “Shut up.”

Li Jinyu leaned against the dining table drinking water and asked with a smile: “What’s for breakfast?”

Suddenly remembering something, Ye Meng came out of the bathroom with her curled bangs, searching around like a headless fly.

“What are you looking for?” Li Jinyu asked, putting down his water cup.

“Where’s the bag of stuff we bought at the supermarket yesterday?”

“Behind me,” Li Jinyu said, leaning against the dining table. He was tall and blocked it completely. He pulled the bag out from behind him and said, “I didn’t have time to put things away.”

Ye Meng picked out the toasted bread she bought and stuffed it into the chef’s arms. “I want to eat sandwiches.”

“You didn’t say that yesterday,” Li Jinyu said, juggling the bread in his hand. “We don’t have any mayonnaise at home.”

“I bought jam, mixed fruit flavor. It tastes good with a layer spread on it. My mom used to make this for me. I want to eat it.”

The chef looked at her for a while, successfully gaining control of Ye Meng’s stomach: “Beg me.”

Seeing his smugness, Ye Meng turned her head impassively the next second. She smiled at the elderly lady by the bathroom door and coyly pleaded: “Grandma, Li Jinyu—”

Li Jinyu covered her mouth and dragged her along with the bread into the kitchen, giving her no chance to complain. Ye Meng struggled like a fish caught alive from water: “Hey, I haven’t finished my makeup!” Li Jinyu firmly pinned her hands on the counter without argument: “Stop resisting.”

Then he removed the hair curler from her bangs, tossed it on the counter, and repeated last night’s question: “Tell me, how should I behave?”

Ye Meng hadn’t expected him to be so persistent.

She said slowly: “I haven’t thought about it yet.”

Li Jinyu released her and bent down to open the bread package, saying in a muffled voice: “Fine, you’re deliberately keeping me in suspense.”

“No, I’m not. I wouldn’t string anyone along, especially not you.”

“You’re keeping me on the hook,” Li Jinyu turned around to toast bread for her. “We don’t have a toaster, shall I pan-fry it for you?”

“Yes.” This time Ye Meng voluntarily squeezed into the gap between him and the counter, hugged him, tilted her head up to kiss him on the lips appeasingly, then buried her head in his chest and held him for a long time, listening to his steady, strong heartbeat, like a murmuring wooden fish comforting her restless heartbeat.

Time seemed to slow down. She felt as if she could see the flowers outside the window gradually changing color, all things growing in an orderly manner, and even unknown seeds sprouting tender shoots in the corner that grow once in a thousand years. This man seemed to stand amid worldly life yet somehow beyond the mundane world.

How could he be so quiet? How could he be so healing?

“Li Jinyu, you are a treasure.” Ye Meng tightened her arms as if having found a priceless gem.

…

In the afternoon, someone in the alley was making caramelized chestnuts with clanging sounds, the ladle making percussive noises like a symphony. A sweet, moist fragrance permeated the air, somewhat like someone baking bread.

The two were in the room with the window open, one reading and one playing with his electronic keyboard with interest. Ye Meng, afraid of disturbing him, wanted to suggest going out to watch some TV. Li Jinyu wouldn’t let her leave.

Unexpectedly, the fragrance grew stronger, and Ye Meng craved: “Honey, I want some caramelized chestnuts.”

Li Jinyu, who was reading an administrative essay, looked up at her briefly and closed his book: “Should I go buy some for you now?”

Ye Meng thought for a moment, not wanting to disturb his reading, and held back: “No, no, you keep reading. I’ll go watch some TV, it’s too fragrant in here.”

Li Jinyu stood up, closed the window, and sprayed some sports cologne from the table, instantly covering the thick sweet smell that had been in the air.

Ye Meng understood. Li Jinyu simply didn’t want her to leave. She teased him: “Baby, you’re so clingy.”

“Not as clingy as you,” he retorted.

“Really? Then I’m leaving now,” she threatened.

He glared at her.

Ye Meng couldn’t help laughing. She went over to cup his face and gently pecked his lips: “You’re so adorable.” How could he be so endearing?

One standing and one sitting, Ye Meng stood behind his chair while Li Jinyu leaned back in it, his head tilted up. They kissed each other’s lips tenderly in overlapping positions. The mountain breeze was clear, and the spring light from outside seemed to fall in, creating a romantic, fragrant atmosphere.

After quite a passionate kissing session, Ye Meng straightened up and saw a handwritten music sheet pressed on the table. Without lyrics, Ye Meng couldn’t understand it. She thought it was his original composition, so well hidden.

“It’s not an original,” Li Jinyu glanced up at her casually. “Can’t you understand it?”

Ye Meng gave him a sidelong glance. “Are you deliberately mocking me? Haven’t you heard how I sing?”

Li Jinyu was reminded by her, suddenly remembering the song “The Youth Said.” He smiled, lowered his head, and sighed: “I should have recorded it then.”

“Why? To mock me in the future?”

“To let you see for yourself what you were like when you were pursuing me, compared to how you are now that you’ve caught me.”

Ye Meng heard a hint of grievance in his words and bent down to pinch his face: “Am I not good to you? Why so resentful?”

Li Jinyu maintained the same position as when they were kissing, head tilted back, obediently letting her pinch his face. His hand meaningfully brushed her forehead lightly. “We’ve been married for almost a month, how many nights have you slept with me?”

“There’s plenty of time, why are you in such a hurry?”

He straightened up: “The average life expectancy for Chinese women is 79 years. Although I’m two years younger than you, the average life expectancy for Chinese men is only 74 years. Calculating, we only have about forty years left together. Do you think that’s a long time?”

“Isn’t forty years long?”

“How many years would you consider not long?”

“Ten years, I guess. Ten years is one cycle.”

He glanced at her, his gaze returning to his book, thoughtfully yet coldly nodding as he said: “Fine, then let’s meet again in thirty years.”

Ye Meng didn’t hear him as her attention had been drawn to the sentence at the bottom of the sheet. She silently read it once. It was the same line she had posted on her moments.

“This is Troye Sivan’s sheet music? Is it ‘For Him’?”

—You don’t have to say I love you to say I love you

Ye Meng waved the sheet in front of him, as if having caught him red-handed, and asked with a smile: “Did you learn this for me?”

Li Jinyu snatched it back and said coldly: “Come back in thirty years, the shop is closed.”

Ye Meng smiled and bent down to kiss him.

“You’re adorable.”

Li Jinyu pulled her down onto his lap. Unexpectedly, he bit her in return, skillfully entangling her tongue.

Ye Meng was repeatedly caught off guard by his teasing, failing to counter his move, and softly questioned:

“You, you, you, have you been watching something inappropriate?”

“Mm-hmm.”

…

Dusk fell, the pitch-black night quietly enveloped everything, and the sparkling clear river stretched like a silver ribbon, winding and long, with no end in sight. Like a road of no return, it rippled and extended to an unknown distance.

In the small courtyard, a few sparse and urgent dog barks sounded. There was a visitor at home.

An unexpected visitor.

Ye Meng was sleeping at the time. The two had been inseparable all afternoon, not leaving the room. Later, Ye Meng simply sat down to keep him company while he read. Li Jinyu leaned in his chair, reading while casually playing with Ye Meng’s hand.

Ye Meng let him hold her hand, her head resting on the table admiring her husband’s scholarly demeanor. Her appreciation hadn’t waned; it seemed she could pass time this way. As evening approached, Ye Meng finally couldn’t hold on anymore. Her eyelids began to tremble with fatigue, and finally slowly sealed shut, falling into deep sleep.

Li Jinyu didn’t wake her up. He switched to reading about administrative capabilities and continued. Their hands had never let go.
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The unexpected visitor was Li Jinyu’s aunt by marriage. Dou Juhua had few descendants, with only one grandson. Family ties were thin, with only one sister left to rely on. Her sister’s family branch was flourishing with many children and grandchildren, but none were particularly successful, except for Yang Tianwei’s father. A few years ago, he didn’t know better and accumulated a large gambling debt, but in recent years he had finally settled down doing business in Guangdong to repay his debts. The rest of them loafed around at home sleeping all day while still dreaming of getting rich.

This aunt was one of them. Whenever she visited, it meant trouble—either borrowing money or trying to play matchmaker for him.

“These days, being a matchmaker is hard work.” Ye Meng woke up the moment the aunt entered the door, because Ping’an kept barking, seemingly disliking this visitor as well.

She had just woken up and had a dry mouth. With sleepy eyes, she pitifully lay on the table, poking at Li Jinyu’s palm. “Honey, I’m thirsty.”

Li Jinyu didn’t want to confront his aunt directly at this moment. Leaning against the chair back, flipping through his book, he asked lazily and annoyingly: “Want to drink saliva?”

Ye Meng had one arm cushioning her head, while her other hand was intertwined with his as they played with each other’s fingers. She laughed with her head on the table, her eyes suddenly moving downward to tease him: “Can I drink something else?”

“Drink what?”

Li Jinyu didn’t catch on immediately and looked at her blankly. Meeting her suggestive gaze, his eyes involuntarily followed hers downward, slowly falling to his crotch. Suddenly realizing her meaning, he was inexplicably choked, coughing violently and unexpectedly, then couldn’t help but rarely curse a single syllable while smiling.

“Fuck.”

Ye Meng laughed with her head on the table, her eyes like the rouge clouds staining the window outside, clear and beautiful, with a careless and casual wildness that moved with the wind.

In the living room, Ping’an finally stopped barking and lay down quietly.

“Is Li Jinyu at home?” The aunt heard the cough and glanced at Li Jinyu’s tightly closed bedroom door, saying to the elderly lady, “Why doesn’t he come out to see his aunt?”

“He’s inside with his wife,” the elderly lady sat in her wheelchair covered with a small blanket, rolling her eyes. “Who wants to keep an old woman like your company?”

The aunt showed a strange expression on her face, exclaiming in surprise: “Oh, Li Jinyu is married?”

“Yes,” the elderly lady said, maintaining her composure. “We haven’t had time to notify everyone yet. We’ll let you know when they hold their wedding banquet.”

The aunt couldn’t resist asking curiously: “Which family is she from?”

“You’ll find out then,” Dou Juhua said impatiently. “What are you here for today anyway?”

The aunt thought to herself, seeing the elderly lady’s attitude, that this daughter-in-law probably wasn’t much to show off. So she cleared her throat, sat up straight, and probed in a low voice: “I heard that Li Jinyu’s birth mother has a large antique company in Beijing?”

The elderly lady looked at her coldly: “What business is that of yours?”

The aunt gave an awkward smile, “It’s Yang Gaoyi. Gaoyi feels there isn’t much future in the town and wants to go to Beijing to develop. Could Li Jinyu’s birth mother help out? We’re all relatives. Look at Yang Tianwei in Beijing now, doing so well. Gaoyi says that Yang Tianwei bought a pair of sneakers yesterday for two thousand yuan.”

The elderly lady was old but not confused and understood the meaning behind the words.

Her son had seen Yang Tianwei living well in Beijing, his eyes reddened with envy and now wanted to find a way to develop in Beijing as well.

“You’ve spoiled Yang Gaoyi since he was little. He’s not as hardworking as Yang Tianwei,” the elderly lady mocked.

The aunt immediately said: “Gaoyi can work hard. This child has never enjoyed any blessings in our family. Look at other families who dig up treasures from their land and instantly get several houses in exchange. Our family has guarded this piece of land for so many years, but no treasures have ever come out.”

Ningsu also had a thousand years of history, with countless antique dealers in town. In earlier years, many had gotten rich this way. The Yang brothers stubbornly guarded this piece of land and refused to leave for a reason—because farmers occasionally dug up treasures from the ground, then found cultural relic dealers from outside the area to sell them, making huge profits. At that time, there were more buyers than goods. Later, the government specifically designated several thousand acres of land as cultural heritage protection sites, and after the revision of the new Cultural Relics Law, strictly prohibited the trading of cultural relics. Any unearthed treasures were required to be handed over to the local cultural relics bureau, with private dealing punishable by severe sentences.

Under severe punishment, many had restrained themselves. Cultural relic dealers were no longer rampant but had gone underground. To this day, many dealers still wait in town. Some farmers were still unwilling to hand over treasures dug up from their land and secretly sold them to cultural relic dealers.

Other people’s fields seemed blessed by Guanyin with holy water, with every inch of land worth its weight in gold, spurting money. Their Yang family couldn’t shake out any treasures even with an earthquake. The aunt’s family had lost hope. So looking at Yang Tianwei’s recent social media posts, jealousy arose, and she decided to visit her convenient nephew-by-marriage Li Jinyu to find a path.

In the room, the atmosphere remained the same as before. Ye Meng was no longer sleepy. With one hand cushioning her head, she lazily lay on the table, playing with her husband’s long, distinct fingers, occasionally kissing his fingertips, appearing genuinely fond of him. Li Jinyu let her play, occasionally pinching her ear when he got excited, telling her not to disturb him and to be quiet for a while.

Ye Meng was extremely bored. With her chin resting on the table, she finally couldn’t help but ask: “Baby, how much longer will you be reading?”

“Bored?” Li Jinyu asked.

“A bit.”

Li Jinyu tossed his book aside, pulled her over, pressed her between his open legs, and lazily leaned back in his chair, looking at her: “Shall I keep you company for a while?”

Ye Meng sat on him, playing with the zipper of his sports jacket, saying: “Why don’t you ask me why Gou Kai was at my place that day?”

Li Jinyu watched her randomly zip and unzip, allowing her to fiddle back and forth, his eyes lowered with a cold arc as he said softly: “I don’t want to ask anymore.”

Ye Meng sighed, leaned down to cup his face, and recounted the entire story in detail. Finally, she nuzzled his nose appeasingly and said, “You should be more discerning about who you’re jealous of. Gou Kai isn’t even handsome, and he’s so short. I’m not crazy—why would I go looking elsewhere when I have such a fine-looking husband at home?”

Their faces were close, breathing just inches apart, with warm, moist breath spreading on each other’s faces.

“‘Fine-looking’ is used to describe women. Are you asking for a beating?” Li Jinyu said without any intimidation.

Ye Meng mercilessly exposed him: “Stop pretending. You’re pleased hearing me say that.”

They were extremely close, their peripheral vision filled with each other’s passionate gazes. Li Jinyu very much wanted to kiss her but ultimately restrained himself, coughed, and pretentiously said: “No, I’m just moderately pleased.” Ye Meng collapsed laughing at him.

After they played around for a while, they heard chattering arguments outside the door.

They exchanged a glance and without a word stood up and went out. When the aunt saw Li Jinyu finally emerge, her eyes brightened, and she immediately left the elderly lady to hurry toward them.

The elderly lady couldn’t stop her due to her limited mobility, and could only shout angrily from behind: “It’s useless talking to him! That woman has nothing to do with our family!”

The aunt ignored her and went straight toward them, glanced at Ye Meng behind Li Jinyu, and first asked: “Is this your wife?”

Li Jinyu gave a noncommittal “mm” and asked, “Do you need something?”

The aunt then repeated to Li Jinyu, in excruciating detail, what she had said to the elderly lady outside.

Li Jinyu’s expression grew colder as he listened, but he remained silent and didn’t interrupt. When the aunt finally finished her rambling speech.

He said: “I’m sorry, I can’t help. My mother doesn’t recognize me.”

Ye Meng felt deeply sorry for him, seeing his increasingly cold, icy face with a chill in his eyes that had never been there before.

The aunt persisted tactlessly: “How could she not recognize you? After all, you’re her biological child. No mother in the world doesn’t love her child—”

“She is one.”

“You just don’t want to help, right, Li Jinyu? You can’t be like this,” the aunt leaned on her seniority, completely ignoring him and relentlessly imposing: “I’m leaving this matter to you to handle. You must do it beautifully for me—”

Ye Meng couldn’t listen anymore. She pulled Li Jinyu behind her and gently interrupted: “Auntie, do you have any other business?”

The aunt’s well-calculated plans of many years seemed to stop at this moment.

The elderly lady had relied on her sister for companionship with few descendants of her own, so she always had a soft heart for her sister’s children. Sometimes when she was tight on money or when Yang Gaoyi needed something expensive, the aunt would come and play the sympathy card with the elderly lady, who would give without hesitation, emptying her savings. Indeed, the elderly lady was truly a treasure, seemingly inexhaustible. Every time she came, she would get eight or ten thousand, enough for half a year’s expenses in their family. The old woman and the young man, one with limited mobility, the other not calculating—the aunt knew they were easy targets and had been squeezing them for years. Suddenly, a female master of the house appeared, meaning she wouldn’t find it so easy to get money from the elderly lady anymore.

The aunt was naturally displeased. Looking at how she protected her husband—merely an abandoned son whose own mother didn’t recognize him—one might think he was some diamond-encrusted treasure. The aunt had a dirty mouth; when provoked, all sorts of words would spew out, beyond what could be described as a fishwife’s scolding. But now, since she needed a favor, she restrained herself.

“You’re Ye Meng, right? I’m Li Jinyu’s aunt by marriage. Yang Gaoyi is also Li Jinyu’s cousin. As young people, we hope he can go out and make his way—”

“I heard you, you’ve said this already,” the aunt spoke in circles, repeating the same thing over and over. Ye Meng didn’t have Li Jinyu’s patience and directly cut her off. “Didn’t Li Jinyu already say he can’t help? Here’s my suggestion: check recruitment websites.”

“What website?”

“58.com, Job Street. If all else fails, try Century Jiayuan dating site—perhaps you’ll find a rich woman willing to support your son.”

Accusing her son of living off others?

The aunt caught the sarcasm in her words and felt somewhat embarrassed: “How dare you speak like that?”

“Weren’t you pretending not to understand human language? But you understood that?” Ye Meng smiled. “When Li Jinyu said he couldn’t help you, you acted as if you were deaf.”

Ye Meng gave a slap followed by candy, seeing her face quickly turning sour, and immediately said: “Have Yang Gaoyi contact me. I might have a way.”

The aunt was stunned, her expression quickly softening: “Really? What do you do?”

Ye Meng joked: “Human trafficking. If you don’t believe me, never mind.”

At this point, the aunt had pinned all her hopes on her, no longer daring to question. The previous unpleasantness vanished like passing clouds, and she immediately smiled and said, “Give me your phone number, and I’ll have Yang Gaoyi contact you when I get home!”

After the aunt left with a satisfied face, the elderly woman, the young man, and even the dog in the house looked at her with dissatisfaction.

Li Jinyu turned and went back to the room, with Ye Meng following. This time the door was wide open; they hadn’t bothered to close it. He sat down, pulled Ye Meng onto his lap, and said, “Do you enjoy meddling in other people’s affairs?”

Ye Meng exclaimed: “Heartless! I felt sorry for you.”

“I don’t want you to get involved with those people. They’re leeches. Once it starts, it never ends. They never know when to be satisfied. And where would you have such connections in Beijing? Huh? If you end up owing Gou Kai a favor because of this, I’ll kill you.” He leaned back, warning her, and suddenly pinched her waist.

Ye Meng was ticklish and laughed as she dodged.

Li Jinyu was more displeased and kept pinching her, roughly kneading her waist while fiercely threatening, though it seemed he was just teasing: “What are you dodging? Huh? Why are you dodging? Hmm?”

“I didn’t say I’d help him find something. Why are you so anxious?”

Li Jinyu: “Then you shouldn’t have promised. This aunt, if you promise something and don’t deliver, she’ll annoy you to death.”

“Oh,” Ye Meng pleaded, “I said I have a way, can’t you just trust me? Honey, I want dinner.”

Li Jinyu lazily picked up his book, “Tired, don’t want to cook.”

Ye Meng said: “Fine, then let’s eat out today.”

Li Jinyu quickly returned to his reading state: “No, let’s order takeout and eat at home.”

Ye Meng understood and sat on his lap with a smile, teasing him: “You’re clingy. Want to take a bath together tonight?”

The bathroom door had a frosted glass panel. Li Jinyu said knowingly: “Grandma will peek.”

“She’s peeking now,” Ye Meng said.

Li Jinyu instinctively looked back, and indeed, the elderly lady was pretending to feed the dog while occasionally glancing in their direction—

Li Jinyu turned his gaze back to his book, remaining motionless and pretending to read for a while.

Then he casually pulled her off his lap and said coolly: “Go close the door. I want to kiss you.”

Precious.

As Ye Meng closed the door, the elderly lady in the living room uttered these two words.

When the two opened the door again with serious expressions, the elderly lady uttered a few more words: “You brat, such a hypocrite.”

Yang Gaoyi quickly contacted Ye Meng, sending over his resume.

Compared to Yang Tianwei, Yang Gaoyi was much more glib, adding a line: “Thank you, beautiful sister.”

Ye Meng ignored him and scanned the resume. Yang Gaoyi looked quite good, with rare standard facial proportions. While flipping through it, she unconsciously said: “Your family has good genes. Yang Gaoyi is quite handsome, nothing like his aunt. Why do I feel he looks so much like you?”

Li Jinyu snorted coldly.

Ye Meng didn’t pay attention at the time, thinking he was probably a bit jealous hearing her compliment someone else. Who knew that later when she met Yang Gaoyi in person, she was truly shocked. She compared the person with the photo, examining the features ferociously, and finally diplomatically expressed: “Your photo editing is… quite excessive.”

Was this edited to look like Li Jinyu?

Yang Gaoyi explained: “Li Jinyu is handsome. All the brothers in our family use his ID photos as templates when we go to photo studios to edit our pictures for job applications or school. After all, we’re cousins, we must look somewhat alike.”

Not in the slightest. Ye Meng felt a bit irritated.

Li Jinyu doesn’t have your beady eyes.

Yang Gaoyi himself wasn’t ugly, at most his features were regular, but the editing on the photo was so stunning that seeing the real person created a huge gap. She finally understood why Li Jinyu had snickered. So he knew all along.

Ye Meng sighed and held out her hand: “Hand over Li Jinyu’s ID photo.”

That evening when she returned home, Ye Meng endured another round of mockery. Li Jinyu was reading in the room, and when he saw her return, he glanced at her with teasing and smug eyes: “So? Handsome? Isn’t our family’s gene pool quite good?”

Ye Meng was indignant: “Yang Gaoyi is such a fraud. He even uses that photo as his WeChat profile picture. Why doesn’t he just use your photo directly as his profile picture!”

She shamelessly added, “Baby, you’re handsome.”

“Save it,” Li Jinyu casually flipped two pages, as if making an imprint, not looking up as he asked offhandedly, “Have you eaten? If not, I’ll cook for you.”

“I have.”

He raised an eyebrow, “What did you eat?”

“Japanese seafood.”

“Tsk, tsk,” he shook his head repeatedly with a hint of jealousy. “Seafood Japanese cuisine for Yang Gaoyi, but county chain restaurant food for me?”

“Yang Gaoyi paid. Would I spend that kind of money? My money is only for my husband.” Ye Meng bent down in the dim light, leaned over to cup his face, and kissed him.

The window was open, the curtains not drawn. Peach blossoms were deep red in clusters, filling the branches. A cat quietly lay on the wall, softly meowing as if at the opening of a film prelude, calling companions to come watch.

Li Jinyu was stacking the last scene in his memory palace, with two more knowledge points to complete.

His gaze remained fixed on the book, scanning page by page while casually kissing her.

After memorizing, he tossed the book aside, bit her lip heavily, and whispered in her ear.

“Help me.”

After they finished in the bathroom, Ye Meng found that Li Jinyu was becoming increasingly shameless. Previously, he would obediently let her handle things, not daring to say a word, suffering in pitiful silence even when uncomfortable. Now, if she was too rough or too slow or the rhythm was off, he would spray her with the shower head in silent protest. He was getting bolder and bolder.

…

Ye Meng was highly efficient in her work and truly found an opportunity for Yang Gaoyi. It was a workplace interview show with quite a high acceptance rate.

Gou Kai had previously participated in this workplace program, and by coincidence, Ye Meng knew the program’s director. They had a good relationship. The director briefly looked at Yang Gaoyi’s resume and readily gave an OK gesture, “I’ll arrange it.”

Following that, Yang Gaoyi was notified to come for recording a week later.

The night before, Ye Meng received a call from Tai Mingxiao, saying he and Gou Kai were flying to France next week because a French collector was going to auction the “Long Zhong Ding,” a Chinese national treasure that had been lost overseas for nearly a hundred years.

“That’s a national treasure,” Ye Meng was shocked. “Which auction house?”

“Gadai,” Tai Mingxiao said. “Now all industry friends who have received the news are already rushing over there. This time it’s not for money; it’s to bring back something that rightfully belongs to us Chinese people. So, congratulations, your vacation is over. Come back quickly.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 48
In recent years, China has suffered severe losses of cultural relics, with recovery being difficult. This is because it’s hard to determine whether cultural relics that went overseas were transferred through legal channels. For example, national treasures like the “Long Zhong Ding” were sold abroad by relic dealers a century ago, making them untraceable. As a result, many patriotic individuals in China were willing to buy back these national treasures through private purchases. Even if they kept them in their own homes, it was better than having them drift overseas.

However, the Cultural Relics Bureau didn’t advocate this approach. Private buybacks would blindly inflate the value of cultural relics. Many artifacts would end up fetching astronomical prices due to patriotic collectors’ passionate bidding and blind follow-up bids from other collectors. Some companies would even exploit this situation to gain enormous profit margins.

But with the sudden appearance of the “Long Zhong Ding,” a heavyweight national treasure, nobody cared whether the Cultural Relics Bureau approved or not. Wealthy collectors and auction houses from China flocked to France. The fact that both Tai Mingxiao and Gou Kai went simultaneously indicated the gravity of the situation. Major cultural relics were different from ordinary ones—not only were domestic collectors eagerly pursuing them, but many foreign experts were also eyeing them covetously.

The two left in a hurry, and Ye Meng was appointed in this emergency to return to the company and take charge. This news was like a bucket of cold water dousing the sweetness of the past few days.

Ye Meng hung up the phone with a heavy heart. Returning to the room, she saw Li Jinyu quietly reading, unusually humming a song.

He was humming a sweet song quite different from his style, “Summer Holiday.”

“Summer holiday watch only on my way Summer holiday babe you are my baby…”

But it sounded surprisingly good.

His mood was excellent. Seemingly sensing her intense, focused gaze, Li Jinyu looked up at her, beckoned with his hand, then lowered his head to continue reading, casually saying in a soft voice: “Come here.”

Ye Meng went over and sat on his lap.

Li Jinyu teased her a bit, pinched her chin, and shook it, then continued reading: “Why that expression? Unhappy?”

“Next time you spray me in the face with the showerhead, I’m going on strike.”

“Your technique is too poor, and I’m not allowed to have an opinion?”

“You asked for it this time.”

“Fine, I was wrong.” He looked at his book, pursed his lips, and apologized very halfheartedly.

“…”

Ye Meng sat on him, turned her face away, and pretended to be angry: “You apologized too quickly, without sincerity. I seriously suspect you’ll do it again next time.”

Li Jinyu casually turned her face back, kissed her, and said in a lazy tone: “Baby, I was wrong. Is that okay?”

At that moment, her heart skipped a beat just from him calling her “baby.” She truly experienced what it meant to miss a heartbeat. It gave her a feeling of elation, with blood surging and rolling through her body. She rarely felt her heart flutter like this. That day was one such moment. It was as if—the Milky Way tilted for her, the stars of the night sky and spring waters all rushing toward her.

…

Ye Meng didn’t want to ruin the atmosphere. All evening, she was somewhat distracted. Even cuddling with Li Jinyu while watching TV felt bland. She mechanically stuffed chips into her mouth, one after another, until by the third bag, Li Jinyu casually took them away, holding them high out of her reach. He lowered his head, pointing with his chin: “Your lips are getting blisters.”

Ye Meng took out her phone to check, and it was true. She looked up and pouted: “A kiss would make it better.”

Li Jinyu smiled, bent down, and pecked her lips. “Want me to pop them for you?”

“No, if you pop them, they’ll spread all over.” As Ye Meng spoke, she tried to climb out of his arms again to put on her shoes. She hadn’t stayed still all evening. Drinking water, going to the bathroom, drinking water, going to the bathroom…

Li Jinyu pulled her back without a word, hooking her waist and pressing her onto himself, unhappily: “Can’t you just stay still for a while?”

“Baby, I want some water.”

“Stop drinking. After drinking, you’ll need to use the bathroom again.”

“But I’m thirsty—”

Li Jinyu directly kissed her, one hand supporting her waist, the other holding the back of her head, his tongue entangling with hers without restraint. He coaxed her in a low voice: “Still thirsty?”

Ye Meng shook her head. “But I want to smoke.”

“…”

The two were at the stairwell entrance. Beyond the security gate was moonlight as clear as water. Through the treetops and gaps between trees, the moonlight was everywhere.

Ye Meng sat against the wall, gazing blankly outside. Li Jinyu leaned against the stair railing. One hand in his pocket, the other hanging naturally, his long fingers holding an unfinished cigarette with a long ash that hadn’t been tapped off for a while. He looked down at her without saying a word.

The stairwell was filled with swirling smoke. One was mature and capable, with spring passions evident in her eyes; the other was slender and clean, with cold eyes.

One standing and one sitting, they silently smoked their cigarettes. After that night, both had quit cold turkey, but it wasn’t like cutting off a worm’s tail in one stroke—occasionally, they still needed one or two.

Ye Meng tilted her head, blew a smoke ring toward the ceiling, and casually asked: “Actually, baby, have you ever thought about contacting Tai Mingxiao and the others? After all, from what I hear, you seem to have had a really good relationship.”

Li Jinyu seemed to come back to himself, his hand trembling slightly, ash fluttering down. Sensing this, he casually flicked the ash, his thin eyelids drooping coldly, and without raising his head, he said: “Having you is enough for me.”

Ye Meng was startled, leaning against the wall and looking at him, the cigarette in her mouth slowly burning, not taking a single drag.

These words sounded pleasing but felt like a heavy stone pressing on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

Seeing that she remained silent, Li Jinyu looked down with a smile. He also stopped smoking. When the cigarette in his hand had naturally burned out, he asked: “Am I burdening you?”

Ye Meng lowered her head and put out her cigarette. “No.”

She felt that Li Jinyu still shut everyone out; he had merely pulled her into his world and locked her inside. These past few days, Ye Meng had been indulging him, staying home with him without going out. She accompanied him by reading, kissing, pleasing him, and making him happy. They appeared inseparable, deeply in love. But this type of relationship was somewhat unhealthy.

After the tide of passion receded, the rough, uneven reefs and silt would surface.

She had friends in Beijing, a career, endless phone calls, and documents. And Li Jinyu, who only had her, would have to endure loneliness and emptiness, facing the mudflats and those hideous reefs.

Just like last time, he missed her so much. And these past few days, they had been inseparable and so deeply attached. Li Jinyu would probably go crazy.

“It’ll be fine when you come back from Beijing.” Li Jinyu’s eyes were a bit unfocused as he lowered his head, casually taking drags from his cigarette, not looking at her.

“I might not be able to come back so quickly this time,” Ye Meng sighed, lit another cigarette for herself, inhaled to light it, tossed the lighter aside, and said, “Baby, I’m not forcing you to return to Beijing, but don’t you feel out of place here? Do you truly like it here? Or are you just running away?”

Li Jinyu silently bent down to pick up the cigarette pack, lit it from the ember of her cigarette, leaned back, and his voice grew cold: “What are you trying to say?”

“I just hope you can have your circle of friends, someone besides me who can share your joys and sorrows. Haven’t you noticed that your life now revolves entirely around me?”

He sneered coldly, “You still feel burdened.”

Ye Meng immediately raised her hand in a swearing gesture: “I don’t. If you could be as optimistic and cheerful as Yang Tianwei, I wouldn’t mind how much your life revolves around me.”

But Li Jinyu looked at her and asked: “Are you going back tomorrow?”

“Yes, but it has nothing to do with this conversation. I’m just afraid you—” Ye Meng didn’t hide it.

“Afraid I’ll miss you too much, afraid I’ll cling to you, is that it?”

“No—”

“I won’t anymore.”

Ye Meng was startled. “Huh?”

Li Jinyu leaned against the railing, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a cigarette. In the moonlight as serene as water, he tilted his head, staring at the ceiling for a long while, suppressing all his emotions. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a final drag, smoke slowly dispersing from his lips and nose. That repressed, restrained gaze fell on her as he said: “I won’t disturb you this time. Just call me when you miss me. I’ll wait for you to come back. No matter how long, I’ll wait, okay?”

Ye Meng sighed, realizing they were talking past each other; continuing would be meaningless. Li Jinyu would only think she was afraid he would disturb her work.

That night, Li Jinyu unfailingly read until two in the morning. His self-control was truly remarkable. Even if the sky were to fall the next day, he would methodically complete everything that needed to be done before going to sleep. The cats on the wall had already called for mates twice, the moon hung high in the sky, and the streets were quiet with occasional scattered sounds before he finally turned off the light.

Li Jinyu woke Ye Meng with a kiss. In her drowsy state, Ye Meng found a comfortable position in his arms, her head buried in the crook of his neck, hazily taking in his scent, and said in a low voice: “Li Jinyu, if you miss me, you can come to Beijing to find me. I’ll buy you a ticket. Grandma and Ping’an can stay at my place. Okay?”

“Mm.”

Never mind him—this time even she was a bit reluctant to leave. They held each other tightly, like two thirsty little fish, entangled together in a passionate embrace.

A week later. The news that the “Long Zhong Ding” had been bought at a high price of 4.5 million euros by a British collector named Oliver made the trending topic, causing an uproar in Chinese public opinion. Meanwhile, a domestic auction company called Hanhai Lankan was pushed into the spotlight.

“If it weren’t for Hanhai Lankan’s relentless pursuit, Oliver wouldn’t have had the opportunity,” Tai Mingxiao couldn’t help but complain to Ye Meng, who had come to pick them up as soon as they landed. He turned on the air conditioning and said, “Li Lingbai has been increasingly aggressive in her business dealings these past few years.”

Ye Meng merged onto the elevated road and was startled. “Li Lingbai? Did she personally get involved this time?”

Ye Meng knew nothing about this situation, but she had heard of Hanhai Lankan and Li Lingbai. Hanhai Lankan was a well-known international auction company in the industry, with substantial assets and clients all over the world. More irritatingly, they were backed by the enormous financial power of the Hanhai Group.

If it weren’t for their fight where Li Jinyu told her everything, she wouldn’t even know his mother’s name was Li Lingbai. Li Lingbai was famous in the industry for her thunderous methods but was considered quite measured in her actions. So this failure, which led to the national treasure “Long Zhong Ding” flowing into Britain, significantly damaged her reputation in the industry.

Tai Mingxiao was still resentful about the auction that night: “The ‘Long Zhong Ding’ attracted many major domestic and foreign auction companies this time. Most coincidentally, the old man of Hanhai is not doing well. The various factions within Hanhai are forming alliances and fighting each other. I guess Li Lingbai’s determination to get the ‘Long Zhong Ding’ has a lot to do with the old man. The Li family’s patriarch had many shares in the Hanhai Group in his early years and is one of Hanhai’s major shareholders. With such a big piece of meat, how could Li Lingbai not get involved? She needed to bring back the ‘Long Zhong Ding’ to curry favor with the old man. However, she stumbled this time. If it weren’t for her relentless pursuit, the price wouldn’t have been pushed so high. This is exactly the situation the Cultural Relics Bureau fears most—artifacts flowing overseas at prices far exceeding their actual value makes it difficult to recover these national treasures.”

Tai Mingxiao was still indignant and couldn’t help cursing: “Damn it when I heard Li Lingbai was going, my head started aching. Our small company can’t compete with them; their big company throws out tens of millions at once. When the bidding reached 2 million, old Gou gave up directly, forcing many Chinese bidders to retreat. I thought it was going to be hers for sure, who knew a Brit would come out of nowhere at the end? I never expected this outcome.”

“That’s called the unpredictability of life,” Ye Meng said.

Otherwise, how could she have imagined that Li Lingbai would become her mother-in-law, even though she didn’t recognize Li Jinyu?

The car smoothly merged into traffic. The entire city was ablaze with neon lights, the gorgeous night scenery gradually coming into view. Gou Kai, who had been silent in the back seat all along, suddenly spoke: “When I called you that night, why were you so angry?”

“Wouldn’t you be angry if someone interrupted your intimate moment?” Ye Meng turned on her signal light, irritated.

Gou Kai turned to look out the window, in quite a good mood as he admired the fleeting night scenery, and exposed her: “Stop hiding it. I could tell from your voice you were fighting with him. I told you, your husband isn’t good enough for you.”

“Is that so,” Ye Meng couldn’t be bothered to engage with him. “Think what you want.”

Li Jinyu was well-behaved this week, dutifully reading, dutifully waiting for her call, and occasionally maybe sending her a message.

[LJY: I brought in your clothes from the courtyard.]

Ye Meng would naturally follow up with, [Meng: Good, what are you doing?]

[LJY: Reading.]

After a while, he would send another message,

[LJY: Grandma used your lipstick. I’ve put away all your lipsticks from the bathroom.]

[Meng: It’s fine, let her use them. I can’t finish them all anyway.]

[LJY: She’s putting it on Ping’an.]

[Meng: …As long as Grandma and Ping’an are happy. Baby, I’m going to a meeting.]

[LJY: Okay, I’m going to read.]

Then there would be no more words. He truly wouldn’t send her anything else, quietly waiting for Ye Meng to call him when she was free. All this time, he never lost his temper once, never had a single tantrum, and his social media remained silent.

Much later, Ye Meng learned from the elderly lady that during that period, Li Jinyu wasn’t being affected or trying to be good. He was genuinely trying to learn how to love her like a normal person.

“Sometimes he missed you a lot, couldn’t focus on his books, and would just sit alone in the courtyard all day.”

“When I asked him what he was doing, he said he had a memory palace in his mind, and he wanted to put you in there. That way, in the future, he could close his eyes and see you.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 49
Ye Meng had a hurried meeting with Liang Yun’an. The leads in Wang Xingsheng’s case had dried up, with no progress. The city bureau was in a state of disarray, with their bureau chief bearing tremendous pressure from all sides. Due to constant public opinion pressure, the higher-ups had repeatedly issued deadlines for solving the case. Their bonuses this year might even be deducted, yet the case remained tangled like a mess of hemp, with no clues. Even the previous leads had gone cold.

Their bureau chief still shouldered the pressure, declaring that the case shouldn’t be hastily closed if there were any doubts.

“By the way,” Liang Yun’an said, “let’s talk about your mother’s case. I still feel there might be some connection between these two cases. Your mother’s car was found at the bottom of the cliff at Jiumen Ridge, right?”

Ye Meng nodded, “Yes. My mother married into Ningsu, and she would occasionally go to Beijing’s antique market to authenticate antiques for people.”

“Was she authenticating antiques that time too?”

“Yes, I happened to be studying in Beijing, and my mother came to see me on her way. She seemed very off when she arrived, but she had depression, so I didn’t think much of it at the time. She would have episodes every few days, so I just made sure she took her medication and told her to go back to the hotel to rest.”

“And then?”

“Then the police found me and said my mother had committed suicide.”

“Did your mother visit the antique market during those days?”

“Yes, what about it?”

“Which antique market?”

“Zhennan Antique Market. I’m not very clear, my mother only mentioned it briefly.”

“Are you sure you remember correctly?”

“Yes.”

Liang Yun’an pondered for a moment, then asked: “Wang Xingsheng was a regular at Zhennan Antique Market. Could it be that he was the one who sought your mother for authentication n that time?”

Ye Meng shook her head. She hadn’t heard her mother mention it. There was no way to know.

That day, the aunt brashly showed up at the door again. Without showing any courtesy, she loudly questioned Li Jinyu: “Where is that wife of yours!”

Li Jinyu had just opened the door and was immediately accosted. He impatiently replied: “What is it?”

The aunt was furious and unceremoniously dumped accusations: “Our Gaoyi has returned from Beijing, but he’s been traumatized by something and has locked himself in his room for a day and night, refusing to open the door! What did that woman of yours do to our Gaoyi!”

After speaking, the aunt threw a tantrum right there, stubbornly plopping herself down on the ground, refusing to leave or allow Li Jinyu to close the door.

Li Jinyu called Yang Gaoyi to come take his mother home. Yang Gaoyi was quite obedient and came running as soon as he hung up. Seeing the chaotic scene before him, he was exasperated: “Mom, what are you going crazy about now!”

The aunt paid no attention, bracing her legs against Li Jinyu’s doorframe, stubbornly saying: “Your mother is driven to this because of you! I thought you were being bullied in Beijing! I’m just trying to get an explanation from your brother!”

In the densely populated apartment building, if any household raised their voice, people would immediately peek out their windows to watch. Not to mention this uproar—a thick layer of people had already gathered around Li Jinyu’s door to watch the spectacle. Li Jinyu remained cold and detached. But Yang Gaoyi, being four or five years younger than Li Jinyu, was at an age where he cared about appearances. Feeling embarrassed, he tried to drag her away, but the aunt was like a stubborn bull, immovable despite his efforts.

Yang Gaoyi grew furious and gave up restraint. He pushed her to the ground and exploded in rage, directing all his anger back at her: “Nobody bullied me! I’m like this today all because of you!”

The aunt was stunned, never imagining that her usually obedient son would lay hands on her!

She suddenly felt as if her world had collapsed. She became hysterical, tearing off her braids, frantically rubbing them, screaming madly, her eyes blazing like arrowheads, looking as if she wanted to devour Ye Meng alive: “What kind of love potion did that woman give you! Yang Gaoyi, you’re hitting your mother!”

Yang Gaoyi, looking at his mother who resembled a madwoman, shouted without restraint: “Yes! I’ve been bewitched by her!”

…

Yang Gaoyi had indeed suffered in Beijing. The boss judges at the program’s set were no pushovers—their words were sharp and deadly accurate. Yang Gaoyi hadn’t experienced much of the world, spoke with self-satisfaction and exaggeration, and his gaze lacked firmness. He wasn’t even clear about his life plans, at one moment saying he wanted to pursue an administrative position, then saying he was interested in public relations. He was like a reed swaying in the wind, seemingly flattering each of the judges.

A typical case of telling people what they want to hear.

One of the boss judges reminded him: “This approach might work well in your small town, but Beijing is a place that values ability and aspirations. We haven’t seen your abilities yet, but what about your aspirations? Do you have any?”

Yang Gaoyi hadn’t realized the gravity at that moment and instinctively said: “Yes, being a scientist or doctor has always been my dream since childhood.”

Swoosh—twenty lights went out instantly without mercy.

Even after leaving the venue, Yang Gaoyi still didn’t understand what had happened.

Ye Meng stood by the monitoring screen outside the venue and watched the entire broadcast. Seeing Yang Gaoyi emerge looking dejected and distracted, she took him out for a meal.

It was just the two of them in the private room, with the waiter standing respectfully at the door, refilling tea and water.

Yang Gaoyi suddenly felt that this woman was very wealthy and beautiful, with fair, flawless skin through which faint blue veins could be seen pulsing beneath. He thought she resembled a water lily—quiet and proud when silent, yet casual and full of charm when conversing. At first, he felt she was perhaps just a flower that could open and close at will. What attracted people most was that earthy quality about her.

Until she sat in the private room, poured him a glass of water, and asked softly: “Do you know why none of them wanted you?”

Yang Gaoyi: “You know?”

“Bosses don’t like to hear lies,” Ye Meng gently passed the water to him, poured herself a glass, and said, “Of course, they don’t particularly like hearing the truth either. But some people prefer the truth, others prefer lies. Unfortunately, you just told the truth to someone who preferred lies and told lies to someone who preferred the truth. When you please neither side, no one will keep a light on for you.”

Yang Gaoyi felt as if a new world had opened before him. He thought Ye Meng was quite special; few women would speak so directly. “You seem to know them well?”

Ye Meng smiled, “My boss participated in this program before and had contact with them. I wouldn’t say I know them well.”

Yang Gaoyi: “Was my performance today bad?”

Ye Meng was silent for a long time before speaking.

“Simply put, this was just an interview. It won’t affect you much.”

Of course, if it were to be broadcast, that would be completely different. Yang Gaoyi’s performance could be cut into short video clips and posted on Weibo for the year’s most awkward job seeker. Ye Meng originally wanted to make the aunt see her son’s true nature, but she realized that Yang Gaoyi was just spoiled. Having never experienced much adversity, he seemed naive.

Yang Gaoyi fidgeted anxiously and asked: “Will it be broadcast?”

“The director’s sister, considering your young age, will cut out some of the dialogue. It won’t have any negative impact on you.” This was Ye Meng’s suggestion.

Yang Gaoyi secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

“If you haven’t mastered the art of flattery, don’t try it carelessly. Otherwise, you’re likely to hit the horse’s hoof instead of its back.”

“Every step a person takes must be firmly grounded. Right now, you’re like a child—you want to pick an apple here, then see a banana there that looks good. If you continue like this, you’ll soon get lost in the orchard and won’t find your way out. Beijing is a place with too many temptations, and bosses fear this type of person the most. They prefer those who have firm goals and always know what they want, even if it’s just a small goal.”

These were the last two things Ye Meng said to him that day, and Yang Gaoyi found them very reasonable.

…

By now, more and more onlookers had gathered, with people stopping to watch from afar.

Yang Gaoyi understood his mother to some extent—the more people tried to persuade her, the more stubborn she became. If ignored, she would feel awkward and stop. So he finally shouted: “Yes, I’ve been bewitched by her! If you want to make a scene, go ahead! Let the whole town know! Your son has been bewitched by his brother’s wife! Are you satisfied now!”

This indeed worked. The aunt couldn’t save face anymore. After glancing at Li Jinyu, who had ignored her the entire time, she scrambled to her feet.

As she left, the aunt spat at the onlookers while cursing: “What are you looking at? Don’t you have children at home?!”

That evening, there was a company dinner. It was rare for all three heads to be present, and colleagues were in high spirits. After several rounds of drinks, many at the table were down, and Gou Kai had vomited again. The scene was a mess, with empty bottles scattered everywhere and chopsticks stuck in rice like incense sticks.

Only Tai Mingxiao remained, cracking sunflower seeds and chatting with the young women from the company about industry gossip—the young women had learned to be shrewd and wouldn’t be fooled by him.

The gossip turned to Oliver, the British gentleman whom Tai Mingxiao and Gou Kai had encountered in France during the “Long Zhong Ding” auction. This British gentleman was a top elite who had been featured in “Time Magazine.” The young woman had fantasies about him and promptly refuted: “Oliver is a gentleman! How could he be as you described?”

“You’re spreading rumors, Manager Tai. Be careful, he might sue you for defamation,” someone threatened.

“You’re so naive. Your boss and I personally saw two French women queuing to enter his room. Note, queuing.”

“You don’t know what they were doing in the room.”

“Fine, women just worship foreigners. Foreign men are good, and we Chinese men are a notch below them.” Tai Mingxiao made one last struggle. “I’m not deceiving you. If you don’t believe me, you can ask Director Ye. She met this Oliver at an auction in Guangdong before.”

Ye Meng hadn’t drunk much and was leaning to the side with a clear mind, listening to them gossip, occasionally smoking, occasionally joining in with banter, showing good balance. She hadn’t spoken for a while, and seeing Tai Mingxiao draw her into the fire, she finally smiled and interjected: “You tell your gossip. Why drag me into it?”

Tai Mingxiao: “Can’t I even say this? Don’t be so mysterious. Look at their curious eyes on you.”

At Wanxing Company, the CEO and Vice CEO weren’t so mysterious anymore. The most mysterious was the Director of Public Relations and Clients, Director Ye. Ye Meng didn’t like to talk about herself; when chatting with people, her topics always revolved around others. Anything was fine, but topics about herself would always be brushed off in a few words. If nothing else, she was most adept at banter.

She had no sense of belonging in Beijing, so she didn’t live as freely as in Ningsu. In Beijing, she felt like Li Jinyu in Ningsu. Her heart also kept a tightly closed door. This was why she could see him at first glance in that small town; she felt they were of the same kind. Just that one was in the north, and one was in the south.

So she didn’t believe that Li Jinyu, having left Beijing where he grew up, could have a sense of belonging in that mismatched small town.

Ye Meng smiled, “What do you want to ask?”

She had expected these young women to ask about Oliver, but to her surprise, they eagerly fired a series of questions—

“What does Director Ye’s boyfriend do?”

“How many boyfriends has Director Ye had?” and so on.

Ye Meng was startled: “Haven’t I told you before?”

Everyone had question marks on their foreheads: “What?”

“I’m married. My husband is two years younger than me, living in my hometown, preparing for the civil service exam.”

Everyone was confused, and Ye Meng was even more confused. She hadn’t hidden it, so why did all these young women act as if they’d just met her? Tai Mingxiao took the opportunity to regain some impression points: “So you see, you say I can’t keep my mouth shut, but I didn’t reveal a word about Director Ye’s marriage. I kept it well, didn’t I?”

“…”

Everyone, including Ye Meng, responded in unison: “What’s there to hide about this!!”

Tai Mingxiao: “…”

The atmosphere fell silent.

Young Jiang, a newcomer, weakly defended Tai Mingxiao: “Maybe everyone felt that Director Ye isn’t the type to marry so early, so perhaps we subconsciously didn’t pay attention.”

Tai Mingxiao felt deeply moved: “Ah, Young Jiang makes a good point.”

Everyone had quite a consistent opinion on this, nodding frequently.

“I thought Director Ye would at least hold out until thirty-five. After all, excellent women are often keen on staying single.”

“From what Manager Tai said, many men were pursuing Director Ye. I always thought the reason Director Ye remained single these years was because she was picky. May I ask boldly, how did that younger brother from your hometown force you to marry him?”

No one could have imagined that Ye Meng would say something that shocked everyone to the point where they couldn’t pick up the pieces: “I forced him.”

They found it hard to imagine that this cool and composed Director Ye, who seemed mature and rational, always maintaining a good sense of proportion in everything she did, would use the tactic of forcing marriage to keep a man.

“Is he the son of a tycoon in your Ningsu?”

“No, he lives with his grandmother.”

Indeed, how could the son of a tycoon be preparing for the civil service exam? No matter how you looked at it, he seemed like a very ordinary man.

At that moment, her phone suddenly vibrated in the quiet private room.

From that younger brother from her hometown.

Two messages.

It was his ID photo. Li Jinyu had taken it casually, with his lazily sprawled legs in the frame and half of Ping’an’s body in the background.

The ID portrait was the original version of Yang Gaoyi’s retouched photo. Clear features, and standards so impeccable they were beyond reproach, except that his gaze was cold and suppressed, not as lively as he appeared in person.

The next message read.

[LJY: I miss you a bit. Help me buy a ticket.]

[Meng: Only a bit?]

[LJY: My hands are aching from missing you so much. Is that enough?]

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 50
Li Jin Yu took his grandmother and Ping An to Xu Mei Lan’s house. The day before, Tou Ju Hua had adamantly refused to go, but the next morning she got up unusually early. The old lady, who typically needed Li Jin Yu’s repeated urging just to take a bath, even washed her hair for the first time in ages. While Li Jin Yu was blow-drying her hair, he caught a faint whiff of talcum powder. “Do you have a heat rash?”

“You’re the one with a heat rash,” the old lady muttered.

She was using body powder to mask her scent. Everyone said elderly people had a particular smell. Li Jin Yu didn’t mind it, and neither did Ye Meng. But Ye Meng’s grandmother might not be so accepting. When Xu Mei Lan had visited her at the hospital last time, she’d been surrounded by a cloud of fragrance.

After her hair was dried, Tou Ju Hua rolled her wheelchair back to her room, rummaging through drawers and cabinets for a long time until she finally pulled out a new outfit from the bottom of her trunk. Just as she was about to change, she turned around to find her handsome grandson leaning against the doorframe, watching her with an amused half-smile.

Embarrassed that her fussy preparations had been discovered, Tou Ju Hua felt flustered and barked furiously, “Close the door! An old lady has no dignity—you think you can just watch me change clothes?”

Li Jin Yu wouldn’t dare. Despite his current reduced circumstances, he was still a gentleman at heart who afforded basic respect to women of all ages. He knew to make excuses and step away even when little girls were changing clothes. When he’d first returned home, he’d felt quite uncomfortable. He had never lived in such a small house before. The entire room’s usable space was probably smaller than his previous bathroom. Li Jin Yu had been completely stunned when he first followed his grandmother through the door.

Li Ling Bai had so much money, yet she hadn’t bought a decent house for her ex-husband’s mother. The old lady seemed to know what he was thinking and immediately explained that she had refused any help. His grandmother had a stubborn streak and refused to take Li Ling Bai’s money.

The old lady hadn’t thought her house was small until Li Jin Yu arrived. That’s when she realized how cramped it was. Li Jin Yu was tall, a young man in his prime. When he entered, he stood like a poplar tree in the middle of the room. The light fixture was an old-fashioned hanging lamp that descended straight from the ceiling. Li Jin Yu often bumped into it. Sometimes when the old lady was sewing something in her room, she would see the blurry lamp shadow swaying in the living room and know he had hit it again, followed by a low “fuck.”

It was a typical expletive for young men. The old lady had often heard Yang Tian Wei say it, but Li Jin Yu rarely did—only when he was irritated or in a hurry. At the time, Tou Ju Hua had been wearing her reading glasses, carefully threading a needle, and she had imitated him with pursed lips, grumbling, “Fuck, fuck, fuck. What’s there to fuck about?”

Li Jin Yu had been afraid of awkward bathroom situations then, only using it when his grandmother went out for a walk. At night, he would wait until she was sound asleep before running the water for a shower or lighting a cigarette.

He suffered from insomnia, and when he couldn’t sleep, he would sit in the small courtyard smoking all night. His grandmother slept well, unlike most elderly people who were light sleepers and woke at the slightest noise. The old lady slept like a log and rarely got up during the night. He had just returned from death’s door then, approaching everything with indifference and rarely talking. He had always maintained a dismissive attitude toward his grandmother, sometimes pushing her away when annoyed. He could maintain the bare minimum of gentlemanly conduct, but his gentlemanly demeanor was completely absent. With extreme world-weariness, he would tell her, “Can’t you leave me alone?”

The old lady also had a bad temper. Seeing that this grandson wasn’t easy to discipline, she would slam down a bowl and say, “Eat or don’t eat, I wouldn’t bother with you if you weren’t my grandson!”

Li Jin Yu, driven by youthful pride and anxiety, would throw away his half-smoked cigarette. “Then why doesn’t my mother care about me?”

The old lady was always frugal and couldn’t stand waste. Regardless of what kind of temperament this young master had before, she would pick up the cigarette from the ground, dust it off, and stick the filter back in Li Jin Yu’s mouth. “If you’re going to smoke, finish it. Next time you throw away a half-smoked cigarette, I’ll hit you.”

The young master had quite a good temperament. Everyone praised him for being smart and well-mannered, but when he had an episode, he was like a small beast trapped in a cage, letting out powerless yet ferocious howls. In truth, this seemingly fierce aggression was somewhat bluffing, at least in front of his grandmother. The old lady remained unruffled by storms, but she had a bad temper and would hit people—it was said that his grandfather had died from her beatings. Of course, that was just a town rumor; Li Jin Yu knew his grandfather had died from illness.

Li Ling Bai never hit him; she only used emotional coldness. The old lady wasn’t afraid to get physical. When angry, she would slap his back hard, just like Tai Ming Xiao’s grandmother, who chased Tai Ming Xiao with a feather duster without pausing for breath, able to run halfway across Beijing.

Li Jin Yu gradually adapted. His relationship with his grandmother became increasingly harmonious. His temper grew more and more restrained, while the old lady became increasingly cantankerous. Perhaps it was because her health had deteriorated in recent years, always causing him trouble, and the old lady felt guilty, masking her feelings with harsh words.

Li Jin Yu never took it personally. He closed the door for her but didn’t leave, slowly leaning his back against it.

With his hands in his pockets, he tilted his head back, resting it against the door panel, staring blankly at the ceiling. For once not appearing lazy, he leaned there earnestly, seemingly recalling his years with his grandmother—the smile on his face gradually flattened as his mind went through the memories. Without realizing it, he had gone through them like a movie, fast-forwarding from beginning to end, making the contrast stark. That invincible hero of a grandmother who had traveled for over ten hours by train from Ning Sui to Beijing to protect him, commanding respect from all quarters, seemed to have aged overnight. She had been ill these past few years, though Li Jin Yu hadn’t noticed much change in her, perhaps because he saw her every day. All the signs had been etched into the passage of time, merely smoothed over by fine sand. When the wind blew, the marks were revealed, unable to withstand scrutiny.

He had been revolving around Ye Meng lately, and when he came to his senses, he realized his grandmother had already walked quite far alone. What lay ahead? Layer upon layer of mist that he couldn’t see through, and whatever was behind that mist was certainly not what he hoped for.

Li Jin Yu closed his eyes with difficulty, his back against the door, saying softly, “Grandma, I’ll be back soon. I just need to check in once.”

“Don’t rush—take a good long look, so you won’t be thinking about her all day.”

After speaking, Tou Ju Hua hummed a little tune and applied another layer of body powder. Puffs of powder scattered everywhere, leaving a layer of white dust on the bedside table, like years of accumulated dust.

The day before, in Beijing.

Liang Yun An had arranged to meet Ye Meng. Today, he had unusually gone without his glasses, wearing contacts instead, dressed in a meticulously ironed white shirt with every button fastened neatly, looking several years younger.

“Going on a blind date?” Ye Meng asked with a smile.

Liang Yun An sighed; it was true. “No choice, my family’s anxious. Even with a hospital full of lives hanging in the balance, I still had to meet the girl.”

“How was it? A good match?”

Liang Yun An’s face was flushed, clearly indicating he had a favorable impression. “Not bad. I don’t know if she’ll approve of my job though. She’s a surgeon.”

Ye Meng rarely saw him express such a lack of confidence. “Haven’t you dated before?”

“Yes, for five years. We broke up.”

Ye Meng didn’t pursue the question. Liang Yun An was startled, thinking she would at least ask why they broke up after five years. “You’re disappointing, you know.”

Ye Meng smiled and took a sip of water. “Sorry, personal habit. I don’t like hearing about breakups; it feels inauspicious.”

Liang Yun An was surprised. “I didn’t expect you to believe in feng shui.”

Ye Meng spoke reservedly: “In the antiquities business, you somewhat have to believe. We make our living from feng shui. It’s not quite faith, but there’s at least a reverent heart toward the divine.”

Liang Yun An nodded and knocked on the table. “Let’s get back to the case.”

Wang Xing Sheng had left the hotel at 3 AM on the 17th, got into that Toyota, and arrived at Jiu Men Ridge. After getting out of the car, he disappeared, and the police couldn’t find any trace of him or his secretary Zhang Li in the surveillance footage. Then at 9 AM on the 18th, someone reported finding his body at the car factory.

That was the complete timeline of the case so far. Because Wang Xing Sheng’s social connections were complex, and deeper investigations revealed too many mysteries surrounding him, they could only work from the timeline, gradually unraveling the threads.

“Are we certain he didn’t leave Jiu Men Ridge after arriving on the 17th?”

Liang Yun An wasn’t completely sure and answered honestly: “The volume of surveillance to check is too great to be certain.”

If he hadn’t left Jiu Men Ridge, what had he been doing there the entire day on the 17th? Or if he had left Jiu Men Ridge, where had he gone? Why had he eventually returned?

“There were no signs of a struggle on their bodies, which means there probably wasn’t a third person at the scene.”

Ye Meng asked again: “Is it confirmed that the car factory has no surveillance?”

Liang Yun An said: “Confirmed. We’ve checked inside and out. Only the security room at the entrance had working cameras; all others were broken.”

“Security room?”

“Yes, we checked, but found no useful information,” Liang Yun An took a sip of water, suddenly remembered something, made an “Mm” sound as he swallowed, and said, “I went back to the station yesterday and looked through your mother’s detailed case file again. Did you know there was a witness in your mother’s case?”

Ye Meng had been looking out the window. The night was falling heavily, shops lined the commercial street, and neon lights outlined the high-rises of the CBD center. When she heard Liang Yun An’s words, she abruptly turned back, her expression startled, clearly unaware of this fact.

Liang Yun An had expected this reaction and proceeded to tell her: “That stretch of road at Jiu Men Ridge, eight years ago before the highway was renovated, was just a wild mountain path with no surveillance. So it became a racing ground for rich kids, especially around two or three in the morning. When these young masters from the city had personal grudges to settle, they would go there.”

Jiu Men Ridge was the most dangerous section of winding road in the Guan Mountain district, with nineteen 180-degree sharp turns. The road was narrow with sharp bends. Back then, there were no guardrails—one side dropped to a ravine filled with strange rocks, and the other side rose like a thousand-foot cliff soaring into the clouds as if walking among clouds and mist in the sky. Even drivers with over a decade of experience would honestly sound their horns when passing this section. Apart from those rich kids who sought thrills, no one dared cause trouble on this stretch. After the incident, the rich second generation couldn’t cover it up, so the police closed the road, and only last year did they begin widening it again, though many small sharp turns still lacked surveillance.

Liang Yun An said: “That witness reported to the police station the day after your mother’s accident.”

“What did they say?”

Ye Meng didn’t know why, but her brow seemed connected to her heartbeat, pounding dramatically, her ears buzzing, momentarily unable to hear clearly.

Liang Yun An was twenty-six, with a dark complexion, appearing mature and steady, though a year younger than Li Jin Yu. He had been assigned to Guan Mountain right after graduating from the police academy. Probably unaccustomed to wearing such a meticulously buttoned shirt, he awkwardly lowered his head to undo his collar button while saying: “He said he saw two people in the car at that time, with a man in the passenger seat.”

Ye Meng frowned slightly. “Did he identify the man? Why didn’t the police tell me at the time?”

Liang Yun An finished unbuttoning and finally felt comfortable. He looked up at her. “The police wouldn’t tell you.”

Ye Meng’s brow remained furrowed, her posture gradually stiffening. “Why not?”

“Because he denied it the next day, saying he had misremembered the license plate,” Liang Yun An said.

“Where is he now? Can I contact him?”

“The case file used a pseudonym. I’ll look through the archives tonight.”

That evening, Liang Yun An didn’t call her. It wasn’t until noon the next day, when Ye Meng was about to meet the old chairman of New River, that she received the news. She had followed this man for two years. Chairman Yu Wen Qing was considered an established collector in the industry with a prestigious reputation. Last year at the autumn auction in Garde, France, he had purchased a blue and white porcelain bowl worth 200 million. Even if they couldn’t collaborate, she thought making friends with Old Yu would be worthwhile.

But clearly, Yu Wen Qing had no interest in this young girl or their small Wan Xing company. Ye Meng had just gotten into the car, which was slowly pulling out of the parking space. Her assistant, hugging various documents, sat in the passenger seat and picked up her phone. “Officer Liang.”

Ye Meng tilted her head, brushing her hair to one side, and put in her Bluetooth earpiece. “Connect it to Bluetooth for me.”

“I found something,” Liang Yun An was eating in the cafeteria, with the clanging sounds of stainless steel trays being stacked coming through the phone. “This person seems to have left Beijing, his household registration has been transferred.”

The car slowly merged into traffic. Ye Meng’s driving skills were quite average, constantly hitting the brakes. Her assistant was already trembling, both hands gripping the handles beside the car, quietly saying: “Sister, don’t you even look at my side’s rearview mirror?”

Ye Meng glanced at her. “Oh, I forgot.” She carelessly looked at the rearview mirror.

“…”

Following that, she asked Liang Yun An: “What’s his name?”

“Umm…” Liang Yun An was chewing food, absentmindedly checking the name and ID number he had written down again before saying: “Li Jin Yu.”

Ye Meng thought it might be a homophone, or perhaps she missed him so much that she misheard. She seriously doubted her hearing, immediately yanked out her earpiece, and had her assistant put the call on speaker in the car. Suppressing her nearly bursting heart, she calmly asked: “How is it written?”

But her voice was cold, her tone tightly strung, as if it might break at any moment.

Liang Yun An, unaware of her tension through the phone, continued hastily eating while explaining the characters: “The ‘Li’ with the wood radical, the ‘Jin’ with the leather radical, as in revolution. The ‘Yu’ from the island.”

Ye Meng slammed on the brakes and pulled over to the side: “Liang Yun An, please send me this person’s ID number, thank you.”

The small assistant, seeing her expression, felt uneasy and quietly asked: “Are we still going this afternoon?”

Ye Meng had one hand on the steering wheel, the other holding her phone, her face cold. “Why wouldn’t we go?”

The phone dinged as Liang Yun An sent the information. Ye Meng immediately pulled up the ID photo Li Jin Yu had sent her the night before and compared them.

Li Jin Yu. 110105199310280058.

That evening, Li Jin Yu took Tou Ju Hua to Xu Mei Lan’s house.

The door was open wide, and Xu Mei Lan was in the kitchen, ordering her younger sister-in-law to cook. The sister-in-law found her annoying. “Who’s cooking, you or me? If you don’t want to eat, fine.”

Xu Mei Lan retorted, “Is that how you talk to your mother? No manners.” Turning her head, she saw Li Jin Yu pushing Tou Ju Hua at the door and greeted them warmly with a smile: “The darling is here! Have you eaten?”

“Yes,” Li Jin Yu pushed Tou Ju Hua forward. “I’m going to Beijing tomorrow—”

Xu Mei Lan interrupted with a smile, “I know, Meng Meng called. Stay a few more days; we’ll take care of Grandma.”

When Xu Mei Lan smiled, she looked very much like Ye Meng, with crescent-shaped eyes, gentle yet with a hint of teasing.

Li Jin Yu didn’t leave immediately, staying with his grandmother for a while. The old lady had been grooming herself all day at home, now dolled up like a gift. At this moment, seeing Xu Mei Lan, she felt a bit shy and remained silent, occasionally glancing at him. Li Jin Yu found it amusing and teased her, “Shy?”

“Shy my ass,” Tou Ju Hua cursed.

Xu Mei Lan heard and let out a surprised sound. Tou Ju Hua immediately backed down. “It’s… it’s nothing.”

Li Jin Yu suddenly realized that his grandmother liked Xu Mei Lan very much. The way she looked at Xu Mei Lan was somewhat like looking at her idol.

When Ye Meng called, Li Jin Yu was chatting with Xu Mei Lan. After just a few sentences, he hurriedly hung up. When he called back, Ye Meng had gone to take a shower.

Finally, as Li Jin Yu left Xu Mei Lan’s house, they connected.

Li Jin Yu had one hand in his pocket and the other holding the phone to his ear, his legs casually walking downstairs. He remarked: “Do we have a time difference? Why do we keep missing each other?”

“I’d like to know too, why do we keep missing each other?”

“What’s wrong?” Li Jin Yu stopped at the dark entrance of the building.

Ye Meng had been holding back all day and finally couldn’t help saying, “My mother’s case. I want to know why you never mentioned a single word to me about it.”

Li Jin Yu was taken aback. “What about your mother’s case?”

Ye Meng took a breath, seeming like her final exercise in patience. “My mother. Jiu Men Ridge. The suicide car. Do you remember now? You reported at the time that there was someone else in my mother’s car.”

Li Jin Yu fell silent as if a century had passed.

Ye Meng lost her patience: “Say something!”

After a while, through the receiver came the sound of a driver honking “beep-beep-beep,” followed by Li Jin Yu’s deep voice mixed with the wind and horn sounds:

“…I have nothing to say. I didn’t know the Jiu Men Ridge case involved your mother.”

Ye Meng: “Fine, I’ll assume you didn’t know. Then why did you report it initially, and later say you misremembered the license plate?”

Li Jin Yu walked along the dim streetlights back toward home, eventually stopping by the roadside.

“…I did misremember.” This is what he still told Ye Meng.

Ye Meng thought, perhaps she had been too indulgent with him. “Li Jin Yu, are you betting that I won’t have the heart to get angry with you?”

Li Jin Yu truly didn’t know the case was related to her mother. Ye Meng had never mentioned it to him. He had once indirectly asked Fang Ya’en about it, but Fang Ya’en didn’t know what had happened in Beijing either, only saying her mother had committed suicide. She hadn’t even mentioned Jiu Men Ridge.

Li Jin Yu knew very clearly what was in Ye Meng’s heart at this moment.

Her mother was still more important.

Having been married to Ye Meng for so long, he found himself addicted to the happiness of being with her. He had even selfishly and deliberately ignored certain coincidences that might have occurred to him.

He realized he wasn’t a good person. Not in the past, and not now.

“Go ahead and be angry. I can take it,” he said.
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Ye Meng didn’t speak, she simply hung up the phone.

Li Jin Yu called back, but before he could say anything, she answered and unleashed her fury: “Others can misremember a license plate, but you? Do you think I love you so much that I can just ignore my mother’s death? I don’t hold your usual antics against you, but this is my bottom line. If you won’t tell me the truth, if you’re gambling on my feelings, let me tell you—don’t bother testing me. You’re not more important than my mother.”

Li Jin Yu seemed to have lost his ability to speak, suddenly falling silent on the other end.

Ye Meng wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but she knew he was still outside. The sound of car horns kept coming through the receiver, occasionally interspersed with familiar street vendor calls, but his voice was absent—even his breathing was barely perceptible.

“Still nothing to say to me?” Ye Meng asked.

After a long while, he finally spoke softly: “Can I still come see you tomorrow?”

Ye Meng put the phone on speaker and placed it on the washbasin, supporting herself with both hands as she silently looked down at the screen. Finally, she gritted her teeth and said: “If you have nothing to tell me, don’t bother coming.”

He seemed to have gone deaf, unwilling to speak anymore. Ye Meng suspected he had thrown his phone aside and walked away.

Li Jin Yu was sitting on stone steps by the river.

One leg stretched out lazily, the other bent at the knee with his foot on the step. He rested his elbow on his knee, a cigarette between his fingers, sitting silently on the steps smoking. The phone lay beside him, not hung up, on speaker. It wasn’t clear if he was listening.

The evening breeze blew gently, creating barely visible ripples on the lake’s surface. The shimmering light reflected in his deep, suppressed eyes.

His gaze was unfocused, staring absently into the distance, slightly squinting. Even the smoke he exhaled was thinner than usual. He mostly smoked to relieve tension, generally inhaling and immediately exhaling, not letting it pass his throat. But today, he held the smoke in his mouth for a long time, slowly swallowing it bit by bit with his bobbing Adam’s apple, taking it deep into his lungs, giving them a harsh sweep before lazily exhaling a thin mist. Sometimes he didn’t exhale at all.

A nearby sweeper watched this handsome young man smoking so fiercely. Upon closer inspection—hey, Red Double Happiness, is not even a good brand. He shook his head in pity.

Ye Meng couldn’t see this. After waiting a long time without any response from him, she steeled her heart and delivered an ultimatum: “I can’t be with you if you’re hiding things about my mother. At least give me an explanation, or we’re getting divorced.”

…

The road was wide, pedestrians hurried by, and the street lamps cast a dim, firefly-like glow.

Li Jin Yu stood up and walked back, but stopped at the entrance to the alley. He stood under the old camphor tree, watching cars come and go, taking in the myriad scenes of human life.

The dried fish vendor was steadfastly practicing his craft at the alley entrance. At the corner, an old woman sold candied hawthorn fruits. Passing children eyed them greedily, tugging at their mothers’ hands, refusing to leave. Mothers would say such things were junk food and couldn’t be eaten, making the old woman embarrassedly move her stall a bit further away.

He thought if it were his and Ye Meng’s child, Ye Meng would definitely buy one, gently telling the child, “Just one, okay?”

Would there ever be children?

Li Jin Yu watched with reddened eyes, those eyes as clear as black glass beads reflecting the bright lights.

He looked up at the moon. The moon said nothing, hanging high in the sky. No matter if you were sad, happy, grieving, or joyful when dawn broke, it would sink, only to rise again as usual the next day.

He turned to look at the street lamp, where moths were fluttering. Cluster after cluster, group after group, they tirelessly circled that light and fire, knowing there was no resolution.

Li Jin Yu tilted his head back slightly, and tears fell.

He himself was unaware until a child on the street glanced at him twice.

So true sorrow was when tears fell without you even knowing. Although he had been mentally prepared when he took the gamble, he hadn’t expected that he would be so easily defeated in her heart. He dared not compare himself to her aunt. How could he dare?

The next day, Ye Meng received a flight ticket cancellation notice on her phone, as her number had been used when purchasing the ticket. [Air China Secretary Reminder: Mr. Li Jin Yu, your refund order 538273228XXX has been completed…]

For a month after that, neither made a single phone call. Their WeChat conversation had also come to an abrupt halt that day. The dialogue seemed to have become the conclusion, with no one updating it further.

Sometimes Ye Meng would call the old lady to ask what Li Jin Yu was doing. The old lady would quietly tell her that Li Jin Yu was reading. The weight hanging in Ye Meng’s heart seemed to lighten somewhat. At least he hadn’t given up on reading.

“What’s going on between you two?” The old lady covered the receiver, afraid Li Jin Yu would hear, her voice sounding as if it came from under a blanket.

“How has he been these past few days?”

“He’s fine, seems quite normal, just doesn’t talk much.”

“That’s good. Please take good care of him for me. Let me know if anything happens, okay?”

“What would I tell you? You’re in Beijing and can’t do anything. Focus on your work. He’s a young man; there’s nothing he can’t handle. Don’t worry.”

But not two days later, the old lady called Ye Meng on her own initiative: “Li Jin Yu seems to be quite sick, he’s been coughing non-stop lately.”

Ye Meng had just signed some documents and handed them to her assistant. Holding the phone, she asked quietly: “Has he been to the hospital?”

“No, he refuses to go.”

Ye Meng leaned back in her executive chair, silently spun in a circle, then sat forward again, resting against the edge of the desk: “Put him on the phone.”

She heard the old lady shouting through the door, “Li Jin Yu, your wife’s on the phone.”

A few seconds later, the sound of a door opening came through, followed by the familiar sound of slippers.

First came the sound of several violent coughs.

After a month, of hearing his voice again, Ye Meng felt it was somewhat unfamiliar. He seemed to have changed a lot, though she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was different. He seemed much more composed, but he still couldn’t be bothered to say hello, just making a low “mm” sound to indicate he was listening.

“Grandma says you’re coughing?”

“Mm.” He responded softly.

Both were being stubborn. The phone call was like an invisible rope, each holding an end, pulling, tugging, struggling back and forth, yet silently at a standstill. They were both trying to pull the other back from the other end of the line, neither willing to let go first. Finally, Ye Meng gave in, saying stiffly: “Go to the hospital for an X-ray.”

The old lady was watching TV, which was showing a scene unsuitable for children. The angle of the male and female leads kissing was filmed quite passionately—you could even see their tongues. The old lady turned her head away awkwardly. Li Jin Yu, reclining on the sofa, grabbed the remote control and simply turned it off, saying to the person on the phone: “No need, I’m fine.”

Ye Meng was insistent: “I’ve contacted my second aunt.”

Li Jin Yu frowned, his voice impatient: “I said it’s not necessary.”

Ye Meng called him by his full name: “Li Jin Yu!”

“You don’t need to be so fierce. I’ll go, okay?” he said.

Ye Meng didn’t know how she was being fierce.

As if choked by his own emotions, Li Jin Yu couldn’t help coughing twice more, then said coldly: “Do you have anything else? If not, I’m hanging up.”

…With the TV off, the old lady rolled away in her wheelchair, leaving him alone in the living room. Ping An was contentedly lying outside the small courtyard, staring at the fish in the tank.

“You’re still insisting, aren’t you?” After holding back for over a month, Ye Meng finally couldn’t help saying, “The police have already tracked down Li Ling Bai. Are you still hiding things? That Singaporean Chinese collector who died went to see your mother on the morning of the 17th.”

Li Jin Yu: “So what? What does that have to do with your mother’s case?”

“Nothing, but your mother being investigated by the police reminded me. When you changed your testimony back then, was it related to your mother?”

“She treated me so badly, why would I bother?”

“Eight years ago, you were just a college student longing for maternal love. I think it’s very likely.”

“You’ve said everything already. You won’t believe anything I say.”

Ye Meng lost her patience: “Then tell me, who exactly are you protecting by not saying a single word?”

“Who the fuck can I protect!” Li Jin Yu suddenly roared.

Then there was silence. Li Jin Yu took a deep breath, composed himself, and said: “Just come back first, okay?”

“Do you think I can come back now? If my mother’s death is connected to your mother, do you think we can still go on together?”

“If we can’t go on, then we’ll divorce. I won’t cling to you. Just come back first.”

“I won’t come back until I figure this out. And until I do, I don’t know how to face you.”

He suddenly asked: “Do you love me?”

Another silence followed. Li Jin Yu felt as if someone had viciously cut into his heart, and the knife, as if not satisfied, kept drilling into his heart again and again. He was in agony, feeling he might go crazy. He cried again. Damn it, it had only been a month, and he’d nearly exhausted a lifetime’s worth of tears.

Li Jin Yu lay back on the sofa, looking at the ceiling, one hand holding the phone, the other pressing against his reddened eyes. Like a pile of mud, devoid of emotion, a tear slid down the corner of his eye. He smiled helplessly, then wiped away the tear, sat up, his legs sprawled wide, his whole body slouched and listless, back hunched as he sat.

He craned his neck, staring blankly at her high heels by the door.

After a long while, he finally spoke dejectedly in a low voice: “I changed my testimony because of my brother. I wasn’t the only witness that night; my brother was there too. But the next day, something felt wrong, so I went to the police station. I don’t know if your mother’s death is related to my mother, maybe it is, because later I saw that man at my home. My brother was afraid my mother would get in trouble, so he told me to change my testimony. Even though she treated me badly, I didn’t want her to get into trouble, so I agreed. You can say I was a deformed college student longing for maternal love. That’s the part I knew back then. You win. You brought up divorce, knowing I would be upset, and that I would miss you. But you still brought it up. Ye Meng, you really don’t love me.”

Li Jin Yu, having exhausted all his strength, hung up the phone, and in anger, hurled it at the door with a loud “bang.”

Then, elbows on his thighs, he buried his head, lost in thought.

Fuck it all.

Red-eyed, he cursed.

After crying for a while, he stood up and went out to pour dog food for Ping An. The dog seemed grateful that he could still consider its stomach in such an emotional state. After pouring the dog food, his phone rang again. He thought it might be Ye Meng, but it wasn’t. It was Yang Tian Wei sending a message asking what he was doing.

He didn’t know what he was doing.

The phone vibrated again, this time a call from an unfamiliar number.

He hung up immediately.

However, the phone rang persistently again.

Li Jin Yu took a breath and answered. This time he couldn’t even be bothered to make an “mm” sound, silently waiting for the caller to speak. If it was a telemarketer, he’d hang up immediately—gentlemanly demeanor be damned.

A long-absent voice came through: “Jin Yu, it’s your grandfather.”

Li Jin Yu was stunned, gradually freezing, his brain suddenly stiff and unable to process.

The Li family had a complex environment with many children and grandchildren, filled with constant open conflicts and secret struggles. Li Chang Jin had been seriously ill for ten years, bedridden, his speech unclear, and unable to recognize everyone. He had no energy for these messy affairs.

But among all the Li family children, Li Chang Jin favored Li Jin Yu the most, even he could see Li Ling Bai’s favoritism, which left him helpless. When Li Chang Jin was present, Li Ling Bai didn’t dare act too outrageously. Who would have thought that once Li Chang Jin became paralyzed, she would sever ties with Li Jin Yu.

Lying in his sickbed, Li Chang Jin naturally knew nothing of this. However, who could have guessed that Li Chang Jin, whose condition had reportedly worsened recently, would now be clearheaded enough to recognize people.

As soon as he woke up and heard that his beloved grandson was living away from home, he immediately demanded to know his whereabouts without hesitation.

One phone call had traced him here.

“You’ve suffered, Jin Yu.”

Li Jin Yu’s impression of his grandfather was still from high school. Since he started high school, after Li Chang Jin fell ill, he hadn’t seen him again.

But Li Chang Jin had been the only warmth Li Jin Yu had experienced in the Li family all these years. Li Jin Yu’s demeanor, politeness, cultivation, and piano skills had all been personally taught by Li Chang Jin, the consummate gentleman.

Li Chang Jin spoke gently again: “In a few days, I’ll send someone to pick you up. Don’t follow your mother’s nonsense. I can disown anyone, but I cannot disown you.”
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Li Jin Yu refused Li Chang Jin’s offer.

April arrived with growing grass, flying orioles, and blossoming flowers everywhere.

After their confrontation, Ye Meng hadn’t called back, not even to the old lady. Li Jin Yu hadn’t called her either, but occasionally they exchanged brief WeChat messages, sometimes initiated by Ye Meng, sometimes by Li Jin Yu, with concise conversations.

[Meng: Have you eaten?] [LJY: Yes.] [Meng: Good. I’m going to be busy now.] [LJY: Okay.]

Or—

[LJY: Are you asleep?] [Meng: Mm. Something wrong?] [LJY: No.] [Meng: Good night.]

These barely-better-than-nothing exchanges happened several times over the past week. Both tacitly avoided mentioning the sensitive topic. Neither that night’s desperate shouting nor Li Jin Yu’s tears had moved Ye Meng. She was simply waiting silently—waiting for a conclusion, waiting for the police to give her the truth—whether Li Ling Bai was innocent. Regardless of how bad the relationship between Li Ling Bai and Li Jin Yu was, if it truly involved Li Ling Bai, she couldn’t pretend everything was fine. She could push her boundaries for Li Jin Yu on anything else, but on this matter, she couldn’t convince herself.

Li Jin Yu went to get a new ID photo because Ye Meng had said his one-inch photo looked depressing and lifeless. He had taken that photo when he was sixteen, and after losing his ID once and getting it reissued, the validity period was extended to 2023, so he never replaced it. He tried hard to force a smile, but the photographer said he’d better not smile at all. Yet he found that no matter how he posed, he looked lifeless, equally gloomy.

Later, he accidentally saw their marriage certificate photo at home—him smiling broadly and freely, with Ye Meng beside him, gentle and doting.

Ye Meng’s words seemed to echo in his ears again—”You’re just a child in my eyes, the kind I want to cherish.”

Li Jin Yu looked at the date; it was just last month, yet it felt like a lifetime ago.

In the river of time, they seemed like ethereal grains of sand, quickly submerged among the masses. Mountains and seas remained unchanged, undisturbed by storms. Some found new love, some abandoned old affections, some finally raised glasses in reunion after searching through vast crowds, some traveled thousands of miles with the wind at their backs, and some laid down their knives to attain enlightenment. The world changed every day, except for him.

This waiting was too prolonged, and Li Jin Yu finally lost patience.

In mid-April, he sent Ye Meng a divorce agreement.

Ye Meng didn’t respond.

In late April, after leaving the hospital, he sent Ye Meng a critical condition notice. That didn’t force her to return either.

Because Ye Meng saw through it immediately, [Meng: I can still recognize my second aunt’s handwriting.]

[LJY: I want to see you.]

Ye Meng didn’t respond again.

In mid-April, Yang Tian Wei returned from Beijing once. Li Jin Yu had shut himself in his room all day, not even turning on the lights. Yang Tian Wei had a key to their house, and when he entered the pitch-black room, he thought no one was home. He plopped down on the sofa and immediately jumped up screaming, his face ashen with fright: “Fuck! What was that?”

A man was curled up on the sofa, one leg stretched out, one bent, an elbow draped over his eyes. His voice was deep and listless: “What?”

His voice was so hoarse that each particle of its graininess could be described as distinctly noticeable.

Yang Tian Wei knew his voice had never been good, but hearing it now made his heart skip a beat. He asked suspiciously: “Didn’t I hear you were taking the civil service exam recently? Why is your voice in such bad shape again?”

Li Jin Yu couldn’t continue sleeping. He sat up, leaned forward to grab the cigarette pack on the low table, shook it—empty. He casually crumpled it and tossed it into the trash can, then slumped back, head tilted, continuing to cover his eyes with his arm, asking Yang Tian Wei: “Got any cigarettes?”

His voice was so hoarse that only two words out of three were audible; the middle word “cigarette” was swallowed.

He cleared his throat and pushed out one word: “Cigarettes.”

Yang Tian Wei tossed his cigarettes over, then turned to see the ashtray on the low table stuffed with cigarette butts, looking like a cactus. Shocked, he shoved Li Jin Yu hard, roaring: “Fuck, did you do all this? Damn it, do you want to live or not? Fuck! Are you crazy?”

The rich voice was deafening. Li Jin Yu was stunned by his shouting. In this household of the elderly, weak, sick, and disabled, it had been days since he’d heard such a vigorous voice. He wasn’t used to it; his ears rang from the volume. He put a cigarette between his lips, eyelids lowered, and said softly: “Keep it down, Grandma is sleeping.”

After speaking, Li Jin Yu couldn’t help coughing twice, expelling the cigarette he had just put in his mouth.

He couldn’t even hold a cigarette in his mouth anymore! Yang Tian Wei had only been gone for two or three months—had Li Jin Yu gone to heaven to suffer trials?

Yang Tian Wei could no longer bear to see him looking so sickly and near death. He snatched the cigarette and lighter from his hand and blurted out: “Look at how pale you’ve become! You can see the veins below your collarbones!”

Then he pulled open the curtains, letting light flood in unrelentingly. The room brightened, and the air became clearer. Yang Tian Wei sat down beside him and lit a cigarette for himself. “Tell me, what’s happened to you? Do you need money or your life?”

Li Jin Yu lay motionless on the sofa, his elbow still covering his eyes, saying nothing. After a while, he squeezed out two words in a casual, self-mocking tone: “My life.”

With the light, the dust in the air became more visible, floating everywhere. Yang Tian Wei stared for a long time, with a moment of silence.

Then he said: “If it’s really bad, I’ll help carry half the burden, but don’t push yourself to death.”

Li Jin Yu remained silent.

“Is it because of Ye Meng?”

They hadn’t made their relationship public, rarely posting anything about their marriage on social media. Yang Tian Wei knew Li Jin Yu’s personality best. Ye Meng had also been posting less recently, but from their occasional interactions before, one could spot something unusual. His brother might seem like a scoundrel on the surface, but he rarely flirted with anyone on social media. Ye Meng was the first.

During Ye Meng’s first week in Beijing, she had invited him to dinner and casually told him shocking news—”I married your brother.”

At that moment, Yang Tian Wei was like a cartoon character—petrified, splitting apart—glasses falling off, jaw-dropping, then his entire person fracturing into scattered pieces. After finally piecing himself back together and coming to his senses, he bombarded Li Jin Yu with messages all night: “How did you win her over, damn it?!” “You pursued my goddess, you beast!” “You went after my sister, you shameless thing!” “Damn it, I can’t sleep, you owe me my sister!”

Yang Tian Wei couldn’t remember what Li Jin Yu had replied, or perhaps he hadn’t replied at all. Yang Tian Wei sighed and told him: “I ran into her in Beijing a few days ago.”

Li Jin Yu sat up and lit another cigarette. Yang Tian Wei just glanced at him without interfering, continuing: “Our team was having a celebration dinner, and her company was having a meal too. We happened to meet and chatted briefly.”

Li Jin Yu hunched over, his hand holding the cigarette pausing slightly. He put the cigarette in his mouth, cupped the lighter to light it, and still asked: “What did you talk about?”

“Just small talk didn’t mention you,” Yang Tian Wei delivered a fatal blow. “I don’t know what happened between you two. Sister didn’t say anything, but she wasn’t in good shape either. Do you remember when we first saw her in the hospital?”

Smoke swirled in the living room, and outside, Ping An was crunching dog food with a “crunch crunch” sound. Li Jin Yu leaned forward to tap the ash off his cigarette and gave a low “mm” in response.

Yang Tian Wei said: “I don’t know how to describe it, but it felt painful to see. Since I only saw her after such a long time, I could notice the difference. Back in the hospital, she was still herself—confident in everything she did, with light in her eyes. But when I saw her in Beijing this time, she seemed to lack confidence, not as open-minded as before.”

Hearing this, Li Jin Yu finally looked up at him, cigarette in his mouth, motionless, with half an inch of ash built up.

Yang Tian Wei stubbed out his cigarette in the “cactus” and said somewhat bewilderedly: “But you seem to be in worse shape. I originally planned to lecture you, but now I don’t know what to say. I’m not good at comforting people either. I can only tell you my favorite quote from Naruto: easily obtained happiness doesn’t last long; happiness that comes after hardship won’t easily collapse. Okay, I’m going to check on my grand-aunt.”

That evening, after the three finished dinner, Yang Tian Wei didn’t leave. He took out the takeout boxes to throw away the garbage and took Ping An for a walk. Tou Ju Hua applied her body powder, came out of her room, and suddenly said to Li Jin Yu: “Ba Dou, I want to stay at Xu Mei Lan’s for a few days.”

Li Jin Yu put out his cigarette. “Why?”

Tou Ju Hua muttered, “I don’t want to live with you anymore. You’re always controlling me, not allowing this, not allowing that. Xu Mei Lan will take me to square dancing. Can you do that?”

“Can your feet even dance?” he looked at her and asked.

Tou Ju Hua rolled her eyes: “Even if I can’t dance, I can at least watch, can’t I? You don’t like anything that old people enjoy. Xu Mei Lan said she’s prepared a room for me. When Ye Meng returns, I might as well move in with them. Her house is huge, supposedly an old villa.”

“Did my grandfather call you?” Li Jin Yu asked.

Tou Ju Hua waved her hand. “What grandfather? I don’t know anything about that. You take me to Xu Mei Lan’s tomorrow, and after that, you can go find whoever you want.”

Li Jin Yu was silent for a while, his gaze unfocused as he stared at a corner of the low table, then turned away uncomfortably and said: “I’m sorry, Grandma.”

Tou Ju Hua looked at him as if he were crazy. “What for? Why are you acting weird?”

“I need to go back for a while.”

“Go, go. People who’ve been surrounded by love since childhood, after experiencing a little hardship, think life is impossibly difficult and can’t tolerate a speck of sand in their eyes. Those with hearts full of bitterness, when they enjoy a bit of good times, can’t help but cherish it deeply. You’re all just too young.”

After speaking, Tou Ju Hua rolled away in her wheelchair.

Her elderly silhouette, slightly hunched, moved against the evening twilight. She slowly wheeled herself to the pendulum clock and gradually stopped. In those weathered, gray eyes, one could almost see the dust-covered years. It was as if she was speaking to herself, or perhaps to him—

“When the spring flowers bloom next year, make sure to loosen the soil in the yard.”

Before leaving Ning Sui, Li Jin Yu had a meal with Fang Ya’en across from the hospital. She knew something about what had happened recently; Ye Meng had talked to her quite a bit. Li Jin Yu was somewhat relieved—at least someone was there to listen to her. Finally, he handed her two books on memory palaces. “If Jia Yu is interested, I can mail all my previous books from Beijing. If he finds it difficult, don’t force him.”

Fang Ya’en took them and set them aside, then placed one arm on the table edge while holding chopsticks with the other hand. “Are you planning to go back?”

Li Jin Yu leaned back in his chair, barely eating, only taking a few sips of water, and gave an affirmative “mm.”

“Eat something. You’ve lost so much weight lately; Ye Meng will be heartbroken when she sees you,” Fang Ya’en then looked out the window at the gleaming green leaves in the sunlight and sighed. “Why did you suddenly decide to go back?”

“What kind of person do you think my sister is?” Following her gaze to look outside, he asked casually.

It was the first time Fang Ya’en had heard him call Ye Meng that way. She suddenly realized something in Li Jin Yu’s eyes seemed different. She thought carefully, rolling a multitude of words in her mouth, finally choosing two that fit best: “Open-minded, confident.”

He nodded. “That’s why I choose to go back.”

She was open-minded and magnanimous, passionate and impulsive, clear in her loves and hates, never shortchanging anyone. Because of this, there was light in her eyes, and she approached everything with confidence. While he was shrouded in darkness, a person buried alive in the abyss, yet daring to drag her to his level, forcing her to guard that tiny candle flame in his heart, living a vague, obscure life with him.

He held his cup, rubbing the sides back and forth, staring at it, and spoke self-mockingly, “That day, Yang Tian Wei said she lost confidence in herself because of me. I realized then that more than her not loving me, I couldn’t bear to see her doubt herself.”

“Crash—” Tai Ming Xiao pushed open the door, and a strong smell of alcohol hit him. He frowned; it was as if half a liquor cabinet had been emptied. Tai Ming Xiao looked around and found Ye Meng washing her face in the bathroom. Her bangs were wet, sticking to her cheeks, as she used a face cloth to wipe her face. When she saw Tai Ming Xiao appearing at her door, swinging his car keys with a smug expression, she was startled for a moment but quickly regained her composure and said coolly, “How did you get in? I changed my password.”

“Guess.”

Ye Meng didn’t bother guessing. She stepped on the trash can to throw away the face cloth. “Say it or don’t, I don’t care.”

Tai Ming Xiao sighed, “Sister, you didn’t lock the door. Were you drunk again last night? Not locking the door? Be careful of home invasion and rape.”

“Really? I thought I locked it.”

“How else would I get in? How much have you been drinking? Why does the whole place smell like alcohol?” Tai Ming Xiao glanced behind him.

“No,” Ye Meng turned off the water. “I accidentally spilled a bottle of red wine yesterday. Why are you here?”

Tai Ming Xiao didn’t believe her. His keen nose sniffed the air, detecting the alcoholic scent all over her, but he didn’t press further. Swinging his car keys, he grinned sheepishly and said: “You don’t need to go to the office this morning. This afternoon, you’ll fly to Guangzhou.”

…

What Ye Meng didn’t know was that the moment before she boarded the plane and switched her phone to airplane mode, a status update flooded her social media feed, as someone had posted thirty consecutive messages—

Tai Ming Xiao: “Holy shit, I’m fucking crying, the sweet naive idiot is back!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”
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The plane arrived in Guangzhou, circling in the sky for a full forty minutes before landing. By the time Ye Meng disembarked, her social media feed was empty. Tai Ming Xiao had completely deleted all thirty-plus posts he had made earlier. So Ye Meng, completely unaware, was ordering a taxi on her phone while dragging her luggage toward the terminal exit.

Ye Meng was attending a blue and white porcelain exhibition in Guangzhou in place of Gou Kai. This business trip was quite last-minute. There hadn’t been time to book a hotel, and all rooms near the exhibition hall were full. Even the small inns nearby were unexpectedly booked solid. The closest available hotel was at least an hour’s drive from the exhibition hall, and from the airport, it would take at least two hours. Once in the taxi, Ye Meng dozed off again, not even removing the neck pillow she was wearing.

She woke up just in time but discovered that Guangzhou’s traffic was completely gridlocked, yet they were only halfway to their destination. What’s more, Guangzhou, which had clear skies earlier, was now being lashed by fierce winds and rain. The downpour was so heavy it seemed to connect heaven and earth, with water flowing like rivers down the car windows. It was the peak of rush hour. In the darkness, the taxi inched forward in the city’s dense traffic flow, with everyone squeezing in at any gap as if rushing to their next rebirth. Sharp honking sounds blared in unison.

“Guangzhou is affected by a thunderstorm cloud system, with heavy to torrential rain across the city… Citizens are advised to take care when traveling.”

The driver lowered the radio volume and complained quietly, “I’ll be finishing my shift at nine again. My wife is going to grumble!”

Ye Meng, who normally enjoyed chatting with drivers, was exceptionally quiet today. The driver could tell that this beautiful woman wasn’t in a good mood—even while sleeping, her brows had been furrowed.

The driver, seemingly near the end of his shift, hummed a tune cheerfully and unhurriedly switched to another radio station playing comic dialogues.

Outside the window, traffic remained at a standstill. The harsh headlights made the world beyond the glass appear as a white blur, like a Van Gogh abstract painting. Neon lights intermingled with headlights, creating a hazy, misty scene that transformed the entire world into something strange and surreal.

Since the day Liang Yun An had told Ye Meng that Li Jin Yu was a witness, her emotions had not found proper release for days. She felt like a pressure cooker being slowly heated, gradually boiling, not knowing when she might explode. She couldn’t locate the source of the heat or how to turn it off. She could only continually douse herself with water, forcibly extinguishing all the fire weighing on her.

She didn’t go back because she feared she might explode without warning. In the heat of the moment, she might go through with the divorce. She didn’t want to make any decisions in this state, because where Li Jin Yu was concerned, she always found it hard to let go.

She could only suppress herself. Yet ridiculously, she found herself wavering. Her love and hate were no longer straightforward, and right and wrong clear. She attempted to muddle through the rest of her life alone. Guilt, attachment, self-loathing, and fear of the future. These emotions intertwined, and accumulated in her chest, making her repeatedly ask herself: Ye Meng, do you want this?

Do you want to abandon your thirty years of beliefs and principles to protect a man who might have concealed the truth about your mother’s death? Do you want to give up on yourself?

Maybe Mother did commit suicide.

A voice deep inside her said.

You just fell in love with him, stop making excuses.

Another mocking voice inside her said.

Mother also used to say that in life you can’t turn back, so you must carefully consider each step forward. Don’t strive to stand out, but do put your heart into everything. …

“Miss, we’ve arrived at Galaxy Hotel,” the driver switched on the “vacant” sign and reminded her.

Ye Meng looked outside and was immediately speechless: “I said Silver Lotus. Lotus like the flower, Silver Lotus.”

The driver made a sound of surprise, as if unable to believe it, and after confirming, realized he had indeed taken her to the wrong place. He immediately shifted the blame: “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

Ye Meng contained her last bit of patience: “I did tell you. You were probably on the phone and not paying attention?”

“You should have opened your navigation app. Now look what’s happened,” the driver continued checking the address while explaining incessantly. “It’s in the opposite direction. Going back will take another hour.”

Ye Meng felt partly responsible, so she held her frustration and looked out the window without further complaint, only saying: “Please drive back. I’ll pay the full fare.”

Unexpectedly, the driver refused: “I’m about to end my shift. You’d better get out and find another taxi.”

When you’re having a bad day, even drinking cold water can get stuck in your teeth. Ye Meng admitted defeat, got out with her luggage, and then waited a full twenty minutes in the pouring rain before finding another taxi.

By the time she reached the hotel, she was soaked through, looking as bedraggled as a drowned chicken.

But it never rains but it pours. Opening her suitcase, Ye Meng discovered that in her morning rush, she had grabbed the wrong one. She had brought the suitcase from her Shanghai business trip a few days ago, which contained only a pile of unwashed clothes. She looked through it but couldn’t find a single wearable item.

She remained quite calm then. Quietly closing the suitcase and pushing it aside, she reclined on the chaise lounge by the window, opened it halfway, and listlessly smoked a cigarette. Her gaze fixed emptily on the floor, seemingly numb to all the chaotic events of the day. Her blood was congealing, the air solidifying.

She felt nothing. After smoking half a pack, she expressionlessly removed her clothes and went to shower.

In the misty bathroom, the glass was foggy, and one could vaguely make out a slender, curvaceous silhouette with waist-length hair. Every part of her body seemed to exude mature elegance, yet also resembled those graceful, innocent girls from manga.

Ye Meng ran the water while using the hotel soap to remove her makeup. She wasn’t sure if it was soap getting into her eyes causing the stinging, or if the accumulated pressure of the past few days had finally broken her.

When the first tear rolled down, she wiped it away indifferently and continued washing her face.

Gradually, the more she wiped, the more tears came, like a broken dam, constantly flowing. She could no longer ignore it. She knew her emotions had reached saturation point. She could no longer hold back and slowly crouched down.

At first, her crying was drowned out by the sound of running water, grieving like an animal’s lament. Later, this sound no longer satisfied the sorrow in her heart. She began to sob loudly, her heart-wrenching cries echoing throughout the bathroom.

It was as if the calm sea surface had suddenly erupted into terrifying waves, pulling her into the boundless ocean. She struggled desperately, screaming—the surging, cold seawater continuously rose past her chest, her neck, her mouth, until that feeling of suffocation gradually submerged her head…

She cried until her voice was hoarse, her throat raw. Finally, she whimpered a few times, sobbing as she gradually stopped, like a lonely and helpless child, her shoulders heaving, staring blankly up at the foggy bathroom ceiling.

So, when people are sad, they need to make some sound. …

Ye Meng silently fell ill in Guangzhou, recovered on her own, and then returned home.

When she went back to Beijing, Ye Meng brought a child with her. An eighteen-year-old boy.

Tai Ming Xiao drove to pick her up, and they were talking on the phone. He hadn’t connected Bluetooth, so the call was on speaker. Li Jin Yu and Gou Kai were in the car.

“Where did you pick him up?”

Ye Meng had just landed and was getting her luggage with the boy. “At Liurong Temple. After praying, I made a wish to do something good. He said he wanted to come to Beijing to find his mother. Check around for information,” then she asked softly, “What’s your mother’s name?”

The boy was quite tall, at least 5’10”. Ye Meng had to look up to talk to him.

He was good-looking, with fair, delicate features, but rather introverted, speaking in a soft voice: “Zhou Qin.”

Tai Ming Xiao spoke without restraint: “You think I’ll take in just anyone?”

Ye Meng seemed to have anticipated this response. Carrying her luggage toward the exit, she hurriedly hung up: “I’ll tell you when I get there.”

Ye Meng easily found where Tai Ming Xiao was picking her up. It was as if he had bought that parking spot; he invariably parked there every time, making it easy to find. She led Zhou Yu toward it.

The underground parking lot was empty. Today she was barefaced, hadn’t changed clothes for two or three days, and had just gotten off the plane. Even her hair was disheveled, with a neck pillow around her neck. Except for her clicking high heels giving her some presence, she looked like a freshly excavated artifact, dusty and disheveled.

With Li Jin Yu absent, she didn’t care how she looked.

Tai Ming Xiao and Gou Kai were leaning against the passenger side chatting. The passenger window was down, but at first, Ye Meng didn’t notice someone was inside, as Gou Kai’s body was blocking most of the window. She could only vaguely see the person’s forehead hair and a hand casually hanging out the window. He was wearing a white shirt, sleeves half-rolled up to his forearms, revealing slender arms. He wore a watch on his wrist, and his distinct knuckles held a half-smoked cigarette, motionless. His posture suggested he was smoking while looking down at his phone.

Ye Meng recognized that smoking posture almost instantly.

Li Jin Yu sat in her car just like that, sometimes with his hand resting on the window edge for ages without taking a drag, dangling outside, and tapping ash while checking his phone. By the time he remembered, it would be half-burned, and he would take one puff before putting it out. So lazy and casual, unlike Gou Kai and Tai Ming Xiao who would eagerly finish a cigarette in a few quick drags.

But Ye Meng quickly dismissed the thought. Upon closer inspection, she figured that unless Li Jin Yu had gone mad, he wouldn’t be wearing a 300,000-yuan watch.

However, the person unexpectedly opened the passenger door and got out. For a moment, Ye Meng thought it was Li Jin Yu’s twin brother until their eyes met. He looked at her meaningfully, and Ye Meng was certain. Who else could it be but that little troublemaker?

Li Jin Yu was dressed in a white shirt and black trousers. Only someone who had seen him naked would know that clothes made him look thinner, but his frame wasn’t small. His shoulders were broad and straight, his back thin, his waist narrow, and his collarbones formed a figure eight, creating a deep straight line across his chest. His chest muscles were lean, every inch just right. Dressed in a shirt and trousers, he appeared slender with a clean-cut aura. Replacing his sneakers with pointed leather shoes instantly transformed him into a refined young gentleman. His 6’1″ height dominated both Tai Ming Xiao and Gou Kai, but he leaned lazily against the car door, giving them face.

Li Jin Yu was like a measuring stick. Everything about him was standard. Ordinary good-looking guys suddenly lost their appeal standing next to him, somehow lacking that special something.

The two hadn’t seen each other for over a month. Not seeing him was manageable. But now, seeing that little troublemaker standing vividly before her, clean and neat like a tall white poplar, she realized she had been missing him desperately. Her heart raced wildly, for the first time feeling as if all her internal organs were pounding along with it.

Yet she found this feeling indescribable. How to put it? It was like seeing a flower that had once been rotting in muddy water, washed clean, suddenly sprouting tender green buds, even more noble than expected.

“Damn, you haven’t changed clothes for three days? Why do you look so disheveled?”

Tai Ming Xiao’s words brought her back to reality. Ye Meng suddenly remembered how bedraggled she must look right now, in wrinkled clothes, with a sickly complexion after her illness. She didn’t want Li Jin Yu to see her in such a state, so she kept her head down, hurriedly responded, and told Zhou Yu to get in the car.

On the way, Tai Ming Xiao drove, Li Jin Yu sat in the passenger seat, and Gou Kai, Zhou Yu, and she sat in the back. Ye Meng sat behind Li Jin Yu and could see him in the rearview mirror. His shirt buttons were meticulously fastened, and the scar on his Adam’s apple was still there. This scar was truly remarkable. Before, in Ning Sui, Ye Meng had found it to have a kind of repressed sensuality, but now, it gave off a sense of faint detachment.

Who could have imagined that they had once met in Ning Sui—passionate, sincere, daring to confront each other with true hearts, even willing to bet their lives on each other? The colder the world, the more fervently they had embraced, kissed, and lost themselves in passion to comfort each other.

Tai Ming Xiao briefly introduced them. Li Jin Yu didn’t actively acknowledge her, so Ye Meng remained silent.

“Sweet Simple, this is the beautiful sister I told you about.”

He gave a light “mm” in response.

Tai Ming Xiao turned to Ye Meng with interest: “Remember that childhood friend I told you about? His grandfather just brought him back a few days ago. Let me formally introduce you—Li Jin Yu. The ‘Li’ with the wood radical, the ‘Jin’ with the leather radical, like Jin Dong’s ‘Jin,’ and the ‘Yu’ from the island.”

She found it amusing.

She had heard this name introduced three times, each time from someone else’s mouth—Yang Tian Wei, Liang Yun An, and Tai Ming Xiao.

Looking in the rearview mirror, she also responded with a light “mm.”

Li Jin Yu asked Zhou Yu: “How did you two meet?”

Zhou Yu softly explained how he and Ye Meng had crossed paths.

That day at Liurong Temple, it was pouring rain. Ye Meng had gone to burn incense and ask about fate when she saw Zhou Yu wearing a sign, kneeling on the ground begging, wanting travel money to go to Beijing to find his mother. Others saw that he had hands and feet, and was so young, and thought he must be lazy and unwilling to work, showing no sympathy.

Zhou Yu kept his head down, kneeling without saying a word. When someone threw him money, he would bow. He ignored the mocking and ridiculing glances. Ye Meng knew that nine out of ten beggars were frauds, but she still tossed in a hundred-yuan note. Probably unused to such a large amount, Zhou Yu looked up at her gratefully and gave her a deep bow.

But when she came out after burning incense, the rain had intensified. As Ye Meng walked out of the temple gate, Zhou Yu fainted by the roadside. She immediately called a car to take him to the hospital. The nurse asked if she was a relative. She said no. They asked about the medical bills, and Ye Meng handed over his begging bowl. Besides her hundred-yuan note, there were some scattered ten-yuan bills.

Zhou Yu only had a common cold and fever, but kneeling for too long had caused low blood sugar. Now Ye Meng had taken him to the hospital, and the meager money he had collected all morning was gone. Zhou Yu flushed with anxiety, wanted to go back to kneeling.

Ye Meng sighed helplessly, “Come on, I’ll take you to Beijing.” …

Li Jin Yu turned to ask him: “You have hands and feet. Why not find a job? Construction sites pay daily wages. You could save up travel money in less than two days.”

Ye Meng thought, now you’re talking like you’ve never had troubles. You bought your ticket with my money back then.

“He tried,” Ye Meng interjected. “He’s not very strong and was bullied by the old foremen at the construction sites. He didn’t make much money each day, and there were always fights. If he didn’t participate, he’d get beaten. He had no choice but to leave without getting paid.”

Li Jin Yu finally glanced at her in the rearview mirror and said, “Oh.”

Zhou Yu had a boyish, skinny build like a rack of ribs. Li Jin Yu and the others had men’s physiques—broad shoulders and narrow hips. If Li Jin Yu in Ning Sui had been somewhat gloomy, then Zhou Yu was somewhat effeminate. He also looked feminine.

Zhou Yu was very insecure about his appearance. “My classmates used to call me a sissy and thought I liked men. I got used to being mocked and didn’t care much. Who knew that people at construction sites fight for real? I felt like I would die after one beating. I ran away the next day.”

Ye Meng comforted him: “Don’t mind them. You look very handsome.”

Tai Ming Xiao, while driving, also consoled him, “That’s right, you’re very good-looking, on par with my friend here. This buddy of mine has been handsome since childhood, always the campus heartthrob from elementary school on.” He was referring to Li Jin Yu.

Li Jin Yu looked out the window coldly and said: “Go away.”

Tai Ming Xiao smiled, “So how are you going to arrange for this kid? You two can’t live together, right? A man and a woman—it’s not appropriate.”

“I’m married, what’s there to worry about?” Ye Meng said.

Tai Ming Xiao looked alarmed: “Being married makes it even more worrisome! An eighteen-year-old boy understands everything. When I was eighteen, I already had two girlfriends. And if your jealous husband finds out, won’t he go crazy? It’s not appropriate, not appropriate.”

Gou Kai, who had been silent until now, started again: “I told you that small-town husband of yours isn’t worthy of you.”

Ye Meng: “…”

Li Jin Yu: “…”

After a moment of silence in the car, Ye Meng said to Tai Ming Xiao: “Then he can stay at your place until he finds his mother.”

“No way, I just got a new girlfriend. It would be so inconvenient when, you know, doing things.”

Shameless!

“He can stay with me,” Li Jin Yu said.

Ye Meng looked at him and asked: “Where are you living?”

Tai Ming Xiao immediately explained obligingly: “Fenghuiyuan. His grandfather just gave him a courtyard house worth 20 million. How about that? Tempted? Want to remarry?”

Ye Meng made a scoffing sound.

Li Jin Yu heard the disdain in her tone but said nothing. He turned back to Zhou Yu: “Do you have luggage? If not, I’ll take you shopping later. But first, we need to send this lady home.”

Zhou Yu glanced at Ye Meng, seemingly seeking her approval. Seeing no objection from her, he nodded.

After settling Zhou Yu, the car arrived at her building.

However, just before getting out, Ye Meng learned why Li Jin Yu was in the car today—the three of them were heading to Li Chen’s club and had just come along to pick her up. As Ye Meng got out to retrieve her luggage, Li Jin Yu and Gou Kai got out to smoke. He half-sat against the hood, one hand holding a cigarette, the other his phone, texting someone, while casually chatting with Gou Kai, occasionally laughing lightly.

She had thought he was content with mediocrity. Now she realized that even “content with mediocrity” wasn’t mediocre.

She had always hoped he would come to Beijing to face everything from his past and unlock his heart’s knot. But now, seeing Li Jin Yu in Beijing, Ye Meng felt a sense of detachment, a cold aloofness, as if he stood alone, exuding indifference toward everything.

“Why are you going to see Li Chen at this hour?” Ye Meng asked Tai Ming Xiao, who was helping her with her suitcase in the trunk. “It’s almost nine.”

Tai Ming Xiao slammed the trunk shut with a “bang,” his face excited, eyes gleaming with anticipation: “To race cars, of course. The racing king of Jiu Men Ridge is back. We have to celebrate. Go on up now.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 54
Ye Meng went upstairs with a somewhat unhappy demeanor. The “click-clack” sound of her pretentious high heels was familiar to Li Jin Yu. Whenever she got tired of walking, she would make a show of stomping in her high heels, wanting him to carry her.

Tai Ming Xiao was completely clueless, but he didn’t care whether Ye Meng was happy or not. His heart had already eagerly flown to Jiu Men Ridge. He excitedly turned and called for the two young men to get in the car. Li Jin Yu leaned against his million-yuan vehicle, unhurriedly raised the cigarette butt in his hand, and said, “After I finish this.”

Only when the light suddenly came on upstairs did Li Jin Yu put out his cigarette. He got up lazily, opened the car door, and while fastening his seatbelt, casually asked: “What’s wrong with her?”

Tai Ming Xiao: “What?”

“The pretty lady doesn’t look very happy,” Li Jin Yu said with a frivolous expression, tilting his chin toward the upstairs window. “What did you say to her?”

Tai Ming Xiao was the same age as Ye Meng, and Gou Kai was two years older than all of them. Among them, Li Jin Yu was the youngest—oh, now there was also Zhou Yu. Thinking of this, Li Jin Yu glanced back at the boy sitting silently in the back seat.

Tai Ming Xiao adjusted the rearview mirror to check his appearance, with the solemnity of someone about to perform on stage. While looking at himself, he said: “I don’t know. Women all have those few days, you know. I just told her we’re going racing. Don’t know which nerve I stepped on.”

…

Racing was already a thing of the last century for Li Jin Yu. Since his brother’s fatal car accident, he had rarely touched a car. It wasn’t exactly PTSD; he was simply tired of activities that required adrenaline to numb himself.

So no matter how enthusiastically Tai Ming Xiao invited him, Li Jin Yu sat preciously in the tire chair at the club, smoking a cigarette with his legs crossed, like a reformed playboy: “I’m not interested.”

Tai Ming Xiao had thought his return meant he had put the past behind him and was ready for a fresh start. But he was overthinking it—that wasn’t the case at all. So why had he come back? And he vaguely felt that the Sweet Simple Naive who returned this time seemed like a different person. Not that the change was dramatic—his way of speaking and his demeanor were still the same. But before, even though he wasn’t loved by the Li family and Li Ling Bai neglected him, he at least seemed like a child with a home. Now, Li Jin Yu seemed completely uninhibited, giving the impression of being alone and unattached.

But Tai Ming Xiao didn’t push him, after all, when Li Si Yang had his accident, Li Jin Yu had witnessed the whole thing miserably. So he patted his shoulder reassuringly and said, “Then I’ll go.”

Just outside the club was the steep winding road of Jiu Men Ridge. That mysterious mountain stood like a king among the surrounding hills. While the smaller mountains clustered around it as vassals, it stood alone as a solitary peak. The winding asphalt road resembled a spiral staircase, ascending directly to the summit. The mountaintop was shrouded in misty fog, like a fairy’s flowing sleeve.

All the city’s thrills happened here, with these young people venting their inner passions, but Li Jin Yu had long grown tired of such a lifestyle.

“I don’t know if it’s a good thing or a bad thing,” Li Chen said, looking at the road and listening to the wild, unrestrained screams of those young people. “I feel like you’ve changed.”

Li Jin Yu remained leaning in his chair, legs crossed, smiling as he tapped off some ash, neither confirming nor denying his words.

“Changed for the worse,” Li Chen added with certainty.

Li Jin Yu took a drag of his cigarette, smiled, and shook his head: “I’ve always been like this. I just don’t bother pretending anymore.”

Suddenly, the roar of accelerating engines echoed through the mountains, signaling the beginning of the night’s thrills. Li Jin Yu was intimately familiar with this sound. He instinctively looked down at his watch—if they were fast, eight minutes to the summit, with Tai Ming Xiao about thirty seconds behind. If someone was in the passenger seat, they might even share a kiss.

In an instant, two sports cars, identical except for their color, raced up the mountain like unleashed beasts, roaring toward the summit. Their endless enthusiasm for this battle wasn’t just for the momentary thrill. Men’s pleasures can be quite mundane. The club had an unwritten rule—a small flag was permanently placed at the summit of Jiu Men Ridge, bearing the name of the record holder.

It had started with a bet between Li Jin Yu and Li Chen. Back then, the eighteen or nineteen-year-old youth was competitive and determined to make his mark. Li Chen was eight years older and a professional driver, and never let him win. But Li Chen knew exactly where his advantage lay—had he waited just two years, the name on that flag would likely have changed. Later, the young man left. This rule persisted to this day, with challengers coming every so often, yet the record remained unbroken. Li Chen’s name remained on that small flag.

Li Chen’s record was seven minutes and fifty-six seconds. Li Jin Yu’s fastest record at age twenty was eight minutes and two seconds. He was the only person in recent years to come within ten seconds of the record.

“Want to try again?” Li Chen found himself somewhat expectant.

The precious young master valued his life too much. “Forget it, not interested.” Li Jin Yu stretched his neck, put out his cigarette, and stood up: “I’m going to the car factory.”

“The old car factory?” Li Chen stood up suspiciously, following him. “What are you going there for?”

“To check the surveillance.”

Li Chen followed him out, leaving the youngsters behind. The two walked side by side into the night breeze toward the car factory. “You’re not also investigating that Singaporean Chinese collector case, are you?”

“Mm, just curious,” Li Jin Yu said.

Li Jin Yu wasn’t someone with a particularly strong curiosity. Coming back and heading straight there without any pretense showed his intentions were too direct. Li Chen understood him somewhat. So as Li Jin Yu sprawled in the chair in the security room, casually flipping through the past month’s surveillance footage like a lord, Li Chen questioned him intermittently.

“Where have you been these past few years?”

Li Jin Yu leaned casually in the chair, so casually that he looked like he was watching an extremely boring movie. He was peeling peanuts he had brought from Li Chen’s club, lazily tossing them into his mouth, his gaze wandering over the computer screen.

Yet he still managed to answer Li Chen’s questions one by one.

“At my grandmother’s.”

He had never had issues multitasking. Li Chen leaned against the security room door and nodded somewhat unexpectedly: “What were you doing?”

Li Jin Yu stared at the motionless surveillance footage and absent-mindedly tapped the keyboard’s progress bar: “Wasting time.”

Li Chen folded his arms and peered inside: “Has this footage moved at all since we’ve been watching?”

“No,” Li Jin Yu answered honestly.

The security room could retain about two months of surveillance footage. Since hardly anyone came here, the images were almost static. Finding any clues in such a long period would be more difficult than finding a needle in a haystack.

But Li Jin Yu didn’t think so. He looked down at his phone: “Sometimes when something static begins to move, it becomes deadly.”

When he looked up again, Li Jin Yu’s gaze suddenly tightened, gradually fixing on something, as if he had discovered something. He stared at the screen for a while, and the next second, he grabbed the phone on the table and started checking something.

Li Chen curiously moved closer. “Found something?”

Li Jin Yu didn’t hear him, looking at his phone while rewinding the footage back and forth, checking twice to confirm he wasn’t mistaken. Then he casually took screenshots of the screen to show Li Chen, but the two images looked almost identical to Li Chen, with no discernible differences. Unless one was particularly sensitive to visual details or had a memory palace like Li Jin Yu, it would be difficult to spot any differences.

For Li Chen, this was his most headache-inducing game—spot the difference.

Li Jin Yu teased him: “If you can’t see the difference between two trees, brother, maybe you could pass the level if I replaced them with two beautiful women.”

Li Chen stared at the phone and chuckled: “…Am I that kind of person?”

Li Jin Yu laughed lightly. He was different from most people. When he looked at surveillance footage, his brain automatically created images. The two pictures would automatically overlap, and the differences would be particularly obvious, even if it was just an ant appearing in the bushes.

“The surveillance has been edited,” he turned off the security room computer and leaned back in his chair, as if just stating something trivial.

Li Chen felt goosebumps rising, the hair on his back standing on end in respect. Being late at night in a remote suburban area, the car factory where he had spent so many years suddenly felt strange and terrifying. He didn’t even dare to look back, feeling a cold breeze behind him, as if claws were waiting ominously for him to fall into their trap.

Li Jin Yu stood up, leaning against the edge of the table, hands in his pockets, his voice still as casual and composed as ever: “The surveillance footage from the 17th has been replaced with footage from the 10th, which is a week before the incident. Even though there aren’t many people here and the surveillance footage doesn’t change much, you can still see some differences each day based on the weather, wind speed, and the angle of shadows from the sunlight. See that tree? I just glanced at the surveillance from the 17th and 10th, and in terms of the movement of the leaves and the angle of the shadows, they’re almost identical, which means it’s the same video. Moreover, I just checked, and the wind speed in Beijing on the 17th was very low, nowhere near what’s shown in the footage.”

That night, Ye Meng went to bed early. Li Jin Yu didn’t contact her again. Her phone seemed to have sunk into the sea, with no news.

That day, Liang Yun An came to see her. As usual, they sat in the café below her company building. The waiter saw them and greeted them with a familiar smile: “Two lattes again?”

The café wasn’t crowded, and conversations were a quiet buzz, everyone busy with their affairs, no one paying attention to others.

Ye Meng got straight to the point: “Any progress?”

Liang Yun An nodded solemnly, his expression more serious than she had ever seen: “This time someone provided a crucial clue. After analysis by our police technical department, the car factory surveillance indeed has issues. Someone switched the surveillance video from the 17th, which is why we’ve been unable to determine when Wang Xing Sheng entered the car factory.”

Ye Meng: “Who discovered it?”

Liang Yun An initially thought it was Ye Meng and couldn’t imagine who else would trust him so much. The sealed envelope delivered to the police station was addressed specifically to Officer Liang Yun An.

“I don’t know. An anonymous tape was sent to the police station. Probably some genius who’s also following this case. It’s really impressive. Because that abandoned car factory’s surveillance hardly shows anyone—not just people, not even an ant. The footage barely moves, it’s excruciatingly monotonous. Our technical team members would fall asleep watching it. To solve the case quickly, we had ten teams check two months’ worth of security room footage back and forth. No one noticed anything.”

Ye Meng nodded: “What about Li Ling Bai?”

“She applied for bail. Li Ling Bai denies meeting Wang Xing Sheng during those days, and strangely enough, her itinerary on the 17th places her abroad. She has an alibi, so we had no choice but to release her. Our biggest mystery now is where Wang Xing Sheng went on the 17th.” Liang Yun An said, scratching his head in frustration, “I want to track down the person who anonymously sent the surveillance tape and have them check the citywide surveillance for the 17th. I refuse to believe Wang Xing Sheng could just vanish into thin air.”

Ye Meng smiled, thinking that would probably work someone to death. However, her phone suddenly rang. She looked down—the person who had seemed to vanish had resurfaced.

“It’s me.” The voice sounded like he had just woken up, drowsy and lazy.

Ye Meng responded with an “mm.”

Li Jin Yu: “Not convenient to talk?”

Ye Meng noticed that since his return to Beijing, his entire aura had strengthened. Somehow, this simple question made her feel awkward. Ye Meng signaled to Liang Yun An that she was going to take a call outside. As she walked, she cleared her throat and said: “No, it’s fine.”

Li Jin Yu, whether affected by her or not, also coughed slightly, then chuckled and said: “If it’s convenient, come to my place now. I’ll send you the location.”

This area was in the Financial Street district, yet it seemed to stand apart from the worldly clamor, and very quiet. Ye Meng followed a long alley, gradually turning deeper into the human realm. It was even quieter inside, with gray bricks, white walls, and black tiles. Branches and leaves hung over the walls, bright and verdant. In the thin morning light, they resembled boats floating on the sea surface.

She had to admit, that Li Jin Yu’s grandfather knew how to pick a location. This courtyard was quiet and secluded. Somehow, upon entering, the gentle wind in the alley wasn’t cold at all but carried a warm spring air, as if stepping into flowing warm water that gently washed away anxiety and unease. Her entire being felt calmer.

But she soon exploded.

“What did you say?” Ye Meng looked at Li Jin Yu in disbelief. “Zhou Yu is missing?”

Li Jin Yu, still drowsy, leaned his shoulder against the doorframe. Not fully awake, his alluring eyes were still closed, hands in his pockets, lazily responding with an “mm.”

Ye Meng stood at the doorway, looking at the ransacked room that resembled the aftermath of a typhoon, her eyebrows shooting up in continued disbelief: “And he took your razor? Shirts? Underwear?”

“Didn’t leave me a single one,” he emphasized with his eyes still closed.

Ye Meng’s gaze silently moved downward, glancing at his gray sweatpants.

“Not wearing any. Going commando.”

Li Jin Yu had his eyes closed, yet somehow sensed her thoughts. The next second, he opened his eyes, looking very innocent: “Don’t believe me? Want me to take them off and show you? Your precious little brother also took my three-hundred-thousand-yuan watch.”
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The supermarket was crowded, with a constant stream of people. Ye Meng crouched in the underwear section, her eyes dazzled by the dizzying array of men’s underwear. Fabric? Size? Boxers? Briefs? And what the heck were “bullets”?

The two were on a video call, remote shopping. Ye Meng asked in confusion, “Large or small size?”

“It’s not like you haven’t felt it before, can’t you tell?”

She enunciated each word, “…Large. Or. Small. Size?”

Li Jin Yu laughed and gave her a size.

Ye Meng felt like an eager supermarket sales assistant, doing her utmost to promote products to the picky young master on the video: “How about this? Pure cotton, a king-among-commoners experience, soft against the skin. But they don’t have your size. Would you settle for small?”

Li Jin Yu sat in the courtyard drinking coffee, utterly uncompromising: “No.”

Ye Meng’s gaze began wandering again, then suddenly lit up. “Ah, this is good. Gladiator. Definitely for macho men.”

“…” What nonsense was this?

“Or this one. Wear it, and everything becomes hazy—the moon hazy, the bird hazy.”

“You’re the hazy one.”

Ye Meng picked up another pair: “There’s also the bullet type.”

“I don’t wear bullet ones.”

Ye Meng asked curiously, “But what exactly are these bullet ones anyway?”

“Why don’t you buy a pair, and I’ll model them for you?” said the precious young master.

“…”

Li Jin Yu laughed, enjoying his advantage while playing innocently. Basking in the thin, gold-like morning light, he reclined in the chair with one leg crossed over the other, shielding his forehead from the light with his hand. He casually said, “Alright, I’m just teasing you. Just buy any two pairs. And bring me a pack of cigarettes and a lighter on your way back. That kid Zhou Yu even took my lighter.”

Ye Meng still couldn’t believe it. While checking out, she switched the video call to audio. “Did you bully him?”

Then she faintly heard Li Jin Yu give a soft, amused snort on the other end. His voice, like morning frost, was lazy and deep. “What? Do you think I’m jealous of him? Or do you knowingly bring him home to make me jealous?”

Ye Meng laughed coldly: “Did you tell me a single word about coming to Beijing?”

“I’m not arguing with you, don’t be like that,” the young master got up to wash his face. “Forget it, we’ll talk when you get back.”

Li Jin Yu’s courtyard was worth five or six of Ning Sui’s. Just one bathroom was equivalent to half a suite in Ning Sui. The courtyard had two pomegranate trees, their dense branches hanging over the wall. He had just moved in recently; there wasn’t much furniture inside, leaving it quite empty. He didn’t have many possessions to begin with, and after Zhou Yu’s “looting,” it looked almost like an empty shell with freshly painted walls.

When Ye Meng returned, Li Jin Yu was washing his face in the bathroom, his face covered with trickling water droplets, his hair tips wet and clinging to his temples. Every time after washed his face or took a shower, his skin looked incredibly tender, so fair it seemed translucent.

He especially resembled a freshly washed green leaf, with clear veins, clean and fresh.

She tossed him the things and, leaning against the bathroom door, finally asked calmly: “How have you arranged for Granny and Ping An?”

Li Jin Yu didn’t even dry his face, took the items, and walked out. Ye Meng only then realized that even the towels in the bathroom had been taken.

He casually walked to the bedroom with his face still dripping wet to change clothes. The bedroom door was wide open, and before he even entered, right in front of her, he unconcernedly pulled up his pajama top and removed it, revealing his broad, thin back and straight shoulders. Viewed from behind, Li Jin Yu’s shoulders resembled a perfect clothes hanger.

“Granny is at your place,” he lowered his head, buttoning his shirt from bottom to top, his face still wet with water dripping down. “I gave Ping An to Fang Ya’en. It’s not convenient for two elderly ladies to take care of a dog. Fang Ya’en will regularly take Ping An to visit Granny.” After saying this, he lowered his head to undo his pants, then noticed her standing like a wooden puppet, motionless, with a rather hungry look in her eyes.

Li Jin Yu reached out his long arm and gently pulled the door. He didn’t close it completely, just angled it at about sixty-five degrees—an especially precise angle, just enough to block Ye Meng’s view.

When he finished changing and opened the door again, he was sitting on the bed, head lowered, putting on his socks.

His bedroom was very large, containing only a bed and a nearly sixty-inch computer monitor like a TV supported by a tripod in front of the bed. Nothing else, oh, except for an open suitcase—a Rimowa, at that. Ye Meng frowned. Li Jin Yu seemed to know what she was thinking and explained with a smile: “I visited my mother’s place. These are old things, not newly purchased.”

He still wore the same shirt and slacks as that day, except the buttons at his chest and cuffs were undone, loosely open, revealing clean, lean collarbones and forearms. Water still ran down his face, slowly sliding down his smooth neck into his collar. His temples and sideburns were wet. This appearance was too reminiscent of post-coital moments—at this point, anyone would surely think they had just finished making love. The key point was, he then patted the spot beside him on the bed, saying, “Come over, let’s talk for a bit.” This suave, wealthy young master’s demeanor made Ye Meng feel like a call girl he’d hired.

“…”

The bed was a tatami style, with two messy gaming controllers tossed on it. He’d been busy playing games with his friends these past few days.

Li Jin Yu leaned back on the bed, supported by his hands, head slightly tilted back. Yet he seemed to see through her thoughts. He moved his neck a bit and, without looking at her, said in a languid tone: “I haven’t been gaming or racing cars. I’ve been busy with other things these days.”

Ye Meng surrendered with a sigh, “What are you planning to do about Zhou Yu? Report to the police?”

“No need,” Li Jin Yu sat up and casually lit a cigarette for himself. “I installed a tracker on his phone. He hasn’t left Beijing.”

No wonder he was so relaxed and still directing her to buy underwear.

“You knew early on, didn’t you?”

Li Jin Yu looked at her and said, “Not that early. I just noticed he would steal my cigarettes. It’s not normal for a seventeen or eighteen-year-old to have such petty thieving habits, so I observed him for a couple of days.” At this, he glanced at her sideways, tapped his ash, and said with a smile: “This precious brother you picked up is quite interesting.”

“Are you going to mock me about this for the rest of my life?”

“No,” he casually raised his hand in a half-oath gesture. “I’m just reminding you not to bring home kids just because they look good. It’s one thing to trick me, but you nearly tricked Tai Ming Xiao.”

That day, after her big crying session, she still felt unsettled. Sometimes people are like this—when feeling lost, they want to find spiritual support. Having been in the antique business for so long, she had some belief in feng shui and deities. So, before returning, she visited the locally renowned Six Banyan Temple to seek divination about her relationship with Li Jin Yu. The oracle that day told her to accumulate good karma, and she would reap rewards in the future. Who could have guessed that Zhou Yu would coincidentally cross her path at that time? She felt it was a predestined arrangement.

Despite his mockery, Ye Meng restrained herself and asked: “Why didn’t you contact me when you came back to Beijing?”

Li Jin Yu leaned back again, supporting himself with one hand, legs bent and splayed, the other hand tapping ash, saying lightly: “I was afraid you wouldn’t want to see me. I also didn’t want to cling to you like before and make things difficult for you.”

Ye Meng turned her head away: “It’s because you have more friends here now, so you don’t need me anymore, right?”

“If you insist on thinking that way—”

“I can’t help it,” Ye Meng interrupted him, turning back to look at him coldly. “That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”

Li Jin Yu smiled, put out his cigarette, and sat upright with one leg folded on the bed, facing her directly. Those eyes, without the slightest embellishment, scanned her frankly from head to toe before he said: “I’ve discovered women are truly contradictory. Don’t you remember what you told me back in Ning Sui? You said I needed my circle of friends. Now I have one, and you feel I don’t need you anymore. Although that wasn’t my intention just now, I still want to explain to you—I was only trying to say that I’m making an effort to become what you want me to be.”

“What if I want you to change back? I don’t want you like this now. Do you know how cold you seem right now?”

Li Jin Yu seemed to give a cold laugh. “Change back, and then what? Can we live our entire lives hiding from the truth? Don’t you want to know the truth about your mother anymore? This time, just one Liang Yun’an tells you I was a witness, and you immediately call to question me, even threatening divorce. What about next time? If someone else tells you your mother’s death is related to my mother, are you going to bring up divorce again?”

He said: “I’m tired. I can’t bear this life—one day with my heart roasting on fire, the next frozen in ice water. And I can’t stand being like a dog, eagerly waiting for you to come home.” After saying this, worried Ye Meng might overthink, he added, “I don’t mean to compare myself with your mother; I was ignorant before. So, before your mother’s case is solved, I don’t want to add any more burden on you. Even if I contacted you, look—we’d still end up sitting here arguing. Doesn’t that hurt you? And it doesn’t solve any substantial issues.”

She was so distressed she was nearly going crazy, but as he rightly pointed out, she couldn’t possibly maintain such a marriage with him by pretending everything was fine.

This topic would lead nowhere if they continued. Seeing her eyes reddening, Li Jin Yu didn’t dare continue. If Ye Meng shed even one tear, it would be too much for him to bear. He forced himself to look away, lowering his head while buttoning his cuffs: “Let’s talk about Zhou Yu first. How much do you know about his mother’s situation?”

Ye Meng also composed herself, softening her tone: “He’s from a single-parent family, living solely with his mother. He said she was sick, and he brought some family heirlooms to Beijing to have them appraised at an antique company. I let him come back with me, thinking I could have Tai Ming Xiao help inquire about it.”

“Did you find anything out?”

“No,” Ye Meng was puzzled too. “Tai Ming Xiao made inquiries for two days but got no information.”

Li Jin Yu said: “No need to ask anymore. This person doesn’t exist.”

“What?” Ye Meng was momentarily stunned, hardly believing her ears. Only now did she realize how low her intelligence had sunk lately.

“Zhou Yu didn’t come to Beijing to find his mother,” Li Jin Yu opened his phone and pulled up the tracking device’s action route. “These are his movement patterns over the past few days. His mother is missing, yet he hasn’t even filed a police report. And as you said, if his mother came to Beijing to sell a family heirloom for medical treatment, he should be looking for her, but he hasn’t been to any antique companies, antique markets, or hospitals. He should at least check surveillance footage at the train station, but he didn’t do any of that.”

“Then where did he go?”

Li Jin Yu glanced at her, seeming reluctant to tell her.

“Tell me.”

He lowered his head: “Nightclubs, bars, and the red-light district to find prostitutes.”

“He’s only eighteen!” Ye Meng shouted, gripping her phone.

Li Jin Yu smiled, retrieved his phone, and tossed it aside, looking at her: “What’s wrong with being eighteen? Everything that should have grown has grown by that age, sister.”

“Where is he now?”

“Pingling Cave.”

Pingling Cave was also in Guan Mountain District, in the ninth street’s eighteenth alley. Every dim, secluded alley had one or two massage parlors or hair salons illuminated with a faint red glow. Zhou Yu had been in this den of carnal pleasure for two days. Except for last night’s brief return home to sweep away Li Jin Yu’s belongings like a whirlwind, he had returned here.

At the entrance of Pingling Cave stood a large archway. If one didn’t know what activities went on inside, it wouldn’t seem strange. But knowing what it was, the archway resembled an ancient brothel.

The street was desolate, almost devoid of people. Ye Meng parked the car on the roadside opposite Pingling Cave. In the dim moonlight and street lamps, they stood side by side, leaning against the driver’s side door, smoking. They were the only two people on the entire street, with the car lights faintly illuminating them.

“Zhou Yu must be possessed by some enchantress. Staying for two days? Isn’t he afraid of dying from exhaustion?” Ye Meng said.

Li Jin Yu lazily leaned against the car door, one hand in his pocket, and laughed: “Seventeen or eighteen-year-old boys have abundant energy. You can’t blame the ladies for this.”

“…”

As they walked inside, Ye Meng suddenly felt that coming here with him was a mistake. The scantily clad girls at the entrance all had their eyes light up red upon seeing him. Some even stood candidly against the wall, openly beckoning him: “Handsome, massage?”

They both stopped and exchanged a glance. Ye Meng knew what he was about to do.

“Sister, can I ask you something?” Li Jin Yu had already turned back to chat with the woman.

In the dim alley, the woman’s voice seemed to melt into water. Her bosom rippled softly like ocean waves as she responded flirtatiously: “What is it, handsome?”

Before Li Jin Yu could ask, they heard hurried footsteps retreating from around the corner of the alley. The footsteps were initially casual, then suddenly slowed down, as if listening at the corner for a couple of seconds, before frantically fleeing in panic. Without a doubt, it had to be Zhou Yu.

Ye Meng also realized this, exchanged a glance with him, and immediately ran back: “I’ll get the car, you chase him! I’ve seen the map—if he gets out there, he’ll reach Songan Road. I’ll cut him off at the Songan Road intersection!”

There was no need to go as far as Songan Road. Li Jin Yu pursued him for one street, took a shortcut, and immediately blocked him. He even leisurely leaned against the mottled wall, smoking a cigarette while waiting for him. Zhou Yu ran until he was out of breath, bent over with his hands on his knees, panting heavily as he looked at him for a moment. The next second, he unexpectedly turned and fled in the opposite direction.

But he was blocked by Li Jin Yu again in another alley.

This time Zhou Yu was even more breathless. His throat started to emit smoke as if filled with sand that wouldn’t disperse. Yet the man opposite him still calmly leaned against the wall, smoking.

Zhou Yu supported himself with both hands on his knees, watching him vigilantly while taking a deep breath. He gathered all his remaining strength, like a fully drawn bow poised to release, then turned and ran again!

This time the man didn’t seem to chase after him. Hugging a large black bag to his chest, he stumbled toward the yellowish light at the end of the path, giving it everything he had. He used every bit of strength in his body, his lungs filled with the cold air. Even as he ran, he coughed, occasionally looking back to see if the man had caught up.

“Beep beep—”

Zhou Yu suddenly turned around to find a car blocking the road at the intersection. He slowly came to a stop, his heart filling with despair as he realized there was no escape. He thought he was heading toward the light, but the hazy moonlight turned out to be like a cage, enveloping him completely.

However, Li Jin Yu had arrived even earlier, casually emerging from the corner of another alley.

Zhou Yu hadn’t anticipated this at all. He felt like he’d been tricked, step by step forced into a trap set by this man. Stammering in astonishment, he muttered: “Y-y-you!!”

If Nine Gate Ridge was a paradise for the rich second generation and the climax of this city’s nightlife, then Pingling Cave was a den of prostitutes and their clients—the most shameful place in the city. The environment here was comparable to a sewer: mottled, moldy walls, stinking puddles of dirty water everywhere, dead rat carcasses lying in ditches, and even garbage cans overturned by stray dogs, filled with used condoms, pregnancy tests, and even bloody sanitary pads.

No matter how you looked at it, this environment was utterly hopeless—like an inescapable purgatory on earth.

It was in this dilapidated, even disgusting environment that Li Jin Yu slowly walked toward Zhou Yu.

Zhou Yu thought at that moment, how could a high-and-mighty rich young master like Li Jin Yu understand the desperation and helplessness of people at the bottom like him? For a thirty-thousand-yuan watch, he was willing to pursue him relentlessly in such a place, even chasing him like a cat with a mouse.

Zhou Yu dared not imagine what inhuman torture he might suffer at his hands, considering these rich second generations had the most creative ways to torment people. Thinking of this, his body began to tremble slightly.

However, he hadn’t expected that Li Jin Yu, carrying a baseball bat picked up from somewhere, one hand in his pocket, the other placing the bat against the wall behind him, would casually jerk his chin toward the car at the entrance and, despite his menacing appearance, say with gentlemanly words: “Keep the watch if you like it, but you need to apologize to my sister. She almost blamed herself again because of you.”
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Zhou Yu immediately said that he had already spent the money from the watch, but he was willing to apologize to Ye Meng.

However, despite receiving Zhou Yu’s apology, Ye Meng insisted on calling the police. She had already raised the phone to her ear when Li Jin Yu casually snatched it away. Ye Meng turned to scold him for being so indulgent, but he simply said, “I need to ask him something first.”

The two leaned against the car door, blocking the dim alley entrance. Zhou Yu clutched a large black bag to his chest, trembling and cowering in the corner. The scene looked more like two adults robbing a helpless high school student.

The alley entrance emitted a faint but heavy stench. Zhou Yu felt he was about to suffocate. Yet the seemingly refined young master before him showed no discomfort whatsoever, not even wrinkling his brow. He sure can endure, Zhou Yu thought.

Li Jin Yu tossed Ye Meng’s phone into the car, crossed his arms over his chest, and asked with casual curiosity, “What kind of prostitute costs 300,000 yuan? Tell me, I’m a bit inexperienced.”

Ye Meng instinctively glanced at him, seeing his eyes fixed intently on Zhou Yu, appearing genuinely curious.

Zhou Yu kept his head down, his lips sealed as if glued together, refusing to say a word. At that moment, he wished he could dissolve into the gutter and wash away with the current.

“As far as I know, the prostitutes around here only charge 300 yuan a night,” Li Jin Yu smiled at him. “To put it bluntly, even if you found a virgin, it shouldn’t cost 300,000 yuan, right?”

After saying this, he slowly pushed himself off the car and walked step by step toward Zhou Yu, who instinctively retreated two steps.

“Helping someone redeem themselves?”

“Gambling it away?”

“You spent my money, so shouldn’t you at least tell me what you spent it on?”

Li Jin Yu was like a patient and gentlemanly wolf, each question seemingly casual yet increasingly pressing.

Zhou Yu found himself with nowhere to retreat, his eyes still secretly gauging opportunities to escape. Li Jin Yu’s words pinned him in place.

“Don’t even think about it. I know all the shortcuts in Pingling Cave’s ninth street and Eighteenth Alley, and I know exactly where to intercept you. Running again would be pointless. My patience is limited. If you don’t want to say anything, then we’ll just call the police. This isn’t a small amount of money, and if you’ve broken the law, I’ll have the police coming to me later, which would be very troublesome. To be honest, if you weren’t brought home by her, do you think you’d still have the chance to be standing here? I would have thrown you out the day you stole my cigarettes.”

Why was this area so chaotic? Because the ninth street and eighteenth alley of Pingling Cave were unusual in that every alley was connected. Viewed from above, it resembled a giant maze, and anyone unfamiliar with the terrain could easily lose pursuers. This was why illegal activities such as prostitution and drug dealing were common here. Even if the police came, the criminals had a high probability of escape.

Zhou Yu certainly didn’t believe him and thought Li Jin Yu was bluffing. Hugging his bag and shrinking into the corner, he stammered, “Someone… like you probably has never been here before. How could you know the routes so well?”

“Have you heard of a memory palace?” Before Li Jin Yu could answer, Ye Meng walked over and said expressionlessly, “He memorized the map after looking at it once. He doesn’t need to have been here before. So, are you going to talk or not? We really will call the police; we’re not bluffing. I’m running out of patience too.”

Zhou Yu didn’t know why, but compared to Li Jin Yu, he was more afraid of Ye Meng. This sister was like a time bomb that could explode at any moment.

Zhou Yu finally backed up against the wall, his heart pounding anxiously. Eventually, like a puddle of mud, he slowly slid down the wall, hugging his head as he said softly, “I’m not looking for prostitutes. I came to find someone called ‘Master Yin Zhen’.”

…

Zhou Yu was essentially a slum version of Li Jin Yu. Apart from his family not being as wealthy as the Li family, they had both endured the same domestic violence. Ye Meng finally understood why she had impulsively decided to bring him back, and why she had always vaguely felt it was some kind of divine arrangement. Tai Ming Xiao had once said something they hadn’t paid attention to—Zhou Yu resembled Li Jin Yu somewhat, especially in his eyes. However, coincidentally, he wasn’t as handsome as Li Jin Yu and appeared overly effeminate.

Zhou Yu’s father was a gambler who frequently beat his wife and children. Zhou Yu had five or six younger siblings. But Zhou Yu’s father didn’t beat any of them—only Zhou Yu and his mother. Because Zhou Yu was born with feminine features, had a weak personality, and spoke in a shrill voice like a woman’s. To put it bluntly, he was effeminate. The townspeople said the child was born into the wrong body, that he was his father’s retribution, and they secretly mocked that Zhou Yu wasn’t his father’s biological son. So, Zhou Yu’s father often beat him to vent his anger.

When Zhou Yu was ten, his father went berserk, saying he would kill his mother. His father, in a towering rage, grabbed his mother’s hair and slammed her head against the wall repeatedly. His mother cried out in agony, but no matter how much she begged, his father wouldn’t spare her. He kept violently smashing her head against the wall. The sound was like someone hammering on the wall with a heavy iron mallet. Zhou Yu couldn’t imagine how much pain his mother’s head must have been in!

His younger siblings all thought their father was just venting and would calm down if they stayed quiet. After all, he had never beaten them.

Zhou Yu felt desperate because only he could hear his mother’s dying pleas and cries. He also knew firsthand how painful his father’s beatings could be. That night, Zhou Yu secretly ran out to report to the police. When the police came, his mother had nearly lost her life. But then what? Zhou Yu, only ten years old at the time, unexpectedly told the police he wanted to report his father for domestic violence, but his mother remained silent, like a cold, emotionless mummy. The police back then hardly took a ten-year-old child’s words seriously and left after asking a few cursory questions.

The result was predictable. Because of his mother’s weakness, Zhou Yu was beaten half to death by his father, who didn’t even pause to rest, beating him for a full hour while cursing him as a “little slut.” His mother still said nothing, as if she were dead. Zhou Yu thought that he had probably died that night too.

However, Zhou Yu never expected that his nightmare would only begin when he entered high school. Initially, he was mocked by classmates for his shrill, high-pitched voice. Gradually, the mockery turned into malicious pranks. Their greatest joy was seeing him shriek in his thin, high voice: “Haven’t you had enough?!”

They provoked and bullied him just to see how this effeminate boy would react when angry. Their day’s pleasure came from his humiliation. For Zhou Yu, compared to his father’s beatings, all this amounted to nothing. If they wanted to laugh, let them laugh. He felt that since he was an anomaly, he should live in the depths of the earth. Until one day, he had a conflict with a rich second-generation kid.

This rich kid had incredibly varied methods of torment.

Seeking some excitement, the rich kid forced Zhou Yu to steal money and lift girls’ skirts. He recorded videos and posted them on forums, making Zhou Yu a target of public criticism. If Zhou Yu refused, he would drag him into the bathroom and beat him without hesitation, then urinate on his face and step on him heavily. If he still refused, the next step would be to push his head into the toilet to drink from the urinal.

At seventeen or eighteen, one should be at a bright age where mountains are seen as mountains and seas as seas, but Zhou Yu was dragged step by step into the abyss by this demon.

Later, Zhou Yu was forced to drop out of school. But with stealing, once you start, it becomes habitual, and after three times, it becomes addictive. Zhou Yu found he couldn’t quit. He often didn’t even realize when he had stolen something; his hand just reached out and took it unconsciously.

Once, while out, he tried to steal from this “Master Yin Zhen” and was caught in the act. By then, his technique was quite skilled, and he had never failed before. That was the first time.

Master Yin Zhen saw that he was young and didn’t make an issue of it. Instead, he earnestly advised him to turn back from the wrong path. Before leaving, he even took out a book from a cloth bag and gave it to him.

Hearing this, Li Jin Yu, who was leaning against the car, lightly tapped his cigarette ash and asked, “What book?”

He carried this book with him at all times and read it several times a day. Many of the words in it had been etched into his heart, but Zhou Yu wasn’t sure if he should take it out, hesitantly looking at them both.

Li Jin Yu frowned, losing patience.

Zhou Yu immediately took it out: “This one, ‘The Door’.”

The entire book cover was plain white, without any design elements like a dust jacket—just a large character for the “door” in the center. It didn’t even list the author. The design was simple but also looked bootlegged. Li Jin Yu leaned against the car door, head lowered, one hand in his pocket, the other turning the book over to examine it. He quickly lost interest: “You’ve been to school; can’t you tell this is an illegal publication?”

Of course, he knew it was an illegal publication. Zhou Yu was about to speak when an unexpected voice cut in.

“Why does this book look so familiar to me?” Ye Meng took the book from him.

Li Jin Yu thought perhaps he was just being ignorant. He leaned casually against the car door, arms crossed over his chest, adopting a posture of attentive listening: “Come on, you two, tell big brother what groundbreaking masterpiece this is.”

Ye Meng flipped through a couple of pages under the dim yellow street light. “No, I’m certain I haven’t read it, but this book cover seems familiar. Don’t interrupt me, let me think.”

Afraid she would strain her eyes, Li Jin Yu snatched the book back and tossed it into Zhou Yu’s lap, then continued leaning against the car door, asking, “So then, why were you looking for this ‘Master Yin Zhen’?”

Zhou Yu said, “Master Yin Zhen said people need to have some faith to live, not to live aimlessly like me. Master Yin Zhen said if I read this book and wanted to join, I should find him at Pingling Cave in Beijing.”

Li Jin Yu said, “So, you gave him the watch? An entrance fee, right?”

Zhou Yu shook his head, “Master Yin Zhen is a good person. He wouldn’t take my things. Besides, I didn’t meet Master Yin Zhen. It was a bald man who came, who looked somewhat like Master Yin Zhen, but I’m certain it wasn’t the same person.”

“What about the watch?” Ye Meng only cared about that.

Zhou Yu said to Li Jin Yu, “I didn’t mean to take your watch. I just wanted to borrow your shirt. You had left it on the washing machine. I was in a hurry and stuffed it into my bag. Only when I looked through my bag later did I realize your watch was tucked inside? That man said before joining, we had to throw our most valuable possessions into a box to show our sincerity. I didn’t dare throw in your watch, so I threw in the jade pendant my mother gave me. As a result, those people thought I wasn’t sincere, kicked me out, and took the watch.”

“Let’s go, we’re reporting this to the police.” Li Jin Yu wasted no words, turning to get into the car.

Ye Meng didn’t follow him, instead lowering her head and leaning against the car door, motionless. Since she wasn’t moving, Zhou Yu didn’t dare move either, carefully watching her. Finally, Ye Meng just gave him a cold glance and said nothing.

Opening the car door, she glanced at him coolly: “Get in.”

Once the three were seated, Ye Meng sat quietly for a moment, then said to Li Jin Yu, “I remember where I’ve seen this book before.”

Li Jin Yu turned to look at her. “Where?”

“My mother,” Ye Meng said. “After my mother died, among her belongings that the police gave us was this book. It was found in her car.”

Li Jin Yu: “Was your mother religious?”

Ye Meng shook her head: “I can’t say. She didn’t seem particularly religious. But after I went to Beijing for school, I didn’t know much about what happened at home.”

Without turning his head, Li Jin Yu reached back toward Zhou Yu with an open palm. “Give me the book.”

Zhou Yu obediently handed it over.

Li Jin Yu lowered his head and casually flipped through it.

Ye Meng drove, occasionally glancing at him. At that moment, with Li Jin Yu seriously looking down at the book, it felt like they were back in Ning Sui. Back then, when he read, she would lean on the table watching him, counting his dense eyelashes, playing with his hands.

Back then, he was both obedient and subtly flirtatious, not at all like the aggressive person he is now. He was like a kitten—sometimes aloof, sometimes clingy.

Li Jin Yu flipped through the book briefly and found nothing unusual. It was full of motivational clichés, the kind commonly found online. It was normal for Ye Meng’s mother to be deceived, but he was quite surprised that a young person like Zhou Yu could still fall for it. He tossed the book back to him with an expression of surprise. “Young man, don’t you use the internet? If you want to hear this kind of toxic inspirational nonsense, this sister next to me could compose three volumes for you in minutes.”

Ye Meng gave him a side-eye: “Are you insulting me?”

“No, I’m complimenting you,” Li Jin Yu sprawled back lazily, tapping his foot slightly, his eyelids forming a cool, indifferent arc as he looked at her, even adopting a posture of settling old scores: “Weren’t you quite the talker? Didn’t you say you would build an empire for me? Where’s that empire? Where is it?”

Zhou Yu was completely confused. He gathered his courage and asked softly, “What’s your relationship?”

Li Jin Yu, with an infuriatingly smug expression, casually looked out at the rushing night scenery outside the window: “Guess.”

Just then, Ye Meng’s phone rang. The caller was Tai Ming Xiao.

After she hung up, Ye Meng removed her Bluetooth earpiece and said to Li Jin Yu, “I need to go pick up Gou Kai now. Should I drop you and Zhou Yu at the police station?”

Li Jin Yu: “Back to Fenghui Garden.”

Ye Meng was startled. “You’re not going to the police anymore? Those people are a pyramid scheme organization.”

Li Jin Yu remained composed, speaking softly: “Don’t worry about it. Go handle your business.”

…

The two men got out of the car. Li Jin Yu and Zhou Yu stood at the front gate.

The courtyard had a faint, fresh scent of pomegranate leaves. While entering the passcode on the lock, Li Jin Yu said to Zhou Yu, “If you need anything, ask me before taking it. If you steal one more time, I’ll throw you straight to the police. I’m keeping you here not to save you, but because I want to meet ‘Yin Zhen.’ You figure out a way for me.”

Zhou Yu was quite submissive by nature. He couldn’t withstand Li Jin Yu’s personality at all and could only nod and say, “Understood.”

“Also, don’t let my sister know about this,” Li Jin Yu added languidly as he entered the bedroom.

Liang Yun’an had never imagined that the anonymous monitor guy would actively seek him out.

Liang Yun’an had made many assumptions about this anonymous tech genius—perhaps a skinny tech nerd, or maybe a pimple-faced otaku, or even a greasy-haired, fat-eared older man.

But he never expected the handsome man standing before him. “Handsome” was even an understated description. He looked too clean, and slender, with cold facial features and a faint arc at the corner of his eyes that made him appear somewhat detached from worldly desires. But when he smiled, that detachment disappeared.

“Officer Liang, I’m Li Jin Yu,” he introduced himself politely, leaning against the doorframe.

Liang Yun’an felt the name was familiar but couldn’t immediately recall where he had heard it.

“The witness in Ye Meng’s mother’s case,” he added.

“Ah! That’s it, that’s it,” Liang Yun’an smacked his rusty brain in frustration and quickly said, “I remember you! Is Ye Meng the one who sent you to find me? What’s your relationship with her?”

Li Jin Yu said: “Husband and wife.”

Liang Yun’an was so shocked his pupils nearly dilated. “No wonder she reacted so strongly that day.”

Li Jin Yu said, “For now, I don’t want Ye Meng to know I’m meeting with you, which is why I’ve taken the liberty of having someone contact you privately.”

“Why?”

“Let’s talk inside first.”

The two sat on the sofa. There was another person in the room. Liang Yun’an was surprised and asked Li Jin Yu, “Who’s this?”

Li Jin Yu, dressed in loose pajamas with both hands in his pockets, said: “Zhou Yu, say hello.”

Zhou Yu obeyed: “Hello, Officer Liang. I’m Zhou Yu.”

…

Only half of the sun remained, hidden at the edge of the sky. Layers of crimson sunlight fell into the small courtyard, filtering through the dense pomegranate trees and casting scattered, dappled shadows. After reviewing all the materials Li Jin Yu had provided, Liang Yun’an remained silent for a moment before solemnly saying, “This is a major case. I think we need to report it to the city bureau for handling.” After saying this, he glanced at Zhou Yu with some reservation: “If this kid isn’t lying, the police have been monitoring activities in Pingling Cave, but we’ve never heard of anyone called ‘Master Yin Zhen’.”

Zhou Yu, feeling questioned, anxiously exclaimed: “I’m not lying! I swear every word I’ve said is true!”

Liang Yun’an ignored him and continued to ask Li Jin Yu, “Do you have any other leads on your end?”

Li Jin Yu glanced at Zhou Yu, who automatically went out to the courtyard. Only then did he say, “The man I saw in Ye Meng’s mother’s car the night she killed herself was Wang Xing Sheng. But I don’t want Ye Meng to know this because that night, Wang Xing Sheng and her mother had sexual relations in the car.”

Liang Yun’an tensed. “You saw it?”

“Yes,” Li Jin Yu said, lowering his head.

He hunched over, elbows propped on his thighs, head bowed. He didn’t speak for a long time. After a while, he finally said in a hoarse voice, “To be precise, it was my brother who saw it. After learning her mother had died, my brother was unwilling to report it to the police. I didn’t dare claim I’d seen something I hadn’t, so at the time I only said there was another man in the car. Later, when I saw Wang Xing Sheng at our home, I was afraid of causing trouble for my mother, so I followed my brother’s advice and changed my statement.”

“The police at the time must have been delighted,” Liang Yun’an snorted coldly. “They were eager to close the case as soon as possible.”

Li Jin Yu seemed not to have heard him. “These past few days, I’ve been repeatedly examining this illegal publication and suddenly realized something—these motivational messages consistently promote one idea: eliminating their fear of death. For ordinary people, death leads to endless hell, but for those with faith, death might just be another door to heaven. Like Zhou Yu, Ye Meng’s mother… countless people who are terrified of life—might they be induced to commit suicide after being brainwashed by this ‘Master Yin Zhen,’ all in the name of seeking faith?”

Liang Yun’an thought Li Jin Yu’s theory was far-fetched and found it somewhat chilling. “What about Wang Xing Sheng? He was wealthy and powerful, so he probably wouldn’t have fallen for this ‘Master Yin Zhen’s’ brainwashing. Perhaps Wang Xing Sheng’s case isn’t related to this ‘Master Yin Zhen’?”

“No, Wang Xing Sheng’s case is even more bizarre. As you said, he was wealthy and powerful, didn’t have depression, and had no reason to commit suicide. The surveillance footage at the scene was also altered, and he disappeared for an entire day on the 17th. All signs indicate it wasn’t a simple suicide. I keep feeling that Wang Xing Sheng was trying to tell us something.”

…

That night, Liang Yun’an hastily left Li Jin Yu’s home. Two days later, he called Li Jin Yu, his voice excited and his emotions barely contained but resolute: “Yesterday, we especially sent people to Wang Xing Sheng’s home again, and guess what—he did have that illegal publication at his house. There’s also good news for you: because the two cases have so many commonalities, we’ll apply to merge the cases and reinvestigate your wife’s case.”

Li Jin Yu hung up the phone and stood in the small courtyard, gazing at the sunset glow filtering through the pomegranate trees. His heart, which had been adrift for so many years, suddenly felt at peace in that instant, as if he had taken a reassuring pill.

Zhou Yu, however, seemed a bit shaken. “So, if I had joined ‘The Door,’ I would have been seeking death?”

Though life didn’t seem very meaningful, Zhou Yu felt that struggling to survive until now had been incredibly difficult.

Li Jin Yu leaned against the courtyard gate, glancing down at him before turning back to look at the pomegranate tree. He nodded lazily: “That seems to be the case for now, but whatever happens, I still want to meet this ‘Master Yin Zhen.’ Thank your sister—without her, you’d probably already have been brainwashed by ‘Yin Zhen’.”

On Friday, Hanhai Langan was hosting a charity auction, reportedly organized by Li Ling Bai specifically for the “Long Bell Tripod” incident where he failed to win the bid. It was said that both Li Chang Jin and Li Jin Yu would attend.

In the morning, as soon as she entered the office, Tai Ming Xiao loudly slapped the invitation on Ye Meng’s desk. “Charity auction—Li Ling Bai is trying to salvage his reputation again.”

Ye Meng reclined lazily in her executive chair, examining the invitation. “I’m curious, just how rich is the Li family? Last year, they held thirty charity auctions across the country. Is the antique business that profitable now? Why do we have to beg and plead just to talk to a client? We might as well be their grandchildren.”

Tai Ming Xiao sat on her desk and earnestly explained, “Let me give you an example. My family and Gou Kai’s family combined might not equal half of the Li family’s wealth. Li Chang Jin himself is one-quarter British by blood. He’s more gentlemanly than Oliver. Even at nearly eighty, he’s still elegant and charming. To be honest, even young girls today are attracted to men like him.”

“Big brother, I asked if the antique business is that profitable. Why are you telling me about his bloodline?” Ye Meng looked at him, amused.

Tai Ming Xiao sighed: “You think all of China’s antiquities are still in China? The real treasures were lost overseas in earlier years. In our country, those are national treasures that must be handed over to the state, but in foreign hands, they’re truly privatized. So why is their antique business doing well? Because Li Chang Jin has foreign connections.”

“…”

Tai Ming Xiao continued: “I heard that tonight, there will be a big battle in the Li family. Li Ling Bai wants to take over the shares in Li Chang Jin’s possession, but Li Chang Jin has given all his shares to his eldest son. Li Ling Bai didn’t get a penny. The remaining fifteen percent of the shares—guess who got them?”

Ye Meng’s heart skipped a beat.

“Li Jin Yu, of course. From now on, he’ll be the richest young master in Beijing,” Tai Ming Xiao commented sincerely.

“The richest young master with just that small percentage of shares?”

“Sister,” Tai Ming Xiao wore a “you-don’t-understand” expression, “even that small percentage of shares is enough to command significant power, okay?”

Tai Ming Xiao suddenly slapped his forehead, having a flash of inspiration: “I should quickly make sure Yang Yang seizes the opportunity.”

Ye Meng’s ears perked up. “Who’s Yang Yang?”

Tai Ming Xiao: “Tai Yang Yang, my sister. If it weren’t for me interfering with her puppy love back then because I couldn’t stand seeing my sister dating so young, they would have been together long ago. Li Jin Yu has held a grudge against me for many years because of that.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 57
The Li family mansion.

Three hours before the auction began, Li Jin Yu was hunched over with a cigarette between his fingers, leaning against the second-floor balcony railing. He held his phone to his ear while expressionlessly watching Li Ling Bai’s car slowly drive through the mansion’s shadowy gate. In his ear came Liang Yun An’s regretful voice: “Yesterday I applied to the city bureau, hoping to invite you to assist us in solving the case, but Li Ling Bai is still a suspect, and you’re her son. Based on recusal regulations, the higher-ups didn’t approve. But I’ll try again—it’s such a waste not using that brain of yours…”

The car door opened, followed immediately by the commanding click-clack of Li Ling Bai’s high heels resonating through the garden. Li Jin Yu tapped off some cigarette ash. “Mm, understood.”

Liang Yun An said helplessly, “Our chief is like an over-fried pebble—completely impenetrable. I’ll find another chance to persuade him. I believe in you one hundred percent—though your situation has inspired our chief. Yesterday he found several memory experts like you, hoping they might make some progress too.”

“Good, I hope you solve the case soon.”

A “ding-dong” sounded as the villa elevator reached the second floor. Li Jin Yu hung up the phone at the opportune moment, put it back in his pocket, and took another drag of his cigarette, his gaze fixed on the slowly opening elevator doors.

A beautiful woman walked out. Li Ling Bai had taken excellent care of herself. In her early fifties, her skin remained translucent and luminous, looking even more supple than many young girls. Li Jin Yu knew she regularly went to the hospital for various injections. But after not seeing her for so long, he had to admit this face, compared to before, had become much looser. And it looked somewhat surgically enhanced.

However, Li Ling Bai thought Li Jin Yu looked increasingly bewitching. Almost thirty now? Or twenty-seven? She couldn’t remember clearly. Anyway, this face, she felt, had hardly changed at all. If anything, he seemed even paler than before, with more defined features and greater masculinity. More frightening still—those deep black eyes, as clean as ever, perpetually clear and innocent, as if everyone owed him something.

Li Jin Yu leaned against the railing, put out his cigarette, and tugged at the corner of his mouth toward her, saying, “Mom.”

Still the same as ever, not changing one bit over the years—so pretentious. Li Ling Bai coldly responded with an “Mm,” and then asked, “Where’s your grandfather?”

“In the study,” he said.

Li Ling Bai ignored him and turned to instruct her secretary to look after her precious son—referring, of course, to the child whose height probably didn’t reach Li Jin Yu’s thigh. The child was named Li Zhuo Feng. Li Zhuo Feng didn’t much resemble Li Ling Bai. His skinny, bony frame made him look withered, like an elderly person nearing the end of life, completely lacking a child’s innocence and vitality. But fortunately, his grape-like eyes were bright. It had to be said that although Li Ling Bai liked cosmetic surgery, her natural features were indeed excellent. Both Li Jin Yu and Li Zhuo Feng had eyes remarkably similar to hers.

Li Ling Bai probably rarely mentioned Li Jin Yu to Li Zhuo Feng, so Li Zhuo Feng was both unfamiliar with and curious about him. Timidly, he called out, “Brother.”

Li Jin Yu had no special feelings toward this step-brother—neither dislike nor affection. He simply leaned against the railing and gave a faint “Mm.” However, Li Zhuo Feng seemed to want to come over to him but was firmly held back by the secretary’s hands on his shoulders, as if Li Jin Yu were some kind of dangerous beast. It seemed Li Ling Bai was always on high alert around him.

So Li Jin Yu decided to tease the boy a bit. With one hand in his pocket, he lazily beckoned to Li Zhuo Feng. As if bewitched, Li Zhuo Feng twisted free from the secretary’s grasp and rushed toward Li Jin Yu like a moth to flame. The secretary had only one thought—if this second brother of Li Zhuo Feng’s truly set his mind on seducing someone, no woman could escape. And this brother appealed to both young and old alike.

Li Jin Yu pulled a candy from his pocket. “Want one?”

Li Zhuo Feng nodded eagerly.

“Shall I unwrap it for you?”

“Yes.”

Li Jin Yu, still leaning against the railing with his cigarette, unwrapped the candy in a few quick movements and casually fed it into the child’s mouth. With his other hand, he twisted the wrapper into a ball, gave it to Li Zhuo Feng, and gently patted the boy’s head. Looking into his eyes, he said slowly, “Help brother throw this into that brown trash can.”

The content of their conversation remained unknown, but Li Chang Jin was furious, and Li Ling Bai, with a livid face, hurriedly left with her secretary. Li Chang Jin did not attend that evening’s charity auction. Naturally, Li Jin Yu didn’t come either. Tai Yang Yang excitedly rushed over only to be disappointed. She sat dejectedly in her seat, chin in hand like a woman waiting for her husband’s return, wistfully staring at two empty seats in the first row of the auction display area, one of which bore Li Jin Yu’s name.

Tai Yang Yang wore a thin strapless mermaid dress with tulle, revealing her delicate collarbones, swan-like neck, and butterfly-wing shoulder blades that seemed ready to flutter away. Like a butterfly in bloom, she was indescribably beautiful. A large bow adorned her chest, making her look like a gift, as if desperate for Li Jin Yu to unwrap her himself.

She was indeed the type Li Jin Yu would like—docile, sensible, easily deceived.

Tai Yang Yang scrolled through Weibo while chatting idly with her older brother. She was a typical fangirl, her entire Weibo homepage was filled with various celebrity fan accounts and influential fan leaders. She also loved calling Li Jin Yu “brother.” “Is brother not coming today?”

Tai Ming Xiao had just finished a call with Li Jin Yu. “Yeah, he said the old man dragged him off to play golf.”

“No way—does that mean I got all dressed up for nothing?” Tai Yang Yang complained dejectedly.

“Would your brother let you waste your efforts?” Tai Ming Xiao glanced at her with interest. “He’ll come pick us up after finishing golf.”

“Really?” Tai Yang Yang was a bit excited.

“Yeah, I’ll find an excuse to disappear, and you grab your chance.”

Tai Yang Yang’s eyes gleamed red with anticipation, but suddenly she grew quiet.

“What’s wrong?” Tai Ming Xiao asked, puzzled.

Tai Yang Yang suddenly felt a nervousness like returning to one’s hometown. “Do you think brother might have a girlfriend after being away for so many years?”

“Impossible. That naive innocent has been as celibate as a monk around women all these years. Sometimes I even wonder if there’s something wrong with his sexual orientation,” Tai Ming Xiao said. To strengthen his argument, he took a dig at Ye Meng, who had been sitting nearby silently the whole time. “See? This beauty next to me—the other day in the car, he didn’t even glance at her once. When Ye Meng tried to talk to him, he just coldly responded with an ‘oh.'”

Ye Meng: “…”

Tai Yang Yang’s eyes sparkled: “Is brother really that detached? He wasn’t moved even by Sister Ye, such a top-tier beauty?”

“Not at all,” Tai Ming Xiao shook his head firmly. “Don’t worry. That time you were going to confess to him, I deliberately kept him playing ball until midnight, and he held a grudge against me for several years.”

Tai Yang Yang’s cheeks flushed slightly, her eyes filled with undisguised joy, but also the hesitation and insecurity of young love. “Brother, you’re overthinking it.”

“Wow, you’re regressing,” Tai Ming Xiao was nearly infuriated by his timid sister. “Where’s the courage you had when you played house with him as a child? Isn’t romance all about overthinking? I overthink and assume you have a crush on me, you overthink and assume I like you, and then gradually we start noticing each other. If you’re constantly reminding yourself what you shouldn’t do, what’s the point of living? Your life hasn’t even begun, and you’re already self-castrating.”

“What should I… do later?” Tai Yang Yang’s voice already contained hints of eagerness.

Tai Ming Xiao offered his advice: “Confess, forcefully kiss him.”

Hearing this, Ye Meng suddenly choked.

Tai Ming Xiao: “See, even your Sister Ye thinks my plan is excellent.”

“Bang!” The ball attacked the green. Li Chang Jin turned and handed the club to the caddy beside him, took out a white handkerchief, and methodically wiped the sweat from his hands. He glanced at Li Jin Yu leaning nearby, “Actually, life is like playing golf. You need to lower your stance to hit the ball, not swing a few times, and eagerly look up to find the ball, to see where it lands. A person who truly plays golf well must first learn to keep his head down.”

Li Jin Yu knew he was implying something. Leaning against the golf post, he smiled and lowered his head: “Is my posture not low enough? Do you want me to kneel?”

Li Chang Jin smiled without speaking and sat down in a nearby chair. He motioned for the caddy to give the club to Li Jin Yu. “Come, let grandfather see how the golf I taught you at eight years old is coming along now.”

Li Jin Yu hadn’t played for a long time. He didn’t particularly like this gentlemanly activity, so he leaned back inconspicuously for a moment before lazily reaching out to take the club from the caddy’s hand, casually saying, “After this round, I won’t be accompanying you anymore.”

Li Chang Jin waved his hand, “First hit the ball, then show grandfather an albatross.”

The so-called “albatross” is a hole-in-one in golf. For example, on a par-three hole, if you make a hole-in-one, it’s called an “eagle.” If you make a hole-in-one on a par-four hole, it’s called an “albatross.”

Li Chang Jin had played golf his entire life without ever hitting an albatross, yet the confused eight-year-old Li Jin Yu had somehow managed to hit one.

The current Li Jin Yu naturally couldn’t achieve that now, but he was still barely competent, hitting a birdie—holding the ball in two strokes.

Li Chang Jin was somewhat disappointed. “What were you thinking about just now?”

Li Jin Yu handed the club to the caddy and sat down beside him, legs spread, hands resting. He lowered his head in silence for a moment before saying, “I was wondering why you want to give me the shares, and why my mother didn’t get a penny.”

Li Chang Jin turned his body, pouring himself tea while looking at him, “Feeling sorry for your mother?”

Li Jin Yu smiled, “To be honest, she is my mother after all—”

Li Chang Jin remained composed, calmly blowing at the tea leaves: “Enough, you don’t need to pretend in front of me. I know you’ve been investigating her.”

The golf course was particularly bright. This was Li Chang Jin’s private course, with only the two of them in the vast space. The smile on Li Jin Yu’s face gradually froze.

Li Chang Jin’s gaze was profound, like a vast forest, a calm night beneath which lay countless crises, as if the changing winds and clouds were merely thoughts between his palms: “Will these fifteen percent of shares make you leave your mother alone?”

Li Jin Yu lowered his head in silence for half a beat, licked the corner of his lips, his sharp, clear Adam’s apple faintly rolling, then coldly laughed: “So how many unspeakable things has she done behind the scenes that you’re willing to use shares to bribe me?”

Li Chang Jin shook his head, “Jin Yu, these shares weren’t decided to be given to you just today. From the day you were born, I said that after you came of age, I would transfer fifteen percent of Han Hai’s shares to you. But unfortunately, time wasn’t on our side—my illness came like an avalanche, and you drifted south.” At this point, Li Chang Jin gave him another meaningful look, continuing earnestly, “Standing at the pinnacle of power and wealth, you’ll find that in many matters, you have no choice. Do you believe this world is fair? Do you believe the side that defeats evil is necessarily absolute justice? No, this world has never been fair, and the forces that defeat evil might be another more evil force. Because everyone has evil in their hearts. Everyone understands the concept of empathy for others’ misfortunes, but most people don’t realize that when the rabbit dies, they might be the pitiful fox. Because there is no permanent opposition.”

“So you condoned what my mother did, is that it?” Li Jin Yu seemed to be unable to bear it any longer. He turned his head, nodding heavily one by one, saying, “Including her collaboration with Oliver, maliciously driving up prices, making it impossible for Chinese nationals to bid, until finally the ‘Chang Zhong Ding’ fell into the hands of a foreigner, perhaps never to return to China? Do you know how much kickback she received from that?”

Li Chang Jin was shocked. In those ancient eyes, tumultuous emotions surged: “Are you certain? This matter can’t be spoken of lightly without evidence.”

Li Jin Yu formed a tower with his hands, head lowered, saying nothing.

Li Chang Jin sighed: “Forget it, I thought she was just playing power games. If it truly involves this level, I would certainly be the first not to spare her. Her actions in recent years have indeed become increasingly aggressive. Many old veterans in the circle are increasingly dissatisfied with her. The other day, Little Liu showed me some exposé posts on something called Weibo that laid our family bare.”

Since the ‘Chang Zhong Ding’ auction failed, Chinese collectors nationwide had been voicing their discontent with Li Ling Bai. Years of pent-up resentment finally surfaced. Thankfully, Li Ling Bai had a good PR team—whenever there was a hint of unrest, they would promptly extinguish it, letting matters fade away.

However, this time, with a national treasure lost, and lost overseas at such a high price, it had touched the reverse scale of all cultural relic enthusiasts. Li Ling Bai had been thoroughly exposed and even implicated Li Chang Jin.

Yet Tai Yang Yang was watching this exposé post with great interest at the auction venue, gleefully commenting: “Brother’s mother has so much dirt! I knew her nose must be surgically enhanced—how else could it be so straight? But she does maintain herself well. That skin doesn’t look fifty at all.”

Ye Meng found this Tai Yang Yang quite interesting. Most people would be upset or unable to continue reading if their crush’s mother was being exposed like this. She was enjoying the gossip with relish, constantly nudging her brother with her elbow, exclaiming in exaggerated surprise: “Wow, so Li Zhuo Feng was conceived through artificial insemination? No wonder he looks so malnourished, completely unlike his brother. My Brother is handsome. Hey, is this photo cropped from his student ID? He looks so fresh-faced.”

Tai Yang Yang worried further: “Sigh, people are starting to dig up dirt on brother now. Please don’t—he has so many black histories that won’t stand scrutiny. A search on the campus forum would reveal all his past deeds.”

Ye Meng suddenly found this girl rather adorable: “Let me see your phone.”

Tai Yang Yang exclaimed and immediately enthusiastically shared with her, “Let me tell you, brother had it tough. That incident back then wasn’t his fault at all. He was just being kind-hearted and was taken advantage of. He was tricked by those old men, and then those heartless villains pushed him out to take the blame. Brother never once defended himself.”

“Why didn’t he defend himself?”

“Brother was protecting those children! Later when the incident blew up, some foreigners stood up for their brother, and public opinion started to shift. Then those few association heads, seeing there might still be room for maneuver, immediately pushed all responsibility onto those children. And you know, with a brother looking like that, many girls at school liked him. The old men used those ignorant young women to drive the narrative. They began attacking those children furiously on the forum, blaming them for their lack of intelligence rather than brotherhood. If brother had further explained about memory palaces and so on, those girls would probably have gone even crazier. So brother didn’t explain anything and just withdrew from a competition he was participating in to let the storm die down.”

…

As the auction ended and people gradually flowed out, Li Ling Bai never made an appearance. Everyone understood clearly that this was merely her method of salvaging her reputation—a charity event with a transaction amount of three million, clearly and transparently donated in full to Hope Primary Schools.

The top Weibo comments were, as always, uniformly consistent: “Bravo! This is what a Chinese entrepreneur should be!”

If they weren’t industry insiders, most ordinary people still held Li Ling Bai in high regard—at least she worked diligently every year and was one of the few willing to devote herself to charity work.

Sometimes a circle is just like a wall. Although outsiders see the vibrant branches hanging high, bright and beautiful, only those inside know what kind of bird droppings and eggs are wrapped within.

Li Jin Yu was already waiting outside, still in his shirt and trousers. Since coming to Beijing, it seemed like his wardrobe contained only these black and white shirts. In the hazy, dreamy night, he looked minimalist and desolate. He seemed to have lost more weight—why did his clothes around the waist look so loose?

That day, Tai Yang Yang had fled at the critical moment—no confession, no forceful kiss. Instead, the moment Li Jin Yu appeared, she ran away like a little mouse caught stealing cheese.

Li Jin Yu, hands in his pockets, leaned against the wall, watching the panicked butterfly fleeing. He asked Tai Ming Xiao, “What’s wrong with your sister? She ran away from me like she’d seen a ghost.”

Tai Ming Xiao was so frustrated his teeth itched. In the end, he could only grit his teeth and say, “Forget it, we’ll talk about it next time. By the way, I need to go to the company. I’m leaving first.” Then he hurriedly said to Ye Meng, “I’m taking the car. You can catch a taxi.”

Ye Meng responded with a simple “mm,” and suddenly, in the rush, only the two of them were left.

In Beijing in May, the wind was fierce and urgent, blowing chaotically behind them. The world behind them was like one that had just been ravaged by a violent storm—scraps of paper, sand, leaves… all swirled into the air, floating. Even the treetops made rustling sounds, and the world was in chaos. They seemed like two travelers in a turbulent era, their gazes fixed on each other in startled encounters.

Ye Meng wore a blue suit today with a low-cut waistcoat underneath, revealing a large expanse of bare, delicate white skin on her chest—mature and capable, exuding springtime desire. She resembled a rose in chaotic times, windblown yet proudly independent. She smiled with rare brilliance and abandon, tilting her head to gaze at him for a long moment. Then she extracted one hand from her chest and gently beckoned to him.

Li Jin Yu walked over, and before he could speak, Ye Meng hooked her arm around his neck and offered herself up. At the bustling intersection with its flashing neon lights, she stood on tiptoe and kissed him.

Tai Ming Xiao had just gotten into the car. Had he looked out the window at that moment, he would have seen that chaotic, apocalyptic-like intersection and this heart-stirring, explosive scene. But he remained completely oblivious, humming a tune, turning on the radio, and slowly driving out of the intersection. The image of the two kissing was like a beautiful painting reflected in his rearview mirror, stretching and shrinking, yet he didn’t spare it a glance.

Li Jin Yu attempted to deepen the kiss, but Ye Meng released him and tried to step back.

Li Jin Yu hooked his arm around her waist, refusing to let go. Anyone passing by at that moment would have heard this shameless man softly inviting her to take things further: “Come to my place?”

This deep, seductive voice made one’s ears burn and heart suddenly pound. So direct and frank, like a bold, passionate couple seeking only a night’s pleasure.

But Ye Meng merely sampled lightly, gently pushing him away with a somewhat triumphant air: “No. I have to fly to Hainan shortly. I can’t accompany you.”

“What for?”

“There’s a gem exhibition. Gou Kai asked me to check it out.”

Li Jin Yu figured it out and gave her a cold look: “You’re deliberately teasing me?”

Ye Meng smiled and patted his face: “Who knew you’d be so easily teased, little brother.”

“You seem to be in a good mood these days?” Li Jin Yu thought it didn’t matter as long as she was happy.

“It’s all right,” Ye Meng said lazily.

“Fine, I’ll take you home.”

After that night, Ye Meng stayed in Hainan for a week. During that week, their relationship seemed to change slightly again—occasional phone calls, occasional video chats, and occasionally, like before, they would open a video call and say nothing, just quietly gazing at each other’s eyes, as if searching for the last bit of tenderness in each other’s hearts amid the chaos. Li Jin Yu noticed that Ye Meng’s gaze when looking at him lately had become increasingly lingering, as gentle as the wind above clouds, like a cloud dissolving into spring rain.

The day Ye Meng returned from Hainan was Tai Yang Yang’s birthday. These rich second-generation kids probably all had some issue—whenever something made them happy or upset, they liked to flood their Moments feed. It was unclear who started this habit. Tai Yang Yang posted more than a dozen updates that day, showing off the exquisite, expensive gifts from her “brothers” one by one.

On the day he bought Tai Yang Yang’s gift, Li Jin Yu called Ye Meng to ask, “Tai Yang Yang is having her birthday soon. What do you think I should buy?”

Ye Meng was at a sauna at the time, her entire body seeming to have shed a layer of skin, glowing white, without a visible pore. Her skin was like a tender white petal, and her slender neck seemed to still bear morning dew—fresh and clear. She said, “Whatever you want. What did you give her before?”

“Before,” Li Jin Yu seemed to briefly recall on the phone, “I don’t remember.”

“She’s a young girl, so probably the usual—jewelry and such,” Ye Meng said casually afterward.

Li Jin Yu was at Li Zhen’s club at the time, leaning against the club’s main entrance, watching a group of eighteen or nineteen-year-olds racing cars on the winding road opposite. Amid the continuous shrill screams and the dull roar of revving engines, he said expressionlessly, “Is that so? When should I give her a necklace? A bracelet? Or, simply, a ring?”

“Sure, whatever you want,” Ye Meng still sounded indifferent.

Li Jin Yu felt like his lungs were about to burst with anger. He felt like he should be the one in the sauna, feeling so stuffy he could hardly breathe: “Hanging up!”

They hadn’t contacted each other since that day. Ye Meng was now scrolling through Tai Yang Yang’s Moments photos—ah, indeed there was a diamond ring.

[Tai Yang Yang: Brother’s gift! (heart)]

Ye Meng calmly liked the post without further comment.

Days passed uneventfully. By Saturday, Ye Meng felt like she would explode from these suppressed emotions. She called Li Zhen.

Li Zhen’s end sounded very lively, with mixed conversations in the background. Faintly, she heard Tai Yang Yang calling someone “brother” and that familiar, cold “mm” in response.

“Many people there?”

Li Chen walked outside where it was quieter, with only the howling wind in the background. “Yes, Tai Ming Xiao organized a barbecue.”

“I want to race. Can you lend me a car?”

Li Chen readily agreed, “Come over, I’ll find one for you.”

When he hung up and went back inside, Tai Ming Xiao was holding two just-grilled mushroom skewers for Tai Yang Yang’s friends and casually asked, “Who was that? Your wife?”

Li Chen sat back down, continuing to skewer meat and dip it in sauce, answering absently: “Ye Meng. She said she’s coming over to race.”

Tai Ming Xiao thought he had misheard and dug into his ear: “Is she crazy?”

The characterful garage had small groups of young people scattered about. Li Jin Yu had been holed up at Li Chen’s place this whole time—not racing, not doing anything, just staying put. This forced Li Chen to come check the shop every day, and on weekends, he still had to serve these kids with their barbecue.

Li Chen, expressionless, considering himself an emotionless meat-grilling machine, said: “Don’t know, probably fought with her husband again. It’s not the first time. Why are you so surprised?”

Tai Ming Xiao’s eyebrows nearly flew off in surprise: “She’s been here before!?”

Li Chen said, “About a month ago, she came once. Also after fighting with her husband.”

Tai Ming Xiao cursed: “Damn, she never told me. Does she even consider me a friend?”

At this point, Gou Kai, who was sitting on the sofa in a proper suit watching the economic news, snorted dismissively again: “I told you her country bumpkin husband doesn’t deserve her.”

Tai Ming Xiao, while fanning the charcoal in the grill, instigated trouble: “I’ve heard this so many times it’s growing calluses. If you’ve got the guts, steal her away.”

Gou Kai said, “You think I don’t dare?”

Tai Ming Xiao scoffed. He was truly skilled at barbecuing; in no time, he had deftly grilled another skewer of mushrooms for the girls nearby, not forgetting to mock Gou Kai: “You’ve been secretly digging with a spoon. At your speed, it’ll be the year of the monkey before you get anywhere.”

Not long after, Ye Meng arrived and was preparing to change into a racing suit in Li Chen’s changing room. Li Chen didn’t rush out, but leaned against the doorframe, chatting with her: “Do you want to challenge the little red flag at the mountaintop?”

“What little red flag?”

“Challenge my record—seven minutes and fifty-eight seconds. If you win, your name goes on the little red flag.”

“Boring,” Ye Meng wasn’t interested. “If you give me that piece of land at the mountaintop, I might try. Why would I bother with just a little red flag?”

Li Zhen leaned back lazily, shaking his head. “Don’t look down on that little red flag. It’s an F1 championship flag, the only one of its kind.”

“Forget it. I’d be thankful just not to fly off the road with my driving skills.”

“All right,” Li Chen didn’t press further. But before leaving, he suddenly remembered something and reminded her, “Don’t go into the wrong room when changing. The room next door has a camera. Don’t say I didn’t warn you if you get filmed.”

“You’re so perverted, putting cameras in changing rooms?”

Li Chen smiled, “No, it’s Tai Ming Xiao’s sister. I heard she plans to confess to the Li family’s second son later and wants to record it, so she placed a camera in advance. Li Jin Yu is the only one who doesn’t know. Don’t tell him.”

“Mm.”

Li Chen tossed her the car keys and turned to go back to the barbecue for the kids. But as he turned, he saw the subject of the gossip leaning against the wall by the changing room door, startling him. “Damn, how do you walk without making a sound? You scared me! You heard, right? Pretend I didn’t say anything. Just act like you don’t know.”

Li Chen was getting a headache from these kids. He decisively decided to send this group away and close shop for two days.

As soon as Li Jin Yu walked in, Tai Yang Yang’s friends’ eyes immediately converged, exchanging knowing glances toward that closed door. Someone whispered, “He seems to have gone to find that explosively beautiful sister.”

Tai Yang Yang, engrossed in her idol’s latest Weibo post, was replying with countless hearts while saying with remarkable composure: “Don’t worry, he doesn’t like that sister.”

“Really?” Everyone exchanged glances, harboring doubts.

Tai Yang Yang fed them another reassurance: “Really! My brother said so. The first time they met, Sister Ye Meng took the initiative to talk to him, but brother didn’t even glance at her.”

The girls all sighed, “Brother Jin Yu lives up to his name—so cold, so abstinent.”

“Brother is truly detached from worldly desires and so pure. He hasn’t had a girlfriend in all these years.”

In Li Chen’s changing room, which could hardly be called a proper changing room—three or four square meters with shelves on all four sides cluttered with random items like helmets, car parts, and other miscellaneous junk—Li Jin Yu’s large frame made the space immediately feel cramped. Ye Meng could barely turn around, afraid of touching the junk nearby and making unusual noises that might attract attention from outside.

“Li Jin Yu, move aside.” Ye Meng was cornered between him and the door.

“What madness is this?” Li Jin Yu was like a cold, hard wall, but only he knew his heart was still contracting abnormally. “What are you racing for? Huh? If you’re unhappy, tell me, damn it! Are you trying to scare me?”

From the moment he heard from Li Chen that Ye Meng wanted to race, his mind went completely blank. Since his brother’s death, he had never again felt this kind of panic and tightness in his heart. His chest was still aching, and with each word, he had to take a deep breath to calm himself.

He looked down at her, then held her tightly in his arms, cradling her head, gradually becoming painfully tense as he stroked her hair. “What are you thinking? Can you tell me? Please don’t scare me like this, okay?”

“I’m not trying to scare you. I need to vent.”

Li Jin Yu pinned her against the door. The small room was dim, dust filling the air, quiet and weak. Their breaths intermingled, warm and moist. Ye Meng could even hear his wild yet suppressed heartbeat. Then, with one hand against the door and the other around her waist, he kissed from the top of her head downward, finally tenderly taking her earlobe between his lips. His tongue gently traced her delicate ear, coaxing softly: “I’ll drive. I’ll take you to the mountaintop, okay?”

And so, amid the surprised and bewildered eyes of everyone at the club, including several young brothers who were seriously holding playing cards ready to sweep the table, Li Jin Yu asked Li Chen for the keys to his car. Li Chen was incredulous, his eyes shining: “You’re driving?”

Li Jin Yu showed little emotion, the atmosphere tense, his voice low: “Yeah, I’ll take sister for a spin.”

Li Jin Yu had never had a woman in his car before—this was common knowledge. But today, a woman would be in his car. Those young brothers’ playing cards undoubtedly dropped in unison.

Li Chen couldn’t be bothered to barbecue for them anymore, his excitement rising: “Let’s go, let’s time our young master.”

Gou Kai said boisterously: “Let’s go, let’s time him! I’ll be faster.”

Tai Ming Xiao’s eyes flashed with unnamed excitement: “I got eight minutes and fifteen seconds last time. Li Jin Yu hasn’t driven for years. I bet he can’t break eight and a half minutes.”

A group of people continued to rouse: “Let’s go, let’s time him!”

While the men were excitedly thick-headed about Li Jin Yu’s return to the scene, the women had already keenly perceived that these two had an unusual relationship.

Tai Yang Yang, eating melon after melon until it was her own, dropped her phone in complete surprise. She clicked her tongue, looking at her friends beside her: “I think I was blindly confident again?”

Her friend comforted her, “It’s okay, it’s okay. The sister is so beautiful, has a great figure, and such a big chest. Tai Yang Yang, you retain your honor even in defeat.”
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Jiu Men Ridge was a hideaway pleasure ground concealed within the city. Its majestic peak stood tall, dominating the mountaintop while surrounding mountains bowed before it. Racing along the winding, meandering asphalt road, one could see the magnificent undulating sea of clouds, draped with a thin veil, resembling a maiden about to speak. However, after nightfall, it transformed into a mysterious youth, with sparse mountains and dark surroundings, filled with mystery and excitement.

The asphalt road was empty, like a clear misty band winding gently around to the summit. At the foot of the mountain gathered a group of unusually restless young people. Tai Yangyang held up her phone, still enthusiastically filming Li Jinyu: “Wow, wow, wow, the last time I saw brother racing was five or six years ago, he was so handsome I nearly died…” The frame accidentally swept over Ye Meng who was preparing to get into the car, and her trigeminal nerve excited again: “Sister is also drop-dead gorgeous, absolutely amazing, suddenly they seem so perfect together, I want to ship them as a couple, waaah, I want to find an artist to draw them.”

Little Sister A: “…”

Little Sister B: “……”

Little Sister C: “Yangyang, don’t go too far, sister is married.”

“That’s true,” Tai Yangyang put away her phone with waning interest, “I’d better stop filming, in case someone sees it and it reflects badly on sister.”

Ye Meng had changed back into the clothes she arrived in, a gossamer-thin white shirt softly clinging to her upper body, with a matching fake collar scarf tied at the neckline, and a high-slit dark green fishtail skirt below, tightly wrapping her curvaceous figure and waistline.

Ye Meng wasn’t skinny as a rail; she had a small frame, but every inch of flesh on her body seemed measured with a ruler—standard and proportionate. There’s a saying that excess leads to loss; Ye Meng always possessed a “just right” quality, like seeing a flower blooming at its perfect moment. If she wanted to, she could always let others see that state—mature and passionate, bewitchingly cold and alluring, with a casual demeanor suggesting nothing was too daring for her. Such a woman appearing here was like a potent drug of temptation for these thrill-seeking rich kids. Everyone’s initial excitement about Li Jinyu’s return to the scene transformed into—ah, if only this enchanting sister could ride in their cars.

Li Jinyu and Li Chen were smoking to one side, while Ye Meng leaned against a red sports car door waiting. The mountain wind was like a child’s hand, constantly and recklessly tousling her hair, blocking her vision. Leaning against the car door, Ye Meng casually swept all her hair back, revealing her beautiful, delicate face. Her brows were furrowed, seemingly growing a bit impatient with the wait.

Li Jinyu received the signal and lowered his head with a smile. So impatient.

He dressed more casually, having stayed at Li Chen’s place for several days, wearing the same shirt and trousers from days before. But the entire person was thin and pale, exuding a kind of decadent, depressed handsomeness. Li Jinyu leaned against the door of another car that had been driven up from the foot of the mountain, hands in his pockets, head tilted back looking at the boundless black sky, his jawline tracing a smooth arc, his clear, fluid Adam’s apple bobbing slightly up and down, lost in thought.

Li Chen knew that Li Jinyu was mentally preparing himself. Li Jinyu had witnessed his brother’s car accident years ago and likely had mild PTSD; otherwise, he wouldn’t have avoided driving for so many years.

“If you can’t do it, don’t force yourself,” Li Chen couldn’t help but advise, seeing him motionless.

Li Jinyu straightened up, only saying “It’s fine,” before picking up a helmet and walking away, lazily adding: “Brother, wait for us at the summit, tonight I’m changing the name on that flag.”

Li Chen looked at the helmet he was carrying with some shock—incredibly thinking, this guy’s courage had diminished; in the past, no amount of persuasion could get him to wear such a thing.

Looking more carefully, well then, the helmet was for Ye Meng. Sure enough, he wasn’t the type to fear death.

Ye Meng sat in the passenger seat wearing the helmet, feeling like an alien. She flipped down the sun visor and looked at herself from both sides, dissatisfied, feeling like she couldn’t vent her emotions: “Can I not wear this?”

A crowd gathered around the race circuit, but they were far from them. Li Jinyu’s driver’s side door was still open; he had one foot on the ground outside, one foot casually resting inside the car, sprawling against the driver’s seat, glancing at her, then refusing without mercy, “No.”

“Why? You’re driving, what are you worried about?” Her voice was muffled like it was coming from inside a pot.

Li Jinyu started the engine, one foot still sprawled carelessly outside, his shirt sleeves casually rolled up twice at his thin forearms. He glanced indifferently at the men outside the circle, turning on the air conditioning for her, “Because you look too beautiful today, so no.”

“Then you wear one too!” Ye Meng muttered.

Li Jinyu brought his foot inside and closed the door, “When you get jealous about me, then we’ll talk.”

“Why don’t you just put me in an isolation suit and be done with it.”

With the door closed, Li Jinyu turned sideways with his back against the door, his entire body slanted toward her, his gaze like honey, sticking to her, impossible to tear away: “You think I haven’t considered it?”

Ye Meng: “…”

Li Jinyu smiled, not teasing her anymore. He sat up straight, one hand on the steering wheel, the other shifting into gear, “Let’s go.”

Ye Meng still didn’t speak, wooden.

Li Jinyu tapped her rigid helmet, “Say something.”

Ye Meng’s brain echoed with the knock, irritated: “I heard you—”

Before she finished speaking, the sudden roar of the accelerator drowned out her words. The red sports car shot forward like an arrow released from a bow, its low chassis hugging the asphalt road as it sped frantically forward, as a cheetah starved for many years, poised and ready, with all its strength surging to its agile limbs in an instant, bursting out of its cage and racing madly toward its prey at the finish line!

Ye Meng was thrown hard against the seat back by the sudden g-force.

“Feel good?” Li Jinyu asked her without emotion, controlling the steering wheel with one hand, looking at the rearview mirror rather than at her.

The word “good” coming from his mouth sounded particularly direct. Ye Meng’s thoughts wandered as she looked at his cold profile, her heartbeat suddenly quickening again, all the blood in her body seeming to rush upward.

Honestly, it felt really good. When her whole body was thrown against the seat back, her brain experienced a kind of numb, tingling sensation, completely different from driving herself.

“Yes, it feels good,” she answered truthfully.

He made a sound of acknowledgment, still looking at the rearview mirror without much emotion, “There’s something that feels even better.”

This terrible conversation made Ye Meng’s heart surge, her blood race, somewhat excited: “W-what?”

Li Jinyu gave her a sidelong glance. Hearing her voice, he knew she was overthinking, and smiled, “What is sister thinking about?”

“Nothing.” Ye Meng turned her head away, shaking off her chaotic thoughts.

He looked down at the timer, suddenly slowing the car: “Ten minutes to the summit, let’s talk.”

“Mm.”

The night scenery of the mountains rushed past the windows. The moon hid behind the mountain range, emitting a faint, thin light, visible intermittently. Apart from that sudden g-force at the beginning, Li Jinyu wasn’t driving particularly fast. Ye Meng felt he wasn’t driving seriously at all, leaning lazily against the driver’s seat, one hand propped on the window ledge, the other resting at the bottom of the steering wheel. Behind them was another car; high beams flashed twice gently, probably Li Chen’s, reminding him to let it pass. Li Jinyu made way, letting him through.

Ye Meng asked, “If your time breaks the record for slowness, will they mock you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said lazily, glancing at her, “Are you angry with me?”

The two volleyed questions and answers rather smoothly.

From inside the helmet came a muffled, “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve changed.”

Li Jinyu checked the rearview mirror, saying indifferently: “Give me an example.”

Ye Meng blurted everything out: “After you came to Beijing, you became like some high-and-mighty young master. Yes, I did say you needed your circle of friends, and I did tell you not to revolve around me all the time, but back then I hoped you would step out, I never thought you were a burden to me. After you came to Beijing, you became like a different person, ignoring me, only teasing me when you remembered my existence. I assumed you were getting back at me, fine, revenge is revenge, but what about Tai Yangyang? Did you give her a ring? If you deliberately wanted to make me jealous, well, congratulations, you succeeded. I’m jealous.”

“Anything else?”

“When I was in Beijing before, I felt I couldn’t integrate into this city. It’s prosperous and full of temptations everywhere. But no matter how much money I earned here, I never felt a sense of belonging, you understand? I originally thought things would get better when you came, but after you arrived, I found myself even lonelier. I absolutely can’t fit into your social circle – Tai Mingxiao, Gou Kai, Li Chen – people like you seem born to stand at the pinnacle of power. I’m like an ant looking up at you. This kind of relationship, I feel I can’t bear it. I want to go back to Ning Sui.”

Tears fell from Ye Meng’s eyes, dropping in large drops onto the back of her hand. She turned her head, gazing blankly at the scenery rushing by outside the window. At the foot of Jiu Men Ridge were jagged, strange rocks, an abyss that couldn’t be seen to the bottom, the demon that had swallowed her mother.

Li Jinyu heard something wrong in her voice and turned to look at her, at her wet hand. His heart tightened, feeling somewhat powerless and regretful as he tilted his head back: “Don’t cry, I can’t drive when you’re like this.”

Ye Meng reached into her helmet, gently wiping away her tears. This restrained, aggrieved appearance was even more unbearable for Li Jinyu, who immediately stepped on the brake, preparing to pull over.

Ye Meng became anxious: “Don’t stop the car! I won’t cry anymore.”

Li Jinyu’s face darkened as he took a breath, “Sit tight.” After speaking, the sound of the accelerator suddenly intensified, like a forest king who had slept for a thousand years, awakening and letting out a long, howling roar that circled endlessly around the mountain peak!

Li Chen had already reached the small red flag at the summit. Hearing the accelerator sound in the distance, he knew Li Jinyu was approaching. He got out of the car, leaned against the door waiting, and looked down at his watch, estimating about eight minutes and twenty-six seconds.

Li Jinyu broke through the finish line close to Li Chen’s estimate, off by three seconds. He finished timing and used the car’s intercom to report the time to the people at the starting point, “Eight minutes twenty-three.”

Then the intercom transmitted a chorus of jeers, with Gou Kai gloating, “Indeed not as fast as me.”

Li Jinyu had just stopped the car and engaged the electronic brake when he looked back at Ye Meng, who had been frightened by the speed of the second half of the journey. What had she just seen on the dashboard? Two hundred and twenty kilometers per hour? Was this man crazy?

“Scared?” Li Jinyu passed her a candy to calm her nerves.

“Mm, too fast, my legs feel a bit weak.”

“Okay, we won’t drive next time.”

“But it felt really good.” Ye Meng felt her legs were a bit weak, like stepping on cotton; she definitely couldn’t get out of the car right now or she might collapse on the ground. But she also felt it was exhilarating as if all the capillaries in her body had opened up.

“Can we do it again?” she pleaded in a muffled voice.

Li Jinyu turned off the engine, removed his foot from the brake, leaned back without much emotion for a moment, then turned to stare at her upon hearing this request, and agreed without principles: “Okay.”

“Aren’t you getting out of the car?”

“Ye Meng,” Li Jinyu suddenly called her. Ye Meng turned to look at him, finding that he wasn’t looking at her but down at the steering wheel, saying softly, “I didn’t mean to be cold to you, nor am I acting high and mighty. I kept you hidden, not to get revenge, but because I don’t want my mother to know about your existence.”

“Li Lingbai? Have you found out something?”

“Some things, but for now, nothing related to your mother’s matter.”

“Are you afraid she might do something to me?”

He gave a bitter smile, implicitly admitting: “Because I’ve discovered I don’t understand her at all. I used to think she just craved power, that she didn’t love me, but at least she loved my brother. Now I find she loves nothing but herself. A few years ago, the son of Xinhe’s chairman Yu Wenqing was kidnapped. Some suspected it was her doing because the ransom amount demanded was very peculiar, as if the kidnappers were extremely familiar with Yu Wenqing’s financial situation, asking for an amount that was difficult for him to gather in cash at short notice. Strangely, the kidnappers never came to collect this money, but because of this, Yu Wenqing missed a Qinghua porcelain special auction. That night, a hexagonal bonefish pattern porcelain flowed into Singapore. You know, Uncle Yu watched my brother and me grow up since we were children; our families are old friends. Yu Wenqing’s son called her Auntie Lingbai.”

Ye Meng knew about this case. She had tried every means to approach Yu Wenqing, only to find that Yu Wenqing was extremely wary of people. She took off her helmet, her long hair cascading down like a waterfall, disheveled yet gentle as it spread behind her. She looked at him with astonishment, her eyes filled with profound disbelief.

Li Jinyu said: “I haven’t changed, and I never thought about having you integrate into my circle, because I never planned to stay here. I just want to resolve this matter quickly, then take you back to Ning Sui, whether or not you’re willing to continue living with me.”

“I didn’t call Tai Yangyang here today either. I’ve been holed up at Li Chen’s place these past few days specifically to avoid her. How could I know that the clueless Tai Mingxiao would invite a bunch of people over to confess? And I never gave Tai Yangyang a ring. That ring was a graduation gift from Tai Mingxiao to her. I just gave her a red envelope. I haven’t even given you gifts, how could I give her a ring? I’m not crazy.” After saying this, he turned off the last power light in the car, preparing to get out. “Are your legs better? Shall I carry you out?”

Ye Meng sighed: “Aren’t you afraid Li Chen will see?”

Two flashy sports cars were parked side by side, with Li Chen standing right next to them.

Li Jinyu lowered the window, glancing at the man leaning against the car door smoking, and said lightly: “Among this group, Li Chen is the most discreet person. Even if I kissed you right in front of him, he wouldn’t ask a single question about our relationship.”

…

Li Chen never expected to see what he did—probably a first in his life—he was so shocked he dropped his cigarette. If he told the other guys about this, they probably wouldn’t believe him.

Li Jinyu kissed Ye Meng forcefully right in front of him.

He had Ye Meng pinned against the car door, his hands locked on either side of her, pressing in without giving her a choice. Ye Meng, of course, was unwilling, like a fish just hauled from the water, desperately struggling in his embrace. Li Chen didn’t know whether to look or not, could only awkwardly lower his head to stare at his toes, vaguely hearing the sound of their lips and teeth entangling as they kissed, accompanied by Ye Meng’s soft, shallow, incredulous exclamation: “Li Jinyu, don’t—!”

Li Jinyu didn’t give her a chance to breathe at all, gripping the back of her neck, kissing her arrogantly and imperiously: “Li Chen doesn’t dare to look, what are you afraid of? Hmm?”

Li Chen stared hard at his toes, feeling he could bore a hole through them, thinking, an innocent fool, what exactly have you learned outside these past two years? A bulldozer? You even dare to mess with a married woman!

…

Li Jinyu was going to run another lap, this time officially timed to the second. Li Chen guessed he wanted to change the name on the record now. The starting acceleration sound was heavier than the previous round, like a caged beast howling desperately, almost rampant, resounding continuously through the mountains without interruption. Until the final minute, the engine’s deep “vroom” sound was intensified again, resonating shrilly through the valley that had been quiet for so long. Li Chen knew he was making his final sprint.

The mountain wind howled, and all those improper creatures seemed to be making their final roars of life. From the forest, countless hands seemed to reach out toward them, as if to drag them down to the rocky cliff bottom. Ye Meng felt like a sword was suspended above her head, ready to pierce her forehead at any moment. Her heart seemed to be in her throat, feeling tense yet simultaneously so thrilled she could go crazy—every pore in her body was tightly standing on end like little doors tightly closed until the wheels scraped across the ground past the finish line. Li Jinyu even performed a showy drift on the spot before stopping. Her tense body gradually relaxed, all the tightly locked pores throughout her body opening at once; that moment was the climax.

Ye Meng truly felt pleasure, finally understanding why these rich kids spent day and night here. It was fortunate Li Chen didn’t charge money, otherwise, this place would be a money pit.

Li Jinyu himself didn’t feel much excitement anymore. After turning off the engine, he leaned lazily against the car door, unbuttoning his shirt collar, watching her eager face wanting to go again, and smiled, casually opening the sunroof, particularly enjoying her inexperienced manner, “Look at the sky.”

Ye Meng finally understood why he had drifted on the spot earlier.

Above the sunroof was the pitch-black night sky hanging a crescent moon. From the angle where he had stopped, there were just two faintly visible stars. Looking out through the sunroof, it was like a gentle and merciful smiling face hanging in the night, seeming able to embrace everything—the wrong, the right, what should exist, and even what shouldn’t.

Ye Meng now looked out from the car and no longer saw a chaotic, indistinguishable world. Suddenly everything felt vast, mountains were mountains, water was water, autumn waters clear, and even the green mountains seemed to stand tall with spirit.

Ye Meng unfastened her seatbelt, tossed the helmet onto the back seat, and without a word, leaned over to kiss him.

She even climbed over to the driver’s seat, sitting on his lap, the steering wheel behind her, cupping his face and trembling as she said: “I’m sorry.”

Li Jinyu leaned his head back against the driver’s seat, burning crazily from her kisses, his throat dry as he rolled his Adam’s apple, closing his eyes, half-heartedly returning her kisses while saying softly: “Don’t want to hear that, sister, kiss me.”

The mountain wind came in waves, never ceasing.

The engine’s roar gradually became clear behind them, echoing in their ears. With their eyes closed, amid that high-pitched, thrilling, and increasingly close roaring sound, they kissed intensely yet tenderly, neither wanting to let the other go.

Ye Meng’s tears rolled hot onto his heart: “Li Jinyu, no matter how much we torment each other in this lifetime, I will never give up on you again. I’ve been nearly going crazy these past days.”

So, we must go, go until the lights are bright, go until the Milky Way spreads vast, go until all winds stop for you.

…

Li Chen was the pacesetter for the second round as well. As soon as he got out of the car and saw the two kissing again, his head nearly exploded, because Li Jinyu didn’t know that this time Li Chen had Tai Mingxiao sitting in his passenger seat. Li Jinyu had outpaced Li Chen by a full twenty seconds this time. Tai Mingxiao’s brain was currently excited, clamoring to get out of the car. Just as he pushed open the door, Li Chen locked it again from outside with an expressionless face.

Tai Mingxiao thought Li Chen was venting because he lost the race, and like a little bird locked in a cage, he stood with hands on hips, banging on the car window, silently cursing Li Chen.

Li Chen suppressed a nameless anger, unable to help but curse inwardly: Li Jinyu, are you never going to stop?!
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Li Jinyu’s second round time was seven minutes and forty-five seconds, creating a new record. This score was like a hot coal thrown into a cold lake, water splashing, spectacularly erupting. That group of rich young heirs suddenly became excited, their nerve endings seemingly ignited like fuses, their brains bursting with crackling flames, eyes flashing with eager impulses, all beginning to flex their muscles in anticipation.

The deep night at Jiu Men Ridge, the mysterious peaks, the swirling thick fog, as if someone had poured a bucket of scalding water over it all, sizzling as though the entire mountaintop was boiling. The engine roars circled the summit one after another, endlessly. They seemed to be venting, or perhaps celebrating, rejoicing in the awakening of the forest king, celebrating the return of the dark youth.

…

Until everyone had their fill, the boiling blood gradually cooled down after rounds of competition.

Li Jinyu refused to take Ye Meng for more rides, leaning to one side, coldly observing several more rounds. Ye Meng didn’t ask him either, just endured it herself. Li Jinyu couldn’t bear to see her so accommodating. For the final lap, Li Jinyu couldn’t resist asking Li Chen to toss him the car keys. Leaning against the car, he caught them lazily and said to Ye Meng: “Let’s go one last lap.”

At that moment, Li Jinyu truly and completely experienced what could be called a woman’s adoring gaze, looking as if she liked him more than at any other time. He opened the car door and got in, feeling some inexplicable annoyance: “What virtue or ability do I possess to deserve such a look from sister?”

As he spoke, he shifted gears with a displeased expression, hardening his heart: “Last lap, no matter how much you beg me afterward, it won’t work.”

Ye Meng calmly dropped a line: “What if I’m willing to help you with my mouth?”

“Thanks, but I don’t need that,” Li Jinyu averted his gaze, looking out the window, absently asking, “How many laps does sister want?”

Ye Meng laughed until she got a stitch.

At three in the morning, everyone, exhausted, hungry, and sleepy, returned to Li Chen’s garage.

Tai Mingxiao had just furiously cursed Li Chen in the car until his voice went hoarse. Completely worn out, he flopped onto the sofa, put a cushion under his head, and shouted: “I’m so hungry! Will someone feed me?”

Once this rallying cry was issued, everyone responded in chorus, all expressing their hunger.

Throughout the vast garage, “corpses” were strewn everywhere. When Li Chen entered, there was nowhere to step. Without a word, he kicked Tai Mingxiao, who was closest to the door: “You’re crushing my wife’s cushion!”

“Fussy,” Tai Mingxiao said contemptuously with his eyes closed, pulling out the cushion from under his head and tossing it back.

Li Chen kicked him hard again.

Tai Mingxiao immediately covered his head and begged for mercy, “Brother, I was wrong, I was wrong. Help us get some barbecue, we’re starving!”

Li Chen, full of pent-up anger, kicked him once more and walked away without looking back: “Get lost.”

Once back at the low-lying garage, the Jiu Men Ridge opposite seemed to become an insurmountable peak. The mountain road on which they had just been screaming and sprinting wildly now looked like a spiral stairway to heaven, hidden behind thick fog, appearing and disappearing with the drifting clouds, like a mysterious fairyland.

“Was this mountain always so high?” Ye Meng looked at it soaring through the clouds, unconsciously feeling a bit frightened, murmuring.

The two didn’t go inside. Li Jinyu leaned against the car door, smoking and watching her, lowering his head to tap off some ash: “Scared?”

“Looking at it now, a bit,” Ye Meng said, still shaken. “It’s high, look, the peak is almost touching the moon. I suddenly feel like I just got a second chance at life.”

Li Jinyu leaned against the car door, smiling at her without continuing the thought, as if he didn’t take the mountain seriously at all, only asking lightly, “Hungry?”

Ye Meng suddenly felt his arrogant demeanor was quite appealing, the deer in her heart beginning to pound against the wall again. With a rumbling stomach, she replied: “A bit.”

“Want some barbecue?”

“Here?” Ye Meng thought it inappropriate, “They’re all inside.”

But Li Jinyu only cared about: “Do you want to eat?”

“Yes.” Ye Meng said without hesitation. She hadn’t eaten dinner, and now with her tense nerves suddenly relaxing, she was consuming a lot of oxygen. Her stomach hurt from hunger, and there were no late-night food stands nearby.

“Mm, wait a bit,” he said.

Ye Meng thought they would wait until everyone was asleep, then secretly cook something that wouldn’t be discovered. Who knew that Li Jinyu would finish his cigarette in a few puffs, drop it on the ground to extinguish it, pressing it with his toe while loudly calling to those inside: “Does anyone want barbecue?”

The response was overwhelming. Everyone raised their four lazy little hooves, voices carrying from inside like hungry cubs waiting to be fed—

“Me!”

“Me!”

“Me!”

“Me me me me!”

To openly grill a few skewers for her to eat, Li Jinyu ended up feeding almost everyone. Tai Mingxiao, in a daze, opened his mouth mechanically, demanding Li Jinyu stuff mushrooms in his mouth one by one, making Ye Meng so angry she wanted to knock him unconscious.

Li Jinyu’s shirt was already hopelessly dirty. He simply undid the cuffs and collar, exposing a large area of clean skin on his chest, with his waist hem loosely half-tucked, half-untucked outside his trousers. Strangely, Ye Meng didn’t find it slovenly at all—instead, she found it so sexy she wanted to pin him to the sofa and kiss him hard, especially that sharp, clear Adam’s apple, bobbing up and down as he talked and joked with Tai Mingxiao, impossibly casual.

Ye Meng sat beside him. Li Jinyu mostly watched her, occasionally glancing at the grill to flip things over before continuing to stare at her, while his mouth kept up casual conversation with Tai Mingxiao, who lay motionless on the sofa behind like a dead pig.

Tai Mingxiao’s eyelids were fighting each other, completely unaware these two were flirting right under his nose, his mouth still carelessly trying to play matchmaker—

“Li Jinyu, can you go help find where Yangyang is?”

Li Jinyu glanced at the girl sprawled on the floor, her sleeping posture almost identical to Tai Mingxiao’s, and said emotionlessly: “At your feet.”

Almost everyone was asleep except for four or five guys intensely playing games on a single sofa nearby; the rest were already lying down haphazardly. These rich kids were quite casual, though occasionally some had cleanliness issues—unable to accept such a chaotic pile of people lying together like “corpses,” they drove back to the city overnight. Most, though, were already accustomed to this lifestyle of young people.

Tai Yangyang had hung out with them since childhood and was even more used to it. She slept better than she would at home. Her sleeping posture wasn’t particularly elegant though, and she was still wearing a skirt. Ye Meng took the coats that the men had carelessly piled on the sofa and covered each of the young girls with one.

Tai Yangyang wasn’t sleeping well today. She was extremely tired, but before falling asleep felt like there was something she still hadn’t done. While sleeping, she felt like there was a thread constantly hanging in her mind. Half-asleep, half-awake, she felt someone covering her with clothes. Opening her eyes, it was surprisingly Ye Meng, followed immediately by the smell of food. Her drowsiness instantly dissipated by half as she sat up, rubbing her eyes: “Sister, why aren’t you asleep?”

Ye Meng asked: “I’m about to leave, don’t sleep on the floor, you’ll catch a cold.”

“Okay.” Tai Yangyang suddenly seemed to remember what she hadn’t done and stopped rubbing her eyes.

Then she heard Ye Meng say: “Do you want to get up and eat something?”

Tai Yangyang’s thoughts flew to Java, and she nodded repeatedly in haste: “Yes, yes.”

Ye Meng: “Li Jinyu still has some leftovers, they can’t finish it all. Get your friends up to eat too.”

Tai Yangyang looked at the man leaning lazily against the door with his shirt unbuttoned, her eyes immediately brightening: “Brother is so handsome.”

Ye Meng: “…”

When Tai Yangyang’s friends opened their eyes, they had the same reaction—Li Jinyu was truly an exceptional specimen of a man.

Li Jinyu gave all the grilled food to the group of young ladies and lightly reminded them: “If it’s not enough, there are more lamb skewers in the refrigerator that you can grill. If you don’t know how you can call me. Don’t set the place on fire.”

Tai Yangyang and her friends nodded obediently in unison like pecking chicks, eyes shining: “Brother, are you going to sleep?”

“I’m going outside for a smoke,” Li Jinyu picked up the cigarettes and lighter from the table, holding them in his hand while buttoning the fourth button of his shirt as he spoke, “After you eat, go upstairs to sleep. There are sofas there. Girls shouldn’t sleep on the floor.”

When he walked away, the girls huddled together, pushing and shoving, excitedly whispering: “Brother is abstemious.”

“He’s so cold,” one of the girls stomped her foot, “Brother is so attractive, I think he’s even more attractive than your idol. If he joined the entertainment industry, he’d probably be very popular, right?”

“Is he like this because he’s not familiar with us? Yangyang, is he also like this in private when he’s with your brother?”

Tai Yangyang gnawed on a small mushroom, “Brother is always like this. He seems to like nothing in particular, nor does he especially dislike anything. He’s just very indifferent, giving a sense of being completely alone.”

“It’s hard to imagine what someone so cold would be like when in love with someone.”

“Yangyang, are you still going to confess to him?”

Tai Yangyang carelessly chewed the small mushroom Li Jinyu had grilled. His grilling wasn’t very good—he hadn’t done such things since childhood. But Tai Yangyang still ate the charred parts: “I’ll think about it more. I suddenly feel like I’m not worthy.”

Just as she finished speaking, one of the girls returned from the bathroom, looking nervously at everyone: “I… I think I just saw brother going to find sister again.”

“Didn’t brother say he was going outside to smoke?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t see clearly, but I think I saw brother closing a door.”

“It’s probably nothing. Sister is already married, brother probably just went in to get something.”

“What are you all talking about?” A duck-like voice suddenly came from behind.

Everyone jumped in fright. Looking back, they saw Tai Mingxiao had woken up on the sofa. They quickly calmed their nervous hearts: “You scared me! It’s about Jinyu brother, he went to find Ye Meng sister again.”

“Oh, set your one hundred and eighty hearts at ease,” Tai Mingxiao lazily lay back, closing his eyes with reassurance. “I thought it was something serious. Those two are impossible. Stop gossiping, Ye Meng loves her husband very much. Besides, my buddy hasn’t gone crazy. With his conditions, he could have any woman he wants with a wave of his hand—why would he go after a married woman?”

These words were like a reassuring pill. Everyone seemed to have been given a sedative, nodding in deep agreement.

Unexpectedly, one of the girls suddenly remembered something, looking around and saying softly: “Did they go into the room where Yangyang put the camera?”

The young girls slapped their thighs! “Damn? Isn’t the camera connected to Yangyang’s phone? Wait, Yangyang, you didn’t turn on the camera, right?”

“Right, I didn’t turn it on,” Tai Yangyang said.

“I turned it on! Back at Jiu Men Ridge, didn’t Yangyang say she wasn’t ready to give up and wanted to try? I specifically came back to turn it on. I was afraid there wouldn’t be time later.” One of the girls raised her hand and said.

Tai Mingxiao turned over exasperatedly: “Don’t you all have better things to do? If there’s anything between them, I’ll cut off my head and let you use it as a football.”

Tai Yangyang also said: “Let’s not. What if brother and sister are discussing something important? That wouldn’t be good.”

Ye Meng had been searching for a while but couldn’t find the high heels she had changed out of.

Someone must have brought them to this room. She had just entered when Li Jinyu followed right behind her, closing the door, his shirt hanging loosely half-tucked, half-untucked outside his western trousers, leaning against the door panel, looking down at her as she changed shoes.

Neither said a word, but from his gaze, Ye Meng knew what he came in to do.

She felt there was fire in his eyes, slowly creeping onto her body. She couldn’t even locate the source of the fire, silently baking her. She felt increasingly hot, her heart as if being squeezed, so stifled she couldn’t catch her breath. She felt that if she stayed any longer, something would happen.

The camera was indeed turned on by Tai Yangyang. Because Gou Kai heard the commotion and got up too, he asked Tai Yangyang to open the cloud backup to check.

Tai Mingxiao still lay on the sofa with profound disdain and contempt: “Even if you don’t believe Ye Meng, you should trust the innocent fool—”

Before he finished speaking, there were sounds of sharp inhalations all around.

The young girl felt her scalp tingling, all her nerves numbing, covering her mouth, eyes widened in disbelief: “Are they kissing?”

Tai Mingxiao was thunderstruck, instantly sobering up, springing from the sofa like a carp.

Gou Kai smoked, his face as black as the bottom of a pot: “Turn on the audio.”

After turning on the audio, the entire scene became particularly sensual. They could now hear the kissing sounds because the room was so quiet you could almost hear silkworms eating mulberry leaves. Every exchange of saliva and the subtle moans produced by their intertwined lips and tongues could be heard clearly.

In the footage, the two were entangled in a desperate embrace at the door. Li Jinyu’s fingers were tightly interlocked with hers, raised high and pressed against the door panel above her head. He kissed her with closed eyes, not in a gentle, exploratory way, but in an extremely domineering manner with sexual overtones. The opening between their lips was very large as if they were devouring each other. Ye Meng seemed somewhat reluctant yet willing, partly afraid of being discovered by the others, partly unable to resist Li Jinyu’s blatant, direct seduction, pushing him away weakly.

Li Jinyu said softly: “Don’t dress like this next time.”

“Why?”

“I want to gouge out their eyes.”

Tai Mingxiao cursed “fuck” ten times in a row, unable to express his deep shock. Everyone perfectly embodied the idiom “dumbfounded.”

“He’s crazy, he’s crazy. Listen to that domineering tone, if you didn’t know better, you’d think he was the legitimate husband.”

“Li Jinyu dares to make a move. He doesn’t spare even married women, damn.”

“What do we do, what do we do.”

Tai Mingxiao was as anxious as an ant on a hot pot, while Tai Yangyang remained composed: “Brother’s kissing is so intense.”

In the footage, the two finally seemed to separate from each other’s lips. The young girls watched with flushed faces and racing hearts, deer running wild, souls leaving their bodies. Then, Li Jinyu supported himself against the door with one hand, while the other absently played with Ye Meng’s earlobe. His voice was cold yet direct: “Come to my place later?”

Li Jinyu was truly determined to seduce Ye Meng into having an affair.

Tai Mingxiao was so anxious he scratched his head, wishing he could slap Gou Kai’s cool skull: “This is what you call stealing someone’s wife! A professional excavator! He never misses!”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 60
This, this, this was too thrilling.

Brother was so at ease, this wasn’t his first time. The young girls thought with disappointment and unease.

Outside was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Everyone looked at each other in silent disbelief, as if witnessing a textbook example of a top-tier playboy seducing a woman in real-time, and they desperately wanted to soul-swap with Ye Meng.

“Call me unprincipled, but Tai Yangyang, find a way to install a camera at brother’s home. I feel like I can’t miss this livestream,” one of the girls said with heartfelt distress.

Tai Mingxiao was utterly confounded: “Do you women only care about good looks??”

…

Just as he finished speaking, “Click—!”

While everyone was holding their breath, the screen suddenly went black. Disaster—they’d been discovered. Sure enough, the next second, Tai Yangyang heard the sound of the storage room doorknob slowly turning. Her mind instantly flashed with a herd of mutilated alpacas, and with lightning reflexes, she threw her phone under the sofa. Though they had just been watching with righteous indignation and even wanted to rush in to teach Li Jinyu a lesson, peeping still left them somewhat in the wrong.

So the group immediately scattered—those pretending to sleep kept sleeping, those pretending to play games kept playing, and those pretending to eat barbecue kept eating. Only Gou Kai remained motionless, smoking on the sofa.

The barbecue was finished, with only a few bare skewers left on the table. Then Tai Mingxiao watched in shock as his sister, in her panic, casually picked up a chicken wing she had just thrown in the trash. Tai Mingxiao was about to yell “Are you an idiot?!” when the door lock clicked open behind him. He immediately grabbed a nearby coat, threw it over his face, and lay down motionless.

Footsteps approached. Tai Mingxiao felt something heavy land on his stomach. He didn’t dare lift the coat, but fearfully felt with his hand—it was the camera, still warm.

Tai Yangyang gnawed on the chicken wing she had pulled from the trash can, feeling as if she were standing at the edge of an abyss, blankly looking up at the man before her—indeed, it had been intense. Brother still had his sister’s lipstick on his mouth, and possibly on his neck too. Had their sister been biting his neck? Wait, had she missed something? She shamelessly wanted to watch the part she’d missed.

Li Jinyu was expressionless. His shirt still hung loosely outside his western trousers, though the buttons on his chest were now fastidiously done up. With one hand in his pocket, he extended the other toward Tai Yangyang: “Give me the phone.”

Without a word, Tai Yangyang retrieved it from under the sofa and obediently handed it over.

Li Jinyu deleted everything in two or three steps and tossed it back to her, putting his other hand back in his pocket as he asked: “What about the backup?”

Tai Yangyang answered honestly: “I haven’t had time to back it up.”

Li Jinyu made a sound of acknowledgment and turned to leave. However, as he passed by Gou Kai, he heard Gou Kai ask in a cold tone: “Li Jinyu, aren’t you going to explain yourself?”

Everyone looked over, probably surprised that the usually taciturn Gou Kai would ask so directly. Tai Yangyang’s palms suddenly began to sweat. She was afraid her brother would fight with Gou Kai, and instinctively glanced at the storage room door left slightly ajar. Wouldn’t sister come out to help brother?

Li Jinyu looked down at Gou Kai, showing no sign of embarrassment at being caught or spied upon, calmly asking in return: “Explain what? Are you her husband?”

Tai Yangyang even thought to herself: if brother and sister had done it in there just now, he probably wouldn’t be embarrassed when he came out either. He was always calm and composed, cold and detached, neither sad nor happy. Like a clay figure, impossible to read emotionally. Tai Yangyang was truly curious—would brother get jealous? Would he get angry? Would he hit someone? Would he go crazy thinking about someone?

Li Jinyu gradually wiped the lipstick from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand, as if he had just been in a fight, casually wiping blood from his mouth. Looking down at his hand covered with lipstick stains, he said: “There’s nothing to explain. I just couldn’t resist kissing her. I forced myself on her. Sister loves her husband very much and has no intention of having an affair with me.”

Gou Kai: “…”

Tai Mingxiao’s mouth was as wide as an egg, blurting out: “You like Ye Meng?”

“It’s okay, just average,” he said this way, and after wiping his mouth clean, he used his hand to wipe off the lipstick on his neck. It did seem just average. Then he put his hands back in his pockets, truly looking like someone who liked nothing, yet still reminded them with perfect gentlemanly manners: “I’m just like this—if someone’s beautiful, I look twice. If you want to gossip or curse, curse me, but don’t curse sister. Otherwise, I’ll see you at Jiu Men Ridge.”

What kind of hall-of-fame scumbag was this!

…

The two drove back to the city. White poplar trees stood at regular intervals along both sides of the road, like guardians of the city, standing tall in the morning breeze day after day. The suburban streets at five in the morning were empty and exceptionally quiet, without the daytime hustle and bustle. The streetlights mixed with the fish-belly white dawn, emitting a warm temperature.

Theirs was the only car on the road, until gradually merging into the city’s main artery, becoming part of the bustling traffic.

By then it was only five-thirty. Ye Meng glanced at the man in the passenger seat who hadn’t spoken the whole time, and abruptly asked: “Did you not know there was a camera in that room? Li Chen just told you about it.”

Li Jinyu hadn’t slept all night and was a bit tired, leaning back in the passenger seat with his eyes closed to rest. Hearing her speak, he didn’t even lift his eyelids, but his tone was strangely provocative: “If sister knew, why did you let me kiss you? Was it deliberate?”

“Don’t twist my words,” it was just that tonight’s racing had been too exciting, and she had completely forgotten about it. Ye Meng helplessly turned the steering wheel, driving the car forward. “To be honest, I might be getting old. In those few seconds before you walked over, I vaguely remembered something like this, but once you embraced me, my mind went completely blank.”

Li Jinyu opened his eyes, feigning surprise as he looked at her: “Do I have that much seductive power?”

“Don’t be smug after getting your way,” Ye Meng glared at him. “Was it deliberate? You knew Yangyang was going to confess. You heard what Li Chen said.”

Li Jinyu smiled, reaching out to turn down the radio volume, appearing distracted but utterly sincere: “It wasn’t. When you said you wanted to race, my mind couldn’t focus on anything else. I truly didn’t hear what Li Chen told me. I knew Yangyang wanted to confess—”

“Mm, Yangyang.” Ye Meng shot him a sidelong glance without changing her expression.

“Tai Yangyang,” Li Jinyu coughed, saying solemnly, “I knew she wanted to confess because Tai Mingxiao was acting too strangely today, so I guessed.”

…

As the car slowly drove into Fenghui Garden, Ye Meng found a parking spot and stopped. After some thought, she still suggested: “Why don’t we go public? I’m really afraid they’ll misunderstand you.”

Li Jinyu had just woken up from a nap, his mind working slowly. Leaning back in the passenger seat with his eyes closed to clear his head, his voice low and hoarse with the fatigue of staying up all night: “As long as they don’t misunderstand you, it’s fine. I don’t care.”

Ye Meng thought for a moment with a grave expression, still reaching for her phone on the armrest box: “No, I want to call Tai Mingxiao, otherwise what if they think you’re the other man?”

But her phone was snatched away and tossed onto the back seat. Li Jinyu unfastened his seatbelt, turning toward her, his head tilted, leaning against the driver’s seat. His expression carried the languor of someone just woken up as he beckoned to her.

Ye Meng also leaned to the side, the two facing each other. Li Jinyu hadn’t slept all night and was probably truly tired; his eyes closed again as he said lazily: “Isn’t it exciting for me to be sister’s third wheel?”

By now daylight was bright. The pomegranate tree in Li Jinyu’s yard seemed to have sprouted clusters of fresh green buds, and the roses in the corner were stretching their tender yellow forms, absorbing the morning dew. Perhaps because the air conditioning was on, a thin layer of mist had formed on the car windows, but it didn’t obscure the clear, bright outside world with its distinct mountains and waters.

Ye Meng was shocked and blurted out: “Baby, are you a pervert?”

“Yes,” he said indifferently, “and there’s even more perverted stuff.”

“…It would be more exciting for me to be your third wheel, want to try?” Ye Meng rolled her eyes at him.

Li Jinyu couldn’t help laughing, “I don’t plan to go public, and I don’t want them to misunderstand that you’re having an affair. Today was completely accidental. If I hadn’t been so annoyed with you at the time, I would have heard Li Chen speaking, and if I had known there was a camera in there, I wouldn’t have gone in with you at all. They’ll just gossip for a couple of days. If I stop seeing you, Tai Mingxiao and Gou Kai will think it was just a momentary impulse. So from now on, if sister misses me, you might have to endure it.”

“Okay.” Ye Meng was convinced.

Li Jinyu hooked her neck and pulled her close, sucking on her lips for a while: “Besides your mother’s case, I also have fifteen percent of grandfather’s shares. My mother won’t just let this go. The family is in chaos right now, and I don’t want to drag you into it. When this is over, I’ll give you whatever you want.”

Ye Meng was forced to endure his kiss, saying intermittently and indistinctly: “I understand your thoughts, you just want to protect me.”

…

Li Jinyu wasn’t clear on what difference using the mouth or hands made for men; he had just inadvertently heard Tai Mingxiao mention that if a woman was willing to use her mouth for you, it meant she truly loved you.

When Ye Meng wouldn’t agree before, he would sometimes deliberately tease her. Now that Ye Meng had agreed, he felt a sense of unreality and started playing hard to get.

As soon as they entered the door, they headed straight for the bathroom with clear intent.

After just a couple of kisses, Ye Meng directly went to squat down. Li Jinyu restrained himself rather primly and stopped her, his voice, mixed with desire, extremely low, yet saying: “Let’s just forget it.”

Ye Meng paid no attention, squatting on the ground. Just as she was about to unbuckle his belt, she saw a bald head popping out of the bathtub between Li Jinyu’s trouser legs. She was so frightened she almost screamed but remained composed enough to poke Li Jinyu’s thigh, gesturing for him to look behind.

Li Jinyu, supporting himself against the door panel, instinctively looked back, his voice instantly turned cold, as clean as clear water: “What are you doing here??”

Zhou Yu’s recent experiences have been rather difficult to describe. Liang Yun’an wanted to use him to connect with “Master Yinzhen,” developing Zhou Yu into a hidden asset. These past few days, Zhou Yu had been dragged around by Liang Yun’an to scout various locations where “Master Yinzhen” might appear.

As a result, he was so exhausted that while washing clothes in the bathroom, he fell asleep in the bathtub. Li Jinyu’s bathroom was very large, with the bathtub designed with steps, so no one had noticed someone lying there.

Zhou Yu hadn’t seen anything. He woke up in a daze, scratching his head as he walked out: “Big boss, Sister Ye Meng, good morning.”

The two leaned against the nearby sink, making way for him. Ye Meng watched his retreating figure and asked: “Why does he call you big boss? You’re not making him work for you, are you?”

Being interrupted twice in one day, Li Jinyu was harboring unnamed anger, his whole body uncomfortable, wanting to take it out and shake it thoroughly. He looked down as he fastened his belt, glancing at her and saying: “What else would I do? Why would I let him eat and live here for free?”

After the sound of the bedroom door closing came from outside, Ye Meng hung herself on Li Jinyu again, pinching his face and shaking it: “Why don’t we go back to the bedroom?”

“Mm.”

“Do you still want to?”

“Yes.” He lowered his head and said sullenly.

…

Li Jinyu’s bedroom was still bright and simple, with a dark bed and a solitary television placed at the head of the bed, plus a suitcase ready to be picked up and carried away at any moment. He truly didn’t look like he planned to stay here long.

Ye Meng’s curvaceous body was as soft as a willow swaying in the spring breeze, pressed between the man’s solid body and the door panel. She eagerly hooked her arms around his neck to kiss him. Li Jinyu supported himself against the door with one hand, while the other arm encircled her waist as he lowered his head to kiss her intimately.

Ye Meng was about to squat down.

Li Jinyu pressed her hands above her head with one hand, while the other sought the zipper of her skirt. He suddenly began to kiss her roughly, twining his tongue with hers, showing some displeasure. Ye Meng seemed to have a premonition, feeling that at that moment he had something to say, and instinctively opened her eyes.

The curtains weren’t drawn, and the large floor-to-ceiling windows let in the full spring scenery like Promethean light, falling on Li Jinyu’s back. All sins and punishments seemed forgivable in that instant.

“Sister,” Li Jinyu stopped, resting his head on her shoulder, eyes looking at the floor. He paused, then self-mockingly said: “I love you.”

Like a confession. After speaking, he lifted his head.

Whether it was because he spoke too restrainedly or evasively, or because of that self-confidence, it wasn’t the deep affection one might imagine but rather carried a hint of unconventionality and youthful boldness that shook her spirit.

Ye Meng didn’t know how to describe his expression at that moment. Even now, Li Jinyu’s eyes still faintly concealed a vibrant youthful energy. Those deep black eyes showed no fear, no timidity, or anything else, but rather a recklessness that made one feel he existed independently of all things between heaven and earth, a god who could manipulate time. It was the unfinished spirit of youth under the bright sun and sky.

“If my mother uses you to make me do something, I really would do anything,” he paused again, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he looked away as if about to cry, “including murder and arson.”

Who would still care about the spring scenery filling the city?
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It was around six o’clock when the first ray of morning light fell into the courtyard. Dappled shadows played beneath the pomegranate tree, nameless flowers in the corner were slowly blooming, birds sang in the trees, and the air was dry and fresh. The spring light falling on the ground was like dry wood meeting fierce flames.

Li Jin Yu thought Ye Meng would be touched enough to kiss him and tell him she loved him too. However, Ye Meng did not. In the brightly lit room, after calming down, she looked at him for quite a while. Then, with unprecedented seriousness, she told him: “You cannot do that. Every problem has a proper solution. I will always stand on the side of the law. If you commit murder or arson, I’ll be the first to call the police on you.”

He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at that moment.

“When it comes to ruining the mood, you’re skilled.”

Li Jin Yu said this while somewhat helplessly grabbing her hands, raising them high above her head, and pinning them against the door with their fingers intertwined. Then, arching his back, with an obscure, unclear gaze that seemed both provocative and appreciative, as if admiring some rare treasure, his eyes roamed over her body. In a lowered voice, he teased: “Sister, you’re proper.”

She was as clean as spotlessly clear glass, reflecting whatever light fell on her. When moonlight spilled over her, she gleamed with clarity. He felt he was madly infatuated.

“Just realizing that?” Ye Meng thought he was talking about her figure. “I was this size since high school.”

Li Jin Yu lowered his head and laughed, still holding her hands, following her train of thought, and lazily glanced downward. “How big?”

“A bit smaller than now, but it was quite embarrassing back then. During PE class, the boys in class would always stare. I would wear a binding underneath. I feel like that restricted my development somewhat, otherwise, they’d be even bigger now—”

Before she could finish expressing her regret, her lips were firmly caught by his teeth, and she murmured: “Mmm, be gentle—”

Between them was a strange magnetic field—breath, gaze, sparks everywhere. It seemed no matter how far apart they were, they would always be drawn together. Li Jin Yu pinned her against the door with both hands, forcefully pushing his tongue inside, making her dizzy and disoriented, like a small fish gasping for water, her mouth open and breathing heavily. Yet he maintained a lazy demeanor, his shirt unbuttoned to the last two buttons, faintly revealing his flat, firm abs. Looking down at her, his eyes showed no trace of desire, even appearing somewhat ascetic, yet he roguishly asked: “Sister, shall we do it?”

Ye Meng’s mind buzzed, her eyes suddenly opening wide, as if the spring light filling the room had suddenly brightened. Excitedly and incoherently, she stammered: “Are-are-are you ready?”

He chuckled lightly: “Seems like you’ve been waiting a long time. Have I made you suffer?”

“Not really. Can you do it? Don’t force yourself, baby, I can wait a bit longer,” Ye Meng said.

Li Jin Yu pinned her against the door again, her dress unexpectedly pushed up to her waist. Then Ye Meng heard the sound of him unbuckling his belt and a very helpless sigh: “I don’t know, let’s try.”

…

Li Jin Yu didn’t know about Ye Meng’s previous experiences. But it was his first time, and he was indeed nervous. After unhurriedly smoking two cigarettes, he dawdled around and took a bath. After all this procrastination, by the time he returned, Ye Meng had fallen asleep.

Li Jin Yu dried his hair and leaned against the headboard bare-chested, waiting for her to wake up. The bed was a tatami style, very low. Li Jin Yu had one leg lazily resting on the floor with room to spare. He sipped coffee to stay alert while looking up some information on his phone.

He casually flipped through a few pages and found they contained little useful information. Men’s baser instincts were truly universal—most only cared about their pleasure. Finally, with no other option, Li Jin Yu even pulled up diagrams of female anatomy. As he drank coffee while pondering which was the so-called G-spot, Ye Meng woke up, drowsily crawled on top of him, and asked in a sleepy voice: “What are you looking at?”

“Nothing.” He locked his phone and tossed it on the nightstand, still leaning back lazily.

Ye Meng, slippery as a loach, straddled him, kissed his eyes repeatedly, and then lay still, seemingly waiting for her foggy consciousness to clear. She inhaled deeply in his embrace with great attachment, like a wilting flower involuntarily absorbing life-giving breath: “Baby, you smell so good.”

The curtains were drawn tight, the room almost dark, as if it were dusk. For a moment, Ye Meng couldn’t distinguish day from night. Li Jin Yu turned on the small wall lamp above the headboard, and an orange light fell between them, his clear, stern face just inches away. Ye Meng suddenly felt somewhat embarrassed, burying her reddening face in the crook of his neck and laughing softly.

“Don’t tell me you’re shy now,” Li Jin Yu looked down at her.

“Is that not allowed?” Ye Meng’s voice was muffled against his neck.

“It’s allowed.” As he spoke, he played with the buttons of her blouse, then gently undid them one by one. The chiffon material was easier to remove than an onion skin. Ye Meng felt he was toying with her, and her heart began to burn, feeling tingly. Then she heard him ask somewhat casually: “It was like this in high school?”

“Mm, a bit smaller maybe?”

“Were the boys in your class that perverse? Staring at you in high school?”

“Weren’t you curious about the opposite sex in high school? Did you never have feelings for any girl?” She steadied herself against him.

“I suppose,” Li Jin Yu thought for a moment, his voice changing tone, “I never had deep feelings, but I did have some appreciation. It can’t even be called appreciation. There was a girl in French class who I thought was nice, but it was admiration at most. Tai Ming Xiao was pursuing her at that time, and I didn’t feel anything about it. I genuinely wished them well.”

His voice gradually lowered, and that spark finally ignited. Ye Meng took the initiative, controlling the whole process herself. She was very attentive to his emotions; whenever he furrowed his brow or showed the slightest discomfort, she would stop and kiss him. Like a butterfly forced to restrain its wings, only able to flutter the flames in her heart little by little, suppressing herself almost to madness.

“Did you never think of pursuing her? Or making her your girlfriend? Like we are now.” Ye Meng whispered seductively in his ear.

“Not with her.”

“Then with whom?”

“You,” his expression darkened, brows furrowed, as if in extreme discomfort, “that time by the lake when you asked for my WeChat.”

“Mm.” Following the memory, she recalled the man wearing a fisherman’s hat, cold and raw like water from the bottom of the lake, seemingly a completely different person from the burning, veiny man before her now.

“That night, I dreamed of you. In the dream, we were just like this,” he said hoarsely, red-eyed. “Sister, kiss me, I’m in some pain.”

Li Jin Yu was truly in pain; he hurt with every movement, so he dared not move at all. He leaned against the headboard the entire time, watching her with restraint, his gaze like a fish wiggling its tail, struggling vigorously but unable to break free.

…

The two slept until three in the afternoon. When Ye Meng awoke, her mind cleared. She felt Li Jin Yu was being somewhat spoiled, using his inexperience as an excuse to act coquettish with her. Ye Meng was quite perplexed—it’s not like she had much experience either. And that “I love you” now seemed increasingly suspicious.

Li Jin Yu hadn’t woken yet, eyes closed with half his face buried in the pillow. Ye Meng turned slightly toward him, causing his dense, distinctly defined eyelashes to flutter. “Are you awake?”

Li Jin Yu made an affirmative sound, pulling her into his arms, his tone extremely languid: “Don’t want to sleep a bit more?”

Ye Meng discovered she was completely undressed while he was still wearing pants. She pinched his waist hard. Li Jin Yu hissed in pain, burying the other half of his face in the pillow as well. She seemed to hear him chuckling softly, “Is this the so-called heartlessness? Sleep with me and then beat me, huh?”

Ye Meng twisted his ear, “Was it really that painful?”

With his head buried in the pillow, he nodded very seriously yet lazily: “Very painful.”

Ye Meng was in pain too, but to spare his feelings, she had forced herself not to cry out. “Li Jin Yu, did you say those words just to sleep with me?”

He smiled lazily, “Who slept with whom? Did you see me move at all?”

Ye Meng: “…”

Li Jin Yu revealed half an eye from the pillow, curved like a kitten’s, looking at her and saying honestly: “Half and half, I guess. Saying ‘I love you’ was to give you a sense of ceremony. I thought you’d be touched.”

“I’m older now. My first reaction to those words is to be moved, but my second is fear. If I were to cheat, with your personality, you’d probably kill me.”

“Would you cheat?” He stopped smiling, his gaze leveling.

Ye Meng, interested, turned on her side, supporting her head and looking at him curiously: “If I were to actually cheat, what would you do?”

Li Jin Yu thought for a moment and said: “I don’t know. Maybe find a woman and cheat too, but I would not divorce you.”

“So you’re stuck with me for life,” Ye Meng clicked her tongue twice, her hand grazing his cheek lightly, changing the subject: “But baby, you lasted quite long for your first time, almost forty minutes.”

Li Jin Yu smiled, then buried his face back in the pillow in exasperation.

Ye Meng teased him, running her fingers through his soft hair, “What’s wrong, feeling shy?”

“No.” He sighed, his voice muffled from the pillow.

Ye Meng thought he was still in pain, so she leaned over and kissed his ear, “Don’t be upset, baby, I’ll take responsibility.”

Li Jin Yu turned his head and kissed her lips, “Did you enjoy it?”

“I enjoyed it immensely,” Ye Meng kissed him back, lying through her teeth. In reality, she hadn’t enjoyed it at all.

When Zhou Yu returned, the two were “passionately” cooking in the kitchen. Ye Meng was hanging on Li Jin Yu, trying to grab the milk from his hand using both her hands and feet. Li Jin Yu wouldn’t let her drink it, leaning lazily against the counter with his hand raised high, keeping it out of her reach. “No, this is expired. I’ll go buy you some more later.”

“You already drank some. No fair, I want some too,” Ye Meng insisted on prying his hand open.

“What’s wrong with you?” Li Jin Yu scolded with a smile.

Ye Meng clung to his neck like a koala, “Life and death together, right? We should drink expired milk together too.”

Li Jin Yu promptly poured the milk down the sink, “Who wants to share life and death with you—” He turned to see Zhou Yu coming through the front door. Ye Meng immediately jumped off him, but Zhou Yu walked straight to his room like a wooden puppet.

“Uh…” Ye Meng said, watching his back, “Should we explain something to him?”

“No need, he knows,” Li Jin Yu leaned against the counter, leisurely finishing pouring out the milk, squeezing the carton, and tossing it into the nearby trash can. “He and Liang Yun An both know. I told them before, they’ll keep it secret.”

“How do you know? What if…”

“Our relationship can’t be kept from everyone. Liang Yun An is a police officer. I chose to let him know as a precaution and to indirectly protect you. I’ve explained the situation to him, including my mother’s case, and he has professional ethics. As for Zhou Yu, he lives here. Unless you never come to see me, we can’t hide it for long. He’s not an idiot. He can guess what we did this morning. For some things, it’s better to be open than secretive. Might as well tell him directly. Besides, he knows I’m not a good person and there are consequences for crossing me, so he won’t try anything stupid.”

“How did you threaten him? Zhou Yu is quite obedient,” Ye Meng said, feeling somewhat sorry for him.

Li Jin Yu put his hands back in his pockets, inexplicably annoyed: “How could I threaten him? Should I say I’ll assault him? Would you believe that?”

“…”

The next day, Ye Meng went to work, texting with Fang Ya En while driving.

Fang: No way, you didn’t feel anything? Lemon Leaf: Yeah, it hurt so much, but I didn’t dare say it hurt. Then it turns out he was in more pain than me, crying so pitifully. I’m speechless. Fang: I feel for you, such an unharmonious intimate life. How was the size? Lemon Leaf: Big, why else would it hurt so much? Whatever, I choose this younger man, I’ll have to endure the pain. Gotta work now.

When Ye Meng entered her office, she found someone sitting on the sofa. A meticulously pressed suit hung on a nearby chair back. He wore a crisp vest, had an oiled hairstyle, and wore glasses, looking quite different from that night.

“What are you doing here?” She tossed her bag onto the sofa, asking him while pouring water.

Gou Kai had placed a bunch of bright red, luscious roses beside him. Ye Meng’s heart skipped a beat. She took a sip of water and nearly choked on his words: “I’ve decided that starting today, I will officially pursue you. I can see you have some feelings for Li Jin Yu, but you’re constrained by the shackles of marriage.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 62
Zhou Yu was about to hang the clothes out to dry. He shook them “puff puff” a couple of times, heard footsteps behind him, and looked back. Li Jin Yu had gotten up at some point and was leaning against the courtyard door, head lowered, taking a cigarette from the pack while casually asking: “Any news from Liang Yun An’s side?”

Zhou Yu thought you’ve finally remembered to care about me.

“We’ve been squatting until our legs went numb without seeing even a chicken feather from ‘Yin Zhen.’ Officer Liang is nearly fed up too.”

Just as he finished speaking, Li Jin Yu’s phone rang. He took it out and saw it was Liang Yun An, so he put the cigarette back, tossed it on the table, and answered: “Officer Liang?”

Liang Yun An’s voice seemed caught in the wind, accompanied by the sound of urgent swallowing: “Yesterday at three in the morning, a woman committed suicide by jumping from Hongguang Building.”

“Is there surveillance footage?”

“Someone recorded a video, and at the scene, we found a book—it’s Zhou Yu’s book ‘The Door.’ The woman was holding the book when she jumped from the building. We suspect this isn’t just an ordinary pyramid scheme organization. This ‘Yin Zhen’ might be a cult.”

At the same time, Ye Meng was scrolling through the “jumping video” on Weibo. After Gou Kai finished speaking, before Ye Meng could even roll her eyes, Tai Ming Xiao abruptly pushed open the door, and without a word, showed them the video. “This video is terrifying. This woman was doing some kind of ritual before jumping. I don’t know what kind of brainwashing she went through.”

The footage was blurry because it was three in the morning. In the entire frame, only the LED lights of the Hongguang Building were on. In the pale, dim moonlight, the woman’s silhouette appeared somewhat mysterious. The camera was shooting from below, so her features weren’t clear. From a distance, one could only see a vague, thin human figure standing on the rooftop. What made the scene eerie was that the woman on the roof moved like a withered puppet, pacing back and forth, each step taken particularly slowly. She seemed to be counting, and the scene was very quiet. The long-haired woman in white clothing moved like a wandering soul, slowly walking from one end of the roof to the other, completely unaware.

If not for the progress bar giving Ye Meng mental preparation that she would jump in the next second, just looking at this scene, one wouldn’t expect her to suddenly jump off the building. She seemed like a walking corpse, moving emotionlessly, and then in the next moment, she suddenly leaped into the night. The wind lifted her skirt, and if not for the dull, heavy thud, that light shadow would have seemed like just a white dress falling from the sky, something no one would notice.

Tai Ming Xiao shuddered with goosebumps: “I heard she was a college student. The police have issued a notice saying that when the girl jumped, she was holding a book called ‘The Door.’ You should check if any elderly relatives at home have this kind of book. It’s said to be used for brainwashing by pyramid schemes. Especially in small towns, elderly people are easily deceived.”

Gou Kai hadn’t spoken the entire time, having been interrupted. The roses had wilted and lost their fragrance. He stood up, casually tossed the flowers into the trash bin, picked up his suit, and turned to leave.

Only then did Tai Ming Xiao belatedly realize, “He-he-he isn’t pursuing you too, is he?”

Ye Meng, wearing a navy blue suit, looked capable and mature, leaning lazily against the edge of the desk, and gave an affirmative sound.

Tai Ming Xiao couldn’t help but rest his chin in his hand, seriously looking Ye Meng over, clicking his tongue twice before finally giving a warning: “Stay away from that naive fool. Let me tell you, he’s got a bunch of messy issues lately, busy to the point of distraction. That day, he was probably troubled by family matters and couldn’t hold back, which is why he acted that way with you. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have—he really wouldn’t have, knowing you’re married—”

“What’s going on with his family?” Ye Meng curiously put down her water cup.

Tai Ming Xiao, holding nothing back, played with the globe on her desk and said, “What else could it be? He’s at odds with his mother. His mother never really cared for him since he was young, and now the old man has given him shares. Now she’s keeping a close eye on him.”

“Is Li Jin Yu her biological son? Why would she be against her son?”

Tai Ming Xiao laughed and said: “This woman, Li Ling Bai, if I hadn’t been close with Li Jin Yu since childhood, I wouldn’t believe such a woman exists in this world. She once filed a police report, hoping the police would arrest Li Jin Yu.”

“Why?” Ye Meng raised her head, her voice unconsciously trembling.

The office had a huge floor-to-ceiling window overlooking magnificent buildings and the stream of cars on the elevated highway. The world had never actually stopped, regardless of how many people died in a given second.

Tai Ming Xiao’s tone traced back to the past. He stared at the buildings rising in the sky, his gaze becoming distant and profound. “We all know that Li Jin Yu’s brother’s racing accident was just that—an accident. But Li Ling Bai insisted that Li Jin Yu killed Li Si Yang because, according to her, Li Jin Yu once told her that if his brother died, would she be nice to him then? She believed that Li Jin Yu’s love for her had transcended moral boundaries. She even told the police that Li Jin Yu wanted to have relations with her. Can you believe how absurd that is?”

“The police couldn’t have arrested him just based on that, right?”

“They did. Li Ling Bai pressured the police at the time.”

Tai Ming Xiao’s eyes were full of contempt. Even now, recalling the incident made him hate Li Ling Bai intensely. Gritting his teeth, he said: “Not just Li Jin Yu, all of us who were present that night were taken in and questioned one by one—me, Gou Kai, Li Chen, and many others. Each of us was interrogated for nearly two to three hours, repeatedly describing the details of that night. Until, finally, our parents came to pick us up.”

“What about Li Jin Yu?”

Tai Ming Xiao’s eyes showed a kind of helplessness, a helplessness about the past that pierced Ye Meng’s heart deeply. “He was questioned for forty-eight hours, a full forty-eight hours. The police took turns; when one got tired, another took over. When he walked out of there, Li Chen and I had only one thought left in our minds: he’s done for.”

What destroyed Li Jin Yu wasn’t the forty-eight hours of relentless questioning without sleep or rest.

It was the way people in that small dark room looked at him as if they were looking at a mentally ill person, or at a festering sore on the body of someone with a skin disease—the kind of contempt where they feared they’d be infected with pus just by looking.

They sat on their high horses, dividing the world into black and white, constantly whipping the young man’s will with their righteousness.

They naturally occupied the white end, unhesitatingly classifying him as garbage.

They loudly, repeatedly, and directly questioned the cold-faced young man: “Did you know the car was illegally modified? Did you damage the brake pads?”

“Li Jin Yu, do you have thoughts about assaulting your mother?”

“Li Jin Yu, do you have thoughts about assaulting your mother?”

“Li Jin Yu, do you feel that Li Si Yang took away your mother’s love for you, so you created this accident?”

“Li Jin Yu, I heard you’ve been seeing a psychologist for a long time. Is it because of your abnormal love for your mother?”

“Li Jin Yu, I heard you never have girlfriends?”

The young man felt as if he were a rotting organ, cut open by a doctor in front of everyone, then after a thorough examination of his veins, textures, and composition, they discovered that his entire body was rotten.

Li Jin Yu never spoke. Until the final few hours, when he seemed unable to endure anymore. He slowly closed his eyes, the corners tinged with a cold curve, even trembling slightly. His entire body was trembling, even his slender Adam’s apple couldn’t help but quiver. His throat, as if it had been cut, was so hoarse that no sound could be heard, but the person opposite could see his lips form the words—

“I did not.”

…

After Tai Ming Xiao finished speaking, he sighed, with a strange sense of relief: “Actually, that day, when I saw how he acted with you at the club, I breathed a sigh of relief. At least he’s not obsessed with his mother. He hadn’t had a girlfriend for so many years, and I was quite worried. But you two shouldn’t get too close. Li Jin Yu lacks love and can’t resist temptation.”

Ye Meng lit a cigarette, holding it in her slender fingers, and said nothing.

Tai Ming Xiao slapped a file in her hand. She was startled, “What’s this?”

Tai Ming Xiao’s thoughts had returned to the present. He straightened his shirt collar, his eyes gleaming with an unidentified light: “An antique dealer has come from Guangdong. He’s a treasure in the circle. His nickname is ‘Ma Hou.’ In his early years, he was an artifact dealer. Many antique merchants in Guangzhou and Shenzhen got their goods from him. In recent years, he’s shifted to international lines and has a lot of information on foreign collectors. No one knows the market better than him. Many auction companies want to curry favor with him. After all, international lines are much easier than domestic ones, and the prices are higher. Those inviting him to dinner tonight are as numerous as fish crossing a river. If we can’t get an appointment, as a last resort, you could go to Pingling Cave to find some escorts for him, and see if you can extract some information.”

However, Ye Meng never expected that the person who would meet with Ma Hou would be Li Jin Yu. The two had just left the meeting room. The sunset was like embroidered brocade, with tall buildings and clusters of trees seemingly draped in a crimson kasaya robe as if all things could be delivered.

Tai Ming Xiao had his phone on speaker, asking which Li family’s second young master while exchanging a knowing glance with Ye Meng. Then they heard a deep male voice from the speaker, revealing a sense of pride as if he had chosen the best candidate among many suitors: “The second young master of the Hanhai Langan Li family, Li Jin Yu.”

Tai Ming Xiao silently cursed in his heart, “That’s the second grandson!” But on his face, he still wore an overflowing smile, his face full of wrinkles as he said: “Then after nine o’clock tonight, I wonder if Mr. Ma has—”

Ma Hou cut him off directly: “I’m not available today.”

“Click,” he hung up.

Tai Ming Xiao cursed angrily, “This Ma Hou is something. I didn’t expect him to be like this. He seemed so proper before, but now he’s putting on airs just because of Li Jin Yu.”

The two returned to the office. Ye Meng put down the file, took a sip of water, and asked: “Where is Li Jin Yu meeting him?”

“Bashan Club.”

Bashan Club was famously a money pit for the wealthy, opposite to Pingling Cave. Bashan Club had high-class escorts with a ranking system, some even highly educated. Not to mention how magnificent the main hall was, with two Roman columns carved with exquisite patterns at the entrance, instantly outshining Pingling Cave’s weathered arch.

Ye Meng looked at the two Roman columns and sighed: “Tai Ming Xiao, look at his class. Not only spending money but personally accompanying for dining, drinking, and visits. And you were thinking of Pingling Cave.”

Just as she finished speaking, the two heard a lazy voice from behind: “What are you two doing here?”

Both turned sharply to see Li Jin Yu getting out of his car, followed by a cautious Zhou Yu, who was repeatedly bowing to the doorman. Ye Meng feared Zhou Yu would greet her too familiarly, but fortunately, the young man read the situation and timidly called out, “Sister Ye Meng, Brother Tai.”

Tai Ming Xiao got straight to the point: “We heard you have an appointment with Ma Hou, so we came to try our luck.”

“Trying to steal my deal?” Li Jin Yu smiled.

Unexpectedly, Tai Ming Xiao said: “We can all share the entertainment.”

“Who told you I came for entertainment?” Li Jin Yu asked.

Tai Ming Xiao: “Coming to a place like this and not for entertainment? Who are you trying to fool? I see you acting so proper usually, not even getting a girlfriend, but you just come to places like this, is that it?”

“Fine,” Li Jin Yu couldn’t be bothered to argue. Looking down at them disdainfully, he jerked his chin toward Ye Meng very dismissively and asked, “Are you bringing her along too?”

“I won’t participate; I’ll just watch you guys, okay?” Ye Meng rolled her eyes.

“Fine.”

The second floor of Bashan Club contained private dining rooms that were no different from an ordinary five-star restaurant, luxurious but somewhat ordinary. After dinner, the waiters would lead guests along a secluded corridor past nine turns. After the nine turns was a bridge over a landscape, and beyond the bridge lay a completely different world.

Ma Hou had already arrived, idly playing with his phone in the private room, dressed in an immaculate suit. Seeing the four of them enter, he immediately greeted them with a smile, appearing completely different from the person who had so rudely hung up on Tai Ming Xiao. However, he hadn’t met Li Jin Yu before and asked with a smile, “Which one is Young Master Li?”

Li Jin Yu was the last to enter. As he spoke, he pulled out a chair and sat down carelessly, legs spread, leaning back to look at Ma Hou with a blank expression: “Me.”

He was dressed simply today—shirt and trousers, clean and sharp. The faint scar on his Adam’s apple made him appear even more aloof. It was only now that Ye Meng noticed he had a bandage on his neck. When had he been injured?

As soon as Li Jin Yu sat down, he began unbuttoning his shirt. He seemed completely unaware of how attractive he was. The waitress watched him with a flushed face, but he only looked down at the menu to order. After ordering a bunch of items, his gaze continued to search: “Two portions of abalone rice.”

“Five portions of sea cucumber.”

As he spoke, he realized there was no response. Instinctively looking up, he found the young woman staring at his collarbone. He casually buttoned up his shirt again, then somewhat embarrassedly glanced at Ye Meng, coughed, and said, “That’s all for now.”

From the moment she entered, Ye Meng had thought Ma Hou looked familiar, but she couldn’t recall where she had seen him before. Until Ma Hou suspiciously spoke up: “Miss, haven’t we met somewhere before?”

Just as Ye Meng was about to say that she also found him familiar, Li Jin Yu leaned back in his chair, picked up an overturned cup, and while pouring water, casually remarked: “Mr. Ma, is your pick-up line always this unimaginative? Do women still fall for this nowadays?”

Ye Meng felt she was being mocked. Li Jin Yu seemed to see that she was about to follow up.

But she truly did feel she had seen him before.

Similarly, Ma Hou was also confused, “No, no, I have seen you before. Including you, Young Master Li, you also look familiar.”

“Then you must have mistaken me for someone else. I’m certain I’ve never seen you before,” Li Jin Yu calmly handed the water to Ye Meng.

Ma Hou embarrassedly replied: “Is that so? Alright then.”

Li Jin Yu poured a glass for Zhou Yu as well, and as if making casual conversation, he mentioned: “Mr. Ma, have you heard about this morning’s suicide case? The female college student who jumped from a building holding a book, something called redemptive suicide?”

“There is indeed such a concept,” Ma Hou nodded casually and said, “Why, is Young Master Li interested?”

Li Jin Yu nodded with interest, “Quite interested.” Then, caressing the side of his glass, he slowly said, “Actually, living is rather boring.”

These words were perfectly suited to him, with his entire demeanor exuding the apathy of a young master numbed by wealth.

Ma Hou chuckled, “Don’t joke. How could someone like Young Master Li, at the top of society, understand the four characteristics of ‘human suffering.’ You wealthy people play in such diverse ways. For instance, when it comes to oral pleasures, doing it with a virgin’s body versus a prostitute’s body is like the difference between heaven and hell. If I had Young Master Li’s wealth and looks, I’d have a different young girl every day. Would I still think living is boring?”

Ma Hou’s words were startlingly crass. Completely disregarding the presence of a lady, he laughed again and said to Ye Meng: “Miss Ye, don’t find it offensive. We coarse people speak this directly. But that’s just how it is.”

Ye Meng, suppressing her disgust, said she wouldn’t.

But men understand men best.

Li Jin Yu understood, Tai Ming Xiao understood, and Zhou Yu half-understood.

When most men speak those two explicit words in front of women, they have generally already made the woman an object of sexual fantasy. Lightly put, it’s sexual harassment; heavily put, it’s a mental violation. Ma Hou had already made Ye Meng the object of verbal play and even mental violation, at the moment he looked at Ye Meng’s face and uttered those two words. His entire body was numb. In his mind, he had already reached a climax.

Half an hour later.

Li Jin Yu leaned against the sink smoking, his shirt unbuttoned to the third button, revealing the band-aid on his neck. His sleeves were rolled up, and part of his shirt had been pulled out at the waist. He took occasional drags from his cigarette, his expression mild, but his whole demeanor looked fierce. The veins on his arms stood out prominently.

The bathroom door was being knocked on loudly, “Bang bang bang!” It was Ye Meng.

“Li Jin Yu, what are you doing in there?”

He didn’t respond, leaning against the sink and smoking nonchalantly, completely ignoring the voice from outside, disregarding it entirely.

Ye Meng, furious, turned to call for Zhou Yu: “Zhou Yu! Open the door! Otherwise, I’ll call the police!”

There were three people in the bathroom: Li Jin Yu, Zhou Yu, and Ma Hou. Tai Ming Xiao had received a call and left. When Zhou Yu heard the threat to call the police, he trembled and looked at Li Jin Yu. Li Jin Yu, as if certain Ye Meng wouldn’t dare call the police, leaned lazily against the sink, flicked his cigarette ash, and said: “Ignore her. If you open the door and let her in, I’ll finish you off too when we get back.”

Ma Hou was confused. He had been coaxed to the bathroom halfway through the meal, thinking there was something important to discuss. He had happily followed along, but as soon as they entered, before he could even dodge, he was unexpectedly kicked to the ground. He was the type who could endure humiliation, and he well understood the temperament of these rich second-generation heirs. Immediately, he sycophantically picked up Li Jin Yu’s leather shoe and, with a smarmy grin, tried to find a way out: “Polish, I’ll polish your shoes.”

Li Jin Yu’s next kick landed directly on his face.

Those shoes were both pointed and shiny, even cleaner than Ma Hou’s lewd face. Ma Hou himself obsequiously thought that the children of wealthy families had shoe soles cleaner than the toadies who had to watch others’ faces to earn their meals, let alone those who lived in the mire, to begin with.

“Li Jin Yu!” Ye Meng was still calling.

He completely ignored her, his cigarette-holding hand propped on the sink, showing no emotion, but Zhou Yu felt he was about to suffocate.

Ma Hou was kicked into a pile of mops with the second kick. At this moment, he wished he could transform into one of those mops and disappear. He truly had no idea how he had offended Li Jin Yu and was both anxious and distressed. He looked at Zhou Yu, hoping for some hint.

Zhou Yu was like a machine, doing whatever Li Jin Yu said.

Ma Hou, cowering in the haphazard pile of mops, felt uneasy, still unable to grasp what was happening. Trembling, he began to speak, “Li… Li…”

Li Jin Yu crouched down, hands on his thighs, looking at him lazily: “If I speak nicely to you, you won’t listen, right? Why are you being so roundabout with me?”

“No…” Ma Hou said.

“Fine, how do I contact ‘Yin Zhen’? Don’t say you don’t know. The fact that I’m looking for you means I’ve investigated you.”

“I… I am ‘Yin Zhen’,” Ma Hou finally stammered.

Zhou Yu’s expression changed upon hearing this, “Liar! You can’t be ‘Yin Zhen.’ I’ve seen ‘Yin Zhen’!”

Seeing he wasn’t telling the truth, Li Jin Yu took out his phone, and sat down, one leg propped up, one hand resting on his knee, the other holding up his phone to film Ma Hou. Zhou Yu felt that Li Jin Yu possessed a cold, inviolable aloofness, but the words coming out of his mouth were crude and provocative, yet somehow didn’t seem offensive, strangely dignified—

“Did you enjoy running your mouth just now? Got hard, did you? Huh? I’ll let you enjoy yourself now!”

With that, he raised his foot and kicked him hard again.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 63
In the taxi, the three of them didn’t exchange a single word. Zhou Yu sat in the front passenger seat, feeling as if he were being sliced by knife-like winds in the night. The driver, looking at these three cold statues in the middle of the night, couldn’t help feeling uneasy and unconsciously turned up the volume of the car radio—

“Early yesterday morning, a female student from N University jumped from the top of Hongguang Building. Police have ruled out homicide and confirmed the death as suicide. The specific case is still under investigation…”

Coincidentally, the taxi was passing by the entrance of the Hongguang Building. The driver gestured outside with his eyes and couldn’t help chattering to Zhou Yu, “I don’t understand what kids these days are thinking. They dare to die but not to live. It’s all because their parents spoiled them, making them unable to withstand even the slightest setback.”

Perhaps due to the fatal incident, the LED lights of the Hongguang Building seemed particularly eerie. Ye Meng looked at them and asked the driver: “What setback?”

The driver explained the news report he had seen today, “It says this girl owed a lot of money from online loans, apparently to buy some computer. Then she was charged compound interest and… and was sexually assaulted.”

The car arrived at Fenghui Garden, and the three of them got out. Zhou Yu shuddered, not from the cold, but from his terrifying thoughts: “Do you think ‘Master Yin Zhen’ might be exploiting these people’s psychology, gradually leading them into ‘The Door,’ brainwashing them, illegally collecting funds, draining them completely, and then tricking them into suicide?”

Zhou Yu was positioned between the two, walking side by side towards the hutong alley leading to their home. From a distance, they could see the pomegranate tree in the courtyard. A cat on the wall “whooshed” past them gracefully. The alley was dimly lit, and their three shadows were constantly stretched, looking somewhat like a family of three.

“That sounds a bit absurd,” Ye Meng said.

“It’s not absurd,” Li Jin Yu, standing on the outside, added.

Zhou Yu instinctively looked in the direction of his voice. The bandage his brother had put on this morning was covering a love bite. Realizing this, he secretly glanced at Ye Meng, thinking he hadn’t expected such a passionate sister…

Li Jin Yu had one hand in his pocket while using the other to press the fingerprint lock. Without turning his head, he said to them, “Let me add to that. They specifically target those struggling at the edges of survival in the lower social strata, like Zhou Yu, or perhaps easily deceived female students who need money, using them for transactions of power and sex, like this morning’s deceased, or elderly people who are isolated from information.” At this point, he didn’t specify but glanced at Ye Meng.

Ye Meng thoughtfully asked: “What category does Wang Xing Sheng fall into? He wasn’t depressed, he had money, was a shrewd businessman, even had a forum account—certainly not cut off from information.”

“He belongs to the last wave,” Li Jin Yu unlocked the door, one hand in his pocket, the other holding the door handle, waiting for them to enter. “The wealthy and powerful, particularly those with psychological defects, like Wang Xing Sheng who was in the BDSM circle and had unique sexual preferences.”

“How unique?”

Li Jin Yu coughed, somewhat unwilling to look at her: “Just very unique.”

“Unique enough to need religious conversion?”

Zhou Yu went to the refrigerator and took out three bottles of water. The three of them stood at the kitchen bar counter, conversing. Li Jin Yu leaned against the counter, casually unbuckling his belt, pulling it out, and tossing it on the table. His trousers hung loosely at his waist, creating a lazy sexiness that seemed half-dressed. Ye Meng thought he was doing it deliberately.

Zhou Yu held half a mouthful of water, shocked by his brother’s provocative actions. His face reddened, and he strangely felt too embarrassed to look at him, keeping his head down and swallowing in small sips.

Li Jin Yu leaned back lazily, hands in his pockets, looking at Ye Meng as he spoke: “Zhou Yu and I have researched this. Ma Hou and Wang Xing Sheng were both artifact dealers in their early years, famous as the ‘Monkey King Brothers’ in Guangdong. Back then, antique dealers in Guangzhou and Shenzhen all got their merchandise from them. They transported antiques to Hong Kong through layered trucks between the mainland and Hong Kong, as well as through vegetable farmers and other channels. You know, trading in Hong Kong makes it legal.”

A flash of recognition seemed to cross Ye Meng’s mind. She frowned, murmuring: “I think I remember where I’ve seen Ma Hou before.”

“Do you remember?”

“Ningshui Grand Hotel? When did Cheng Kai Ran receive that antique dealer with the Beijing license plate? He was wearing my mother’s ring at that time! When we were disguised as waiters?”

Li Jin Yu gave a mild affirmative sound. “Wang Xing Sheng later successfully laundered his reputation and became an overseas collector. Ma Hou transitioned to specializing in international channels and now controls a large amount of information on foreign collectors. Both Wang Xing Sheng and Ma Hou are disciples. Sister, have you been to Tibet?”

“No,” Ye Meng answered truthfully.

“I have many friends who believe in Tibetan Buddhism. Religious culture is quite prevalent in their local area. Most businesspeople, especially those in the antique trade who deal with graves and ashes, have a reverent heart toward deities. Many celebrities and entrepreneurs are Buddhists, and they’re not just casually worshipping as we might; they practice esoteric methods.”

Ye Meng had heard some whispers within the circle about disciples of esoteric practices.

Zhou Yu was quite curious and didn’t know when he’d grabbed another cup of milk, gulping it down eagerly. He asked gossipily: “Who? Why? They’re already so rich, why are they still so superstitious?”

Li Jin Yu wasn’t as interested in gossip and didn’t divulge the secrets of these wealthy families in the circle. He simply told him: “Religious belief is normal. The poor pray for this life, the wealthy pray for the next—it’s a common human condition. Everyone wants to live a better life. Religious belief is just a door, and no one knows what lies behind it. But people who believe in religion still fear death. Those who don’t fear death believe in cults. ‘Master Yin Zhen’ doesn’t exactly force them to commit suicide; rather, he captures these people’s determination to die and squeezes the last drop of blood from them.”

Zhou Yu never imagined that the lifeline he had desperately grabbed onto was a demonic claw. He couldn’t help feeling a sense of dread, staring blankly at the counter and muttering in disbelief: “Do you think there might be many others, like that sister this morning, who joined a cult? Like me—if I hadn’t met Sister Ye Meng, if I had died, everyone would have thought I committed suicide because I couldn’t bear domestic violence and school bullying?”

“Yes.”

That night, Zhou Yu never came out of his room again. Only the two of them remained in the kitchen. The dim light from the counter fell, surrounding silence, with only the faint humming of the refrigerator audible. Ye Meng stood anxiously for a while before asking softly: “What information did you get from Ma Hou?”

Li Jin Yu lit a cigarette, turning to pull over the ashtray, tapping off the ash as he spoke: “Ma Hou claimed he was ‘Yin Zhen,’ but Zhou Yu denied it on the spot.”

When Li Jin Yu said he would let him enjoy himself, Ma Hou nearly knelt before him. Trembling, he cowered in the pile of mops, pissing himself with fear: “Master, master, I was wrong, I was wrong. I have a foul mouth, a foul mouth.”

Though Ma Hou’s frame was larger than Li Jin Yu’s, years of immersion in entertainment establishments had left him with a beer belly and a weakened constitution. Li Jin Yu’s two kicks immediately frightened him into kneeling and begging for mercy.

Li Jin Yu sat on the ground, one leg propped up, his arm lazily resting, phone pointed at Ma Hou. “How did Wang Xing Sheng die?”

Ma Hou’s face was sincere: “I truly don’t know what happened. I only advised him not to oppose ‘Yin Zhen.’ Then I heard he committed suicide.”

…

“Is there any truth in what this man says?” Ye Meng took the cigarette from between his fingers and put it between her lips.

Li Jin Yu lowered his gaze to look at her, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I don’t know, but what he said made me understand something.”

“What?”

“Who switched Wang Xing Sheng’s surveillance video.”

“Who? Ma Hou?”

“No,” Li Jin Yu said, “Wang Xing Sheng himself.”

Ye Meng’s hand holding the cigarette trembled. Li Jin Yu glanced at her sideways and continued: “Your mother had the book ‘The Door’ in her car. This morning’s girl at Hongguang Building jumped while holding the book. In their subconscious, they may believe that behind this door might be another world—it’s a bit like a death ritual. Committing suicide while holding the book is as if they’ve passed through a door, moving toward another unknown world. Perhaps, just as ‘Yin Zhen’ brainwashed them, behind this door is a world without strife, without money, without hierarchy, without discrimination, without fear, where everyone has their territory. If that’s the case, why didn’t Wang Xing Sheng perform this ritual when he committed suicide?”

“Was he in too much of a hurry?”

“Is that possible? A religious believer, no matter how hurried, wouldn’t abandon this most basic ritual. Wang Xing Sheng must have had a conflict with ‘Master Yin Zhen,’ or perhaps he wanted to leave ‘Master Yin Zhen,’ or was threatened in some way. This would explain why he made an ordinary suicide case appear so strange, capturing society’s attention. Because he wanted to prevent it from being defined as an ordinary suicide, like your mother’s eight years ago.”

“Then why did he switch the surveillance?”

Li Jin Yu said: “He checked out of the hotel at 3 AM on the 17th, then disappeared from all surveillance for the entire day. He was found dead in the car factory at 9 AM on the 18th. The first thing he did upon arriving at the car factory was to replace the video of him entering with footage from the 10th. I was initially caught in a misconception—that the surveillance must have been switched by the killer. It wasn’t until this morning’s case with the girl that I began to sense something was off. In a case like Wang Xing Sheng’s, if I were the killer, I’d want the surveillance to clearly show Wang Xing Sheng walking in by himself. Wang Xing Sheng checking out in the early morning, switching the surveillance—all these seemingly bizarre actions were just his way of telling the police he didn’t commit suicide. He must have been coerced at the time. He wanted this case to attract society’s attention, or rather, he wanted to bring ‘Master Yin Zhen’ to the police’s attention.”

As they talked, Ye Meng felt as if the clouds were parting, like she could faintly see a glimmer of dawn.

Then there was a long silence; neither spoke, creating an awkward atmosphere. Moonlight sank in, falling smoothly on the floor like a thin layer of gauze. Earlier at the rooftop of Bashan Club, the two had argued about the Ma Hou incident.

Looking down from the top of Bashan Club, the entire prosperous city of Beijing was in view. Rows of towering buildings reached into the clouds, with colorful neon lights resembling scattered fires, glowing in clusters. The red taillights on the interchange bridge stretched like an endless ribbon of light. It was a perfect spot for viewing.

Zhou Yu stood dazedly on the terrace, looking down. Everything was orderly, quiet, and peaceful, like a parallel world.

“What exactly did you do to him?”

The three of them were on the rooftop. Ye Meng was still questioning Li Jin Yu. Zhou Yu, fearing involvement, automatically positioned himself in the farthest corner, barely able to hear their voices. Looking over, the two seemed to be arguing. Li Jin Yu reached out to touch the sister’s head, but she pushed his hand away.

The rooftop of Bashan Club was very high; the moon overhead seemed within reach. The two stood by the railing. Li Jin Yu leaned against it wearily, a cigarette between his fingers. His shirt was unbuttoned, revealing tantalizing collarbones. The bandage on his neck had been torn off, his sleeves were rolled up, and there were two gray smudges on his clean, dark trousers—dirt from when Ma Hou’s hands had touched him during the kicks.

He didn’t care; he just silently watched Ye Meng. His gaze was scattered and unrestrained, showing a kind of indifference that was neither sad nor happy, almost floating, like a leaf in the air, drifting but never settling, making Ye Meng feel something was off about him.

After a long while, he reached out to remove some fluff from her hair, but his hand was ruthlessly pushed away by Ye Meng.

“Don’t touch me! What exactly did you do to Ma Hou?”

Li Jin Yu rested one elbow on the railing, leaning there, his cigarette-holding hand frozen in mid-air. He paused, his eyes showing restraint, slowly withdrawing his hand to put out the cigarette and obediently returning it to his pocket. Looking away, he said hoarsely: “Fine, I won’t touch you.”

“If you don’t tell me, I’ll ask Zhou Yu.”

“Zhou Yu won’t tell you,” Li Jin Yu jerked his chin toward the corner where a huddled shadow was trying to make himself invisible. “Haven’t you seen how he’s hiding over there?”

“Li Jin Yu, you!”

“Are you going to argue with me again?” His eyes weren’t bright; they were dark and repressed, yet reflecting the lights behind him, like unnamed anger.

“It’s because you don’t listen!”

“Am I not listening to you enough?”

“I told you not to do illegal things. You’re already twenty-seven; these principles—”

“I’m sorry my mother didn’t teach me,” he bit the insides of his cheeks as if holding back, but finally couldn’t. Those dark, repressed eyes, as if dipped in ice water, seemed to return to the night of their first meeting, like the brackish, uneasy waters of Ningshui Lake. Like an unwanted stray dog, he blurted out regardless: “If I hadn’t been thinking of you, do you believe that dog Ma Hou would already be dead?”

After speaking, Li Jin Yu turned around, placing both hands on the railing, his back to her. Head down, back arched, he remained silent for a long time. He seemed to be in great pain, his chest rising and falling rapidly. At this moment, he wished he could pull out every bone in his body and reassemble them, but he still forcefully suppressed the violent sensation exploding in all his blood vessels. He exhaled and said: “To be honest, I’m extremely upset today, truly extremely upset, even more than when I saw the photos of you kissing Gou Kai. But I’m still holding back because I’m afraid of scaring you, and I don’t want to argue with you because of that dog. If you can’t stand it, you should leave first, and I’ll apologize to you tomorrow. Right now, I don’t want to say or explain anything. This is just how I am.”

Those long, knuckled fingers formed a tower on the railing, particularly white and clear in the moonlight. Ye Meng looked at those clean and aloof hands, unable to imagine what kind of blood flowed in such a man’s veins—good or evil? If he had been born into an ordinary, normal family, perhaps he would now be a distinguished social elite. He could have become anyone—a doctor writing endless papers for promotion, a researcher confined to a laboratory, a handsome and aloof diplomat… or even an idol driving everyone crazy. How would they have met then?

No, they wouldn’t have met again. Would he have fallen in love with her so easily after just being teased a couple of times? Probably not.

The moon overhead seemed to fade, wrapping him in an especially cold light. The city lights could no longer merge into his eyes. He kept his head down, still unwilling to look at her.

The clock hand pointed to twelve. The tree shadows outside were rustling with a “shh-shh” sound. During seasonal changes, all things contradict, and people were a bit contradictory too. Zhou Yu had woken up from his sleep, rubbing his glasses drowsily as he came out for water. The two were still leaning at the kitchen counter, motionless, neither acknowledging the other. Ye Meng didn’t say she was leaving, and Li Jin Yu didn’t ask her to leave. They were just lazily dragging things out.

The belt was still on the table; the two hadn’t moved at all. Zhou Yu poured water and prepared to leave.

Finally, Ye Meng’s gentle voice was heard: “Well… I’m going home.”

“Mm.” The man’s response was cold.

Ah, they still haven’t reconciled! Zhou Yu sighed as he turned back to his room.

Ye Meng went to put on her shoes. The sound of high heels echoed in the silent night, “click-clack-click.” Even Zhou Yu could hear the reluctance in her footsteps.

Zhou Yu lay in bed, eyes wide open, staring blankly at the ceiling, carefully listening to the movements outside, until the sounds of intense kissing and soft moans arose. Only then did Zhou Yu finally close his eyes with relief.

The bathroom door closed with a snap. Ye Meng, disheveled, moved her hand gently: “Are you satisfied now?”

Li Jin Yu had one hand against the door panel, head lowered, playing with the buttons on her chest. His brows were furrowed, restrained as he murmured: “Mm.”

“I wasn’t angry today, and I wasn’t arguing with you earlier. It’s just that you wouldn’t open the door, and I was worried you might do something serious. I was concerned about you.” Ye Meng spoke while continuing her movements.

He closed his eyes in suppression, his head tilted back, saying softly: “He wouldn’t dare.”

After just a short while, Li Jin Yu finished in her hand. Ye Meng now handled him with complete ease. “It’s only been three minutes,” Li Jin Yu was displeased. Having gotten what he wanted, he acted petulant, burying his face in her slender neck, somewhat angry yet turning his head away, laughing with irritation, his clean voice unable to hold back a curse: “Fuck.”

This is not my true level. Thanks.

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 64
Li Jinyu zipped up his pants and leaned against the sink, watching her wash her hands while tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Hungry?” he asked.

Just as Ye Meng was about to say she was starving, her phone suddenly vibrated with an incoming video call. “It’s Grandma,” she whispered.

“Answer it,” he said with a slight nod.

Ye Meng turned off the water and pressed the green button. The screen flickered, and two familiar, kind faces appeared smiling in the frame. For some reason—perhaps because of everything that had happened in Beijing recently—the sight of the two elderly women made her feel like crying. It was as if everything had returned to that quiet, peaceful little town where she and Li Jinyu had first met.

Ye Meng pointed the camera at herself. Xu Meilan, not seeing Li Jinyu leaning against the sink with his arms crossed, asked anxiously, “Darling, why are you crying? What happened?”

Li Jinyu instinctively glanced at Ye Meng.

Gou Juhua also looked worried and pressed, “What’s wrong? Is Badou bullying you?”

Ye Meng sniffled and briefly turned the camera toward Li Jinyu before wiping the tears from the corner of her eye. “No, no, I just miss you both.”

Xu Meilan sighed with relief, looking at the two of them and smiling warmly. “Come back for the Dragon Boat Festival. We’ll make zongzi for you, okay?”

To everyone’s surprise, this made Ye Meng cry even harder. Li Jinyu sighed, took the phone from her hand, pointed the camera at himself, and promised, “Alright, I’ll bring her back for the Dragon Boat Festival.”

Seeing Li Jinyu’s handsome face, Xu Meilan immediately felt refreshed and couldn’t help boasting to Gou Juhua, “Your grandson looks like a movie star, so handsome.”

Gou Juhua brazenly replied, “He looks like me, my grandson.”

Li Jinyu smiled. “You two shouldn’t be staying up late like young people.”

Xu Meilan said, “Your grandma said she couldn’t sleep because she was thinking about you. I figured you two would still be awake, so we decided to video call to check on you.” At this point, Xu Meilan realized they weren’t in their bedroom but appeared to be in a bathroom. She made a puzzled sound. “Why are you two in the bathroom in the middle of the night?”

Li Jinyu coughed, his expression momentarily unnatural as he rubbed his nose. Just as he was about to say they weren’t doing anything, Xu Meilan seemed to understand and quickly turned the camera toward Gou Juhua. “Why don’t you chat with your grandma for a bit?”

Gou Juhua used a basic phone for seniors—the kind where a mechanical female voice loudly announced each number when making calls. This was her first proper video call with her grandson through a smartphone camera, and she felt quite awkward. Her tone was stiff with embarrassment: “I have nothing to say. Just wanted to see you. Let’s hang up.”

Xu Meilan coaxed her softly, “Say something, it’s easy. Just look at the camera.”

Only when Li Jinyu softly called, “Grandma,” did Gou Juhua respond with a quick “Ah.” Seeing Xu Meilan’s encouraging look, she struggled for a moment before finally managing to ask, “Why aren’t you asleep yet?”

Li Jinyu leaned against the sink, seeming more like the elder of the two. “We’re about to sleep. Did you go back for your follow-up check-up like I asked?”

“I did. Everything’s fine.”

“Good. Don’t forget to take your medicine, and tell me if you feel unwell anywhere.”

“I know, you nag too much,” Gou Juhua grumbled. “Let’s hang up. Let me see Ye Meng.”

Ye Meng was now leaning on Li Jinyu’s shoulder, no longer crying but smiling as she moved closer to the camera. “Grandma, did you receive the clothes I sent you both the other day?”

Seeing how sweetly the couple leaned against each other, Gou Juhua couldn’t help showing the screen to Xu Meilan, quietly boasting, “Look at them, they’re as close as can be.” Then she said loudly to Ye Meng, “Yes, we got them! We’re wearing them. They’re very warm. Your grandma and I are both wearing them. You must be very busy in Beijing. Don’t worry about us too much.”

After hanging up, Gou Juhua and Xu Meilan lay in bed together, flat on their backs, chatting idly.

Gou Juhua heaved a heavy sigh, saying with some concern, “Ye Meng is so considerate. I’ve never seen such a thoughtful child. She sends us things every few days and always thinks of us. I feel she’s too exhausted being so meticulous about everything. It’s good your family doesn’t have other children, because if you did, I think she would be the one to suffer.”

Xu Meilan also sighed, “Yes, Meng Meng has been used to taking care of others since she was little. She won’t tell us if she’s been wronged. She’s afraid we’ll think poorly of Li Jinyu, so she doesn’t say anything, and I don’t ask. Even if the young couple argues, as long as they don’t reach the point of divorce, we shouldn’t judge.”

“I used to want to keep her by my side, not letting her go to Beijing. I forced her to make a vow not to find someone from out of town—partly to keep a root in the Ye family, and partly because I knew her temperament and feared she might suffer outside and end up like her mother. The doctor said depression has a certain probability of being hereditary, so our whole family pampered her, unable to bear seeing her suffer even a little.”

Gou Juhua glanced at her and suddenly asked, “If before they got their marriage certificate, you had known Li Jinyu had depression, would you still have allowed them to marry?”

Xu Meilan smiled bitterly, “Honestly? No. But as the child’s aunt said, this generation of kids already has it tough. The outside world isn’t like when we were young when brute force was enough. They have to bear so much. As adults, we should try not to add to their troubles.” Finishing her thought, she slowly closed her eyes. “Let’s sleep, Juhua. Tomorrow we’ll go pick some bamboo leaves.”

After hanging up the call, Ye Meng couldn’t sleep either. Li Jinyu accompanied her sitting in the courtyard for a while, looking at the pomegranate tree, the moon high above, and the vines hanging over the wall. In this soft light, they occasionally exchanged glances. They had lingered inside earlier, touching and kissing enough that now their gazes held no lust, like two monks with purified senses.

Ye Meng looked at the high, egg-yolk-yellow moon and suddenly asked, “Have you seen that girl from your French class again?”

Li Jinyu leaned back in his chair, now changed into casual home clothes—loose sweatpants without the drawstring tied. He glanced at Ye Meng, then looked away and said, “I saw her yesterday. She’s at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs now. I accompanied my grandfather to visit an old colleague there and ran into her.”

“Okay, stop. I don’t want to hear anymore,” Ye Meng abruptly raised her hand to cut him off.

Li Jinyu couldn’t help laughing. In the moonlight flowing like water, the man’s voice seemed particularly cool, though his words carried a hint of teasing: “I’ve discovered that you’re quite repressed, sis.”

Ye Meng glanced at him sideways and retorted, “Not as repressed as you, calling me ‘sis’ all the time.”

“You don’t like hearing it?”

Ye Meng said nothing, just glared at him.

Li Jinyu held a cigarette in one hand and played with the cigarette pack in the other, tapping it occasionally on the small round tea table between them. “Don’t overthink it. I never liked her, I just admired her back then. I even helped Tai Mingxiao pass her love letters.”

“Did Tai Mingxiao win her over?” Ye Meng asked curiously.

Li Jinyu brought the cigarette to his lips and took a drag, shaking his head. “No, she had high standards and wouldn’t consider ordinary guys. She thought Tai Mingxiao was too short.”

“Didn’t you ever think about pursuing her, even a little?”

“No. Even if I liked someone,” Li Jinyu extinguished his cigarette and tossed it into the empty pack, his cold eyelids lowered as he slowly crushed it, “I would still be passive. If you hadn’t pursued me first, we probably would never have crossed paths in this lifetime.”

Ye Meng’s heart trembled. “But that night you said you had wet dreams about me the first time you saw me!”

The moonlight cast a misty glow over the courtyard. The pomegranate tree had gradually bloomed with fiery red flowers, like small red lanterns hanging from the branches, layer upon layer, like a brilliant display of fireworks.

His phone sat on the small round table between them, playing music very softly, almost inaudible except to the two of them—the song was “For Him.”

Li Jinyu’s voice was a standard bass, and when mixed with the song, it somehow fit perfectly.

He had his legs spread, leaning lazily in the chair, slightly raising his foot, looking every bit the Playboy. His deep voice mingled with the song, and added a certain flavor: “So, all men are bastards. Getting off in dreams is one thing, but for me to actively bring you into my life was impossible. I had too many things to consider at the time.”

Ye Meng discovered that this man was attractive to her at all times: “Baby, you’re just too repressed.”

“No,” Li Jinyu probably felt the music was too emotional, so he casually turned it off, still leaning back as he spoke, “What do you think was going through my mind? I was attracted to you then. I wasn’t repressing it, just letting it develop naturally. Maybe one day when I couldn’t control myself anymore, I might have asked you out for dinner or a movie, and perhaps irresponsibly taken you to bed. That’s what I thought then. I never expected you would actively pursue me. I thought you would disdain that.”

For some reason, his words made Ye Meng’s heart pound, like she was holding a little rabbit in her arms that she couldn’t quite control. She felt both elated and dismayed—she had made her move too early; otherwise, she could have waited for him to take the initiative.

“I suddenly feel like the approach you described wouldn’t be bad either. Can we have a do-over? Once this is all over, let’s go back and pretend we don’t know each other, and start again the way you described.”

Li Jinyu looked at her for a long time, his clear eyes seeming to cradle a touch of moonlight. He lowered his head and smiled, then casually tossed the cigarette pack into the trash bin. He picked up his phone, swiped it a couple of times, and stood up, ready to end their late-night chat. “We’ll see, depends on my mood.”

Ye Meng hooked her arms around his neck and clung to him. “No, I feel cheated.”

Li Jinyu wrapped his arm around her waist, giving it a hard pinch before lowering his head to kiss her. “I feel cheated too. If I had met you a few years earlier, things definitely wouldn’t be like this.”

Ye Meng was forced to tilt her head back, enduring his intense kiss, her eyes shining as she responded between kisses: “Really? Would you have pursued me?”

He kissed her neck: “Not necessarily, but I know you would have pursued me, and once you did, I wouldn’t have held out for long.”

The breeze in the courtyard blew gently, and the vines on the wall swayed slowly. In the haze, Ye Meng seemed to hear the familiar sound of Buddhist chanting from the Ningsu courtyard, a Sanskrit melody in her ears, coming from nowhere and going nowhere.

In her dreamlike state, she gazed at the hazy yellow moon, like the compassionate light of Buddha, generously pouring over the earth.

Yes, the poor pray for this life, and the rich pray for the next.

Ye Meng, with her head, tilted back, felt her whole body burning from his kisses, as if a fire was burning in her blood, troubled by the seven emotions and six desires. Looking at the handsome, silent man before her, she thought somewhat hazily and aimlessly—Comrade Buddha, my six senses aren’t very pure right now, but I still wish to be with Li Jinyu for life after life.

They still couldn’t make it back for the Dragon Boat Festival. Xu Meilan and Gou Juhua hurriedly prepared many zongzi, but ultimately couldn’t wait for them to return and taste them. To avoid worrying them, they smiled on the phone and said, “It’s okay, we’ll have Yang Tianwei bring you a few. He’s coming back for the Dragon Boat Festival. As for the rest, we’ll donate them to the township welfare home. The children love them.”

Yang Tianwei gave all those zongzi to Li Jinyu, who kept them without calling Ye Meng to come get them. When Zhou Yu was organizing the refrigerator, he noticed the bag of zongzi. “Hasn’t sis come to get them yet? They’re almost spoiled. Let me put them in the freezer.”

Li Jinyu made a sound of agreement, then thought for a moment and said, “Forget it, you eat them. Sis won’t be coming over recently.”

Zhou Yu made a surprised sound. “Why? Did you two fight again? That’s impossible. The other morning when sis was leaving, you two were being lovey-dovey at the door for ages, kissing back and forth. You even pretended your hand got caught in the door, and sis was so worried she almost called 120.”

Li Jinyu remarked, “You seem very interested in our relationship?”

Zhou Yu quickly covered his mouth. “No, it’s just that when you two fight, you’re in a bad mood. When you’re in a bad mood, I suffer. When sis makes you happy, you’re happy, and then I’m happy too. To be honest, I’m just looking out for myself. But I thought your mood has been quite good lately?”

Li Jinyu found his reasoning interesting and nodded, gesturing for him to continue.

“If sis is in a bad mood, you’re in a bad mood, and I suffer again. If either of you is in a bad mood, you’re definitely in a bad mood, so I just pray that sis stays happy. So why isn’t sis coming over recently?” Zhou Yu returned to his main point.

Li Jinyu ignored that question and instead asked something completely unrelated: “Do you want to go see a movie tonight, Zhou Yu?”

Zhou Yu was surprised by the offer. “Just us two, or with sis as well?”

Li Jinyu lazily crossed his arms and leaned against the refrigerator door. “Just the two of us. Without sis.”

Zhou Yu vaguely sensed a plot and turned to go back to his room. “N-no… I don’t think so.”

Li Jinyu was wearing casual home clothes, his loose pant legs revealing slender ankles. He put one foot on the bar counter opposite to block Zhou Yu’s path. “Come on, you can choose whatever movie you want.”

Zhou Yu somehow felt like Li Jinyu might swing both ways. He gave him a strange look and stammered, “Y-you should ask sis instead.”

“I don’t want to ask sis, I want to ask you,” Li Jinyu said.

Zhou Yu was distraught. “If you don’t want to ask is, you shouldn’t ask me either. Ask a woman! Why ask me? I’m a man! If you want to cheat, I won’t stop you. I promise I won’t tell sis.”

Outside the courtyard wall, under the low wall covered with hanging vines, two men wearing baseball caps were pressed against it. They were dressed in black jackets, looking somewhat like gangsters from a movie, with earphone wires hanging by their ears.

One of them spoke earnestly into the microphone: “He’s been with this guy all week. The guy is very pretty, looks effeminate like a woman, and speaks in a high-pitched voice. He does all the laundry in the yard. Their relationship is unusual.”

Li Lingbai responded, “Good, bring him in first.”
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Zhou Yu sat anxiously with two buckets of popcorn in the waiting area at the movie theater entrance. All around were couples, and occasionally girls would cast glances at them that he didn’t even know how to describe—awkward smiles? He felt like he was sitting on pins and needles, thorns at his back. So he put down the popcorn and stood up. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

Li Jinyu picked up his phone from the table and stood up as well. “Let’s go together.”

“What about the popcorn?”

“Leave it here.”

“What if someone takes it?”

“I’ll buy you more.”

“…”

Throughout the movie, Li Jinyu never actually watched it. He kept his head down, playing on his phone, or more specifically, playing the “Jump Jump” game on WeChat. Zhou Yu had played it a few times; the appeal was in the sound effects, particularly the landing sound, which was the essence of the game. But this guy played with the sound off for two hours, and his score had already broken the record on Zhou Yu’s friend circle leaderboard, leaving him speechless. He had never seen such a high score before.

When the movie ended and the lights came on, Li Jinyu didn’t even look up, just followed the crowd toward the exit. Zhou Yu silently followed behind him, anxiously thinking that he seemed to have just come to watch a movie with him. But… but what about Sis? Sis was so good to him, how could he treat her like this?

He thought indignantly.

The movie theater was on the top floor of the shopping mall. The two walked down the escalator, each with their thoughts. Just as Zhou Yu was about to speak up and have a serious talk with this “scumbag,” a clear male voice suddenly cut in from the side. “Li Jinyu!”

“What are you doing here?” Li Jinyu’s voice was cold.

Zhou Yu thought he had encountered a romantic rival and looked up, only to freeze in place.

The entire mall was magnificent, with five floors. The central hall was open, with a crystal chandelier hanging down through two floors. Around it were circular walkways. Two men stood smoking by the railing of the second-floor walkway. When they saw Li Jinyu, their expressions were somewhat mocking, as if deliberately trying to embarrass him: “Old Coach is treating Professor Lu to dinner. Why don’t you go in and say hello? Nobody knows where you’ve been these past few years.”

Li Jinyu responded flatly: “No need. Give my regards to Professor Lu.”

“Come on, after scamming all those students’ parents’ money and leaving Beijing without a word to withdraw from the competition, all these years later, are you still going to be a coward?” The man stood firmly in front of him, refusing to yield.

The bespectacled man leaning against the railing beside him gently advised, “Forget it, Liang Ping. Let him go. Professor Lu might not even want to see him.”

…

After getting out of the car, Li Jinyu went to a convenience store to buy a pack of cigarettes. Standing at the entrance of a small alley, he bent his head to open the package while telling Zhou Yu without looking up, “You go in first. I changed the password to the house. It’s Sis’s birthday.”

“0929?”

“Mm-hmm.”

The light at the street corner was dim and yellow. Fireflies danced under the streetlamp, so quietly that one could almost hear the sound of their fierce collisions and struggles, as if each wanted to be part of this faint glow.

Zhou Yu didn’t leave. He stood there with a dazed expression as if he had seen a ghost. Li Jinyu leaned against the wall, took out a cigarette, and glanced at him. “What’s wrong?”

“I… I think I just saw ‘Master Yinzhen’,” Zhou Yu said.

Li Jinyu was startled and put the cigarette back. “Where?”

Zhou Yu felt the two faces overlapping more clearly in his mind. He stated firmly, “Those two men who were just talking to you. I’m sure it was him!”

“Liang Ping?”

“No, the other one with glasses, the scholarly-looking one.”

“Cai Yuanzheng?”

“I don’t know what his name is, but it’s that scholarly-looking man who was trying to persuade Liang Ping not to argue,” Zhou Yu said. “Who is he?”

Li Jinyu turned away from the wind to light his cigarette. “He was my college classmate. We used to be on a team together for international university competitions.”

During those years, A University had a strong reputation. With Li Jinyu leading the team, they practically swept the entire memory championship world, winning all possible awards both domestically and internationally. However, not long after, this godlike team captain was exposed to a scandal for using the memory palace technique to scam people out of money. Li Jinyu withdrew from the competition without a word, leaving behind a tarnished reputation. Cai Yuanzheng took over as team captain. Li Jinyu kept track of subsequent events; that year, the A University team members were all affected emotionally, and for the first time, their names were absent from the world rankings. That year’s championship went to a South Korean university team.

In fact, at the time, Liang Ping and Cai Yuanzheng had fairly good relationships with him on the team. In Li Jinyu’s impression, Liang Ping was straightforward, while Cai Yuanzheng was polite and refined, always maintaining a balanced, neutral attitude in his dealings with others. Professor Lu was their team coach, and back then, Lu Mingbo favored Li Jinyu and Cai Yuanzheng the most. Later, when Li Jinyu’s scandal broke and he withdrew from the competition, Lu Mingbo was extremely disappointed and heartbroken, sighing in front of everyone, “Jinyu, of all my years, you are the most talented student I’ve ever encountered, yet also the one I find most difficult to mention to others. Fine, go, just go. And don’t come back. Cai Yuanzheng, you’ll lead the team tomorrow!”

And so, the young man never returned.

This May seemed very gentle, Li Jinyu thought as he walked to Lu Mingbo’s home. The wind stretched between two ends—on one end was him, and on the other was Ye Meng. As long as he thought of her being at the other end, no matter how long, dark, or difficult the path, it didn’t seem that hard to walk.

It had been two weeks since they’d seen each other. He wondered what Sis was busy with. In this relationship, from the beginning until now, Ye Meng had always been the one taking initiative. Yet she was also the most clearheaded. She was mature and rational, coaxing him, teasing him, even taking the lead in bed—it always felt like she could withdraw at any moment, regardless of time or place. If it weren’t for Li Lingbai, Li Jinyu would not want to protect her in this manner, because he was afraid that perhaps a month later, Sis’s feelings might truly cool down, and she might realize, ah, so Li Jinyu nothing special after all.

“Are you Li Jinyu?”

A middle-aged woman with a bare face stood in the yard watering flowers. Seeing Li Jinyu outside the fence, she asked hesitantly.

Li Jinyu came back to his senses and greeted her across the yard fence. “Yes, hello, Professor’s wife.”

“Here to see Professor Lu? Come in,” the woman said kindly as she opened the small yard gate. Then she called inside, “Mingbo, your student is here.”

Lu Mingbo came out from the side door of the courtyard house, carrying a birdcage and shuffling along. His eyes showed slight surprise as if he hadn’t expected Li Jinyu to come looking for him. He then turned away and said, “Come in. You go boil some water.”

This courtyard house was rather old and small, not much different from when Li Jinyu had visited years ago. Scattered sunlight shone through the window, casting a slanting beam of light into the study. In the dust-filled room, Lu Mingbo lit some sandalwood incense, waved his hand to extinguish the flame on the match, tossed it into a nearby ashtray, and gestured for him to sit.

Lu Mingbo specialized in history and geography. His desk was filled with globes of various sizes. Lu Mingbo pointed at these globes and asked, “Can you still memorize maps?”

Li Jinyu was dressed in athletic wear, looking exactly the same as he had years ago as if he hadn’t changed at all, still the same young man who had been brought to this home and could recite history and geography facts smoothly. “Yes,” he answered.

Lu Mingbo nodded coolly and said, “You were indeed the most naturally gifted student I’ve ever seen. Are you planning to return to Beijing to develop your career now? Or what?”

The two sat on the sofa. Li Jinyu hunched forward, resting his hands on his knees in a tower-like position, his posture formal and his voice neither humble nor arrogant, but sincere: “Yesterday, I ran into Cai Yuanzheng at the mall. I heard you were having dinner with them. I had some urgent matters at hand, so I didn’t go over to greet you all. But I thought I should still come by and say hello to you since I was quite impulsive and tactless in the past.”

Lu Mingbo smiled gently. “Liang Ping and Cai Yuanzheng told me later that you were back. I figured you didn’t want to see them, after all, you were the captain they trusted and admired the most, and then you dropped everything and left without a word. Anyone would hold a grudge against you.”

“Yes,” he nodded humbly.

Lu Mingbo continued, “Liang Ping is like a child; you don’t need to mind him. But the one you wronged the most was Cai Yuanzheng. Back then, he stepped up in a crisis and shouldered a lot of pressure for you.”

“That’s why I wanted to ask for your help,” Li Jinyu said with a smile. “I’d like to treat Senior Cai to a meal. What is Senior Cai doing now?”

Lu Mingbo said, “That’s fine. I’ll give you his contact information. You two should have a good talk. Yuanzheng is doing quite well in Beijing now. After graduation, he started writing books and has gained some fame. He even won some newcomer awards recently.”

While Li Jinyu was visiting Lu Mingbo, Zhou Yu was returning from the supermarket, carrying two large bags of laundry detergent he had just bought. He turned the corner of the alley and stopped at their front door. In a good mood, he greeted the cat that often perched on their wall to peep at Li Jinyu bathing, “Little pervert cat.”

“Meow—”

Zhou Yu initially thought the cat was cursing at him, but after carefully recalling the entire sequence of events, he realized the cat might have been warning him about someone behind him. He paid no attention to it and was about to punch in the password when he felt a dark shadow suddenly cover his head. Just as he was about to look up, before he could react, something heavy pressed against his waist, and a sharp object was thrust against him. The next second, he was pinned spread-eagle against the cold door, unable to move. From behind came a menacing threat: “Don’t move—”

Zhou Yu looked helplessly at the cat on the wall, his eyes seeming to say, “Will you call the police? Please call the police.”

The cat heartlessly leaped down from the wall with a “whoosh.”

“Open the door,” the person behind him said.

Zhou Yu stuttered, “Y-y-you… don’t pin me down. How can I open the door if you’re pinning me down?”

The person behind him grabbed his head and pressed it against the password lock. Zhou Yu anxiously pressed a few numbers: “Beep beep beep—wrong password.”

“Don’t play tricks,” the man behind him warned.

Zhou Yu complained pitifully, “You scared me so I forgot!”

Zhou Yu felt the knife at his waist beginning to cut into his flesh. He carefully advised, “This clothes isn’t mine, you, you, you, don’t tear it. Why don’t you lift the clothes and press the knife directly against my skin? These clothes reportedly cost twenty thousand yuan. I can’t afford to replace it if it’s damaged.”

“Hurry up!” The man behind him was impatient and hot-tempered.

Zhou Yu’s trembling hands tried again: “Beep beep beep—wrong password.”

No way, when did Li Jinyu change the password again?

Zhou Yu felt his end approaching. Sweat began to seep from his forehead as he watched the man behind him grow increasingly angry. He took a deep breath and said, “Look, don’t get excited. This password lock is connected to an alarm system. If the wrong password is entered three times, it will immediately alert the police. I don’t know that he changed the password, so if you don’t want to bother the police, why don’t I call and ask him?”

“Call him.”

Zhou Yu dialed Li Jinyu’s number. The other end seemed busy with something, and it took a while before he heard Li Jinyu slowly answer. Zhou Yu put the call on speaker, glanced at the man behind him, and said with a trembling voice, “Bro, Bro, did you change the password?”

“Yes,” came the faint response from the other end.

“I can’t get in now…”

“I can see.”

“Huh?” Zhou Yu was stunned.

“I’m watching the security feed,” Li Jinyu’s voice was lazy. “Please tell that gentleman with the AK-47 bayonet beside you that his head is hitting my lantern tassels.”

The lantern was bought by Ye Meng. She said that when moving into a new house, there must be a light burning, even if not for people, it should be left for the gods of the four directions. Maintaining a sense of reverence wasn’t a bad thing.

And so Zhou Yu was taken away.

The laundry detergent scattered all over the ground, the cat jumped back up to perch on the wall, and the lantern tassels continued to sway tirelessly as if nothing had happened.

However, throughout the entire process of Zhou Yu being taken away, Li Jinyu remained on the call with him, reassuring him, “Have you seen TV dramas? It’s probably something like that kind of kidnapping, more or less.”

Zhou Yu: “…”

“If you don’t behave well, you might be killed at any time. They’re capable of anything.”

The man in black beside him reminded, “You can hang up now.”

Zhou Yu’s forehead was covered in sweat. The wind blew, and he felt completely chilled. Li Jinyu added, “Of course, if you behave too well, I might just have them kill you directly.”

Zhou Yu understood exactly what he meant.

This was an overt kidnapping where both sides knew each other’s intentions, as if they had a grip on each other’s weaknesses, seeing whose handheld more chips. Li Jinyu seemed to still be drinking coffee, appearing to politely say “thank you” to a waiter, before casually adding a final reassurance, “Don’t worry too much. Before I negotiate with my mother, they won’t do anything to you. After all, if they make me too angry, they won’t get a penny. Stay strong. Hanging up now.”

At dusk, the sunset poured into the office. The skylight seemed level with the horizon. Outside the building was a tall excavator. Ye Meng leaned against the edge of the desk, gazing silently into the distance, not knowing what she was looking at.

Tai Mingxiao sat in her chair, playing with her globe, and said, “Li Lingbai is holding a press conference at six tonight. She will probably respond to the recent exposé posts and the questions about ‘Chang Zhongding’ flowing overseas. All the media press releases have been prepared.”

Ye Meng took a sip of coffee indifferently: “Just ordinary marketing tactics.”

“But just now, I asked a journalist friend and found something very abnormal in the content,” Tai Mingxiao’s jaw was clenched tightly, his eyes seemingly shooting fire. Ye Meng had never seen him so angry and turned to stare at him. To her surprise, he continued, “The journalist secretly sent it to me. I know it’s somewhat against professional ethics, but she couldn’t stand it either, so she gave me the information in advance.”

“What is it?”

“If nothing unexpected happens, there will soon be a trending topic. The hashtag content is #LiJinyuMotherComplex#.”

Sometimes people are like this—the angrier they get, the calmer they appear. No actions or words can express that urge to tear someone apart. Not ordinary tearing, but wanting to peel the other person’s skin off layer by layer, to see them bleeding profusely, to see them on the verge of death, to see them kneeling and begging for mercy—and even that would not be enough to appease such anger.

Ye Meng calmly picked up her bag and left, but she uncharacteristically cursed, “Fuck, why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

The venue for Li Lingbai’s press conference was the Wulin Hotel. Even if Ye Meng drove with all green lights, it would take at least an hour to get there. With all the cutting in and “Murphy’s Law” red lights along the way, it would take at least an hour and a half. She looked down at the time: 4:40. By the time she arrived, the press conference would likely have already started.

Ye Meng drove with one hand on the steering wheel and the other resting on the window edge, nervously biting her fingers. Honking sounds continued all the way; not only was she rushing, but everyone else was too. The road was completely gridlocked, and the honking sounds were like the pressure-release valve of a pressure cooker about to explode, screaming frantically.

It was evident that anxiety was contagious. But apparently, passion was contagious too.

The moment after Ye Meng rushed out, Tai Mingxiao also grabbed his car keys and stumbled downstairs, completely lacking his usual poise. He knocked over a new young female colleague, sending papers scattered everywhere like snowflakes. He didn’t stop to pick them up but hurriedly pressed the elevator button repeatedly.

Tai Mingxiao watched the descending elevator numbers with an empty, dizzy mind. He just felt he should do something.

If Ye Meng dared to rush out for him, why couldn’t he? He had been Li Jinyu’s brother for so many years, watching him being abused, abandoned, and criticized in various ways, yet he always hid in the corner like a coward, not daring to say anything. His family background wasn’t as solid as Li Jinyu’s. Both he and Gou Kai relied on others to survive. He feared Li Lingbai; he feared that because of one word from her, he might be arrested again. He was also afraid of offending people. He was diplomatic, trying to please everyone, considering himself a gentleman, but in reality, he was just a coward.

Both he and Gou Kai were like that. Sometimes they even deliberately played dumb to avoid causing trouble for their families.

They had been like this since they were young, caught in a materialistic society, constantly wearing down their principles. Whatever they did, they always put their interests first. They wouldn’t risk anything and didn’t dare to act boldly.

Li Jinyu knew everything; he wasn’t naive at all. He was clear about what kind of friends they were. He just never said anything, which was why he had been unwilling to return for so many years.

Tai Mingxiao had always felt that Li Jinyu embodied what a young man should be like.

Just as the books say, young men are occasionally childish, occasionally impulsive, and occasionally lost, but no amount of setbacks from fate can stop them from determinedly heading toward the distance.

At six o’clock, the press conference proceeded as scheduled. Li Lingbai had apparently invited about a hundred media outlets. The effort was clearly substantial this time. The venue was buzzing with voices and packed with people.

Li Lingbai sat properly in full battle array below the stage, waiting for the host to invite her up. Li Lingbai was well-preserved; from a distance, she looked like a delicate, slender-necked vase. Her skin was fair and tender, her forehead full—she didn’t look like a woman in her early fifties at all. She had no neck wrinkles, but her face appeared overly rigid due to too many hyaluronic acid injections. It might look good on camera, but in real life, it was somewhat frightening.

When the host introduced her, her posture remained haughty as she walked onto the stage, chin raised like an old swan.

“Hello everyone, I am Li Lingbai. Thank you all for taking time out of your busy schedules to attend my press conference. I’ll be brief…”

At that moment, Li Jinyu was having dinner with Liang Yunan at a restaurant where the food was very ordinary but ridiculously expensive. They were discussing Cai Yuanzheng when Liang Yunan suddenly put down his chopsticks and handed over his phone. “Just received news that your mother is holding a press conference.”

The live stream had quite a high viewership. After all, Li Lingbai had trended recently due to being exposed. The viewer count was steadily rising, from tens of thousands at the start to approaching a million.

Many comments were scrolling past, mostly discussing Li Lingbai’s appearance—

[I have to say, Ms. Li is well-preserved, probably the most beautiful among successful female entrepreneurs right now.]

[But hasn’t Ms. Li had too many injections in recent years? She looks a bit unnatural.]

[I think she’s fine. Being able to maintain herself like this at over fifty is already impressive. Many female celebrities aren’t as good as her.]

[Wasn’t she accused of practicing witchcraft recently?]

[You people would pick up someone’s fart and smell it if you could.]

Even Liang Yunan couldn’t help but joke, “Your mother is popular.”

Li Jinyu looked like he couldn’t be bothered to watch. He leaned loosely in his chair, with his shirt unbuttoned to the second button, carelessly flipping his phone in his hand, looking out the window, and said, “Her dream when she was young was to be a female celebrity.”

Liang Yunan took back his phone. “Then I’ll turn it off.”

In the next second, Li Lingbai’s voice from the phone suddenly disappeared. It wasn’t a break; her speech was cut off mid-sentence. Liang Yunan saw that no matter how much she tapped the microphone, it produced no sound. Even the host’s microphone was completely silent.

Liang Yunan said, “Seems like there’s a technical issue.”

The comments were continually scrolling. What’s happening? What’s going on?

Just as Ye Meng ran to the broadcast room, Tai Mingxiao had also arrived at the second-floor hall. If this were being filmed as a TV drama, the scene would show both of them pushing open the doors to the broadcast room and the banquet hall simultaneously. The banquet hall had a broadcast outlet, used for emergency evacuations.

There was some commotion among the crowd, and people looked at the scene before them in confusion, with private discussions breaking out. Tai Mingxiao stood at the door for a moment. He was a bit unsure; he knew that once he pushed open this door, he would be standing in opposition to Li Lingbai. It might even affect his parents and his grandparents who had diligently farmed in the countryside all their lives.

Tai Mingxiao tore off his tie, leaving it hanging loosely around his neck. As he walked, he kicked down audio equipment and recording devices along the way, like a general sweeping through an army. Finally, he picked up a chair and smashed it in front of the camera.

He was like an out-of-control wild bull, all gentlemanly demeanor gone.

Li Lingbai seemed not to have recovered yet, looking at this savage behavior, and for a moment didn’t even recognize who he was.

Until a somewhat lazy female voice came through the overhead speakers: “That’s enough.”

The broadcast room was empty; she had locked the door from the inside. Ye Meng, dressed in a black suit, looked neat and efficient. She coldly observed the monitor across from her, casually playing with a Swiss Army knife in her hand. Then she stuck the knife tip on the table, bent down to the microphone, and still in that lazy tone said, “Li Lingbai, do you want to continue?”

Li Lingbai seemed to signal someone in the audience with her eyes. Ye Meng smiled and her voice immediately followed: “Want to catch me? Do you want to hear what I have to say?”

The entire comment section was now boiling with excitement.

[Damn, I was just here to watch Li Lingbai’s new whitewashing technique, didn’t expect to witness such drama. So exciting!]

[This sister is so badass, my god, want to know who she is.]

[Want to marry both of them, either one is fine. Sister is fine too.]

[Li Lingbai’s face is frozen, can’t even tell she’s angry.]

Ye Meng said: “Li Lingbai, whatever you’re about to say, I will interrupt you. Don’t bother trying to have your bodyguards capture me, because I’ve already called the police. I will honestly explain tonight’s situation to the police, and I ask all media friends for their understanding because I’m just protecting someone I want to protect.”
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Li Lingbai’s press conference was forcibly terminated. All the prepared press releases were like duds thrown into the deep sea, sinking without a sound. That night, the wind in Beijing was strong. The light seemed to be compressed by half, and the entire city resembled an elderly person in their final years—dim lights, a chaotic world, with the path ahead obscured by thick fog.

Tai Mingxiao would probably never forget this feeling for the rest of his life. He and Ye Meng were surrounded by reporters and media. Camera flashes nearly forced their way into their eyes, and microphones almost pried into their mouths. These people pounced like fierce tigers, treating them like emotionless pieces of raw pork, yet still hoping this raw meat would reveal some colorful insider information about the wealthy family.

Both he and Ye Meng knew that anything they said at this moment would be sensationalized by the media.

In the end, Tai Mingxiao only said to those cameras and microphones, with a heavy and ungraceful curse: “Li Lingbai is simply insane! I suggest you use that as your headline tonight.” Then, caught in the flood of people, he was stuffed into a police car by officers.

…

In the interrogation room, a beam of light suddenly flashed on with a “bang!” The officer adjusted the lamp head, aiming it at Ye Meng.

“You called the police yourself just now?”

An hour earlier, the Guanshan District Police Station had received a mysterious call. In the call, a woman with an extraordinarily calm voice reported a hotel address: “Someone is about to disrupt a press conference. Please get there immediately.”

Ye Meng, dressed in a clean, efficient black suit, sat in the interrogation chair. She tilted her head slightly back, her eyes devoid of emotion, and responded coolly with a “mm-hmm.”

This woman is calm, the officer thought silently.

“Why did you do it?” the officer asked routinely.

Ye Meng was studying the interrogation room light at that moment. Though it wasn’t that bright, it seemed more piercing than any light outside. The light source was like thousands of sharp needle tips, stabbing straight and continuously into her eyes and chest. In her daze, even blinking felt painful.

Her chest felt constricted. That twenty-year-old young man, what had he endured?

“You wouldn’t believe anything I say because nothing happened. Li Lingbai could claim at any time that she never intended to do that. If I asked you to collect evidence from the various media marketing accounts, Li Lingbai could completely shirk all responsibility,” Ye Meng smiled helplessly, turning her head slightly to the side. Her tone suggested a sense of helplessness yet somehow seemed in control. “What can I do? It seems I didn’t handle this very intelligently. At the very least, I should have let her say a few words so everyone would know what was happening and why I did what I did.”

The officer felt that her self-questioning and somewhat self-mocking words didn’t reveal anything. The officer was young, about twenty-five or twenty-six, and appeared inexperienced, like someone temporarily filling in. He gripped his pen, diligently recording every word Ye Meng said.

“But I’m very satisfied with the current outcome. Detention or a fine, I’m fine with either,” Ye Meng said.

Li Lingbai, of course, vehemently denied everything. After the police conducted a series of related inquiries, she stated that she knew nothing about it and emphatically demanded that Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao produce evidence that she had been defaming her son.

By this time, all three had finished giving their statements and were out in the police station lobby, meeting face-to-face. Outside the door, a crowd of reporters was craning their necks, but they quickly withdrew when the police shouted at them.

The two of them knew Li Lingbai would say this. Ye Meng and Tai Mingxiao exchanged glances, both with mockery in their eyes.

Li Lingbai looked quite like a fake doll, with hollow eyes devoid of emotion. Her light gaze remained fixed on Ye Meng the entire time, treating Tai Mingxiao beside her as if he were invisible.

Because Ye Meng was too gentle. She wore a black suit with smooth, sharp lines throughout her body, mature and capable. If not for this confrontational meeting tonight, Li Lingbai felt that she would have been unable to resist giving her a second look in any other setting. She had a pair of extremely gentle eyes, yet within that gentleness, there was also a hint of casualness, flamboyance, and confidence.

She thought, there was a free spirit within her, one that was uninhibited, open, bright, yet also charming.

“What’s your relationship with my son?” Li Lingbai couldn’t help but ask.

“She and Li Jinyu are just ordinary friends,” Tai Mingxiao interrupted before Ye Meng could speak.

The media reporters outside were monitoring the dynamics inside in real time. Several media outlets were competing for tonight’s headline, making the atmosphere outside even more tense and confrontational than inside. Everyone was sweating profusely, recording the latest exclusive headline to be published immediately.

—”Write: Mysterious Woman Appears at Li Lingbai’s Press Conference Scene, Turns Out to Be Her Son’s Fiancée!”

Editor: “…”

Li Lingbai pressed aggressively: “Would an ordinary friend go this far for him? Miss Ye, you know, if I insist on pressing charges, with just one word from me, you could face three to five days in detention.”

Another urgent voice sounded from outside.

“Quick, quick, change it to—Li Lingbai’s Power Is Overwhelming, Orders Mysterious Woman to Be Sent to Prison.”

A young reporter grumbled with dissatisfaction: “How should we publish it?”

“Just publish it like this!”

Just as the words fell, another voice sounded from inside. The small leader from a certain weekly magazine immediately perked up his ears, plastered against the wall, and raised his hand, gesturing downward, “Wait, wait—”

Ye Meng looked at Li Lingbai and smiled instead, a smile so casual it was as if nothing mattered to her as if everything could be discarded. With a beaming smile, she said, “I said, I don’t care. I’ve achieved my goal, and I can bear the price I have to pay for it. Also, please remember, that I will be watching you at all times. Before you do anything harmful, think twice whether it will hurt your son. I can’t guarantee that what happened today won’t happen a second or third time. After all, I don’t have a big company like yours to manage.”

Like someone barefoot who doesn’t fear those wearing shoes, Li Lingbai felt helpless and a chilling tremor rose from the bottom of her heart for the first time. She felt she was about to go mad with anger!

Li Lingbai coldly curled her lips. Her rigid body could no longer express emotions through her face, except for those hollow eyes. Just as she was about to speak, her assistant suddenly handed her a phone, “Ms. Li, a call.”

Li Lingbai was about to impatiently wave it away when the assistant carefully added, “It’s your son.”

It naturally referred to Li Zhuofeng. Li Zhuofeng usually went to bed early and rarely called her at night. Li Lingbai frowned as she answered, only to hear a cold, familiar voice from the other end—

“Li Lingbai.”

This was the first time he didn’t call her Mom. Before, no matter when or where, no matter how coldly she treated him, he would always obediently call her Mom, including this recent return to Beijing. Despite her obvious displeasure, he still indifferently called her Mom.

The villa was dark. Li Jinyu, dressed in a shirt and trousers, leaned against the sofa. The curtains were open, and the cold moonlight filtered in from outside, falling at the edge of his clean shoes, making him appear extremely cold and sharp.

“What do you want?” Li Lingbai asked icily.

Li Jinyu slowly unbuttoned two buttons of his shirt, revealing his straight, hollow collarbone. He sat hunched on the sofa, his elbows resting on his legs, one hand holding the phone to his ear, his eyelids lowered, the other hand picking up the half cigarette previously resting on the coffee table. He pinched it between his index finger and thumb, took a drag, and then discarded it. As he crushed it underfoot, he said casually, “Let them go, or you won’t see Li Zhuofeng tonight. You know me, making someone disappear without a trace isn’t difficult for me.”

“So you admit it, don’t you?!” Li Lingbai’s eyes suddenly became fierce and sinister. “Was it you who killed your brother back then?!”

Li Jinyu leaned back, with the tip of one foot resting on the coffee table. “Does it matter whether I admit it or not? In your eyes, aren’t I just that murderer who escaped legal punishment?”

Li Lingbai gritted her teeth, her cheeks hollow, looking like a sharp-mouthed doll. “What’s your relationship with that woman?”

“She and Tai Mingxiao are both my friends,” Li Jinyu said flatly, without a trace of emotion. “You can try it and see if I’ll throw Li Zhuofeng from the top.”

“Bang!” Li Lingbai unexpectedly smashed the phone!

Ye Meng suddenly understood how Li Jinyu had developed his habit of smashing phones. After all these years as mother and son, there was still influence. She also suddenly understood why Li Jinyu disliked himself so much—he hated the small habits he had that resembled Li Lingbai’s.

That evening, Li Lingbai trended again, but this time with overwhelmingly negative reviews. As one rose, the other fell; they couldn’t delete them fast enough. It seemed some things could no longer be concealed.

The play had begun, and it was hard to end. But even if no one was watching from the audience, the show had to go on.

Li Jinyu invited Cai Yuanzheng for dinner, at the same mall as before. Li Jinyu smoked two cigarettes at the entrance before Cai Yuanzheng finally arrived, as elegant and refined as ever, with a smile full of apology, “Sorry, traffic was bad.”

Li Jinyu extinguished his cigarette, put his hands in his pockets, and sauntered in, saying lazily, “It’s fine, I just got here too.”

In Cai Yuanzheng’s impression, Li Jinyu was a man of few words. Not the cool type, nor the kind who would play freely, just very proper and polite, courteous to everyone, and very obedient. He was the youngest at the time, yet the team captain and the so-called campus heartthrob, so everyone took care of him like a younger brother.

Meeting again now, that feeling remained. Li Jinyu still felt like a younger brother, but Cai Yuanzheng felt he was no longer like Li Jinyu’s senior, more like an uncle.

The two walked to the private room. Li Jinyu pulled out a chair to sit down and casually asked, “I heard from Professor Lu that Senior is now writing novels?”

Cai Yuanzheng nodded and said, “Yes.”

“Online novels? Or what?” Li Jinyu wasn’t very familiar with this field and asked casually while looking at the menu, leaning back in his chair.

Cai Yuanzheng: “I write online too, just to make a living.”

Li Jinyu shook his head, “No, you’re quite impressive.”

Cai Yuanzheng began to ask in return, “What do you plan to do now that you’re back in Beijing?”

Li Jinyu finished ordering, closed the menu, and handed it to the waiter. He took a casual sip of tea and sincerely sought his advice, “I haven’t decided. I want to find something to do. Does Senior have any good recommendations?”

Cai Yuanzheng smiled, his crow’s feet from late nights slowly spreading: “What recommendations could I have? Am I going to persuade you to write books with me? Anyway, you can do anything, just don’t write books. Anyone in this business knows how it is.”

Li Jinyu smiled along, “I saw a book at a friend’s house recently, it was quite good, but I couldn’t find where to buy it, and it didn’t list the author, so I don’t know who wrote it.”

“What book?”

“Let me think,” Li Jinyu leaned back in his chair, one arm crossed over his chest, the other with his index finger tapping his temple in a thoughtful pose, mumbling, “I think it was called ‘The Door,’ but I heard that because a girl jumped off a building holding this book recently, the police listed it as a cult book? I think books aren’t that mystical. Maybe she was just using the book as a back support.”

Cai Yuanzheng sipped his tea and after a while, put down the cup: “Are you interested in ‘The Door’?”

“I’m quite interested,” Li Jinyu said. “What happened that year affected me a lot, so when I first saw that book, I felt somewhat comforted.”

“Have you been seeing a psychologist these past few years?”

“Yes,” Li Jinyu nodded.

Cai Yuanzheng paused, his eyes shifting slightly, and finally said, “How about this, I’ll introduce you to a psychologist who might be helpful.”

“Is it expensive?” Li Jinyu asked.

“You… shouldn’t be short on money, right?” Cai Yuanzheng looked at him.

“To be honest, the old man only gave me dry shares. I don’t have much cash on hand. If it’s too expensive, I can’t afford it,” Li Jinyu said, lowering his eyes.

“It’s not expensive. The initial consultation is free, and after that, it depends on your needs,” Cai Yuanzheng said.

Liang Yunan, in the car, heard every word of this conversation and thought these cult members were truly cunning, using appealing titles like “psychologist,” “psychological healer,” or “spiritual therapist” to deceive people who already had psychological issues. No wonder they were all so thoroughly brainwashed that they truly believed in some supernatural world where one could escape illness and natural laws.

“Issue a joint investigation notice. Bring Cai Yuanzheng in for questioning in a few days!” Liang Yunan said to the officer below his earpiece.

“Yes, sir!” the subordinate replied.

After meeting this so-called “psychologist,” Li Jinyu knew exactly what was in store. The clinic was located in a residential area, with small advertisements plastered all over the walls. After finishing his visit, Li Jinyu walked down the stairs, quietly reporting to Liang Yunan, “Third floor, no security windows, the unit with the red umbrella at the door.”

Liang Yunan said through the earpiece, “These desperate individuals usually don’t install security windows. Sometimes when the police inspect, they’d rather risk falling to their death than surrender.”

Li Jinyu circled out of the residential area and continued, “He’s not a professional psychologist. He probably doesn’t have a professional psychological counseling license. The initial consultation is just to gauge whether I meet their standards for ‘membership.'”

“They even have standards?” Liang Yunan, in another car, had someone record the address.

Li Jinyu, wearing a Bluetooth earpiece, opened the car door and sat in the driver’s seat. He leaned back without closing the door, with one foot loosely resting outside. While waiting for the engine to warm up, he said, “For members confirmed through this channel, I guess they’re mostly older people who haven’t had much education. Otherwise, they’d fear infiltration by police undercover agents. Also, don’t arrest Cai Yuanzheng yet.”

“Why not?”

“Eight years ago, Ye Meng’s mother had already joined ‘Yinzhen.’ At that time, Cai Yuanzheng was just a college student like me. He couldn’t have orchestrated something so significant. There must be another ‘Yinzhen.’ Arresting him would alert the others,” Li Jinyu had just finished speaking when, with a casual glance, he saw a familiar figure emerging from the building he had just left. “Liang Yunan, can you help me check—”

“What?” Liang Yunan was startled.

Li Jinyu pulled his foot back in and closed the car door, his gaze fixed straight on that figure: “My teacher, Lu Mingbo’s wife, Quan Siyun—what was she doing eight years ago?”

In a private hospital’s psychiatric VIP consultation room, the curtains were tightly closed, the light was dim, and the room temperature was set to the most comfortable eighteen degrees.

Li Lingbai had two gel instrument tubes inserted into her forehead, and Quan Siyun was gently massaging in circles along her sharp jawbone. “Your cerebral blood flow has been too rapid lately. Not sleeping well?”

Li Lingbai closed her eyes, her face almost devoid of warmth. She made an affirming sound, “Please prescribe me some medication later. I’m experiencing hallucinations again.”

“About your son?”

“Yes.”

“Is it the child with the knife?”

“Yes, he says he wants to cut open my stomach and dig out my uterus, so I can never be a mother again in this life.”

Quan Siyun continued slowly massaging her face in circles, letting out a long sigh. This sound seemed to seep from the top of her head, penetrating her bones and blood, reverberating heavily in her cold blood. “This is original sin. The Bible says, ‘When I was conceived in my mother’s womb, I already had sin.'”

The police office door was wide open. Liang Yunan made himself a scalding cup of Nescafé, sipping it noisily while asking absent-mindedly, “You’ve interacted with her for some time. What kind of person do you think your teacher’s wife is? Ambitious?”

Quan Siyun was something of a fallen heiress. In her early years, her father was a wealthy merchant. After she went to college, her family fortune declined, her father was imprisoned, and her mother committed suicide due to depression. She then married Lu Mingbo, who was a counselor at A University at the time. Moreover, Quan Siyun studied psychology and was a memory palace expert. Lu Mingbo initially learned the memory palace technique because of her, and later became the coach for Li Jinyu and his team.

Li Jinyu leaned back on his sofa, recalling carefully, “To be honest, Teacher Quan is a psychologist. She’s plain from head to toe, so plain that you can’t believe she was once a wealthy young lady. She doesn’t talk much and generally keeps her distance from us. I only remember one thing: Professor Lu listens to her a lot. The seniors in our team used to joke that Professor Lu was a bit henpecked.”

“She had a good relationship with my mother,” Li Jinyu suddenly remembered.

Liang Yunan looked at him and suddenly asked out of the blue, “How long has it been since you went home?”

“What’s the matter?” Li Jinyu slumped lazily down again, his head tilted back, staring at the ceiling.

Liang Yunan recalled, “Oh, I haven’t seen Ye Meng much lately.”

He laid his head back, rubbed his face, and then sat up from the back of the sofa, hunching forward with his elbows propped up. He picked up a cigarette from the coffee table, took a deep drag, and tossed the lighter back with a “clack,” showing no emotion. Crossing one leg over the other without much expression, he made an affirming sound, “She’s at my place.”

To be more precise, it was Li Changjin’s villa.

That day after leaving the police station, she watched Li Lingbai get into an extremely luxurious private car and leave. Following closely, a large car identical to Li Lingbai’s private vehicle slowly approached from the dimly lit end of the road. Without a word, they captured her and Tai Mingxiao, and then halfway through the journey, Tai Mingxiao was unceremoniously dropped off.

To this day, Ye Meng still doesn’t know how Tai Mingxiao got home that night.

If Auntie Zhang hadn’t said that the young master had asked for her to be brought back, Ye Meng would have called the police on the spot.

But that young master hadn’t appeared for a month.

Ye Meng felt she was exactly like a wealthy family’s new bride who had been married and then neglected by a rich young master.
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At six in the morning, dawn tore through the sky like a rose piercing the early light, descending from heaven. Outside the psychiatric consultation room of a private hospital, under dense tree shadows, sat two ordinary Santana cars that hadn’t been washed for a long time, coated in a grayish film of dirt.

“Quan Siyun seems to have taken leave recently. She’s planning to travel abroad.”

As Liang Yunan got into the car, he pulled out a sandwich from a bag and tossed it to Li Jinyu in the passenger seat. The wealthy young master had spent several nights with the police team, his eyelids showing three layers of fatigue, yet he remained strikingly handsome. This made the other pandas with dark circles in the car extremely envious—his fair, tender complexion was truly captivating.

Li Jinyu leaned back in his seat with the drowsiness of someone who had just woken up. He unwrapped the sandwich but didn’t rush to eat it, leisurely waiting for the cigarette hanging outside the car window to finish burning. He asked, “Where to?”

“America. Her flight is on the 28th,” Liang Yunan had just checked, and glanced at the time on his phone, “which is next Wednesday. She probably knows we’re investigating her and is trying to escape. Otherwise, why would she go to a country with which we happen to have no extradition treaty?”

Li Jinyu extinguished his cigarette, lowered his head to take a bite of the sandwich, and said, “Can a US visa be approved that quickly? She must have planned this for some time.”

“Maybe she applied a long time ago? A long-term visa? I heard you can apply for a ten-year visa to the US,” Liang Yunan speculated.

Li Jinyu leaned sideways against the car door and shook his head, “When I was on the team, Professor Lu said she had never been abroad. Plus, Teacher Quan is very frugal. She rarely wears makeup or buys luxury items. A woman like that shouldn’t have the hobby of traveling abroad—”

Liang Yunan, chewing on his sandwich, looked at him and added indistinctly, “Besides, she has no record of leaving the country in the past few years.”

Li Jinyu took only two bites before putting the sandwich back in the bag and setting it down. He twisted open a bottle of mineral water for himself, saying as he did so, “Such a person wouldn’t casually apply for a long-term US visa. A US visa must be processed at least one or two months in advance, which means she had plans to leave at least one or two months ago.” At this point, Li Jinyu turned to look at Liang Yunan.

Those eyes, combined with the morning dew and dawn light, were clear and dark black. As the wind blew, it seemed as if hope had scattered. He said, “So, what happened in this city one or two months ago?”

“Those two suicide cases?”

Li Jinyu hung his hand outside the car window and lazily made an affirmative sound. “She must have realized that some things were gradually slipping out of control, such as the emergence of disobedient disciples, like Wang Xingsheng and that girl who jumped off the building.”

Liang Yunan said dubiously, “Where did Wang Xingsheng go on March 17th? If he intentionally brought this ‘Master Yinzhen’ to the attention of the police, he must have left clues. But we checked all the surveillance footage, and it’s like he vanished into thin air.”

“No, Wang Xingsheng must have discovered something. He wanted to stop it but was powerless. Is Wang Xingsheng’s secretary still in a coma?”

“I’m afraid she’ll remain like that for the rest of her life,” Liang Yunan said helplessly, his tone low. “She’s unlikely to ever wake up.”

Li Jinyu lit a final cigarette. “Is there still surveillance footage from the entire city on March 17th?”

“We’ve requested that all surveillance footage from the past three months be preserved.”

“Let’s go take a look.”

Reviewing surveillance footage is an exceptionally tedious and boring task, but Liang Yunan noticed that Li Jinyu seemed to find it quite engaging—or not exactly engaging, but he lazily spread his legs, leaned back in the chair, with his shirt buttons fastened meticulously, sleeves rolled up to his forearms, one hand holding a cigarette, the other occasionally tapping the keyboard to drag the progress bar.

Liang Yunan had heard the previous technicians complaining endlessly, grumbling to him about how it was like finding a needle in a haystack, truly an inhuman task. But Li Jinyu remained calm and composed as if watching a complex, particularly boring art film. Li Jinyu wasn’t agitated at all, maintaining a consistently expressionless face, his cold gaze fixed on the constant flow of people passing through the intersections on several surveillance screens. Because of the large volume of people, sometimes a blink was enough for the target to disappear.

Liang Yunan and the technicians around him found it quite remarkable—this man’s self-control was truly amazing. Liang Yunan even wondered if Li Jinyu would maintain the same expression while watching adult content in private.

Li Jinyu probably felt that watching the surveillance footage this way was too slow. He tapped the keyboard to pause, looked around, and finally pointed at the wall opposite them, asking Liang Yunan, “Let’s project it onto the wall. This is too slow.” Then he stood up, moved the chair aside, and patted the technician sitting next to the computer, saying sincerely, “Come on, brother, help me move the table to that wall.”

The technician did as asked, and then arranged all ten intersection surveillance feeds from one street side by side. “Is this okay?”

Li Jinyu crossed his arms and leaned against the edge of the table, all traces of his usual laziness gone. He tilted his head back, staring at the surveillance footage on the wall. The chaotic light vaguely projected onto his face, making him appear exceptionally serious. “Yes, it’s fine.”

Liang Yunan couldn’t help but lean over and ask, “What’s the maximum number you can watch at once?”

Li Jinyu took a sip of water, putting down the police station’s special paper cup while keeping his extremely serious expression fixed on the chaotic images on the wall. Without turning his head, he licked the corner of his mouth slightly and said, “I don’t know, I’ve never tried before. Let me try fifty-first.”

Liang Yunan: “F-f-f… fifty at once?”

“Yes.” He didn’t speak further, and Liang Yunan didn’t dare disturb him, only silently closing his mouth.

Ye Meng had been idle lately, gaining weight at the villa and joking around with the flowers and plants in the garden. There was a period when she didn’t dare step on the scale, feeling she had become unbearably fat. But yesterday, after a shower, she mustered the courage to weigh herself and found she had lost nine or ten pounds. There was also a psychological effect—she discovered her breasts had grown larger, her waist had become slimmer, her legs were more proportionate, and the two straight, slender, fair legs stood on the ground while her buttocks had begun to become more pert. Her figure had become devilishly attractive. She wished Li Jinyu could see her; she had become increasingly beautiful longing for him.

Her figure had always been universally recognized as good—not skinny, but full and graceful, with slender shoulders and a slim waist. She had the kind of body that teenage boys would fantasize about all night after just one glance. Before sleeping with Li Jinyu, Ye Meng thought she was doing alright; despite being nearly thirty, there was still some girlishness in her features. After that night together, she looked at herself in the mirror and vaguely felt her eyes brimming like water—she had truly become a mature woman. When she turned to look at the man sleeping in the bed, his expression remained cold and clean, as if he had just satisfied some insatiable older woman and was now desperately trying to sleep it off. It was evident he still didn’t particularly enjoy the act of lovemaking.

She took a photo and casually forwarded it to Fang Ya’en, who replied almost immediately: [Wow, my goodness, what are you doing? Your figure is sizzling hot. Li Jinyu is so lucky.]

Ye Meng: [We haven’t seen each other for a long time. I’m afraid I might gain it all back in a few days, so I wanted someone to witness my peak. Hahahahaha]

Fang: [Then send it to Li Jinyu.]

Ye Meng: [Ah, I want to surprise him. But I have a feeling I’m about to gain it all back. Maybe I should start running tomorrow morning.]

Fang: [Yes, you abandoned a wealthy family bride, maintained that good figure, made him drool.]

Li Changjin stood on the second-floor balcony, watching the figure running circles in the garden below, and couldn’t help saying to the secretary beside him, “You know, this child is quite disciplined.”

The secretary nodded in agreement: “Yes if it were an ordinary person, they would probably be crying and making a fuss about seeing the young master by now.”

“She hasn’t mentioned anything to you all?” Li Changjin took a sip of tea, put down the saucer, and asked casually.

The secretary answered, “No, Auntie Zhang says she probably doesn’t know that you’ve forbidden the young master from contacting her, but she must have guessed about seventy or eighty percent of it. She’s learning to cook with Auntie Zhang every day, not bothering with anything else.”

“If Jinyu weren’t forced to, he probably wouldn’t have confronted me and sent her here,” Li Changjin sat in a chair on the balcony, both hands folded on top of his cane. Then he picked up the tea saucer again, looked at the dawn-lit sky, took a sip of tea, and sighed, “That boy never intended to stay here. I heard that the house in Fenghui Garden is still the same as it was before. The money I gave him, he hasn’t touched a penny. This kid was truly hurt by his mother; he has no attachment to this place whatsoever. But if he wants to see Ye Meng, he must stay in Beijing.”

The secretary refrained from commenting on this, remembering another matter, and bent down to say, “I received news a few days ago that Mr. Oliver will be publicly auctioning the ‘Chang Zhongding’ in England next month, but this time the starting price is set very high. Many senior figures in the country are hesitant. Do we still want to participate? Because of Ms. Li’s situation, there are many opinions about us in the industry now.”

“Yes, we’ll go,” Li Changjin rested both hands on the tiger head of his cane, his eyes like those of a deep eagle, looking slowly at the verdant mountains in the distance. “But this time, we won’t go under the name of Hanhai Langan. We’ll go under Jinyu’s name.”

Before going to sleep, Ye Meng was dripping with sweat, having done a few minutes of plank exercise. She realized she had been focusing too much on chest exercises lately, neglecting the muscle lines of her back. While supporting herself with sweat pouring down, she was on a video call with Fang Ya’en. The towel around her neck was soaked through, and tiny beads of sweat covered her smooth, full forehead.

“I recently discovered that my backlines are a bit slouched. I must have learned it from spending too much time with Li Jinyu,” Ye Meng said, gritting her teeth as she held the position. “Strangely enough, even though he usually likes to lean lazily here and there, his shoulder and back lines are still straight—straight where they should be straight, upright where they should be upright. And he was never in the military.”

Chen Jiayu was probably trying to slack off on the other end. Fang Ya’en scolded him, and he reluctantly went back to do his homework. Then Fang Ya’en said to the camera, “Men and women are quite different. Men’s physical functions deteriorate more slowly than women’s in various aspects. He’s already two years younger than you, and you’re at that awkward age. Don’t learn from him—his posture is youthful, but when you hunch your back, you look like an old lady.”

After Fang Ya’en finished speaking, seeing that she was still practicing silently, she began encouraging her son to do his homework while cracking sunflower seeds, “If you keep exercising like this, my son is going to have a nosebleed. Are you trying to drain Li Jinyu dry?”

Li Jinyu returned to the villa area on Saturday, but Ye Meng didn’t pay much attention when his car drove in from below. When she saw a familiar figure get out of the passenger seat, her entire being exploded with emotion. All the blood in her body seemed to rush to her brain in that instant, her heart pounding heavily. Without a word, she went back to her room to change clothes.

After trying on several outfits, the footsteps downstairs sounded like drums in her ears, each step seeming to press on her heart. She hadn’t realized her breathing had become rapid.

However, instead of coming to her room, the person went into the old master’s study.

By the time Li Jinyu came out of the study, two hours had passed. Who knows what they had been discussing for so long.

After Ye Meng had taken two baths and come out, Li Jinyu was already sitting on the sofa smoking, the tips of his leather shoes gleaming, though he looked somewhat dejected.

The room was dim, lit by a small orange lamp that cast a warm light, covering his tall, cold figure. Li Jinyu had one hand resting on the back of the sofa, the other holding a cigarette to his mouth, taking occasional drags. The spark brightened and dimmed with his breaths, but those eyes remained fixed on her from beginning to end, like a patient, gentlemanly wolf.

Except those eyes remained bright throughout,

Like the light of a seventeen-year-old boy. Any youth is extraordinary—vibrant and spirited, that rare light of life. We were all once light, all once ran determinedly toward the sun, and all once vowed to become someone’s moon.

That’s what Ye Meng was thinking at that moment—she wanted to embrace the moon before her.

However, Li Jinyu raised his hand and turned off the light. The cigarette was extinguished too. Ye Meng had night blindness and couldn’t see anything, so she was forced to stop. “What are you doing, Li Jinyu?”

He had somehow come to her side. In the darkness, his breathing gradually quickened, hot airbrushing her ears as he kissed her neck from behind, biting her earlobe heavily as if unsatisfied: “It’s not easy to see you, Sis.”

“…”

Li Jinyu even went straight to the point: “Do you want to, Sis? This time from behind? I hear it’s deeper that way.”
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It had been so long since they’d seen each other that their breathing seemed to prick each other’s nerves, pulsing rhythmically.

“I don’t have much time. I need to leave tonight. Shall we get straight to the point?” he said, turning her face toward him while kissing her intensely and speaking in a low voice.

Moonlight tilted in, blocked by the curtains. The room was dim and hazy as if someone had stoked a small fireball inside, igniting the atmosphere. The two young, passionate bodies pressed tightly together became the source of temptation. Ye Meng genuinely wanted to reach back and slap him—this dog, jumping straight to business the moment they met? But at that moment, she truly felt Li Jin Yu’s excitement stirring for the first time. His breathing grew heavier with each moment, almost unprecedentedly urgent, as he pressed against her with an unprecedented quiver.

Ye Meng couldn’t bear to say anything more. She was already backed up against the TV cabinet, exchanging small kisses with him, all thoughts thrown aside, murmuring, “Really?”

As if afraid she wouldn’t believe him, he gave her a deep kiss, eyes open, entangling with hers. Those cold, gloomy eyes now seemed as out of control as a burning city gate. “Mmm.”

…

Still in the bathroom, Li Jin Yu carried her directly to the shower, then turned on the water. He didn’t remove his own clothes but stripped her completely with record speed. Ye Meng felt like a wet spring onion, peeled, then cut into two pieces, meant to accompany drinks and satisfy cravings.

As they spoke, Ye Meng also felt like she was in a stage play that had suffered a performance mishap—half R-rated scene, half action sequence.

They nearly got into a fight, or rather, Li Jin Yu was on the receiving end of a one-sided beating because this little rascal would occasionally whisper smugly in her ear: “Sister, it hurts.”

“Then get out.”

With one hand braced against the wall and the other on her waist, he buried his face in the crook of her neck and chuckled. “No. Turn around.”

Ye Meng slapped him again. Li Jin Yu took it silently, enduring it. Yet the next moment, she found herself wanting to cling to him like a vine.

“Sister, I ran into your ex-boyfriend at the police station a few days ago,” he mentioned casually.

“Where? How do you know who my ex-boyfriend is?” Ye Meng asked hazily.

“Why are you so nervous? Hmm?” He turned her face and kissed her hard. “I’m in so much pain. Loosen up a bit.”

Ye Meng had never experienced anything like this before. She felt like a butterfly about to break free from its cocoon but unable to burst through. She could only say, “There’s nothing. Go on, tell me more.”

It was Tai Ming Xiao who told him. At the time, Liang Yun An was verifying the details of Wang Xing Sheng’s cooperation with their company from Tai Ming Xiao. Li Jin Yu hadn’t properly slept for days and was resting on the sofa with his eyes closed while listening to their conversation. Suddenly, a commotion erupted downstairs, creating an uproar.

When Liang Yun An inquired, he learned that several young men in their mid-twenties had gotten into a bar fight. After the fight, they discovered that this “person” was no ordinary individual. His name was Zhu Yi Kun, and he ran in the same circles as Tai Ming Xiao and those wealthy young heirs. Li Jin Yu knew him too, though they didn’t interact much as they weren’t the same type of people. Zhu Yi Kun was a typical spoiled rich kid, known within their circle as the “Father’s Nightmare.”

When Zhu Yi Kun saw the two of them there, he couldn’t let it go, having been beaten black and blue and losing face. Li Jin Yu and Tai Ming Xiao couldn’t be bothered with this mess, but Tai Ming Xiao recognized one familiar face among the young men and casually mentioned it to Li Jin Yu. That was Ye Meng’s ex-boyfriend, who had dated her during university. Even after Ye Meng began working at the company, this guy hadn’t let go and had come to harass her for a while, creating quite an ugly scene.

Li Jin Yu couldn’t help but look at him more closely. He appeared quite refined and polite.

“Why did they fight?” Ye Meng asked.

Li Jin Yu explained with varying emphasis, “Your ex-boyfriend said Zhu Yi Kun tried to drug a girl at the bar and take her away. The girl refused, so they stepped in to stop him. Neither side probably controlled their strength well, and men love to show off their prowess. One thing led to another, and it turned into a group brawl. Zhu Yi Kun got beaten up, needed eight stitches on his head, and demanded 880,000 yuan in compensation.”

She had seen Zhu Yi Kun once or twice. He wasn’t a good person to begin with—lecherous and disrespectful toward women.

“Why are you telling me this?” Ye Meng asked.

“I thought you might beg me to help your ex-boyfriend,” he said.

“It’s none of my business. Stay away from Zhu Yi Kun; he’s no good,” was all Ye Meng said in the end.

“Okay,” he obediently replied. Li Jin Yu was still uncomfortable, both in pain and distress. Finally, with reddened eyes, he rested his forehead on Ye Meng’s shoulder, looking down with a pitiful tone: “Sister, were your previous boyfriends this long?”

Men’s competitive nature! No matter in what aspect, they always want to measure themselves against former lovers. But Ye Meng finally understood why he had cried in pain the first time, yet was already researching all sorts of techniques by the second time.

She had never experienced that before!

The bedroom curtains were drawn, letting in no light. Only a bedside lamp was lit, casting a weak, warm glow. Ignoring the surroundings and furniture, the tranquil environment was somewhat reminiscent of those nights in Ning Sui. A cat quietly perched on the wall, calling out in the heat, waiting night after night for the curtain to rise.

Li Chang Jin also had a cat, a hairless Canadian breed, with only two gleaming big eyes left on its entire face, resembling ET. Ye Meng found it creepy just looking at it, and she had always kept her distance from hairless things. The cat somehow ran in from outside and leaped onto their bed. Ye Meng had just emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel and was so startled that she immediately retreated inside.

Li Jin Yu was wringing out his wet shirt to throw it in the laundry basket. “What’s wrong?”

“Your grandfather’s cat is on my bed.”

“You’re afraid of cats?”

“I’m afraid of hairless things.”

Li Jin Yu, wearing only pants, walked out to find the cat curled up motionless in the center of the bed. He knocked on the wall with his fingers in his usual manner: “Chris, get down. I’m not sleeping here tonight.”

“Whoosh—” The cat, looking somewhat dejected, darted out through the door at lightning speed.

When Li Jin Yu went back inside, Ye Meng was leaning against the sink, reaching out for him to carry her. Li Jin Yu embraced her, pressing her against the sink, lowering his head to suck gently on her lips, coaxing in a low voice: “Should I change the bedding for you later?”

Ye Meng hugged his waist, burying her head in his shoulder. The passion had dissipated, and his body was merely warm, his heartbeat steady, yet it felt comfortable—like calm, tranquil warm water slowly flowing into her bloodstream, washing away all her emotions, relaxing all her pulses. “No need. It’s too late. I’ll just sleep closer to the edge. When do you have to leave?”

He looked down at her. “After you fall asleep.”

They eventually got into bed, each leaning against their side of the headboard, quietly smoking, chatting intermittently.

“Does your grandfather want you to stay in Beijing?”

“Mm,” he confirmed with a sound while smoking.

“What do you think about it?”

Li Jin Yu’s upper body was bare, his pants hanging loosely at the waist, his belt draped over the chair beside the bed. Leaning against the headboard with one leg bent, he tapped off some ash and asked her meaningfully: “What do you think I might be thinking?”

Ye Meng put out her cigarette and climbed on top of him. Li Jin Yu raised the hand holding the cigarette, while his other hand supported her waist, pulling her closer. Then Ye Meng lowered her head, exploring his face inch by inch, declaring solemnly: “Husband, you truly are a precious treasure in this world.”

He smiled, sliding down slightly, resting his neck against the headboard, lazily exhaling smoke: “Cut it out.”

A man’s scent after a shower is so pleasant, clean, and crisp. Ye Meng greedily inhaled the scent from his neck. “Baby, you smell so good. What’s that fragrance?”

“Body wash. You smell the same.”

“Inside too,” he added.

“…”

The night grew quiet, but their eyes spoke volumes of tender affection. They gazed at each other silently. Li Jin Yu brushed her hair behind her ear and asked, “Why have you lost so much weight recently? Didn’t grandfather feed you?”

“Have I? Besides getting thinner, anything else?” Ye Meng wore his shirt and instinctively thrust out her chest.

Taking her hint, Li Jin Yu’s cold gaze moved downward. One hand rested on the headboard as he casually tapped off some ash: “Your stomach has grown quite a bit. Are you pregnant?”

Ye Meng wanted to curse, “Bullshit, are you blind?” But suddenly she remembered something and covered her mouth: “Did you use protection just now?”

“No,” he replied calmly.

Ye Meng lay down, hugging him with her head on his chest, her face pressed against him. “What if I get pregnant?”

“We’ll have the baby,” he looked down at her.

They were like two octopuses, desperately wanting to cling tightly to each other. She looked up at him, her gaze directly refusing: “No.”

Li Jin Yu’s hand paused while tapping ash. “Why not?”

“Do you know how troublesome having a child is? We haven’t even had our wedding yet. What if my figure never recovers? Plus, for at least three years after birth, I’d have no freedom. I haven’t had enough time just the two of us yet. I don’t want a child taking away your attention. I don’t want it, I don’t want it, I don’t want it.”

She repeated her refusal three times.

At this moment, Ye Meng was like a young girl. So she also had fears and worried about others taking away his attention. Li Jin Yu couldn’t stop smiling, his heart swelling with emotion. While stroking her hair, he asked knowingly: “Then what should we do?”

“Why didn’t you use protection? Don’t you want to spend time just the two of us?” she questioned accusingly.

He smiled, saying helplessly: “There’s no protection here. I couldn’t exactly ask grandfather, could I?”

“Why didn’t you buy some on the way back, knowing we would do this tonight?” she still grumbled, somewhat dissatisfied.

He truly hadn’t thought about it. He thought he had good self-control, but Li Jin Yu wasn’t one to make excuses. Being straightforward, he could only suggest: “Sister, maybe you should stand up for a while instead of lying down. Perhaps it might still flow out.”

“Flow your mother!” Ye Meng, buried in his embrace, gave him another hard slap on the arm without a second word. It was quite painful. Li Jin Yu let out a hiss but still coaxed her, saying, “How about I get a vasectomy? When you want to have a child, I can get it reversed.”

“Just wearing protection would kill you?” Ye Meng pinched him.

“Isn’t protection also unreliable? What if you still get pregnant? Won’t you cry again?” Li Jin Yu said casually while pinching her earlobe.

Ye Meng, lying on top of him, muttered, “I’ll go to the pharmacy tomorrow and get some emergency contraception.”

Li Jin Yu sighed: “Then I should just get a vasectomy. Making sister take contraceptive pills—I’m no better than a beast.”

Ye Meng propped herself up, sucked on his lips, and gazed deeply at him. “I’m willing, okay?”

Outside, Chris might have called out. In the quiet night, a faint cat’s cry mingled with the gentle breeze and rain, like lovers’ whispers in the tranquil night sky.

Li Jin Yu sucked back her lips, very persistently refusing to give in: “I’m not willing, okay?”

Ye Meng also sighed, “Then what do we do now? You won’t let me take pills, but if I get pregnant—” Just thinking about it made her sad. She lay on his chest, covering her face, pretending to cry: “We haven’t even had our wedding yet. I don’t want to walk around with a belly, ahhh—”

He leaned against the headboard, lazily putting out his cigarette, undoing her shirt buttons one by one: “A belly looks good too. I think people have a certain reverence for pregnant women.” Though he spoke like this, his actions were extraordinarily frivolous and casual.

Ye Meng thought he was truly perverse, but before she could ponder further, she could only cover her chest. “What are you doing?”

Li Jin Yu flipped over, pinning her beneath him, lowering his head, “Planting something.”

They tussled for quite a while until the sky began to show the faint white of dawn. Li Jin Yu glanced outside, preparing to leave. He leaned against the headboard, grabbing his belt from beside him and putting it on while telling her, “If you get bored recently, think about where you’d like to travel. After this matter is settled, should we go on a trip?”

Ye Meng didn’t want him to leave. Like a koala, she clung to him, continuously kissing him from his forehead to the tip of his nose. Dense, reluctant kisses fell on his face, finally reaching his lips, sucking and lingering, never enough: “I don’t want to go anywhere, just want to lie in bed with you.”

“You’re so lazy,” Li Jin Yu laughed, his shirt still on her body. “I’m leaving. Take it off.”

Ye Meng reluctantly undid the buttons. Li Jin Yu leaned against the headboard, half-smiling as he watched her, his gaze following her hands as they undid the buttons, gradually moving downward. One hand slipped around her waist, pulling her toward himself, and he commented unexpectedly: “They’ve grown so much?”

“Mm.”

Li Jin Yu tilted his head back, somewhat uncontrollably slowly capturing her lips, suppressing his eager heartbeat. It was as if vines were winding around them, binding them tightly together. The breaking dawn before daylight carried the ambiguity of twilight. From the dark soil emerged fresh green sprouts, and growing wildly was the love in their hearts. He leaned against the headboard, finished fastening his belt, and with his upper body bare, he kissed her heavily, devouring each other. Even their Adam’s apples moved with unusual passion and emotion. He said hoarsely in her ear: “Sister, you’re amazing.”

The fluffy rain fell without warning. The sky was overcast, like the calm before a storm. Zhuanshan Police Station was brightly lit, after pulling who knows how many all-nighters. Several police officers were sprawled asleep in the office, books covering their faces, feet propped on desks, with two empty instant noodle boxes beside them that had been slurped clean.

Liang Yun An, with a phone wedged at his neck, was cleaning up the noodle boxes while talking to Li Jin Yu: “Could Wang Xing Sheng have seen Quan Si Yun on the 17th? In the surveillance footage you found that day, if I’m not mistaken, Wang Xing Sheng did seem to get into Li Ling Bai’s car. But Li Ling Bai confirmed she was abroad on the 17th, and we couldn’t find surveillance evidence at that time, so we had to let her go.”

But the surveillance footage this time left everyone stunned. Li Ling Bai’s car was parked in a blind spot. Not only was it out of frame, but even if it had been captured, given the traffic flow on that street, the technical team might not have spotted it. Li Jin Yu noticed the car because of its shadow—

At 9:10, the sunlight cast the car’s shadow into the surveillance frame. Based on Wang Xing Sheng’s appearances in several surveillance videos later, he was wearing a peaked cap at the time. The surveillance angle could only capture half the cap top, hardly confirming it was a person. Without this preliminary information to assist, Li Jin Yu wouldn’t have quickly associated that person with Wang Xing Sheng, and that car with Li Ling Bai’s.

Later, Li Jin Yu had the technical team pull up all surveillance from that location, piecing together, calculating, and modeling every angle. They reconstructed the car model, confirming it was indeed the same model as Li Ling Bai’s chauffeured car.

The technicians also found footage from another street surveillance entrance showing Li Ling Bai’s car had indeed appeared nearby. After that, Wang Xing Sheng frequently appeared in related surveillance footage, though only in brief glimpses. But because the locations were so varied and crowded, these appearances were almost overlooked. Some officers had noticed his footprints at the time, but then he would disappear again as if he could teleport. Moreover, his appearance locations were very inconsistent.

“If we can confirm Li Ling Bai was abroad on the 17th, then the person in the car should be Quan Si Yun.”

Liang Yun An threw all the instant noodles into the trash bin, puzzled: “Why would Quan Si Yun be able to use Li Ling Bai’s chauffeured car? Could Li Ling Bai also be a cult member? Doesn’t your mother have a copy of ‘The Door’ at home?”

Li Jin Yu was changing clothes at Fenghui Garden, with an earpiece on, buttoning up his shirt cuffs while saying: “I can only say I’ve never seen it. After all, my relationship with her isn’t good. I’ve rarely been in her room.”

Outside, a fine drizzle was falling, floating down like lamp-lit fluff. The sky hung low, limiting visibility.

At that moment in the station, someone muttered a couple of words in their sleep. Looking at these exhausted sleeping faces, Liang Yun An felt the desire to solve the case surging in his chest. “Perhaps we’re overthinking things? Maybe it’s just a pyramid scheme case? I really can’t believe that Quan Si Yun, who seems so fragile, could establish such a large cult.”

Due to the atmosphere of the bar, with its dim lighting and ambiguous-looking men and women neck to neck, or even more intensely, seemingly wanting to dive into each other’s bodies right there—those darkest scenes were refracted in the colorful lights of the alcohol. Even if it were poisoned, these people would probably still drink it gladly.

When Ma Hou was getting up from between two pure college girls to go throw up for the third time, someone grabbed him by the neck and dragged him into the bathroom. “Click, click”—two crisp door-locking sounds that sounded especially familiar. Before he could look up, he already saw those shiny and familiar pointed young master leather shoes.

He just slowly looked up along the wide suit pants, unsure if it was because he was drunk or if the young master’s legs were that long. It felt like it took forever to finally see the face.

But Li Jin Yu had already crouched down, and Ma Hou immediately began to tremble from the depths of his soul, involuntarily blurting out his catchphrase: “Fuck.” Caught by this guy again.

“I won’t hit you. Just asking you two things.”

Li Jin Yu skillfully picked up the small iron hammer from the door. Crouching, he rested one hand on his leg and held the hammer with the other, planting it on the ground. Even his smile was cold. Ma Hou thought this person was truly divine—how could he look so otherworldly? Rich people probably bathe in milk, he thought. So tender and fresh.

Then why are you holding a hammer?

“Ask…” Ma Hou trembled in response.

“Why did Wang Xing Sheng suddenly want to leave ‘Master Yin Zhen’? Had anyone successfully left before? Or did everyone who tried to leave end up dead? Also, why did you initially impersonate ‘Master Yin Zhen’?”

Ma Hou said: “Wang Xing Sheng didn’t want to leave ‘Master Yin Zhen’; he joined ‘Master Yin Zhen’ in the first place to seek justice for Chen Qing Mei. You know Chen Qing Mei, right? The woman who committed suicide by driving off Jiumen Ridge eight years ago. Wang Xing Sheng was having an affair with her. The night she committed suicide, Wang Xing Sheng had seen her. They even slept together. Later, Wang Xing Sheng told me he wanted to divorce his wife, but who would have thought, after sleeping together, that woman committed suicide. At that time, Wang Xing Sheng heard that woman rambling about something like ‘The Door’ and stuff, so he remembered seeing that book at your mother’s house, so the next day he went to your mother’s place and asked for that book.”

Ma Hou glanced at him after finishing, somewhat testing. Of course, Ma Hou knew he was Li Ling Bai’s son. Li Jin Yu didn’t hide it, even asking with a somewhat expressionless, unsurprised tone: “The whole country knows our relationship isn’t great. You don’t have to look at me like that. So, my mother is also part of your religion, is that right?”

Ma Hou immediately said, “I don’t know if your mother is or not. We don’t have gatherings or worship services. The only channel is through psychological therapists.”

“So you’re just a fraud group?”

Ma Hou: “Don’t say it like that, okay? I’m also a victim. I’m not the one responsible for collecting money. It’s just that the ‘psychological therapists’ here are very good at brainwashing. I don’t know anything else.”

“So Wang Xing Sheng worked undercover in such a place for six or seven years, only to end with such a depressing suicide?” Li Jin Yu couldn’t imagine how stupid this man must have been.

“Not everyone has a brain like yours, okay?” Ma Hou said. “Wang Xing Sheng wasn’t a smart person to begin with, but his feelings for Chen Qing Mei were genuine. The police quickly closed the case. At that time, Chen Qing Mei already had a family, so he couldn’t come forward to say anything. That’s why he decided to find the so-called ‘psychological therapist’ himself.”

Li Jin Yu looked at him quietly, his gaze curious. “I have a question I’m very curious about. Someone like you still needs a ‘psychological therapist’?”

Ma Hou scratched his head. “I was close to Wang Xing Sheng at that time and was worried he might get into trouble, so I went with him. Do you think our Guangdong Dual Heroes eat vegan? Later, when I had a bit more respectability and wanted to leave, I was almost killed. How could I dare? So I just kept hanging around. Later, when Wang Xing Sheng wanted to leave, I advised him not to go against them. See, he still ended up this way in the end.”

Ma Hou was just a pile of mud—no matter where you placed him, he could always mold himself into shape. Compared to a stubborn person like Wang Xing Sheng, although Ma Hou seemed lowly and common, his survival instinct was ultimately tenacious.

June. The trees were lush, rain fell like needles, and the sky never cleared.

The police station at Jiaozuo was like a tangled mess. In the sparrow-sized office, the old bureau chief Fang Zheng Fan, with his stern face, wearing his police uniform, was also pacing back and forth somewhat anxiously. Liang Yun An, several elusive experts from the specialist team, the head of the criminal investigation unit, and even the son of a suspected criminal—the air pressure felt a bit low no matter how you looked at it.

The young female officer brought in documents, took one look at the situation, and wordlessly closed the door quietly for them. They had reached the most difficult part. The police officers on duty outside were also trying to find out what was happening inside, and when they gestured to her, she shushed them.

“The bureau chief is under a lot of pressure. The rest aren’t talking. The atmosphere in there can be described as storm clouds overhead.”

“Li Jin Yu hasn’t left yet?”

The female officer smiled meaningfully, nudging her with her elbow: “No, interested?”

Her colleague blushed. “No, he’s so cold. What could I possibly think?”

The female officer said suggestively: “Actually, he’s very gentle. Sometimes when he talks to Officer Liang, I think he’s like a little puppy. Kind of cold but sweet.”

Her colleague laughed so hard she almost choked. What a strange description.

…

Tomorrow would be Wednesday. Once Quan Si Yun left the country, finding her would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.

But they had no evidence against Quan. All their current logic was based on Li Jin Yu’s deductions. If Li Jin Yu hadn’t happened to see Quan Si Yun coming out of the so-called “psychological therapist’s” residential area that day, they would never have investigated in Quan Si Yun’s direction. Moreover, Quan Si Yun lived a simple life and had a good reputation.

“I don’t care, detain her first!” Fang Zheng Fan took off his hat and slammed it on the table, making a decisive decision. “Arrest her! If we’re wrong, I’ll resign! At worst, I’ll exchange my position as police chief for a cult leader!”

“Comrade Yu Hua once said, life is that realistic—on one side is glamour and luxury, on the other is ruins and debris. I’ll take the ruins and debris, leaving the glamour and luxury to you all. Arrest her!”

“Go ahead, scratch,” Ye Meng extended her arm to the Canadian hairless cat, saying, “If you scratch me, I’ll have to get a rabies shot. Then I can secretly go see my baby. I’ve been missing him like crazy.”

Chris, who had initially looked ferocious, as if afraid she would frame him, suddenly quietly retreated two steps, then vanished in a flash.

What a weirdo!

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 69
The rain continued to fall in fine threads, strand by strand, sticky and clinging, not quite refreshing. It rendered the entire world misty and hazy, making it difficult to see clearly. Pedestrians drifted like wandering souls.

Nineteen hours before the arrest, Zhuanshan District Police Station received an emergency call. Everyone in the office tensed up immediately. After hanging up, the female officer stood with a grave expression, and without hesitation, pushed open the office door with a “whoosh,” breaking the tense atmosphere inside: “Bureau Chief Fang, please take a look at this.”

Several men turned their heads at once. The female officer walked to Bureau Chief Fang and Li Jin Yu, showing them the information she had just found. She trusted Li Jin Yu a great deal, so she held the phone screen closer to him. Comrade Fang Zheng Fan indignantly pulled her eager hand back, reminding her: “Your bureau chief is right here.”

Li Jin Yu’s attention was fixed on the phone. The female officer glanced at him shyly, noting his cool expression, then continued: “We just received a report from a netizen saying someone is planning to livestream their suicide tomorrow.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Fang Zheng Fan’s scalp instantly tightened. This was certainly adding to their troubles. He had a very ominous feeling, as if something was about to surface, or as if they had fallen into someone else’s net. Someone on shore was slowly pulling the line, and beneath the seemingly calm surface of the sea, turbulence lurked.

“Have you traced the address?” Fang Zheng Fan asked gravely.

“It’s at Yangguang Jincheng. We’re sending people there now,” the female officer nodded. “The girl’s name is Yu Wei, from southern China. She’s a short video influencer with millions of followers on Weibo and Douyin. She’s quite popular lately.”

They have handled many such internet celebrity incidents in recent years. Liang Yun An asked with familiarity: “So what happened? Was she hacked? Or exposed?”

“Neither. She’s always been controversial. Besides the comments on her own Weibo, comments on official accounts about her are full of mockery. But Yu Wei is a comedy content creator. Her short videos are parodies, and she doesn’t mind making herself look ugly, sometimes even appearing without makeup. She doesn’t care what others say—she’s quite an optimistic and cheerful girl. Livestreaming suicide doesn’t seem like something she would do.”

“Is she being coerced? Or maybe she’s recently suffered some setback?” Liang Yun An said. “Sometimes a person’s breakdown can happen in an instant.”

“But there’s something strange—the time she plans to livestream her suicide is tomorrow at 15:05.”

Li Jin Yu had been quietly listening with his head down, leaning against the edge of the table with his arms crossed. Now he looked up and glanced at her. “Quan Si Yun’s flight time?”

“Exactly!”

The atmosphere suddenly grew silent. No one spoke, so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Fang Zheng Fan said: “Send some officers to check it out. This can’t be a coincidence.”

A live-streamed suicide would have an even more terrible impact. Weibo was already in an uproar. Since Yu Wei had three million followers on Weibo, as soon as her suicide livestream announcement was posted, her fans exploded with reactions, and many began frantically calling the police. Of course, abuse also flooded in from all directions like a tidal wave. Vicious speculations, like venomous snakes, slithered into every crevice, penetrating her internal organs.

[Attention-seeking drama queen.]

[People who truly want to commit suicide would smile even when going out to buy sleeping pills because they’re afraid others might notice. They fear that the courage they’ve finally mustered might be dispelled by a stranger’s kind inquiry. Think about it carefully.]

[I heard this sister has been getting close to a big shot at Yuanhua lately. Has the big shot seen so many beauties that he wants to taste what shit is like?]

[You’ve been on the trending list twice now. Do you think you’re famous? Don’t you have any self-awareness about what kind of person you are?]

[Miss Yu Wei, I won’t say anything else, I just hope you can change your name. You have the same name as my idol, and she’s not even famous yet. I don’t want her reputation ruined. Thanks, sis.] The tone was cold and humble, yet chilled to the core.

Yu Wei replied to this comment: [Somerset Maugham once said that reputation is just passing clouds, merely an illusion of the masses. I’ve been called Yu Wei since I was little. If she’s not satisfied, let her change her name after I die.]

At eleven o’clock, Ye Meng saw this Weibo post before going to bed and immediately called Liang Yun An.

Liang Yun An was huddled in the office eating instant noodles with Li Jin Yu. Li Jin Yu wore a shirt with rolled-up sleeves, revealing a slender section of arm. He sat hunched on the sofa, having barely touched his noodles, the fork still twisted high in the noodles. He looked at the computer on the low table, one hand holding a cigarette, the other occasionally tapping at the keyboard, checking Quan Si Yun’s records.

Liang Yun An, half his height, sat cross-legged on the floor, noisily slurping the last of his noodles, then lifting the cup to drink every last drop of soup. He grabbed a tissue and casually wiped his mouth, then turned to look at the man, cold and profound, and asked: “Found anything?”

“Mm,” Li Jin Yu looked coldly at the computer, dragging the file and responding casually, “I’ll tell you later.”

At that moment, Liang Yun An’s phone suddenly rang. He instinctively glanced at Li Jin Yu, “It’s Ye Meng.”

Li Jin Yu, still hunched over, turned his head to look at him, cigarette between his fingers, slightly raising his chin to indicate that he should answer. Then, no longer looking at the computer, he leaned back on the sofa, smoking while listening.

Liang Yun An said: “Ah, ah, we received the report.”

“We just went to her home, but no one was there. A neighbor said she left in the afternoon. We’ll check again later. Are you her fan?”

Ye Meng had just finished applying a face mask, her hair in a bun, applying neck cream while looking in the mirror. “Not really. My grandmother watches her videos and has sent them to me several times.” She squeezed some more cream into her palm, rubbing it while saying: “She’s so young, it’s a pity.”

“Sister.” The voice on the other end changed to a familiar one.

Ye Meng held the phone to her ear, her cream-applying hand pausing, her voice suddenly brightening: “Baby?”

“Mm.” The other side responded.

“What’s wrong? You don’t sound very happy.” Ye Meng sensitively turned off the light and walked out of the bathroom.

“Nothing,” Li Jin Yu put out his cigarette, his head leaning back on the sofa, one hand holding the phone, the other tiredly rubbing his eyelids, “…just a bit tired.”

He truly sounded exhausted, his voice so lazy that the graininess was audible, each particle distinct, sounding magnetic and sexy over the phone. Ye Meng’s thoughts began to wander. “Then come back later, and I’ll help you relieve some stress?”

The tone sounded suspicious. Li Jin Yu instinctively glanced at Liang Yun An beside him and gave a slight cough.

Ye Meng knew he was shy. In private, he could be quite uninhibited, but in front of others, he didn’t show it much. The more he was like this, the more Ye Meng liked to tease him. She changed her tone to a flirtatious one over the phone: “Didn’t you say women in their thirties are like wolves and tigers? Hmm? Hmm? Hmm?”

When had he ever said that? He had been quite subtle at the time.

“I never said that. Don’t make things up,” Li Jin Yu didn’t want Liang Yun An to hear, so he feigned indifference and said, “Hanging up.”

Click. He hung up almost before she could respond, then casually tossed the phone back to Liang Yun An and bent over to eat a few bites of instant noodles.

Ye Meng hung up the phone, and soon after, her phone vibrated again.

[LJY: Do you want to?]

Ye Meng laughed out loud, teasing him: [Meng: Mmm, what should we do?]

[LJY: Video? You watch me, okay?]

He was seriously trying to find a solution. Ye Meng couldn’t help but laugh, curling up in the blanket: [Meng: Baby, you’re so easy to understand.]

[LJY: ..]

Followed immediately by another message:

[LJY: Do you want to or not?]

Seeing he was getting a bit anxious, Ye Meng could perfectly imagine his embarrassed face with that cold expression: [Meng: No, I was just joking. I’m going to sleep now. I still need to get up tomorrow to livestream for the grandmas.]

[LJY: Livestream what?]

[Meng: Livestream teaching them how to make cake. They’re following along too.]

Liang Yun An returned from the bathroom and saw him just putting down his phone. Sitting on the sofa, he asked again: “Did you find anything?”

Li Jin Yu lit a cigarette and drew on it leisurely, staring out the window. He didn’t speak, as if deep in thought, or perhaps thinking of nothing, lost in his world. There was still a slight redness at his ears as if he had just been teased, and he had offered himself up for it. He probably felt hot and loosened the two buttons on his chest. It seemed he had indeed been teased by his wife. Liang Yun An could see straight through it. This marriage was led by Ye Meng. Although their actual age difference wasn’t great, in terms of psychological age, it was probably at least five years.

“Should I turn on the air conditioning for you?” Liang Yun An suggested.

Li Jin Yu was startled, his ears turning redder. He coughed into his fist: “No need.”

Liang Yun An smiled, “I’ll bet your first child will be a daughter.”

Li Jin Yu turned to look at him, “You can tell fortunes now?”

“No, just guessing. Come to think of it, you and Ye Meng are quite special,” Liang Yun An leaned back in his chair, slapping his thigh as he shared his thoughts. “I know many couples with older women and younger men. Take my cousin, for instance—she just got married last year to a younger man. My cousin’s husband is even three or four years younger than me, only about twenty-three, with about a ten-year gap between him and my cousin. Yet they don’t give me the same impression of an older woman-younger man relationship that you two do.”

Li Jin Yu sat hunched, elbows on his legs, listening as he tapped ash from his cigarette, casually curling the corner of his mouth: “Are you saying I’m childish?”

Liang Yun An shook his head, feeling that wasn’t quite right: “Not childish. You perhaps seem more… innocent? Maybe it’s because Ye Meng is more mature and rational, making you appear somewhat more youthful in comparison.”

Liang Yun An was quite meticulous with his words in conversation.

“I’m not innocent,” Li Jin Yu kept his head down, intermittently extinguishing his cigarette butt in the ashtray, smiling bitterly. “I spent five years in the south. During those five years, my life consisted only of my grandmother and a dog. If it weren’t for my sister, I probably wouldn’t be sitting with you like this now. The me you would have come to know might have been very different. You would only piece together who I was based on my past ‘actions’—Li Jin Yu, rich second generation, spoiled young master, depression sufferer, fraudster who used memory palaces years ago, and even accused by his mother of murder and attempted rape. What good ending could such a person have? Wouldn’t it be justified if I killed my mother?”

Liang Yun An realized it was no wonder—a boy with depression who had isolated himself for five years couldn’t be expected to mature much. Sometimes he looked more like a twenty-two or twenty-three-year-old young man. However, hearing the latter part of what he said, Liang Yun An was taken aback: “Are you saying you’ve had thoughts of committing crimes?”

“I have,” Li Jin Yu smiled self-mockingly. “And many times, I almost carried them out.”

“Did Ye Meng stop you?”

“She doesn’t know. That time in Beijing, Li Ling Bai’s son needed a blood transfusion. I was smoking outside the hospital when I saw my childhood favorite tofu cake shop across the street. I suddenly wanted to bring some back for Ye Meng, to ask if she liked it, but I found that the shop had closed, leaving only a sign to tantalize passersby.”

Outside, the rain had stopped. The road was muddy, and occasionally one could hear the sound of wheels splashing through puddles. The sky, however, was as clean as a black sheet of paper, without a star in sight. The faint moonlight fell on the windowsill, gradually moving inward with the wind, like the eager steps of a child.

Li Jin Yu turned back with a smile, cigarette between his teeth, head tilted back as he took occasional drags. His Adam’s apple protruded sharply like a cold knife blade, his tone becoming milder as he tapped off the ash: “I argue with her often. It’s not that our personalities clash, but our values differ. Sister is too upright, while I have no bottom line. I’m not a good person at my core. I have too many of Li Ling Bai’s ‘genes’—it’s the result of her subtle influence over these twenty-some years. Sometimes I hate myself, but I want to change and can’t. These things have seeped into my bones. Like that time we argued, I said some very harsh words, but sister just got angry briefly and then forgave me.”

“Have you been seeing a psychologist recently?” Liang Yun An suddenly asked.

“Yes,” Li Jin Yu reactivated the darkened computer screen and said, “Let’s talk about Quan Si Yun first. After her father was imprisoned, her mother committed suicide shortly afterward. Although Quan Si Yun didn’t explicitly state, like Ye Meng did, that her mother didn’t commit suicide, she seems to have tried to tell the police that her mother was doing quite well.”

“And the final verdict?”

“Suicide.”

“No way,” Liang Yun An was incredulous. “This case doesn’t go back even further, does it? Was ‘Yin Zhen’ already around back then?”

“Have you heard of the revenge-seeking personality type?”

“Revenge against society?”

Outside the window, it was pitch black, with insects stirring faintly in the grass.

Li Jin Yu nodded, explaining: “This type of person’s criminal targets become generalized, and their criminal motives become purer. If Quan Si Yun has a revenge-seeking personality, I think it’s not hard to explain why she’s doing all this. When someone feels that all injustices have fallen upon them, they transfer this hatred to strangers. You can ask relevant psychological experts about this—I’m not very professional, having only read a couple of books before. Let’s temporarily place all our deductions at a starting point.”

“Which starting point?”

“Her father’s imprisonment and her mother’s murder,” Li Jin Yu said.

It was murder, not suicide.

However, the next moment, the office door was suddenly pushed open. A police officer looked at them hesitantly and said: “We’ve received another report. The caller said they received a strange text message, possibly from someone intending to commit suicide.”

Meanwhile, not only Zhuanshan Police Station but other stations had also received related suicide reports.

“Hello! Is this 110? My friend just called me. She sounded strange and asked me to take care of her cat and dog. She recently quit her job without another lined up and is under a lot of pressure. I’m worried she might be in a bad emotional state. I’m out of town right now. Could you please check on her?”

“Officer, my mother doesn’t seem to be doing well. She’s locked herself in her room all night. I’ve knocked but she won’t open the door. Could you come over?”

“Someone else on Weibo is saying they’re going to commit suicide tomorrow!”

…

Desperate, urgent cries for help traversed the night endlessly. For a moment, it felt like a purgatory where people could neither live nor die—

Until, one after another, police sirens began to sound. If viewed from above the city, the scene would have been unprecedented in its grandeur—as if someone had set off a brilliantly colorful firework above, also signaling the final trumpet of this battle. The sparks scattered and fell, igniting every lamp in every corner of the city. Police cars poured out continuously from various stations, sirens wailing like the final roars and howls of life, countless warm hands reaching resolutely into every dark, cold corner of the city.

But what of it? That’s what Quan Si Yun thought. They would all die anyway.

The world was just like this—full of loopholes, and countless people took advantage of them. Yet some people, who had burrowed through holes like rats, once successful, wanted to forget they had ever been rats. They urgently wanted to wash away their filth, to walk in the world with dignity. How could it be so easy? Those who do wrong must be punished.

This is what her parents taught her. No, it’s what society taught her. Wrongdoing must be punished, severely punished.

The next day, Ye Meng had just put the cake into the oven when the two old ladies in the video spontaneously applauded: “Well done, darling!”

Ye Meng leaned on the kitchen counter with one hand, the other bent in front of her as she performed a gentlemanly bow for the two elderly ladies: “Thank you. When I go back, Li Jin Yu and I will make an even bigger one for you.”

“Is Jin Yu very busy lately?”

“Yes, his grandfather wants him to stay in Beijing,” Ye Meng blurted out to the camera.

The two elderly ladies exchanged glances in the frame. Dou Ju Hua said nothing, but Xu Mei Lan spoke up: “What do you two think about it?”

Ye Meng immediately pledged her loyalty to Dou Ju Hua: “Grandma, don’t be sad. Li Jin Yu wants nothing more than to return and be with you. As soon as things are settled, we’ll come back to see you.”

“It’s better for young people like you to live in Beijing. This place is a bit too small after all,” Dou Ju Hua said.

It was then that Ye Meng noticed a very disturbing trending topic on Weibo—#MassS*# (the keyword had been censored and abbreviated), followed by ‘Master Yin Zhen’ also trending. This secret cult had suddenly become a heated discussion topic.

But it was quickly censored.

When Ye Meng refreshed, she could no longer see any of the news.

The sky was overcast and gray, the clouds hanging low, nearly piercing the treetops.

In the office, some were smoking, some typing on computers, some busy answering phones, some slurping instant noodles, some hurrying with files, leaving behind scenes of whirlwind activity.

It was nine in the morning, with six hours remaining until the three o’clock arrest.

Li Jin Yu said: “If Quan Si Yun’s father was framed at that time, then her mother’s death might have been a silencing. But until I saw the film about Quan Si Yun’s father, she hadn’t made any requests for help from the police. Either she didn’t know the truth, or she didn’t trust you. Based on her current behavior, she probably doesn’t trust you. And because of this, she created her own set of survival rules.”

“Just arrest her directly. I refuse to believe we can’t find anything incriminating in her home.”

“If I’m not mistaken, Lu Ming Bo will take the blame for her.”

As time grew more pressing, the tension increased. Fang Zheng Fan had already buried his head in his chest. Liang Yun An, scratching his head nervously, said: “According to several reports, this batch of people will commit mass suicide at 15:05. This time coincides exactly with Quan Si Yun’s flight. How did Quan Si Yun tell them and manage to issue such unified orders that they all follow? How much police force will that require? Is she planning to escape in the chaos?”

Li Jin Yu stood with his arms crossed, leaning against the edge of the desk. His eyes fixed on the floor as if a connection in his brain was almost complete—just two more threads to connect, and all the tangled mysteries might easily unravel.

“When Quan Si Yun’s mother’s case was hastily concluded as suicide by the police, she established ‘Yin Zhen’ single-handedly. What was it for? She’s so plain and doesn’t even have lipstick at home. How could she establish ‘Yin Zhen’ for money? So what was it for?”

A young psychological expert who had been sitting silently on the sofa suddenly spoke up. His handsome features lifted slightly as he looked toward Li Jin Yu, meeting his gaze, and said deliberately: “For a moment of national embarrassment during a time of prosperity.”

The scene seemed frozen. The air in the office appeared to solidify. For a long time, no one spoke. Wind rushed in, and a page turned with a “creak” in the breeze.

Fang Zheng Fan, sitting in his chair, lifted his head in disbelief, his forehead gradually beading with sweat, his entire body trembling uncontrollably. In his thirty-plus years of service, this was the first time he felt chilled to the bone by human nature.

He had seen many vicious, heinous criminals, but the evil hidden beneath their glossy exteriors was nothing compared to the shock brought by this ordinary-looking woman.

The other police officers were beyond words, exchanging glances, speechless, their expressions showing nothing but shock.

Outside, the sky was gradually clearing, but Fang Zheng Fan felt a bone-deep coldness throughout his body. He had to desperately suck in his cheeks to prevent his teeth from chattering.

His gaze moved back and forth between Li Jin Yu and the young psychology expert, finally settling on Li Jin Yu with a questioning look. He seemed to hope Li Jin Yu would refute the psychology expert’s idea, but Li Jin Yu, hands in his pockets, nodded seriously. His eyes were clean yet seemed to have seen more filth. He said coldly: “There might be hidden circumstances behind this, but so far, Quan Si Yun’s purpose appears to be this seemingly horrifying suicide event.”

The young psychologist added: “Currently, we’ve received nearly a hundred reports, but the actual number is far greater. In a country, having so many people die on the same day, even at the same time—even just ten people committing suicide together would likely be an embarrassment to the current social system. Quan Si Yun must be extremely dissatisfied with the current social system, a dissatisfaction that probably traces back to her youth.”

From outside, whether it was wind coming in, Liang Yun An felt a chill slowly crawling up his spine. He instinctively looked toward Fang Yi Fan—the bureau chief’s face had almost turned orange.

After a while, he heard him say through gritted teeth: “How do we determine the number of suicides?”

“It’s difficult,” Li Jin Yu said. “Unless we bring Quan Si Yun in for questioning directly, but she probably won’t talk. She is a psychological expert. After eight years of planning, she’s unlikely to give up in these final hours. I think the only way now is to buy trending topics, issue coordination notices, and have everyone spread the word to confirm the well-being of their family and friends at 15:05.”

“Won’t that cause panic?”

“Explain the circumstances truthfully, don’t conceal anything, and guide public opinion correctly. Chinese netizens are patriotic now,” Li Jin Yu leaned against the desk edge, one hand across his chest, the other at his temple. “But we can’t rule out isolated cases, like empty-nest elderly, homeless people—”

Fang Yi Fan made a swift decision: “Then conduct a city-wide search. We must destroy this!”

That day, the entire city was gray. The wind frantically beat against the uniforms of these police officers as the national flag fluttered loudly in the air.

“Does anyone in your home watch this? Alright, there’s an ‘illegal’ activity at three o’clock this afternoon. Please confirm your children’s safety. No, no, it’s not troublesome.”

“It’s not a cult, just a fraud organization. Don’t panic too much. Pay attention to your safety, and also confirm the safety of relatives and friends around you. Yes, thank you.”

“Grandma, where are your children? Good, read more newspapers!”

…

“We still haven’t been able to contact Yu Wei,” Liang Yun An rushed back from outside, taking off his coat and immediately telling Li Jin Yu, “Of the 92 potential suicide cases, only Yu Wei hasn’t been found. The other 91 have all been secured. Their emotions are relatively stable.”

He saw Li Jin Yu leaning back in his workstation, one shirt button undone, saying nothing, his Adam’s apple protruding excessively. The female officer nearby inexplicably swallowed, only to be hit on the head with a file by Liang Yun An: “Go answer the phone!”

“Oh, oh, oh, oh!” The phone rang again—she hadn’t even heard it.

Liang Yun An sighed: “Let’s solve this case quickly. Damn, with your looks around for one more day, none of our male colleagues will be able to find partners.”

The atmosphere was inevitably heavy. No one was in the mood for jokes. Everyone exchanged glances, no one responding, especially since it was almost three o’clock. They didn’t know how effective their screening would be. Despite such thorough communication, there would still be those who slipped through the net. Even now, they were still receiving several emergency calls.

With this thought, everyone involuntarily and nervously glanced at the wall clock.

Two thirty.

Thirty-five minutes left. Fang Zheng Fan’s tenure as bureau chief was probably coming to an end.

Li Jin Yu, who had been sitting silently, suddenly stood up and said, “I know where the remaining suicide victims are.”

Everyone turned to look at him simultaneously. Someone even had instant noodles hanging from their mouth, staring blankly at him. Liang Yun An immediately followed up: “Really?”

Li Jin Yu picked up his laser pointer from the desk, turned his back, leaned back, one hand in his pocket, and projected the computer screen onto the opposite wall. He circled something with the laser pointer: “Connect the location information from the first reporter this morning, Yu Wei, to the last reporter—”

Everyone watched as he operated with ease, long legs against the desk, one hand holding the laser pointer, the other flowing smoothly over the keyboard, gradually linking all these points together. But the points were scattered, making it impossible to discern what they formed, until Li Jin Yu—

Everyone held their breath. The entire office could only hear the soft sound of his keyboard tapping, bit by bit, as the entire image continuously shrank.

Gradually, some clues began to emerge.

Then, Li Jin Yu used green lines on the keyboard to fill in the remaining points, and the entire picture suddenly became clear.

Everyone had a moment of enlightenment! On the wall was projected a crooked but distinct three-dimensional character—’ Yin Zhen.’ It was a three-dimensional space converted into a flat view, so ordinary people could only see small, disconnected line segments.

Li Jin Yu slowly circled eight green points with his laser pointer, his voice maintaining its imperturbable coolness: “There are eight more at Lüzhou Building 8, Room 301; Minghui Building 9, Room 401; Yucheng Building 11, Room 304; Enming Building 3, Room 405; Nanyuan Building 3, Room 201; Jinwan Building 6, Room 405; Damingyue Building 2, Room 101; and Forest City Building 4, Room 203.”

The entire office suddenly burst into fervent action. Everyone, without a second thought, spontaneously rushed out, not even having time to put on their police uniforms. For some reason, they charged out with tears in their eyes.

What a genius!

“F*ck, f*ck, f*ck, you’re amazing,” Liang Yun An couldn’t help but exclaim.

Meanwhile, at two-thirty at Zhuanshan Airport, as soon as the warrant for Quan Si Yun was issued.

The police on standby immediately stepped forward to stop her: “I’m sorry, Miss Quan, please come with us.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 70
Quan Siyun had always been smarter than other children her age, and more composed. Perhaps at that time it couldn’t be called composure, just quietness. She would rather stare at an ant for two or three hours than play house with the other children.

When she was little, there was a large locust tree in the courtyard of the quadrangle where she lived. Its branches were thick and sturdy, its leaves dense like a gigantic umbrella blocking out the sky. Quan Siyun liked to hide under the thick shade of the tree to watch the passing ants. If her parents hadn’t been so busy with work back then, if they had just looked back once more, perhaps everything happening today wouldn’t have occurred.

…

However, before returning to the bureau, Quan Siyun requested to visit the quadrangle where she had lived as a child.

The quadrangle had been renovated, with a morning exercise park next to it. People came and went all around, children ran wildly playing, and that locust tree remained evergreen, standing tall and immortal, like an old sentry guarding the land, standing with the posture of a crane among pines, as if bowing its head to gaze compassionately at them.

Quan Siyun stood in the shade of the tree wearing handcuffs, gazing up at it as well.

She was dressed very simply, not like someone planning to escape overseas. Her entire appearance was clean as if she had been prepared for a long time. Quan Siyun wasn’t particularly beautiful, with a square face, but her features were delicate, an opposite type of woman from Li Lingbai.

Two police officers stood behind her, exchanging glances and conversing in low voices: “What do you think she’s looking at?”

One of the officers pondered and said, “She probably regrets everything, maybe reminiscing about her childhood. After all, that’s when we’re most innocent.”

Police sirens wailed continuously across the city sky, pressing down on all heartbeats of life. Fang Zhengfan personally directed operations, his hat placed aside as if ready to resign at any moment, but his tone remained dedicated and unquestionable: “Have the ambulance follow the police car, open a green channel. Have you contacted Yu Wei yet?”

The office was filled with instant noodle containers, and documents were stacked in disarray, but no one paid attention to them. Liang Yunan scratched his head anxiously and said: “No, Yu Wei is the only one we haven’t been able to contact.”

Fang Zhengfan pondered briefly, then made a decisive decision: “Contact our two colleagues in charge of airport escort. I want to interrogate Quan Siyun directly.”

The airport highway was clear all the way, and police cars sped along. Quan Siyun watched the rapidly receding high-rises and billboards outside the window with a calm heart, occasionally hearing the faint sound of police sirens saving people, with the entire city full of vitality.

“Quan Siyun, I am the Chief of the Guanshan District Public Security Bureau,” she was fitted with earphones, through which came a deep male voice, “I ask you, where is Yu Wei?”

Only silence responded to him.

“In our country, there is no Miranda warning. I hope you’ll truthfully confess to your crimes.”

A few minutes earlier, the police had issued a cooperative investigation notice, and now the entire internet was looking for Yu Wei. Fans left comments with tears in their eyes on her Weibo page, praying, and Yu Wei’s comment count had already exceeded 200,000.

[Little sister, don’t think too much! You’re very beautiful, don’t listen to what those haters say!]

[Wei Wei, no one can be liked by everyone, you’ve already done very well, don’t do anything foolish, please come back!]

[Big Fish, I’ve known you for a long time, your videos are very funny. Your videos accompanied me through difficult times. I hope you’ll definitely pull through, please don’t think too much, okay?]

Even Xu Meilan and Dou Juhua, after hearing about this from Ye Meng in Ningsui, had the elderly aunt register a Weibo account specifically to leave a message for Yu Wei.

[Grandma Juhua: Silly girl, what could be so difficult to overcome? Grandma has lived to eighty and can tell you, when you reach eighty, you’ll realize that some things might be less important than a complete fart at that age.]

[Sister Meilan: Agree with the above.]

Of course, there were still malicious comments—

[Stop the hype already, Auntie Yu has completely whitewashed herself by manipulating her fans this time, so much drama.]

Words can be more terrible than knives because knife wounds heal, and new flesh grows, but knives stabbed into people’s hearts can never be removed. This kind of harm is irreversible. The first time Yu Wei saw such comments, she was upset for a long time and couldn’t understand them, lying awake all night and wanting to argue with the commenter. Then came the second time, the third time… The blows falling on her became more and more numerous and then came knives, and she could even feel people raising guns at her in the darkness. Gradually, she became numb to the pain. Until one time, she cut herself with a utility knife, and the pain in her heart seemed to lessen, so she became addicted to self-harm.

Despite this, Yu Wei was still afraid of death, and many people like her were also afraid. But they seemed to have no choice. Most people in “True Guidance” were depressed patients like her. She had come into contact with them inadvertently in a depression support group.

Yu Wei had tried to seek help from the outside world, but soon after, someone jumped from a building.

Yu Wei curled up in the bathtub, trying to hold herself tightly. The sound of sirens outside the window echoed in her ears again and again, and then she helplessly closed her eyes…

In her heart, she repeated: just hold on until 15:05, just hold on until 15:05…

The sky was still gray, and the sirens continued to wail, like warnings of life.

The office was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Several men either stood or sat, all showing different degrees of anxiety. Quan Siyun maintained absolute silence on the phone, and Liang Yunan couldn’t even hear her breathing. Liang Yunan and Fang Zhengfan exchanged glances, about to speak again when the man on the sofa stood up.

“Teacher Quan.”

Everyone reflexively looked over, automatically giving him the right to speak.

Li Juyu walked over to Fang Zhengfan’s side, leaning against the edge of his desk. The phone was on the table, but he didn’t even look at it. Leaning back, he lit a cigarette for himself, then held it with one hand while putting the other in his pocket: “I’m Li Juyu. Is your son in America now?”

Her breathing became heavier on the other end.

Everyone waited silently for what would come next, their eyes all fixed on Li Juyu, but he maintained a cold, expressionless face as he smoked, appearing casual as he chatted with her.

Liang Yunan quickly flipped through the file, full of question marks. Quan Siyun didn’t have children. She had never given birth. A few years ago, she developed a uterine tumor and had her entire uterus removed. Where did she get a child?

“I don’t have children.” She finally uttered her first sentence since getting in the car.

“You do,” Li Juyu leaned back, looking down to tap his cigarette ash, bringing the hand holding the cigarette to his mouth, his gaze unfocused as he stared at the large bookshelf behind Fang Zhengfan, filled with various honorary certificates and banners, “Want to know how I guessed?”

“Li Juyu, your mother doesn’t hate you without reason.”

He was unconcerned, smiling: “Is that so? She’s mentioned me to you? I thought she was too disdainful to mention me to others.”

Quan Siyun’s voice was cold, “Lu Mingbo also told me that you’re not a good person. He said his biggest regret was teaching a student like you.”

He put out his cigarette, leaning back lazily with both hands in his pockets, speaking in a bland tone: “Hmm, I’ve disgraced my teacher.”

Liang Yunan only now realized that Li Juyu actually had a sharp personality, spoke incisively, and was quite unrestrained. It was just that when he was with Ye Meng, he liked to make himself appear very well-behaved, as if he was inexperienced, looking as if he was the one being bullied by his sister.

The sky seemed to be clearing bit by bit. Everyone held their breath, listening to their conversation, but Quan Siyun no longer spoke.

Li Juyu crossed his arms over his chest. Liang Yunan heard for the first time that his tone was somewhat arrogant and superior: “The person in the car on March 17th was you, Teacher, wasn’t it? That probably wasn’t the first time you used my mother’s car. I remember several times when I was little, I found a toy racing car model in the car that wasn’t mine or my brother’s. At that time, we were both at least in high school, and we had moved several times in between. To be honest, these things had long been thrown away somewhere.”

Everyone in the office was silent. Even the wind in the trees seemed to have stopped at his words. Li Juyu looked down with a self-mocking smile: “At that time, I thought my mother had another son somewhere. I argued with her every day, made trouble for her, and even followed her. She thought I was perverted, monitoring her life. You know all this very well, don’t you?”

Quan Siyun remained silent throughout, eventually even holding her breath.

Li Juyu: “Where is that child now? I remember he wasn’t very old at the time, five or six years old. He should be in high school now, right? Is he in America?”

At that moment, police sirens circled the entire city sky, police cars speeding, busy heading in all directions.

At 15:00, apartment doors were broken open one after another. Some used feet, others used door breakers. Almost simultaneously, the doors of the eight victims who had not reported to the police were forcefully “bang bang bang” broken open by officers one after another. That sound was like a series of fireworks, exploding in the air, exploding in people’s hearts.

The intercom kept sounding—

“Oasis took sleeping pills, has a suicide note, 80-year-old living alone, still has vital signs, being sent to the hospital!”

“Minghui, 56 years old, female, safe.”

“Nanyuan, 16 years old, took sleeping pills, no suicide note. Currently being rescued.”

“Da Mingyue, 32 years old, male, safe.”

“…”

“Forest City, 45 years old, female, safe!”

“Yucheng, 18 years old, male, no vital signs.”

The last case was special. When officers rushed to the door, they could already faintly smell some decay. They had made sufficient preparations before breaking the door, but when the door was smashed open, the odor that hit them drove everyone back. The smell was indescribable as if someone had put surströmming and rotten pork in a pot and boiled them together, mixed with a bit of sewage smell.

The room was small, probably a rental, barren with just a bare bed. A young boy’s T-shirt and jeans lay beside the bed. An officer pulled out a damaged brown wallet from his pocket, took out the ID card and looked at it: nineteen years old. Very young, an age where there was time to do anything.

“No obvious external injuries probably took sleeping pills, and has been dead for at least a week,” the officer said.

The smell in the room wasn’t as unpleasant anymore. The officer found his phone and looked at it, then seemed to freeze, unable to describe the feeling. His heart felt as if it had been grabbed and squeezed tightly. It wasn’t exactly sympathy, just a feeling of heaviness, like dark clouds overhead that made it impossible to breathe.

It was an unsent message, addressed to his mother.

[Mom, I’m really scared. I’ve got depression. I have no money left. The money you gave me for the start of the semester was all scammed away. I only have 300 yuan left. I lied to you. I didn’t pay the tuition fee either. The teacher keeps urging me. They’ll call home soon. I have no choice. I’m sorry, I’m really afraid of your beatings and scolding. I’ll repay you in the next life…]

Just because of a small tuition fee?

Some people found it unbelievable.

“The parents didn’t communicate well. Always beating and scolding, how could the child not be afraid?”

They feared their parents, their superiors, schools, feared friends, classmates, judgmental looks, all the rumors and gossip of the mundane world, feared the light of this city, feared everything. But they did not fear death.

The crime scene was silent. Someone could no longer bear it, crouched down covering his eyes, wiping tears with his arm, cursing in a low voice.

And Fang Zhengfan, who received the message on the phone, tightened his thick fingers holding the phone until the knuckles turned white, his cheeks sucked in until they were numb.

Outside the window, the sky had cleared, pristine blue. Among the treetops, a faint layer of light and shadow gradually fell, and the daylight finally descended as the thin fog dispersed.

Fang Zhengfan thought this year’s winter was long, so long that he thought he would see all the snow and wind. Yet today’s winter seemed very short, so short that some people didn’t even have the chance to meet once.

Li Lingbai turned herself in, completely unexpectedly.

That day, the wind at the police station was particularly strong. She seemed to have been blown in. Liang Yunan told Li Juyu how he saw that woman walking into the police station wearing high heels with an expressionless face.

Li Juyu realized he was wrong. Lu Mingbo didn’t love Quan Siyun as much as he said. He didn’t take the blame for Quan Siyun. It was Li Lingbai who came to take the blame for Quan Siyun.

In the interrogation room, the beam of white light that had nearly pierced his eyes years ago now shone into Li Lingbai’s emotionless eyes. She still held her swan-like neck high, but she confessed to her crimes without reservation.

“Yes, I am ‘True Guidance,’ and it was I who forced Wang Xingsheng and his secretary to commit suicide because they had evidence of my smuggling antiques. Wang Xingsheng and his secretary wanted to report me, to put me in prison.”

Liang Yunan sat in front of her and asked: “What about Chen Qingmei eight years ago?”

The interrogation room was separated by a one-way mirror. Those outside could see inside, but those inside couldn’t see out. Yet Li Lingbai seemed to know Li Juyu was standing outside. She slightly turned her head, as if speaking to someone outside: “You can blame it on me. After all, if it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t have met Wang Xingsheng, and wouldn’t have committed suicide out of guilt after having an affair with him. She probably felt she couldn’t maintain her reputation as a chaste and righteous woman.”

“Chen Qingmei wasn’t a believer?”

Li Lingbai candidly said: “I admit all my crimes, except for one thing I don’t admit: ‘True Guidance’ is not a cult, nor does it have believers. You can say I used them to commit fraud, but I never made them believe in any religion.”

Liang Yunan was impatient. A fire seemed to burst from his chest, burning more fiercely, his volume involuntarily raised by at least three degrees: “So the entire city’s police force is playing games with you today? That nineteen-year-old boy dead in a rental room, Yu Wei still missing, and those people who took sleeping pills and are still being rescued in the hospital—what do you take them for!”

Li Lingbai didn’t speak, nor was there resistance in her eyes. She just silently looked at Liang Yunan.

After a while, in the dim interrogation room, Li Lingbai said: “I want to see Li Juyu.”

When Ye Meng received Liang Yunan’s call, she was just taking a cake out of the oven, preparing to video livestream with the elderly ladies and teach them how to evenly spread thick cream, then use red jam to write Li Juyu’s name. She had written half the name when the phone rang.

“What’s wrong?” Ye Meng tucked the phone between her ear and shoulder, leisurely writing the character “Ju.”

Liang Yunan’s voice was somewhat agitated, “Why don’t you come to the police station? Something’s happened with Li Juyu.”

At the same time, that young and handsome psychologist also met with Quan Siyun. The two were facing off in another interrogation room.

“Long time no see, Teacher Quan.”

Quan Siyun looked at this familiar yet perverse face. Counting back, he was the student she had seen who least resembled someone studying psychology. “Hasn’t this profession made you tired yet? I thought you changed careers after graduation.”

The man sat with his legs crossed, answering indirectly: “If every criminal were like you, Teacher, I’m afraid I could never change careers. I originally couldn’t understand one question: why would Li Lingbai take the blame for you? But now I suddenly understand. As Li Lingbai said, she didn’t know what ‘True Guidance’ was doing. ‘True Guidance’ is true as she said—at most, she committed fraud and didn’t brainwash them.”

“I didn’t either,” said Quan Siyun.

“Yes, you didn’t,” the man said, “You only brainwashed one person—Li Lingbai. It’s easier to brainwash one person than a group. I overthought it before. I thought you were dissatisfied with the social system because of your parents and created such a large suicide event to embarrass the social system or the government. Later I realized that wasn’t it. Your psychology is truly perverted. You did all this just to make Li Lingbai willingly take the blame for you. I didn’t specifically guess why you hate her so much, but Li Juyu and I later found out that your father was indeed imprisoned for economic crimes, and your mother did commit suicide. However, Li Juyu discovered in the archives that you and Li Lingbai were neighbors in that quadrangle for a year when you were children.”

“Wang Xingsheng was forced to death by you. At that time, Wang Xingsheng wanted to report not Li Lingbai, but you.”

“Teacher Quan, you’ve been waiting for this day for a long time, haven’t you?”

Quan Siyun smiled impenetrably, her gaze not even avoiding the handsome man in front of her, saying: “If you wrote books, you would be a bestselling author. You’re so good at making things up.”

A high-end MPV slowly stopped at the entrance of the police station.

In the lobby, a young female officer was lowering her head, preparing to make a call to the municipal bureau. She suddenly heard the sound of high heels from the entrance but didn’t pay much attention. Women often came and went in the lobby. The woman walked past her, and she still didn’t pay much attention, one hand hanging up the phone, the other tapping on the desk out of boredom. Not until she smelled a faint cake fragrance did she instinctively look up, thinking someone had ordered cake delivery.

She had expected to see a face as sweet as cake, but instead, the woman before her wore light makeup, a black suit that looked mature and capable, with a Korean-style bun that might have been a DIY effort at home out of boredom. The craftsmanship wasn’t very mature, but it unexpectedly added a touch of liveliness. Combined with that high-end, cold, lazy face, she seemed to be in a bad mood at the moment. But somehow matched that brother inside.

For some unknown reason, the young officer’s first thought was that she must be related to Li Juyu. Even if she wasn’t his girlfriend, they must at least be friends.

After all, such configurations were rare in life. It was like in student days when those who looked good always found ways to become friends. The young officer instinctively exchanged glances with her female colleague, and obviously, they agreed.

When Liang Yunan saw Ye Meng, he finally felt relieved. “Go in and talk some sense into him. He’s been shut in there for a long time.”

Ye Meng glanced at the tightly closed door. The sleeves of her black suit and shirt were rolled up to her forearms, and she leaned against the wall with her arms crossed, saying coldly: “I want to see Li Lingbai.”

Outside the window was a crimson sunset, gathered at the horizon, with magnificent scenery that couldn’t illuminate the small meeting room. Inside was just a table and a small green plant that had just sprouted, placed on the windowsill, swaying gently in the wind. Faintly, a weak cicada sound could be heard.

When Li Lingbai sat down in front of her wearing handcuffs, Ye Meng leaned back lazily in her chair, with some kind of document folder on the table in front of her. She looked at her, said nothing, slid it over, and pushed it in front of her.

Li Lingbai was caught off guard by her preemptive move, and paused, looking down at the yellow document folder, “What is this?”

Ye Meng said: “A severance of relations agreement. I don’t know what you just said to him again, but to prevent him from being upset because of you in the future, I’ve taken the liberty of helping him sever the mother-son relationship with you. He tolerates you because you gave birth to him and raised him. I don’t tolerate you because I love him. However you want to destroy yourself, I don’t care, but don’t disgust him.”

“Why are there two copies?”

“Can’t you see clearly? The other one is from Grandfather. He’s afraid the company’s stock price will plummet tomorrow, so he can only minimize the losses first. By the way, he asked me to tell you: reform well, start a new life. At least when you get out, Li Zhuofeng can still support you—oh, provided that he has a brain like Li Juyu’s. You just go to prison peacefully.”

The cicada’s call outside the window seemed to be getting clearer. It seemed that summer was coming soon.

Li Lingbai finally lost control, screaming hoarsely, like a skinned crow, shrill and unbearable—

“Li Juyu is a pervert! He monitors me, follows me! You don’t know, do you? When I got married, he knelt and begged me not to abandon him.”

Ye Meng coldly replied: “Fine, I’ll go back to confirm and then break his legs. Anything else you want to say?”
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Li Lingbai was stunned, staring blankly at her. Suddenly, he felt as if something belonging to him had been snatched away.

Li Zhuofeng’s intellect naturally couldn’t compare to Li Jinyu’s. She had given birth to Li Zhuofeng in her early forties when her uterine conditions weren’t ideal, and his successful birth was already considered a blessing. Li Zhuofeng’s current condition might not even match that of an ordinary child. How could he compare with Li Jinyu, who had a photographic memory since childhood?

June weather is unpredictable. It had just cleared up moments ago. Now Ye Meng stood motionless, trying to detect a hint of remorse in Li Lingbai’s eyes, but she found none. Those eyes, filled with frantic obsession, had completely overturned all of Ye Meng’s understanding.

“Can you tell me why you’ve treated Li Jinyu this way?” Ye Meng asked as she was about to leave.

Li Lingbai naturally didn’t tell her. She stared at her mockingly for a while before saying, “You’re so much like your mother, really thinking you’re some savior?”

Without changing her expression, Ye Meng asked, “So my mother’s death has something to do with you?”

Li Lingbai looked at her provocatively: “If I said yes, would you still be with my son?”

Slanting rain slowly drifted in through the window. The tender buds by the window were covered with plump raindrops. For some reason, the June rain carried a bone-chilling coolness, as if it had seeped into her bones. Ye Meng couldn’t help but shiver, feeling a creeping chill up her spine.

Seeing her silence, Li Lingbai’s lips finally curled upward slightly, revealing a victorious smile, as if she had pierced Ye Meng’s most painful wound with the sharpest weapon. She whistled contentedly, seemingly preparing to stand and leave.

Just as her buttocks barely lifted off the chair, Ye Meng answered expressionlessly: “Yes.”

Li Lingbai’s smile froze on her lips. Outside the window, the wind and rain wavered. Ye Meng sat calmly opposite her, like a clay figurine molded by someone’s hands, whose spirit couldn’t be changed no matter how it was squeezed or flattened. Li Lingbai finally couldn’t help but curse through gritted teeth: “Cheap, just as cheap as your mother—”

Before she could finish, with a “splash,” Li Lingbai’s face suddenly felt cold as someone threw a cup of water at her. She didn’t even have time to react, only instinctively squeezing her eyes shut. The impact felt no less forceful than a hard slap across the face.

There were no surveillance cameras in the meeting room. Ye Meng methodically wiped the cup and tossed it in the trash bin, as if she hadn’t been the one who threw the water, and said casually: “You’re not qualified to comment on what kind of person my mother was. Even if she had something with Wang Xingsheng, that was her own mistake, and she already chose the most foolish way to repay it. What about you? You’ve done so many wrong things, how do you choose to repay? Suicide?”

Li Lingbai reacted as if she’d heard a joke. “What did I do wrong? I did nothing wrong. Those people deserved to die.”

Ye Meng looked at her for a while and asked: “For example?”

“That old man at Oasis who swallowed sleeping pills, do you know who he was? He used to be the elementary school principal in our neighborhood, who sexually assaulted many young girls. Including my… psychologist, Quan Siyun.”

Li Lingbai habitually called Quan Siyun “teacher.”

“Why not report to the police?”

“Police? How boring. He’d only serve a few years in prison.”

Ye Meng felt a chill in her heart and continued asking: “What about that nineteen-year-old boy who died in the rental apartment?”

Li Lingbai sneered, saying disdainfully: “Six months ago, he and his girlfriend were robbed by motorcycle thieves on the road. He abandoned his girlfriend and ran away. The thieves raped his girlfriend, and that girl is still in a mental hospital. That boy was a coward, lacking responsibility.”

“What about the female college student who jumped from N University?”

“She was vain, borrowed money for plastic surgery, owed online loans, had nude photos taken of her, and despised her boyfriend for not having money, severely beating and scolding him.”

Li Lingbai recalled that afternoon, which seemed to be raining just like today in broad daylight. The mall was sparsely populated, with crystal chandeliers particularly dazzling. She had just come out of an antique shop and hadn’t walked two steps when she heard fierce arguing outside an H luxury brand store nearby. The girl was berating the boy who stood with a lowered head: “I told you not to wear those shoes, why don’t you listen? Didn’t you see how that shop assistant looked at us?”

The boy was still apologizing softly: “I’m sorry, I didn’t know—”

The mall was almost empty, and the girl probably grew angrier the more she thought about it. Her eyes burned with rage, and her scolding grew harsher: “I told you we were coming here, dressed like that, how could anyone take us seriously? Can you understand human language at all? I can’t stand you! Get lost!”

…

Just as Liang Yun’an had said, Li Lingbai’s values were already distorted, or rather, she had been thoroughly brainwashed by Quan Siyun.

Li Lingbai had put herself or been guided by Quan Siyun into the role of a ‘judge.’ She was the lofty adjudicator, strictly judging all the evil in the world.

Ye Meng knew that talking further with her would be futile. She only asked softly: “Then what did my Li Jinyu do ‘wrong’?”

Li Lingbai looked at her in confusion, seemingly stunned by the words ‘my Li Jinyu.’ “He was wrong from the moment he was born!”

Meanwhile, Cai Yuanzheng was formally arrested, and the remaining few “psychological therapists” from “Yinzhen” were successively caught without exception through collaborative efforts by police across various locations. Li Jinyu only locked himself away for half an hour before continuing to attend meetings. He leaned in Fang Zhengfan’s office, smoking and discussing the case with that young and carefree psychological expert, Wen Yan.

Ye Meng happened to come out of Li Lingbai’s office, sporting a cute cake-roll hairstyle, and lazily leaned against the door, lightly knocking “tap tap” twice. Li Jinyu was speaking with Wen Yan and instinctively turned to glance, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a cigarette. He froze: “Why are you here?”

This was Ye Meng’s first meeting with Wen Yan. Her gaze fell on him for a moment, politely nodding, then she smiled brightly at Li Jinyu and said: “To take you home.”

The image of these two leaning by the window smoking was simply too pleasing to the eye. Wen Yan had a more rebellious and roguish appearance; if not told he was a psychological expert, no one would associate him with this profession. But Ye Meng still thought Li Jinyu was unrivaled. Her brother was truly like a deity descended to earth. Handsome from every angle. Especially his Adam’s apple, clear and clean.

“Quan Siyun was sexually assaulted as a child?” Liang Yun’an exclaimed as soon as he entered.

Fang Zhengfan nearly threw an ashtray at him for startling everyone.

After hearing what Ye Meng said, Wen Yan and Li Jinyu exchanged knowing glances, both speaking almost simultaneously—

“Did Li Lingbai say anything else?” Wen Yan asked.

“Why did you go see her?” Li Jinyu asked.

Ye Meng looked at Li Jinyu, but her words were directed at Wen Yan: “It was the Oasis suicide who swallowed sleeping pills. He was the elementary school principal in their neighborhood back then, and Quan Siyun was one of the victims.”

Wen Yan raised an eyebrow, “A victim becoming an abuser, that fits one condition of antisocial personality disorder.”

A police officer had just hurriedly returned from investigating the compound where Li Lingbai and Quan Siyun lived as children.

“We interviewed many neighbors. Most couldn’t remember past events, and many had moved away. Among the few remaining, we recorded two relatively clear descriptions of the incidents.”

The officer gave them two transcripts, with Li Jinyu and Wen Yan each taking one.

The room fell momentarily silent. Time seemed to stop as if the leaves outside had fallen several layers. Then with a “thud,” they almost simultaneously threw the transcript notebooks onto the table.

Fang Zhengfan’s fiery temper nearly made him throw an ashtray at each of them. Flushed with impatience, he said: “Well, tell us what it says!”

Liang Yun’an was also anxiously sweating.

Wen Yan said: “The statement records are from neighbors who were once targeted by Li Lingbai and Quan Siyun with dead rats. Moreover, all the rats were gutted with their internal organs removed, and their necks were tied with red strings. Then they were placed on those neighbors’ windowsills.”

Liang Yun’an felt nauseated hearing this but still forced himself to ask: “And then?”

“Once they were caught in the act, but due to the Li family’s economic power, Quan Siyun’s parents had no choice but to take her door-to-door to apologize. Some accepted, some didn’t. Quan Siyun followed behind her parents, watching them. She received several slaps from some unreasonable neighbors. It was this ability to endure humiliation that later enabled Quan Siyun’s parents to grow their business.”

After the meeting, Liang Yun’an went to make instant noodles for everyone. Fang Zhengfan was reporting the latest case developments to his superiors. Wen Yan sat on the sofa playing a game, while Li Jinyu locked himself in the adjoining conference room again.

It was dim inside with no lights on. Ye Meng could vaguely see an eight-person conference table with a chair half-pulled out at the head, and an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts on the table. Li Jinyu was leaning in that chair, probably having finished his cigarettes, now just sitting idly, playing with a lighter, his legs casually spread.

Ye Meng walked over and leaned against the table edge opposite him, looking down at him skillfully playing with the lighter. “What are you doing?”

The bluish flame flickered, dropping sparks at his fingertips. He kept his head down, answering indifferently: “Nothing, just spacing out.”

The doors and windows were tightly closed. The rain outside grew heavier, “pitter-patter” against the rain shed and glass windows, carrying a fresh coolness.

Ye Meng crossed her arms over her chest, bending down to find his eyes, half-jokingly teasing him: “Little Brother Jinyu?”

Li Jinyu finally looked up at her, giving an almost imperceptible smile, then lowered his head again to play with the lighter. Before he used to make her call him brother, but now he seemed a bit embarrassed: “Go away.”

“What’s wrong?”

He shook his head: “Nothing.”

Ye Meng instinctively made a questioning sound. Li Jinyu was gripping her hand tightly today, making her bones ache. Ye Meng thought vaguely, that if they were to make love, it would probably be painful. She silently drew a line for herself: do not provoke him at this time.

The rain outside pattered against the windowsill. “It hurts,” Ye Meng pulled her hand away, complaining weakly like a kitten.

He held onto her, giving a small laugh as if he didn’t believe her: “I’ve never heard you complain this loudly in bed.” The next second, he tilted his head back, leaning against the chair, finally noticing her hair. He gestured at her with his chin, asking casually: “What hairstyle is this?”

Ye Meng had intended to hit him, but her hand hadn’t even moved before she subconsciously grabbed her little curls: “Korean cake roll.”

“Why style it like this?”

“Makes me look younger,” Ye Meng said. “I think standing next to you now I look like a little sister. A young boy just asked if I was a college student.”

“Which young boy?” Li Jinyu’s gaze lowered.

Ye Meng couldn’t help laughing, pinching his face, teasing him: “Jealous, are you?”

At first, he smiled, pretending to be unconcerned as he raised his head: “No, just a young boy.”

After saying “no” several times “How could that be possible” and “I’m not that petty,” he leaned back in the chair, his eyelids drooping, his expression turning cold. While pretending to dust off his clothes, he said: “Fine, I’m jealous. Satisfied?”

Ye Meng leaned against the table edge, looking at him with the most tender gaze as if love filled her heart. This man had brought her so much excitement and trepidation.

Who isn’t young at heart?

Her Li Jinyu, even now, still was.

Later, Wen Yan and Liang Yun’an went to the quadrangle courtyard to find those two neighbors and learn more details about what had happened back then.

There was a towering locust tree at the entrance of the courtyard, extraordinarily large. It was said that on the day Quan Siyun was arrested, she stood there for a long time after returning from the airport. At the time, a police officer joked that she was nostalgic for her childhood innocence.

“Not nostalgia for innocence,” Wen Yan said, looking at the locust tree. “In psychology, there’s a theory that killers like to return to the crime scene. For instance, this might be the place where Quan Siyun committed her first murder.”

Liang Yun’an felt a chill down his spine. Although the quadrangle was lively, with an elderly park next door where children were everywhere, and bumpy sandpits that looked like hills piled together. Two streets away was a welfare center, and the smell of roast duck racks wafted through the streets. Finally seeing clear weather, the sun shone intensely. In broad daylight, such a vibrant place full of life made him feel cold.

“Murder?”

Wen Yan closed his eyes and said: “Six or seven-year-old Quan Siyun killed her first rat, using small scissors to cut open the rat’s belly from the anus bit by bit, then emptied its bloody internal organs, then tied a red string around its neck or anus. How do you think she felt? Excited, thrilled, or scared?”

“Perverted,” said Liang Yun’an.

“Psychological perversion also has an evolutionary process, you know?” Wen Yan continued.

When he opened his eyes, something flashed before him—a dead rat dangling in front of his face. Liang Yun’an said: “Like this?”

“Fuck, did you kill it?” Wen Yan cursed.

Unexpectedly, Liang Yun’an innocently dusted off his hands saying, “I picked it up from the ground. Don’t know who stepped on it.”

Wen Yan: “Throw it away.”

Liang Yun’an wouldn’t discard it. “Look, this rat also has a red string tied around its neck.”

Wen Yan was stunned. “What did you say?”

…

Three minutes later, Wen Yan squatted by the roadside, digging a hole while burying the rat. “It wasn’t stepped on; it was killed by injection.”

“Maybe someone used the rat for experiments?”

The wind in the quadrangle blew gently. Wen Yan’s movements were gentle, unusually gentle, like a spring breeze passing over a river, bringing coolness. He seemed to be burying the rat with the utmost respect for the deceased.

Liang Yun’an strangely felt as if he had studied funerary science. “Your technique is quite practiced.”

“My former dream was to be a funeral director,” Wen Yan said in a flippant tone.

Liang Yun’an: “Your dream is somewhat… unconventional.”

“Sometimes people live unsatisfactorily. I wanted to at least give them dignity after death.”

“Truth is the greatest dignity for the deceased.”

Just as he finished speaking, Liang Yun’an’s phone rang. He looked down and quickly answered, “Chief Fang.”

Wen Yan squatted, looking up at him, resting his hands on his knees, waiting for him to finish the call.

As soon as Liang Yun’an hung up, his expression slightly darkened. Looking at Wen Yan squatting on the ground, he said: “Quan Siyun has spoken. She confessed everything. Chief Fang wants us to hurry back.”

In the interrogation room, the lights suddenly brightened, like all the sunlight had been concentrated together, particularly piercing.

Quan Siyun’s eyes were initially closed. After she adjusted to the light, she slowly opened them, like a dusty coffin in a burial chamber that creaked open the moment sunlight penetrated. From the coffin, those long-sealed past events, like old photographs, scattered in the dusty light.

“Initially, it was because of a game,” she said nonchalantly.

Li Jinyu and Ye Meng sat on chairs outside the one-way glass of the interrogation room. Soon after, Liang Yun’an and Wen Yan hurriedly returned, pushing the door open while still gasping for breath, panting out of sync. “Where are we at?”

“Just starting,” Li Jinyu sat like a young nobleman in his shirt and trousers, with one leg crossed over the other. Rather than appearing to be listening to an interrogation, he looked like he was attending a theater performance, like the wealthiest young master in the capital coming to support a show. Beside him sat an outstanding girl with an excellent figure and temperament.

Wen Yan casually pulled out a chair and sat down.

Liang Yun’an turned to ask the recorder beside him, “Where is Chief Fang?”

The recorder said: “Just saw off the inspection team, he’ll be here soon.”

Liang Yun’an nodded. Inside, the interrogator’s voice came through again, “What game?”

The next moment, Fang Zhengfan stepped in wearing worn leather shoes with creases across the uppers. Even Wen Yan couldn’t help but frown at the sight. Chief Fang truly didn’t care about appearances, a paragon of honesty and integrity.

Fang Zhengfan’s small leather shoes stopped beside Li Jinyu, forming a stark contrast with his pointed leather shoes. The scene was somewhat painful to behold.

Inside, Quan Siyun’s entire face was devoid of emotion, like a frozen piece of pork. Her voice was equally cold: “A game called ‘The Judge.'”

Back then, she was only six or seven years old when a little girl named Li Lingbai moved in next door. They hit it off immediately, and their parents often socialized too. They became the best friends in the courtyard. Li Lingbai was a pampered little princess since childhood, and Quan Siyun’s parents’ business still relied on the Li family’s support, but this didn’t affect the girls’ friendship at all. One day, Quan Siyun accidentally overheard her parents gossiping about Li Changjin, and a sense of disgust grew in her heart.

Adults are so hypocritical, one way to your face, another behind your back.

So, from that day on, Quan Siyun’s little mind focused entirely on observing whether an adult could truly be consistent in words and actions. Regrettably, almost none could be. Li Changjin was probably the most consistent among them.

Everyone fell silent. The interrogator momentarily didn’t know how to continue. It seemed the world was just like that—the older you get, the harder it is to pay attention to details. Children long to be as mature as adults, while adults forever ignore children’s feelings. The likes and dislikes that people normally wouldn’t dare show in public seemed less restrained in front of children.

“So, you began to judge these adults,” the interrogator said.

“Who told them to treat children like dolls? Smoking and drinking in front of us, telling dirty jokes we couldn’t understand, even flirting with mistresses in our presence. You can’t imagine how proper these people appeared on the surface. They thought we would never understand what they were saying, but I understood everything at that time. I knew who was having affairs, who was secretly tampering with their electric meters, who liked to peep at others bathing. A thirty-year-old divorced man was living opposite Li Lingbai’s home, looked decent, and was. We all thought he was a good person. But it turned out he was an exhibitionist who deliberately left his door open when bathing, exposing his genitals to little girls. So I cut off a rat’s genitals and threw it into his house.”

“The principal of Nanhua Elementary School was a child molester. Li Lingbai judged him by hiding dead rats under his desk—rats with their bellies cut open and emptied of blood. When discovered this, Li Lingbai pushed all the responsibility onto me. Later, Li Lingbai moved away and transferred schools. The rest, you all know.”

The interrogator collected himself and asked: “Why didn’t you report to the police?”

“Would anyone have believed me? Later, when I grew up, I found I couldn’t speak about it. I felt humiliated. I felt people would look at me differently if I spoke up. Isn’t the adult world always like this? ‘Why didn’t you report it? Why didn’t you speak up? Just speak up and it will be fine. We won’t mock you.’ But would they not? Wouldn’t their mouths be grinning to the backs of their heads when discussing it privately?”

“So you used rats to substitute for judging those people?”

Quan Siyun suddenly smiled, “When we grew up, didn’t we have ‘Yinzhen’?”

The interrogator couldn’t help but shudder, finding her smile particularly eerie. Similarly, Fang Zhengfan also found her smile very uncomfortable.

Liang Yun’an seemed lost in thought until Wen Yan said, “Actually, every word in a child’s development should be carefully listened to; they all have deep meaning. Children can’t express the purpose of something as accurately as adults. Early maturers like Li Lingbai and Quan Siyun are rare. They could express themselves but didn’t use good methods. And those children who cannot express themselves are putting all their effort into expressing themselves with every sentence. They won’t directly say ‘The principal violated me’ or ‘raped me.’ From their mouths, it might just come out as something ordinary like ‘the principal asked me to go to his office.'”

Wen Yan continued: “But there’s one thing I still can’t figure out—why did she suddenly confess everything?”

Li Jinyu, who had been silent for a long time, still reclining in his chair with legs crossed, suddenly spoke: “Have you considered who was the first person Quan Siyun and Li Lingbai judged?”

Liang Yun’an’s mind was muddled, but in the dim glass room, these two godlike men exchanged a glance, each seeming to already have the answer in their eyes.

“Themselves.”

Liang Yun’an: “What could two five or six-year-old girls have to judge about themselves?”

Wen Yan lowered his head with a smile and said to Liang Yun’an: “Officer Liang, have you heard the saying, ‘To slay the dragon, one must first become a dragon’? The starting point of their entire story might be when they first killed someone, or rather, when they first ‘killed a rat.'”

“Officer Liang.”

Another voice called, and Liang Yun’an turned around in confusion. Li Jinyu added, “Do you know where the ‘climax’ of a judge is?”

Wen Yan said: “A nationally attention-grabbing ‘judgment.'”

Liang Yun’an thought: You’re nationally attention-grabbing all the time.

Wen Yan tapped his temple and said, “Let me think how to explain it in a way you’ll understand better.”

Unexpectedly, Fang Zhengfan, who had been quiet all along, suddenly interjected, “I get it. Quan Siyun was wronged in the quadrangle back then, taking the blame for Li Lingbai, and was also sexually assaulted by the principal. She was a victim, and it’s not uncommon for victims to become abusers. But most victims remain victims. There’s a condition called Stockholm Syndrome where victims fall in love with their abusers. But I don’t think Quan Siyun fell in love with that principal. She just fell in love with the feeling of being abused, or rather, she might have fallen in love with the feeling of being wronged. This was the early Quan Siyun. Later, her father went to prison, her mother committed suicide, and it seemed all the misfortunes in the world happened to her. She further immersed herself in the role of a victim. At that point, she was no longer satisfied with just being victimized, so she launched a plan—one hundred suicides would be sensational enough. The police would certainly invest significant resources. She would be caught, all spotlights would be on her, she’d be taken away in a police car, relatives and friends would protest her innocence, students would speak up for her, and then Li Lingbai would come forward to take the blame or rather, confess. Her image as a victim would be perfectly crafted, reaching climax after climax. A grand show. But why wasn’t it played out to the end? Why did she suddenly decide to confess?”

“She feared the police would investigate further,” Wen Yan said. “Also, I’ve noticed that Quan Siyun seems somewhat submissive in front of Li Lingbai. Understand?” He glanced at Liang Yun’an, who, upon this reminder, recalled that when Quan Siyun spoke to Li Lingbai, she was very subdued, as if being protected by Li Lingbai. He had thought it was due to Li Lingbai’s outwardly dominant personality causing this stark contrast between them.

“It’s not. It’s a characteristic unique to victims—they display weakness and vulnerability in front of their objects of revenge. Li Lingbai has been brainwashed by her for so many years; any state Quan Siyun exhibits can completely manipulate Li Lingbai.”

Inside, the dialogue continued. The interrogator asked: “So ‘Yinzhen’ exists as an organization similar to a judgment system, not a cult?”

“No, it’s not.”

“In your eyes, all those people had committed crimes?”

“I rarely managed ‘Yinzhen’ affairs, or rather, I barely participated, because Li Lingbai was thoroughly enjoying her role as the judge.”

“So how did you find those people?”

“Some came voluntarily, some were encountered by Li Lingbai, like that female student from N University. She would have someone lure that person in. As for how to lure them, there are many methods, do I need to detail them all? And some—”

“Which ones?”

“There’s an app called ‘Cave’ where people confess some of their unspeakable secrets. When Li Lingbai saw these, she would have someone contact them.”

Hearing this, the recorder outside the door quietly opened his phone and, in a cold sweat, deleted this app called “Cave.”

Both inside and outside the interrogation room fell silent. Such people inherently possess certain psychological defects. But genuinely hearing it in person, while Liang Yun’an found it absurd, he couldn’t help but feel goosebumps rising all over.

Three days later, “Bang!” A file was slammed heavily onto the interrogation table!

Li Lingbai raised her head woodenly. She was as withered as a corpse, with nothing left to confess.

Fang Zhengfan’s voice boomed like a bell, each word striking at her heart: “These are the people you deemed guilty! Look! That boy who died in the rental apartment didn’t run away! He went back to save his girlfriend! Only because he was outnumbered, and one of his eyes was blinded! Later, to pay for treatment, he secretly used his tuition fees! The school was pressuring him to pay, and he didn’t know how to tell his parents, so he chose to swallow poison in the rental apartment! That female student from N University was excellent in both character and studies. You said she was vain—what’s wrong with her saving every penny to buy herself some luxury items? You tricked her into nude loans. And about the argument in the mall—which couple doesn’t argue? A girl dresses up happily to go shopping, if her mood is spoiled, can’t she throw a little tantrum? This is what you see as a crime? Li Lingbai, are you looking at others through a magnifying glass?!”

For the first time, Fang Zhengfan was so angry he could barely speak. Ninety-eight statements, excluding Yu Wei who was currently in critical condition, and the deceased boy, made him increasingly disheartened. “This is your so-called judgment? That old man deserved to die, but among the majority of the others, were they really as heinously guilty as you claimed?”

“You’re a piece of shit yourself, so you think the whole world stinks!”

“Oh, and Yu Wei, we police barely managed to talk her down from the rooftop. Guess what? When she went to the hospital for a check-up, somehow she saw comments on Weibo. There were five police officers present, but none reacted in time. They watched her put down her phone very calmly and stand up. Everyone thought she was just getting water, but who knew, she walked to the window and jumped without a word. You’ve trained these people like special agents! They even know how to feint! How terrifying is your world?!”

“Now explain the cases of Chen Qingmei and Wang Xingsheng.”

“They have nothing to do with me,” she said.

“Oh?” Fang Zhengfan said, “You’re not taking the blame for Quan Siyun anymore?”

Li Lingbai could no longer distinguish where she was. Her mind was completely blank. No one came to see her. She couldn’t remember when she last closed her eyes and slept soundly.

“I don’t know. I seem to have killed a rat. She told me to cut open its belly, snipping it inch by inch from the anus…”

At the end of July, Fang Zhengfan interrogated Quan Siyun for the last time.

“On March 17th, that person in Li Lingbai’s car was you, right?”

“Mm.”

“‘Mm’ what? Answer yes or no!”

“Yes.”

“Did you force Wang Xingsheng to commit suicide?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“It was easy to threaten him. I said, ‘If you insist on opposing me, I’ll let the whole world know what kind of woman Chen Qingmei (Ye Meng’s mother) was.'”

So Wang Xingsheng never dared to report to the police until his death, because he knew exactly what kind of person Quan Siyun was. He was truly foolish, not even daring to reveal anything to friends around him. He could only create such a bizarre suicide case to attract police attention, hoping they would notice the “Yinzhen” organization.

This world is quite good. Even the most foolish person has a way of protecting the world.

Fang Zhengfan felt a bit of solemn respect for Wang Xingsheng. Although being a third party in a relationship is shameful, he still applauded his courage.

“What about Chen Qingmei? Was she related to you?”

“She already had severe depression. Believe it or not, I quite admired her and even advised her to live a few more years. But she felt she had wronged her husband and child, so she still committed suicide. My only mistake was telling her about the suicide ritual. She truly believed that book could take her to another perfect world.”

“Is the suicide ritual real?”

“Who knows? Those who went never came back, and those who didn’t go, how would they know if they could go or not?”

“Last question, do you regret it, Quan Siyun?”

“I regret it. If I could do it again, I definitely wouldn’t do it this way. Is that more in line with core social values?”

Fang Zhengfan sat upright and said, “There’s one more thing to tell you. Your father did commit economic crimes back then; the state didn’t frame him. And your mother did commit suicide; the police didn’t misjudge.”

“Oh, that’s not important.”

Fang Zhengfan looked at her quietly, thinking: “You and Ye Meng are truly two different kinds of people. With the same experiences, the same environment, she managed to become a ray of light, while you burrowed like an earthworm into the cracks.”

Yes, they were like mirror-image lives heading in completely different directions. Fate gave them the same choices, but look, with a bit of effort, you can still become yourself. What’s wrong with making mistakes? If you make a mistake, just admit it. Stand straight when taking a hit. Life is unfair? So what if it’s unfair—if you want something, fight for it? If you can’t win, then the mountains remain unchanged, the waters flow long, and we’ll meet again someday. After all, someone has to win, why must it be you?

It’s like a rose. Blooming in a garden of competing flowers, it’s ordinary. But if it blooms in a thorny wilderness full of weeds, that’s truly precious.

A rose is still a rose.

Afterward, Liang Yun’an and Wen Yan watched children chattering as they dug in the dirt piles near the welfare center by the quadrangle. The sun hung high, making it too hot for dress shirts. Wen Yan wore an all-black t-shirt, which absorbed heat.

“What are we doing here?”

Wen Yan leaned lazily against the big locust tree. “Waiting.”

“Waiting for whom?”

Wen Yan placed a leaf on his forehead for shade, not responding. His other hand held his phone as he continued talking to Li Jinyu on speakerphone. “Brother.”

The voice on the other end was lazy and impatient: “Who are you calling brother?”

Wen Yan said, “You, of course. You’re two months younger than me.”

“Get lost. I was born in ’93.”

Wen Yan smiled, “Let me tell you something serious.”

“Go ahead.”

Just as he was about to speak, Liang Yun’an somehow caught a sixteen or seventeen-year-old boy, dragging and pulling him over. Wen Yan’s smile disappeared. Liang Yun’an held him by the back of his collar, exposing a large patch of skin on his belly—a skinny boy with ribs showing. Liang Yun’an gestured with his chin, “Dumping dead rats at the welfare center entrance.”

“Hanging up. Looks like I’m going to win this one.”

Liang Yun’an was puzzled. “What were you two talking about?”

“Nothing. Just made a bet with little brother Li,” Wen Yan put away his phone and looked lazily at the skinny boy. “Come on, let’s take you to meet your mother.”

The boy struggled: “What? Where? Who are you guys? I just threw a dead rat, that’s all!”

Liang Yun’an bundled him into the car without another word, handcuffed him, and patted his defiant little head: “We’re arresting you for rat murder.”

“You’re crazy!” the boy cursed loudly.

The two men ignored him and drove toward the police station. Liang Yun’an couldn’t help but ask curiously, “What bet did you make with Li Jinyu?”

Wen Yan, driving the car, glanced in the rearview mirror at the agitated boy trying to break free from his handcuffs and said: “Remember that interrogation day? When Chief Fang asked her why she suddenly confessed. Li Jinyu and I analyzed all her plans. Everything up to the final step was planned. In psychology, data shows most criminals, even if they ultimately escape legal punishment, still have trouble eating and sleeping peacefully. Quan Siyun probably never intended to get away scot-free. She had determined the outcome of this judgment long ago—neither she nor Li Lingbai could escape. But Li Lingbai was already abandoned by everyone, and Quan Siyun didn’t want the police to find her son. She told Chief Fang, ‘In one lifetime, one must leave something behind, whether good or evil.'”

“Her evil is already known to all.”

Wen Yan smiled, “So I’m very curious. What do you think she left for her son? Good or evil?” Wen Yan glanced back at the boy in the car. “Is he the next ‘Yinzhen Master,’ or a good youth singing praises of socialism?”

“What did Li Jinyu bet on?”

“A good youth,” Wen Yan said. “But looking at the current situation, I might be winning soon.”

However, the boy was quickly released. As he left, he pointed at Liang Yun’an, cursing, “You’re sick! Your whole family is sick! So what if you’re police!”

Fang Zhengfan sat in his office, leisurely spitting out tea leaves: “We checked. Those rats were all laboratory mice. The red strings around their necks were because they’re test subjects—they don’t want them thrown in trash bins to be eaten by stray cats and dogs. Cats and dogs avoid these kinds of rats. It has nothing to do with Quan Siyun. Just a kid with some scientific spirit.”

Wen Yan remained casual, showing no remorse: “Oh.”

Liang Yun’an asked suspiciously: “Are we still investigating Quan Siyun’s son?”

“He’s studying at MIT. No need to investigate.”

The weight instantly lifted from Liang Yun’an’s heart.

…

In early August, Li Lingbai’s accounts were audited, and Hanhai Langan’s business was completely frozen. The “Yinzhen” fraud case, the antique smuggling case, and the major June 28 suicide case were all officially under investigation. Li Changjin simply returned to England, planning to come back for Li Lingbai’s trial.

The clouds that had lingered for days finally parted. Tender sunlight fell at the police station entrance, light jumping like piano keys up the steps. The atmosphere inside finally eased somewhat. However, because this suicide case had many victims, the flower baskets and honorary banners sent by victims’ families were piled up at the entrance. Fang Zhengfan was just worrying about how to handle them when Liang Yun’an, humming a tune, slid past him with unusually light steps.

Fang Zhengfan kindly waved to him and with a sweeping gesture said: “Take all these flower baskets and banners to Li Jinyu’s home. Tell him they’re a small token of appreciation from the masses.”

Shen Qing Yan – Chapter 72
Li Ling Bai had repeatedly asked to see Li Jin Yu.

Li Chang Jin had visited once, Ye Meng had gone twice, and Dou Ju Hua had 3QC video-called her once, but Ye Meng still hadn’t allowed her to see Li Jin Yu.

“Is he unwilling to see me?” she asked, wearing prison clothes and looking coldly composed behind the glass partition.

The walls in the visitation room were exceptionally high. Ye Meng was still in the black suit from that night, sleeves rolled up to his forearms. Leaning against the chair in a dim beam of light filled with dust particles, he shook his head and told her, “That’s not it. We haven’t told him. Grandfather hasn’t told him, Grandmother hasn’t told him that you want to see him. Even Liang Yun An, Director Fang, and Wen Yan—we’re all trying to protect him. Because we’re afraid you’ll say things that would humiliate him again.”

Li Ling Bai trembled all over. It wasn’t exactly remorse she felt, but rather the realization that something she once couldn’t shake off no matter how hard she tried now had a group of people protecting it.

Li Ling Bai murmured, “How is Li Zhuo Feng?”

“Because of you, he has no friends left at school. Everyone knows his mother is a murderer, and no one wants to be his friend. Grandfather is planning to take him back to England next month. Li Zhuo Feng doesn’t want to go.”

Li Ling Bai closed her eyes briefly, her eyelashes trembling slightly. “Let him go.”

After a pause, Ye Meng didn’t respond. The prison guard stood expressionless nearby.

Then, Li Ling Bai spoke again, “What are your plans with Li Jin Yu?”

“We’ll return to Ning Sui in a few days. As for the future, I don’t think you care, but I’ll tell you anyway—I plan to have three children. The children and I will love him very, very much,” Ye Meng said, standing up. “Also, if you make a fuss about wanting to see someone again, no one will come visit you.”

At that moment, Li Ling Bai’s vision became somewhat blurry. She felt unable to distinguish between reality and dreams. Looking at Ye Meng’s face, she thought it seemed distant, like an illusion gathered at the end of time. Then her mind suddenly flashed with several white lights. For some reason, that white light transformed into the face of Li Si Yang’s father. The images in her mind gradually became clearer—she seemed to be in college at that time. She saw a figure in a white shirt under the familiar old locust tree at the school gate, very gentle. Though ordinary-looking with average grades, he was the gentlest man she had ever met, the man she loved most in her life.

The scene cut, suddenly becoming Li Ming Xuan’s face—the beginning of all nightmares.

August rain was especially long and continuous. Wind and rain swayed, the fine rain fell like needles, and full raindrops sat atop green leaves. Standing under the soft rain screen, the entire city looked like an intricate painting of endless sentiment, with gentle winds and intertwining stems and leaves.

That night after returning from the police station, Ye Meng took Li Jin Yu directly back to Fenghui Garden instead of Li Chang Jin’s place. The two sat in the car, caught in the traffic flow shrouded in misty rain, slowly inching forward. After Ye Meng finished a phone call with Li Chang Jin, he turned to look at Li Jin Yu, who was leaning back against the seat with his head tilted up, eyes closed, and not saying a word. His gaze slowly moved from Li Jin Yu’s clean, protruding Adam’s apple upward.

Those days, because of Li Ling Bai, his mood hadn’t been good. Even his brows were tightly furrowed. Ye Meng locked his phone and reached out to check Li Jin Yu’s forehead temperature. “Not feeling well?”

“No,” Li Jin Yu straightened his head. Those clean, deer-like eyes turned to look at her. “What did Grandfather say?”

Ye Meng looked into his eyes for a moment, then turned away to look out the car window. “Nothing much. He wants you to rest well. He said he needs to return to England.”

Li Jin Yu responded with an “oh,” leaned back, and continued to tilt his head up, staring at the car ceiling for a while before suddenly saying, “Let’s stay in Beijing for a while. I don’t want to return to Ning Sui right now.”

Ye Meng turned to look at him again. The man’s Adam’s apple rolled slightly, that scar cold and distant. Her thoughts seemed to drift back to when they first met. She never would have imagined then that the man who seemed so adept at flirting with girls by the lake, resembling a playboy, was so cold and repressed.

Ye Meng looked at him and, after a long while, gave a soft “mm” in response.

The journey was quiet. Their shadows, elongated by moonlight, dragged along the ground, slowly advancing, overlapping. Looking into the alleyway, lush green leaves hung from the wall vines, and two flowers bloomed quietly in the corner. Moonlight settled like still water. Everything seemed to have hardly changed.

They hadn’t returned to this house in Fenghui Garden for some time. As soon as they turned into the alley, they saw the pomegranate tree in the yard, full of small red lantern-like fruits. Ye Meng’s mood lightened somewhat. She tightly hugged Li Jin Yu’s arm and looked up at him, saying, “When these fruits are ripe, I’ll stir-fry pomegranate seeds for you, okay?”

Li Jin Yu had slept the whole way and was drowsy. With his hands in his pockets, he walked leisurely toward home. Under the dim yellow streetlight, he looked down at her. Having been in the South for so many years, he seemed to have never heard of this dish. Smiling, he asked, “Stir-fry what?”

“Pomegranate seeds. You’ve never had them, right? They can be stir-fried with green peppers and soybeans. When I was little, Grandmother said eating this in autumn could reduce dampness. In the south, people eat it as a medicinal ingredient,” Ye Meng looked at him curiously. “You don’t have this in the north?”

“Not in Beijing,” Li Jin Yu thought for a moment, then clarified his statement, “Or maybe I just haven’t heard of it.”

“I’ll cook it for you.”

The two reached the door. Li Jin Yu was still having his arm held by her, while his other hand came out of his pocket. As he slid open the cover of the digital lock to press the fingerprint lock, he casually chatted with her, saying lazily, “No need. I’m afraid you’ll blow up the kitchen. Even if the kitchen blows up, that’s fine, but if you get hurt, that would be counterproductive. You stay far away from the kitchen.”

With a “click,” he opened the digital lock. Just as Ye Meng was about to argue with him, they heard the rumbling sound of a washing machine coming from inside the yard. The two exchanged glances, and the next second, they saw a thin figure moving in the living room. Ye Meng blurted out, “Zhou Yu?”

Zhou Yu was also startled. He hadn’t expected them to come back today and looked surprised but excited. “Sister Ye Meng, Boss, you’re back!”

“Oh, so you’re still alive,” Li Jin Yu said flatly as he closed the yard door.

Zhou Yu: “…”

The house had been cleaned thoroughly by him, with every corner gleaming. The lights were bright, even glaring. Ye Meng sat on the shoe cabinet, took off her high heels, and eagerly asked Zhou Yu with her bare feet on the floor, “Where have you been lately?”

Li Jin Yu, indifferently leaning against the wall at the entrance, bent down to take out Ye Meng’s pink slippers from the shoe cabinet and tossed them in front of her. “Put these on first.”

Ye Meng absentmindedly put on the slippers, her eyes still on Zhou Yu. “I thought no one was home.”

Zhou Yu glanced at the indifferent man, carefully watching his expression. He thought to himself that if Sister knew that Jin Yu had used him as a shield, she would probably get angry again, so better not to mention it. He racked his brain and stammered, “I, I went back to Guangdong.”

After saying this, he glanced at Li Jin Yu, who completely ignored him and went straight to the bedroom after changing his shoes.

Zhou Yu quietly sighed in relief, not wanting them to argue because of him again. He emphasized once more, “Yes, I went back to Guangdong.” He had indeed returned to Guangdong briefly, so it wasn’t a lie.

Ye Meng went to pour water, leaning against the open kitchen counter, and casually asked, “What did you go to Guangdong for?”

Zhou Yu glanced back at his luggage bags in the corner of the living room and stammered, “I brought all my luggage. I… I… plan to stay in Beijing.”

Ye Meng’s gaze followed his, and she finally noticed several colorful luggage sacks thrown in the corner of the living room. She took a sip of water, somewhat incredulously. “You plan to stay in Beijing?”

“Sis, uh… don’t overthink it. I’m not planning to live here. I’ve already found a job, and the boss has paid me in advance. I’ve rented a place outside. I just came over these past few days to help Jin Yu clean up the house, delete my fingerprints, and say goodbye to you. I didn’t expect you two to not come back all this time, so I’ve been waiting here.” Zhou Yu hurriedly explained.

Seeing how nervous he looked, Ye Meng was about to say it would be fine for him to stay here, as she and Li Jin Yu would continue doing whatever they needed to do. But then a lazy voice came from behind, “What kind of job can your brain find?”

Zhou Yu turned around. Li Jin Yu had undone the buttons of his shirt haphazardly, and his belt was removed. In the dim yellow light of the room, one could faintly see the flat, protruding abdominal muscles on his stomach. He seemed to be preparing to take a shower, with a towel around his neck, hands in his pockets, leaning lazily against the wall and looking at him.

Zhou Yu, of course, didn’t have the nerve to say that he had found a job as a domestic worker—essentially a male housekeeper. All beginnings are difficult, right? After saving some money, he would see if he could do something else.

Li Jin Yu guessed from his expression but didn’t say anything. Before turning to enter the bathroom, he dropped a line, “My sister and I will be returning to Ning Sui in a few days. It’s good that you’re staying in Beijing. Come clean this house once a week, and I’ll pay you.”

Zhou Yu embarrassedly scratched his head, feeling he couldn’t possibly accept payment. “No, no, I’ll come once a week, that’s fine. No need for payment. You’ve helped me enough.”

“As long as you remember that my sister helped you, that’s fine. It has nothing to do with me.” With that, he closed the door.

Zhou Yu knew what Li Jin Yu meant—that when he became successful, he should remember to repay his sister.

The boss was just like that; apart from his sister, he preferred not to have anyone thinking about him. He found it troublesome.

Although Jin Yu was twenty-seven, his face looked like he was just in his early twenties—fair and clean. When he smiled, he was quite radiant. However, he would quickly hide this radiance before anyone noticed. Zhou Yu couldn’t fully empathize with him but somewhat understood why he was like this—this was characteristic of children who grew up under cold domestic violence, a special way of observing others’ expressions and being cautious.

Zhou Yu recalled the first time he saw him at the airport months ago; it was truly stunning as if a distinctly colorful painting had suddenly appeared in his gray world. Jin Yu particularly resembled the most lush, vibrant green leaf at the height of spring, still bearing dew and spring water—clean and bright.

He had never seen such a perfect-looking man, like a walking ruler. Even the most handsome men, when standing next to him, would seem lacking in some way. Whether in terms of height, physique, leg length, or facial features, he made others appear lackluster by comparison.

Because he was so perfect, at first glance, he might seem like an ordinarily handsome guy. But upon closer inspection, one would be involuntarily attracted. Sister Ye Meng said that when she first saw him, she felt the same way—if not looked at carefully, he was just a conventionally handsome guy, but the more she looked, the more she realized he wasn’t ordinary, but stunning, even world-class. She deeply felt that she wouldn’t meet another person like him.

Zhou Yu had initially thought he would be the easiest to deceive. But unexpectedly, he was different from Gou Kai’s cold calculations, and also different from Tai Ming Xiao’s shameless joking. Even when Li Jin Yu joked, there was an air of sincerity about it. Several times, Zhou Yu had almost been fooled by him. For instance, during the kidnapping by Li Ling Bai, when Jin Yu told that AK47 guy not to touch his little lantern whiskers, his tone sounded joking, but it was extremely sincere.

Indeed, when it came to matters concerning his sister, he never joked. Strangely enough, Zhou Yu had seen many men who appeared more masculine than Jin Yu, with bulging abs, robust chest muscles, and exaggerated veins protruding on their skin, looking very reassuring, capable of killing two of him with one punch. But none of them gave him the strong sense of security that Li Jin Yu, who looked like a South Korean idol, did.

Zhou Yu thought emotionally that even at the risk of being hit by Jin Yu, he still had to tell his sister some things.

“Sister Ye Meng,” Zhou Yu gathered his courage.

Ye Meng was getting a bit distracted, drinking water while her mind was full of the image of Li Jin Yu leaning against the wall with his shirt unbuttoned. She responded with an absent-minded “mm.”

Zhou Yu’s solemn expression made Ye Meng subconsciously focus a bit more, preparing to put down her cup and listen attentively. Then she heard him slowly say, “Actually, that day in the bathroom, he didn’t do anything to Ma Hou. He wanted to several times, but he always restrained himself in the end. He said he was afraid you wouldn’t be happy, afraid you’d get angry, afraid you wouldn’t talk to him.”

Ye Meng remained still, holding her cup, completely stunned.

The moonlight spread silently on the ground, seemingly exuding worldly calm. A cat called out for spring on the wall.

Zhou Yu lifted his eyelids to secretly glance at her, observing her expression, and continued, “There’s something you probably don’t know. After the Ma Hou incident, you two didn’t see each other for a long time.”

After a moment, Ye Meng’s brain began to function again. “Yes, he said his mother was watching him and told me not to find him for a while.”

Zhou Yu nodded solemnly, “That’s right, he was indeed being watched. But there was another reason he might not have told you—during that time, he was seeing a psychologist.”

Ye Meng was startled and immediately put down her cup. “When was this?”

“It was after the Ma Hou incident. Don’t, don’t worry, he’s much better now,” Zhou Yu shook his head, looking at her, and said, “That day when you two argued on the rooftop, and then made up when you got home, but the next day after you left, he thought for a long time and felt it was still his problem. He asked me if he was too sensitive about your matters.” At this point, Zhou Yu smiled bitterly. “To be honest, at that time I didn’t understand him as well as I do now. I was quite afraid of him then. I even thought he was sometimes domineering and childish. During that period, he was taking medicine and seeing doctors all by himself. I felt he was quite pitiful like there was no one around who understood him.”

Everyone thought he was childish and domineering, but no one tried to understand him from his perspective. A person who had self-isolated for five or six years couldn’t be expected to be mature and steady.

The more Zhou Yu thought about it, the more pitiful he found Jin Yu, feeling like he was about to cry. He sniffed and looked outside. By then, the rain had stopped. The vines hung from the wall, with faint afterglow spreading, the vine leaves swaying gently in the wind. Rainwater slowly dripped along the veins of the leaves, creating wet patches on the ground. The air was rarely fresh and clean. The little cat that had been peeking at Li Jin Yu showering for years had somehow climbed onto the wall, lying there lazily, occasionally propping up its front paws and stretching. Looking at the cat, Zhou Yu said softly—

“Sister Ye Meng, don’t look at my young age, but I also know a lot about men’s thoughts. Some men are good at deceiving women, real scumbags, but Jin Yu is not one of them. He loves you more than he says he does. If he says he misses you, it means he misses you very, very much. If he says he’s going crazy missing you, you’d better go see him right away. If he says he loves you—remember to multiply that by three thousand.”

That night, Li Jin Yu’s shower lasted nearly two hours. By the time he came out, it was almost one in the morning. Zhou Yu was already fast asleep. His colorful luggage sacks were neatly stacked by the door, seemingly ready to leave early the next morning. Ye Meng was still sitting on the sofa, watching a movie while waiting for him. Two cups of instant noodles beside her had gone cold. The blue light from the TV screen illuminated her, making her look vibrant and quite energetic.

Li Jin Yu’s hair wasn’t dried yet, wet and tousled on top of his head. He wore loose black sportswear, and loose pants with a zipper pulled up to the top. For some reason, Ye Meng was reminded of the night she first met him by the lake. He had dressed similarly then, with a clean and sunny youthfulness, yet also inexplicably possessing a cold, abstinent aloofness that forbade intrusion. It looked quite appealing, somewhat like a South Korean idol. He was wiping his hair with a towel as he walked over to sit beside Ye Meng. “Not sleepy?”

Ye Meng had her legs curled up as she leaned against the sofa, tilting her head up to watch him sit down beside her. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but she noticed that this man seemed to have become a shade whiter after his shower, somewhat milk-white. Her heart fluttered again, beating like a striking clock, as she gently pinched his earlobe and asked tenderly, “Why did you take so long?”

Li Jin Yu allowed her to pinch him. Having finished drying his hair, the towel still hung around his neck. Without turning his head, he hunched his back, sitting on the sofa as he lit a cigarette for himself, smoking it leisurely. With his elbow resting on his knee, his gaze fixed on the television, he watched the movie with her, occasionally flicking off ash as he said, “No, I accidentally fell asleep in the bathtub.”

“Why did you decide to use the bathtub today?”

“Just discovered it has a massage function.”

Ye Meng turned and pressed him down on the sofa, straddling him as she played with the zipper on his chest. “With massage? Ah, why didn’t you call me? We could have gone together. My shoulders and neck have been so sore lately from making cakes.”

Li Jin Yu leaned back, afraid of burning her, instinctively raising the hand holding the cigarette. He reclined completely on the sofa, lifting his chin to signal her to bring over the ashtray from the coffee table. She placed it on the corner side table next to him. He turned his head to flick off the ash and said lazily, “Don’t use it. Zhou Yu bathed that stray cat in that bathtub. I just spent nearly an hour cleaning the tub. If you want to bathe, I can order another one tomorrow?”

“If it’s clean, why can’t I use it? You used it, why can’t I?”

Li Jin Yu didn’t respond, lowering his eyelids, his expression mild as he tapped off the cigarette ash. In a flash of realization, Ye Meng suddenly remembered Zhou Yu’s bald head lying in the bathtub one morning when they were in the bathroom.

“Alright, order a new one.” Ye Meng said.

“Mm.”

Then silence. It was quiet both inside and outside the house. The dripping water from the bathroom could be faintly heard. The atmosphere was like a sizzling spark, slowly heating up. Their gazes intertwined, grinding against each other deeply and hotly. Ye Meng felt as if she were standing at the edge of an abyss, with every pore of her body trembling—he was touching her. This kind of half-hearted flirtation from Li Jin Yu made Ye Meng tingle from the core of her heart to her toes, making her toes curl involuntarily. Li Jin Yu held the cigarette with one hand while his other hand slipped into her shirt from her chest, unbuttoning it one by one to reveal the familiar black lace-thin fabric. He even rather annoyingly pulled it up and snapped it.

Ye Meng covered her chest somewhat irritably. “What are you doing?”

He smiled, his other hand flicking ash as he said, “How many of these did you buy? Seems like I’ve never seen you change it?”

Normally, Ye Meng would have unhesitatingly hit him, but today, no matter what he did, she couldn’t be angry with him. It wasn’t just because she was moved by Zhou Yu’s words, but because she knew he wasn’t in a good mood. Even his speech was flippant; he was suppressing his anger.

“Tired of seeing it?” she asked.

Still playing with it, he nodded honestly. “A bit.”

Ye Meng sat straddling him, looking at him resentfully: “…”

Li Jin Yu reclined carelessly on the sofa, his neck supported, almost at an angle where he could see the ceiling. He brought the cigarette to his lips for a drag, his eyes lowered but still watching her. With a half-smile, he slowly blew out a smoke ring. Then, with one hand holding the cigarette on the sofa armrest, his other hand surprisingly slipped through her unbuttoned shirt to her waist, pulling her against himself. Their breaths touched as he looked down at her. “Are you angry?”

“How could I be?” Ye Meng smiled.

“I was joking.”

“Am I that easily angered?”

Li Jin Yu smoked methodically, his eyes on her, his hands continuing with varying pressure. He didn’t speak.

Ye Meng couldn’t bear being touched by him like this. She lowered her head to take his Adam’s apple in her mouth. That pointed, bony feeling against her tongue sent another wave of tingling through her heart. She realized for the first time that “wanting” wasn’t something that happened only across thousands of miles. Even in his arms, she still longed for Li Jin Yu to the point of madness. She asked him in a muffled voice, “Are you tired?”

Li Jin Yu appeared indifferent, looking down at her. “It’s fine.” His eyes met hers with mutual understanding.

He reclined lazily on the sofa, the zipper of his sportswear already pulled down by her. He wore nothing underneath, his chest muscles and abdominal muscles clearly defined, all visible, along with that distinctly sexy “V-line.” His pants were pulled a bit low, with the V-line almost completely exposed before her, both sexy and bold. She could vaguely see—

Ye Meng’s mind exploded with a buzzing sound, then heard him add another sentence.

“But we don’t have any condoms at home. Tomorrow?”

Without another word, Ye Meng blocked his mouth, her tongue sliding in. By then, the clock was approaching one-thirty, and the television in the living room had been turned off, replaced by the sound of intense kissing and the exchange of saliva. Moonlight filtered through the sparse and dense branches, casting dappled shadows through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the living room. Once the light was turned off, the stormy weather or the beautiful spring scenery on the other side of the wall had nothing to do with them anymore. They were engulfed in the tenderness they gave each other until death.

In the next room, Zhou Yu seemed to hear a faint sound but turned over as if unaware, rubbing his eyes and continuing to sleep.

The two were entangled on the sofa. Li Jin Yu’s warm breath was against her ear, somewhat chaotic. Ye Meng’s heartbeat was unprecedentedly fast and intense, carrying a blatant excitement. Outside the window, the water had almost drained from the leaves, leaving a wet stain below. The leaves hanging from the wall seemed to have become more full and tender after being washed by the gentle rain.

Because the night was exceptionally quiet, where even a pin drop could be heard, the sound of their kissing became particularly lingering and ambiguous. Not just Li Jin Yu, even Ye Meng felt they were somewhat ravenous when she heard it. But at this moment, she only wanted to kiss him like this, with all her strength.

Li Jin Yu’s entire ear was red. Ye Meng lay on top of him, forcing him to tilt his head back as they kissed closely. She even paused to sit on him. Li Jin Yu leaned against the sofa, his gaze restrained and profound as he watched her take a sip of water until Ye Meng lowered her head to hold his lips and slowly feed it to him. Then she stopped again, watching Li Jin Yu’s rolling Adam’s apple as he obediently swallowed. Her heart was beating like crazy, her entire body heated as she murmured in his ear, “Was it good?”

“Mm.” Li Jin Yu was incredibly docile at times like this.

Ye Meng couldn’t stand his appearance of being willing to be bullied and mistreated, making her heart pound like a struck bell, anxious and eager. Her brain swirled with a buzzing resonance, the tip of her heart tingling. She held his face, her voice hoarse: “Want more? There’s still wine in the cabinet.”

“Yes.”

His eyes were dark, suppressed, yet still clean and clear, like the moonlight on the wall with a storm raging behind it.

After feeding him two glasses of wine, their bodies were like friction-heated fireballs. Ye Meng felt as if she was on fire. The blood in her body collided frantically. She gave him a meaningful look, then slowly climbed down from Li Jin Yu, kneeling directly between his legs. She pulled at the drawstring of his sweatpants. Li Jin Yu was suddenly startled, realizing what she was about to do. He instinctively held her chin, his voice husky, “What are you doing? Are you crazy?”

Ye Meng slapped his hand away. “Let go, let me try.”

Li Jin Yu held her chin, refusing to let go, his grip tightening, forcing her to look up. “Get up.”

Ye Meng discovered he was embarrassed, his ears bright red. “Once this opportunity passes, it won’t come again. Are you sure you don’t want it?”

“…Why suddenly?” He looked down at her with reddened eyes, clearly excited.

While undoing his sweatpants, she said, “It’s not sudden. I just heard that some boys experience this when they’re teenagers, and I felt sad. My baby didn’t even have a girlfriend in his teens and was left alone in America.”

Li Jin Yu let go of her hand, legs spread, leaning back on the sofa, turning his head away somewhat guiltily, as if he had exaggerated his pitiful situation a bit too much. Ye Meng wouldn’t think he was a good boy in America who just did homework until he had calluses, would she? That would be a huge misunderstanding. America had an open education system, with extracurricular activities taking up far more time than classroom teaching. Most of the time, he hung out with those delinquent boys, smoking, drinking, and fighting.

He wanted to say, “In America… actually…” It wasn’t that bad, and he still occasionally missed the whiskey there.

Li Jin Yu was about to tell the truth.

Unexpectedly, Ye Meng had already started, being extremely gentle. She even looked up at him, with indescribable passion, not forgetting to respond to his words: “Hmm?”

At that moment, Li Jin Yu’s spine tingled, and all his nerves seemed to jump frantically, adhering to his scalp and heartbeat.

Fuck. Forget it.

“It was pretty miserable,” Li Jin Yu leaned his head back against the sofa, looking resigned as he stared at the ceiling and sighed, “When I first went there, my English wasn’t that good. Even buying a sandwich was awkward. I didn’t want to talk to people, so sometimes I’d eat one sandwich for three days.”

What nonsense about eating one sandwich for three days? When he first went, although his English wasn’t as good as it is now, it was still outstanding among Chinese students. Even the principal praised him repeatedly, and fearing he wouldn’t adapt to the local food, specifically recommended several inexpensive Chinese restaurants. Moreover, there were many Chinese people at that school, including a group of children from Beijing, both boys and girls. Since they really couldn’t get used to the local food, fortunately, a host family mother was willing to cook for them. That group of people would pay her a sum of money each month and eat heartily.

Sandwiches? Nonexistent.

“You poor thing.” Ye Meng believed him completely.

“It’s okay, it’s all in the past,” he shamelessly said, followed by a muffled groan, “Gently.”

…

Zhou Yu slept soundly until dawn, completely unaware of what had happened the night before. He only noticed in the morning that the sofa in the living room was a bit messy, which was strange because he had just tidied it up before going to bed. Ye Meng and Li Jin Yu were already up. His Jin Yu, who resembled a South Korean idol, was now leaning against the bathroom door with a head of messy hair, eyes closed, and the back of his head tilted against the wall. He wore loose pajamas inside, with a shirt casually draped over them, unbuttoned. He looked like someone who hadn’t fully awakened but had been forcibly pulled up. The bathroom door was closed, likely with Sister Ye Meng inside.

Were these two showing their affection early in the morning? Did even going to the bathroom require a husband to stand guard outside?

Tsk, tsk.

“Brother Jin Yu.” Zhou Yu politely greeted.

Li Jin Yu lazily responded with a sound, opening his eyes. His expression was cold as he asked, “Need to use the bathroom?”

Zhou Yu quickly said, “No, I’m going out to buy breakfast. What would Sister Ye Meng like to eat? I remember she’s from the south, so she probably likes soy milk?”

Li Jin Yu glanced inside the door, his hands in his pockets, and thought before saying, “Buy something else. She probably can’t drink soy milk today.”

Zhou Yu let out an “Ah” sound. “Then yogurt? Is she not feeling well? Yogurt can help with nausea.”

“Not that either,” Li Jin Yu said, “Buy a bowl of black rice porridge, not white.”

“Alright, not white, not white.” Zhou Yu muttered, walking away somewhat confused. Shortly after, the bathroom door opened. Ye Meng leaned against the doorframe, looking somewhat exhausted, her face pressed against the frame. Li Jin Yu turned sideways, his shoulder against the wall, hands in his pockets, looking down at her with a smile. “Still feeling unwell?”

Ye Meng nodded, lifting her eyelids to look at him somewhat pitifully. “I drank alcohol last night and didn’t feel anything, but I don’t know why I suddenly… felt nauseous this morning?”

“Who told you to swallow it.” Li Jin Yu couldn’t stop smiling.

Ye Meng looked at him for a while, seeing his complacent, detached appearance, and couldn’t help but feel annoyed. She pouted and moved closer. “Baby, give me a kiss.”

He leaned his head back, avoiding her with a disgusted expression. “No, I feel sick too.”

Ye Meng exploded, “Li Jin Yu, it’s your stuff!”

Li Jin Yu remained completely unmoved, even nodding candidly, with an expression that said ‘Say what you want,’ when he said no, he meant no. “Mm, no, no kiss. Don’t touch me today, thank you, sister.”

“…”

Early the next morning, Zhou Yu didn’t waste a minute. He called for freight transport to move his luggage first. Li Jin Yu and Ye Meng sat in the open kitchen dining area, both lounging in similarly lazy postures. Each had a bowl of black rice porridge in front of them. Ye Meng seemed to have little appetite, barely eating as she scrolled through Weibo on Li Jin Yu’s phone. Li Jin Yu had eaten half his bowl and was leaning back in his chair, chatting casually with Zhou Yu, mainly telling him which small alleys in Beijing had authentic, delicious, and affordable food, and which ones specifically targeted tourists.

“If you don’t know what to eat, go to Niujie. Most things there are traditional Beijing food,” he said.

“Got it, I’ll remember.”

“But when taking girls out, try to go to restaurants, be more gentlemanly.”

“Okay!”

Ye Meng, peeling a boiled egg, interjected without looking up: “Baby, pass me a tissue.”

Li Jin Yu, smoking, coldly replied with shameless indifference: “There aren’t any. Used them all last night.”

“…”

“Oh right, Fang Ya En got married again,” Ye Meng remembered to say.

“Impressive.”

Ye Meng put the egg in her mouth, her tone muffled but envious: “Really, it’s another younger guy. I heard this one was super hard to get.”

“Was I too easy to get?” Li Jin Yu suddenly wondered, leaning back in his chair, glancing sideways at her.

“…”

Ye Meng choked on half an egg.

It was a peaceful morning. Cicadas were chirping outside, golden sunlight fell on the ground, all things were vast and clear, and love and hate became romantic and bright. All emotions seemed to dissipate in these small details.

When Zhou Yu left, he quietly closed the door behind them.

That time in the car, Zhou Yu had assumed Brother Jin Yu must be a precious young master born with a silver spoon in his mouth and raised in a castle. Based on his experience, men like this—the more perfect they looked and the richer they were—the worse their personalities. They would say whatever was dirty or insulting; at least the rich second-generation kids at his school were like that. However, he hadn’t expected that Li Jin Yu would be more easygoing and approachable than the other two wealthy young men. He even took the initiative to ask how he and his sister met. He didn’t have that worldly sophistication; instead, he exuded a kind of solitary coldness, disinterested in most things. But when chatting with him, one would discover he was casual yet polite, worthy of being called a young master, yet able to humble himself. Truly first-class.

They had talked a lot in the car that day. Brother Jin Yu even told him where the best soybean drink in Beijing was, which tofu cake shop was the most authentic, and quite sincerely advised him that when eating Beijing roast duck, never go to Quanjude.

Goodbye, world’s finest man.

Goodbye, Sister Ye Meng.

Mountains and waters stretch far; we write all our ideals and passions into the wind.

May the sun always be beautiful, the clouds fly high, the birds be free, the stars be vast, the lights shine long, and every day of the future be romantic till death.

“Li Jin Yu, as much as I love you, that’s how much the world loves you.” —Ye Meng.

(End of Main Text)

Shen Qing Yan – Extra Chapter 1
Ye Meng felt that Li Jin Yu had been increasingly flirtatious lately, and she was having trouble keeping him in check. Perhaps it was because she had spoiled him too much. When Ye Meng mentioned this to Fang Ya’en, Li Jin Yu was playing basketball on the court. As if he had heard her, he narrowed his eyes and glanced in her direction, prompting Tai Ming Xiao to shout in disapproval, “Pretty boy! Pay attention!”

He casually shifted his gaze back, lowered his head, dribbled past his opponent, and effortlessly tossed the ball—swoosh, into the basket, bouncing on the ground. His moves were both arrogant and undeniably impressive. His voice was languid as he replied, “How am I not paying attention?”

Damn. Tai Ming Xiao silently cursed. What a weakling. Does he think I don’t know? Those dog eyes of his have been looking outside the court so many times. Still thinking about her, the bastard.

The August heat was intense. Despite it being nearly evening with the sky growing dim, the sunset still scorched their skin. Ye Meng wore a denim jacket on the outside, which looked quite conservative, but what she wore underneath was rather provocative—something with even less fabric than a spaghetti strap, yet seemingly more than a bra. It exposed her small navel and slender waist. Her short skirt revealed straight, well-proportioned long legs. Every part of her was exquisite.

On the other end of the phone, Fang Ya’en was enjoying air conditioning while savoring watermelon. While urging Chen Jia Yu to do his homework, she said, “You spoiled him yourself, so deal with it.”

Ye Meng didn’t feel that way. She leaned back on her hands with obvious enjoyment, her gaze casually watching the man on the court. “As long as he’s not being snarky, I’m quite willing to dote on him. When dating Li Jin Yu, you can’t help but want to bring the best things in the world to lay at his feet.”

Fang Ya’en tossed some crushed ice that Chen Jia Yu had just prepared into her melon bowl, stirred it thoughtfully, and remarked, “Probably because he had such a miserable past. But no matter how miserable someone was, he was still a young master from a wealthy family. Don’t let your maternal instincts overflow too much. You can’t spoil men like this—the more you spoil them, the more of a jerk they become. One day he’ll develop bad habits from all your pampering…”

Ye Meng knew what she was about to say next and quietly moved the phone away. She propped her hands on the edge of the chair, her eyes fixed on Li Jin Yu. He wasn’t looking her way at the moment, bending over to tie his shoelaces. Beside him, a seventeen or eighteen-year-old boy who had stepped on him accidentally was repeatedly bowing and apologizing. He responded very politely that it was nothing. To be honest, he didn’t look much older than these kids. The young boy casually chatted with him, “Bro, when do you start school?”

“Next month, probably,” Li Jin Yu answered without batting an eye.

Lying to kids again. Lately, Li Jin Yu had been relying on Ye Meng’s affection and becoming completely unrestrained. Even Tai Ming Xiao said he’d been a bit too flirtatious recently—he even knew to use emojis in chats now, rather than just replying with a single “.”

On the other end of the phone, Fang Ya’en was still chattering: “You might as well feed him by hand at meals too. You’ve spoiled him into a complete weirdo.”

Ye Meng looked helpless. “Try dating him yourself and you’ll understand. You simply can’t resist.”

Fang Ya’en half-jokingly said, “Fine, help me make an appointment with Li Jin Yu then. I want to try too.”

“Get lost.”

“I’m being serious with you, don’t take it lightly. Who else has a woman on top during their first time? I can’t find a second example in the whole world—just you, the only one. You’ve spoiled your boyfriend to this extent!”

Fang Ya’en hung up with a “click.”

…

On the basketball court, Tai Ming Xiao couldn’t help but curse internally. These two have probably already been sneaking around, conspiring together. They’ve likely already slept together. His small eyes darted back and forth between them for a while before concluding they had slept together.

Perhaps sensing Tai Ming Xiao’s intense and mysterious stares, Li Jin Yu turned and glanced at him. “What?”

“Nothing,” Tai Ming Xiao hastily replied, his tone somewhat unnatural. “You guys keep playing. I’m going to the bathroom.”

As soon as he entered the bathroom, Tai Ming Xiao sent a WeChat message to Gou Kai, who was on a business trip in England: “Ye Meng came to watch pretty boy play basketball today. I think there’s something weird going on between them. Damn, I hope it’s not what I’m thinking. If it is, I’ll end my friendship with Li Jin Yu.”

His principles wouldn’t allow him to be friends with such a man if Li Jin Yu truly didn’t even spare married women.

Tai Ming Xiao squatted on the ground, covering his eyes in distress, then regretfully pounded his chest twice. He blamed himself—he should never have introduced them to each other in the first place. Wuwuwu.

His phone dinged, and Gou Kai quickly replied.

“Didn’t Ye Meng say she went back to Ning Sui to be with her husband? Why is she back?”

Tai Ming Xiao: “How the hell would I know? Anyway, she came to watch a pretty boy play basketball. And the way they look at each other—I suspect they’ve already slept together.”

Gou Kai: “…”

Gou Kai: “Li Jin Yu isn’t that kind of person. As his brother, you should have some trust in him.”

Tai Ming Xiao: “He forcibly kissed her at the garage that day!”

Gou Kai: “Keep an eye on them first. When I get back, I’ll talk to him.”

“Okay.” Tai Ming Xiao put away his phone and prepared to leave, coincidentally running into Li Chen who was coming in to use the bathroom. He was startled. “Is it over?”

Li Chen stood at the urinal. “What else?”

Tai Ming Xiao: “Where’s Li Jin Yu?”

“Went to buy water.”

Tai Ming Xiao hurried to the shop and then back to the basketball court, which was empty. Finally, he found Li Jin Yu smoking while leaning against a car door in the parking lot. He ran over, not seeing Ye Meng anywhere, and asked bewilderedly, “Where’s the lady?”

Li Jin Yu tapped off some ash, looked at him, and gestured with his chin toward the outside. “Bathroom.”

Without another word, Tai Ming Xiao jumped into Li Jin Yu’s passenger seat like a monkey fighting for territory, slammed the door shut, and said with a serious face: “You… drive me back.”

Li Jin Yu: “You’re abandoning your car?”

“I don’t care, just drive me back first.” Tai Ming Xiao twisted his body like a little wife, looking as if he would never get out of the car.

Li Jin Yu took a drag of his cigarette, looked at him for a while, and then methodically extinguished the cigarette. He nodded lazily and said: “Fine.”

Li Jin Yu hadn’t planned to keep it secret. He had intended to find an opportunity to invite everyone to dinner, and when everyone was present, throw down the marriage certificate to reveal everything. That was his plan. But plans can’t keep up with changes. Li Chen had been abroad for competitions recently, and Gou Kai was constantly on business trips. It was impossible to gather everyone together. Sharing this news via WeChat seemed somewhat insincere, especially after deceiving everyone for so long.

But the situation was gradually developing in an uncontrollable direction.

Tai Ming Xiao had been sitting in the passenger seat for a while, waiting for Ye Meng to return from the bathroom. As he was aimlessly about to turn on the radio, his peripheral vision keenly caught sight of a small white rectangular box.

He was all too familiar with this thing.

In the past, seeing this thing would make his heart skip a beat. When he had a girlfriend, he had to buy one of these things from the pharmacy every month.

By then, Li Jin Yu had already gotten into the car, sitting in the driver’s seat all sweaty after playing basketball. The car window was lowered, with one of his arms resting outside, lounging lazily. He rarely played basketball—he used to play more in school, but in recent years he had hardly been on the court. So it was rare to see this spirited side of him. It was truly heart-stirring, like a boy experiencing his first love. There was an inexplicable rakish air about Li Jin Yu at that moment.

The cicadas were singing incessantly in the trees, and the sunset glow spread across the treetops. What a pure, beautiful evening, full of youthful vitality.

Then a pregnancy test was pulled out from the car’s armrest by Tai Ming Xiao, trembling slightly, with an expression of incredulity and despair, as if wanting to execute Li Jin Yu on the spot.

Tai Ming Xiao: “You scumbag, tell me, what the hell is this!”

The “scumbag Li” withdrew his hand and placed it on the steering wheel. His other hand crushed the empty cigarette box in the car. He glanced up at Tai Ming Xiao and said coldly: “Don’t you recognize a pregnancy test?”

“Whose is it? Ye Meng’s?”

“Mm.”

Tai Ming Xiao’s voice trembled even more. He felt like his brain was about to explode, with every cell in his body screaming to cut ties with Li Jin Yu. His blood rushed uncontrollably into his brain.

Finally, he advised himself not to be impulsive. He took a deep breath and, as if trying to save a wayward youth, calmly said: “Brother, tell me, why?”

“What do you mean why?”

“Why did it have to be Ye Meng? There are so many women in the world! Why her of all people?” Tai Ming Xiao said through gritted teeth, with a somewhat reluctant tone of admission. “Yes! She’s very beautiful, and her figure is sexy as hell, but she has a family! I’ve told you so many times, don’t mess with married women, don’t mess with married women. Are you not listening?”

“It’s not—”

But Tai Ming Xiao raised one hand to signal him not to explain, while covering his face with the other, struggling for words: “Enough, don’t say anything. I know, I have experience with this, I’m a man, I understand.”

Li Jin Yu: “Hm?”

“Women who have been married, who have some experience, they’re indeed better in bed. Honestly, of all the girlfriends I’ve had, the one I miss the most is that divorced one. Every time, I felt like I could die in bed with her!”

“…Which one?”

“It was during college. Anyway, I met this sister who was divorced. She was quite impressive, knew everything, and would just start stripping your pants off, seriously. She opened a whole new world for me. Since then, chastity has been a stranger to me. I still remember the feeling from that night,” Tai Ming Xiao abruptly changed tone, “Listen to me, brother, break it off with her.”

“Open the compartment in front of you, in the center console.”

“Which one?” Tai Ming Xiao was startled, but still reached over. “This one?”

Li Jin Yu lit a cigarette, his elbow lazily propped against the car window, looking down at him with half-closed eyes. He gave a soft “mm” in response.

“And then?” Tai Ming Xiao asked.

The “scumbag Li” didn’t look at him, slowly taking drags off his cigarette amid the gorgeous, sinking sunset. He looked out through the windshield, watching Ye Meng come out of the bathroom. She had already taken off her denim jacket and was carrying it over her arm. That piece underneath had fabric that seemed barely enough to cover anything—she called this the “BM style.” She looked stunningly beautiful in it, and also like someone who would be difficult to pick up. Li Jin Yu narrowed his eyes as he smoked, staring at her, calculating: if this were their starting point, if everything began anew, how long would it take him to get her?

Meanwhile, he continued speaking to Tai Ming Xiao: “Take out the red thing on top.”

Tai Ming Xiao pulled it out.

Ye Meng was still sending a voice message to someone, holding her phone to her mouth, talking as she walked toward them. Li Jin Yu put out his cigarette. “Read it.”

“Marriage certificate, Male, Li Jin Yu—”

“FUCK FUCK FUCK?” Tai Ming Xiao’s voice, shocked, cut through the entire sky, as if even Gou Kai, who was drinking red wine with clients in England, had choked for a moment.

Li Jin Yu signaled to Ye Meng to stop walking. He drove the car over to her, leaning against the driver’s seat, not even bothering to fasten his seatbelt. He pressed the brake, started the car, turned the steering wheel, looking at the rearview mirror while saying—

“Get it now? That small-town husband Gou Kai mentioned is your grandpa me.”

Shen Qing Yan – Extra Chapter 2
The car moved to the bathroom entrance, waiting for Ye Meng to get in. The sun was sinking overhead, and the sunset painted the entire view a brilliant red. Li Chen happened to be coming out of the public bathroom at the basketball court. He saw Tai Ming Xiao sitting motionless like a terracotta warrior in the passenger seat of Li Jin Yu’s sports car—a terracotta warrior who had forcibly been fed an egg that was now stuck in his throat, rendering him speechless.

Meanwhile, the master in the driver’s seat had his arm resting outside the window, still without his seatbelt fastened, wearing an arrogant expression that said, “When you’re done looking, put it back for your lord.”

Of course, Li Chen knew about this matter. He should have been the first one to know. It was probably just a few days after that racing and forced kissing incident when Li Jin Yu directly told him. The two had been drinking nearly expired beer at the garage, casually chatting, when Li Jin Yu spilled everything at once, seemingly wanting to confide in someone. Li Chen was naturally the best listener.

At that time, Li Chen had taken a drag of his cigarette and asked, “Was it her idea?”

“Mm,” Li Jin Yu leaned back in the tire chair at the garage, his legs spread lazily, one hand resting on his leg holding the beer. He took a somewhat self-deprecating sip, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “At that time, she was about to return to Beijing. I thought she was playing me, so I suggested breaking up. Then she said if I didn’t trust her, we should get married. Isn’t she awful? She’s the one who wanted to leave, yet she tried to bind me with marriage. But I still like her.”

“That does sound a bit awful,” Li Chen nodded with his arms crossed.

Li Jin Yu inexplicably became annoyed again. “I was just saying. You don’t need to agree, bro.”

Li Chen smiled, “Tai Ming Xiao calls you a naive pretty boy, and I initially thought it wasn’t very fitting—at most, you’re a seemingly innocent schemer. But looking at it now, I think you are a naive pretty boy. Marriage is such a big deal, you should at least think it through. After all, your family background is what it is. Even if you waste away in that town, do you think your grandfather would leave you be? Luckily Ye Meng is a decent person. If you had met a female manipulator or someone with an even bigger appetite, what would you do?”

At that time, Li Jin Yu was leaning back in his chair, crushing the beer can with a crackling sound, denting it slightly. He lowered his eyelids, appearing obedient and serious while being reprimanded, looking extremely well-behaved, but his words were still arrogant, “You think I haven’t encountered those before?”

Li Chen raised his eyebrows, listening attentively.

“Do you remember when I was in high school, one of Li Si Yang’s college seniors? Forgot her name, anyway, she was majoring in French. She would wait for me outside my school every day, treat me to meals, and give me all sorts of random things. I had just returned from America then and had no friends in China except for you guys, so I always treated her like an older sister. I was only in high school then, and she seemed to understand the psychology of seventeen or eighteen-year-old boys very well. She portrayed herself as this cheerful, uninhibited, kind-hearted big sister, and then gave me all kinds of sexual hints. When she came to find Li Si Yang, she would always block my room, and lie on my bed without saying anything. I had to wash my sheets every day during that period. Li Ling Bai thought I was shamelessly masturbating all the time.”

Li Chen carefully recalled, and there indeed seemed to be such a person. That woman was quite beautiful, with a spicy personality, knew eight foreign languages, and had perfect scores in IELTS and TOEFL. She had good relationships with both Li Si Yang and Li Chen. Because of her uninhibited personality, they didn’t pay much attention and treated her like one of the guys. Who knew that behind their backs, she was constantly harassing their little brother Li Jin Yu, so they stopped associating with her. After a long while, a post appeared on a forum exposing this woman, saying she was a female manipulator who specialized in seducing high school boys.

Li Chen and Li Jin Yu had been close for many years, and everyone around them treated him like a little brother. There were indeed many people pursuing him, especially older sisters.

“You do have the type of looks that attract older sisters,” Li Chen concluded with a sigh. “Unlike me, I’ve never had this problem since childhood. The sisters were all afraid I’d seduce them.”

Li Jin Yu made a sound of agreement. “I’m afraid you’d seduce me too.”

“…”

Tai Ming Xiao still couldn’t quite believe it. He repeatedly examined the certificate, even went online to search for authenticity verification, and formally asked Li Chen, “Bro, is it illegal to forge this thing?”

Li Chen leaned down on his car window, smiling, and said, “Do you want me to bring mine from home for comparison?”

Tai Ming Xiao was greatly surprised. “You knew this secret all along?”

“A bit earlier than you.”

“…”

“…”

It’s over.

A long silence followed. The sun had set, and starlight met the sunset glow. Dusk enveloped everything, and behind them, a group of aunties had gathered on the basketball court for square dancing. Tai Ming Xiao felt like dark clouds were hanging over his head. He looked at Li Chen, then at the master in the driver’s seat.

—Get it now? That small-town husband Gou Kai mentioned is your grandpa me.

Your grandpa me.

Grandpa.

Li Jin Yu rarely used such a cocky tone, unless he was a bit upset or had been triggered.

Tai Ming Xiao felt like the Sword of Damocles was hanging over his head. His poor heart trembling, he secretly reached for the door handle wanting to sneak out, but Li Chen was standing outside chatting with Ye Meng. When the door opened, it was unexpectedly “banged” shut again.

This was like hitting a wall.

“Why are you running? Want to call Gou Kai?”

“No, I’m just getting out to smoke a cigarette, catch my breath.”

Tai Ming Xiao wanted to call Gou Kai to tell him not to come back for now.

Li Jin Yu smiled, his hand pressed against the car window, and leisurely took another drag of his cigarette. Exhaling, he said, “What are you afraid of? It’s Gou Kai who wants to pursue my wife, not you.”

“…Gou Kai was just impulsive. Last time he only sent flowers to her office once and said he wanted to pursue her, that’s all. Please don’t overthink it.”

Li Jin Yu suddenly turned to look at him.

Tai Ming Xiao’s hair stood on end. “Wh-what is it?”

“Oh, he even sent flowers? When did this happen?”

Tai Ming Xiao was shocked. “Y-y-you didn’t know?”

“I didn’t,” he leaned back in the driver’s seat, lazily tapping off his ash, and said, “She didn’t tell me.”

“…”

“…Forget I said anything.”

I’m sorry, Gou Kai, you might as well bury yourself in England.

Three sports cars left the basketball court, their engines rumbling loudly, drawing the attention of passersby. Ye Meng watched the people standing in the night breeze and asked from the passenger seat, “Are you planning to drive this car back to Ning Sui?”

Li Jin Yu followed behind the three cars, slowly merging into traffic. He steered with one hand, glancing at her, “No.”

“That’s good. This car is too flashy, and the engine is thunderously loud. The old ladies usually go to bed early, so you can’t even drive this car out at night—it would disturb everyone in town.”

“Mm.”

Ye Meng scrolled through her phone and casually asked, “Did you buy the pregnancy test?”

“I did,” he had bought it at a nearby pharmacy on the way to play basketball. He drove while turning his head to say, “It’s in the compartment below your door.”

The two of them were quite tacitly understanding about this pregnancy matter. If they were unlucky enough to conceive, they could only keep it—abortion was out of the question. But it would be best if there wasn’t one; they both felt that the time they had spent with each other wasn’t enough yet.

“I bought three different kinds. Wait five minutes for each one. Li Chen said that’s more accurate.” He stopped the car; there was a public restroom ahead.

Ye Meng thought to herself that this little rascal even knew to consult Li Chen. After reading through each set of instructions, she asked him, “Is Li Chen very experienced?”

“Li Chen has been with his wife for many years, and they lived together since college. What do you think? Generally, this kind of thing isn’t discussed with parents, especially not with my mom. Usually, guys just talk about it occasionally among themselves, getting a general idea.”

Ye Meng responded with a sound of acknowledgment, not interested in listening to him talk. She was a bit impatient because she was nervous. At this moment, she truly didn’t want a child at all. “If only I had known you in high school, then we wouldn’t feel like our time together is so short. Besides, your group of friends seems interesting.”

“With your eager personality, if we’d met in high school, wouldn’t I have been buying pregnancy tests at the pharmacy back then?” He leaned back in his seat, one hand on the steering wheel, his tone languid as he turned his head away and said, “Not very appropriate.”

“Oh, please.”

“Don’t copy how I talk.”

“I’ll copy if I want to.”

Ye Meng hadn’t gotten out of the car yet. Under the dim yellow streetlights, fireflies fluttered around the light, again and again. On both sides, the river surged, tumultuous and powerful. The entire city’s lights were behind them, merging with them.

Ye Meng got out of the car to go to the bathroom, leaving her phone on the passenger seat. Li Jin Yu sat quietly with his hand resting outside the window, smoking when her phone suddenly dinged.

He rarely looked at Ye Meng’s phone and didn’t often check up on her. He would be happy for Ye Meng to check up on him, but she rarely did. They both knew each other’s phone passwords but seldom took the initiative to look. If it weren’t for seeing the frequent WeChat notifications, and accidentally noticing it was from Gou Kai, Li Jin Yu probably wouldn’t have thought to open her phone.

The car interior was dim, pedestrians walked by indistinctly, and the changing neon lights from the roadside cast their glow on the face of the man in the car.

Li Jin Yu held his cigarette with one hand outside the car window, wisps of smoke rising from his fingertips, while his other hand quickly typed a reply on the screen. Then with a “click,” he locked the phone and tossed it back onto the passenger seat, his expression cold and arrogant.

Afterward, he sent one more message.
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The next moment, Gou Kai called back, directly to Li Jin Yu. Li Jin Yu had already gotten out of the car and was leaning against the door with one hand in his pocket, waiting for Ye Meng while answering the call. He went straight to the point, cold as ice: “Speak.”

Gou Kai thought to himself, what’s with the attitude? He had just returned to his hotel, exhausted. Closing the door, he coughed, then lowered his voice to argue: “How am I stealing from you? At most, Ye Meng might be considered your mistress. Don’t talk to me with that primary wife tone. Even if I wanted to pursue her, it’s not your place to lecture me. Her small-town husband hasn’t said anything, so why are you getting so worked up? It would be better if we joined forces to get rid of her husband first. Then we can talk.”

Li Jin Yu: “Are you serious? What do you take sister for?”

“Isn’t this what you wanted to discuss with me?” Gou Kai asked suspiciously.

The city lights were just coming on, and the wind was howling by the river. There were many pedestrians on the street, bustling about. At that moment, someone asked him for directions—an old Beijinger by the accent. “Excuse me, how do I get to Daguan Residential Area? I’ve been going in circles.” Li Jin Yu had been lazily leaning against the car door while on the phone, but hearing someone speak to him, he straightened up, and while still holding his phone, pointed in a direction, “Through this intersection.”

“Ah, thank you.” The person left.

“No problem,” he replied, then casually leaned back with his hand in his pocket and said to Gou Kai on the phone: “That was my original plan, but now I’ve changed my mind.”

Gou Kai had taken off his suit and unbuttoned his shirt. Sitting on the sofa in the British hotel, he was methodically pouring himself some red wine, with an attitude like Jiang Taigong fishing—whether you want to or not, you’ll take my bait. He spoke fiercely to Li Jin Yu: “That’s more like it.”

“Let’s settle this one-on-one. I won’t feel better until I’ve beaten you up.” Li Jin Yu hung up directly.

The wind in England suddenly stopped, as if reporting to the dark clouds, and Gou Kai’s hand pouring wine froze in an instant.

By the time Ye Meng came out, Li Jin Yu was already back in the car. He had taken off his sports jacket and thrown it in the back seat, wearing only a thin t-shirt. He looked slender yet strong. Hearing the car door open, he turned his head while smoking. Seeing her with a dejected face, his heart inexplicably skipped a beat, and he also became nervous. He rested his hand outside the window, obediently waiting for her to share the result.

Ye Meng sat in the passenger seat and turned to face him with a solemn expression. Li Jin Yu was so unsettled by her expression that he almost dropped his cigarette. It wasn’t that he was unwilling to have a child—he was indifferent. If she was pregnant, they would have the baby and raise it. He just worried she wouldn’t be happy. Pregnancy wasn’t a simple matter, and if they weren’t prepared for it, he feared Ye Meng would be under too much pressure and might even develop postpartum depression. He would rather remain childless for life.

Ye Meng remained silent, with a troubled expression. Li Jin Yu had his suspicions—she was probably pregnant. He leaned back in the driver’s seat, his hand still resting outside the window, ash accumulating on his cigarette. After thinking for a moment, he said, “If you’re not ready, then get an abortion.”

“What?” Ye Meng couldn’t believe it, couldn’t believe such life-disrespecting words could come from the mouth of the usually obedient and well-behaved Li Jin Yu.

“Of course, it’s best not to. An abortion isn’t good for your body either. I don’t know how to say this, and I don’t have much experience, but I think it’s fine if we have the baby. At worst, we’ll throw it out when it turns eighteen and go back to our two-person world.” Li Jin Yu had the air of a man who could still be a youth at eighty-eight.

“Alright, then it’s settled. We’ll throw it out at eighteen,” they reached an agreement, and Ye Meng said with a smile, “But I’m not pregnant this time. I was just teasing you.”

“Then why the expression?” Li Jin Yu glanced at her sideways.

“To scare you, since you never wear condoms.”

Li Jin Yu started the car, listening to the rumbling engine for a moment. He put out his cigarette and tossed it into the car ashtray, saying coldly, “Fine, next time don’t beg me.”

Ye Meng leaned back in the passenger seat, completely ignoring him, with a smug expression, almost swinging her feet. She admired the brilliant lights and bustling night scene outside the window while humming a song proudly. It was the one Li Jin Yu had hummed in Ning Sui, “Summer Holiday”—

“Summer holiday “Watch only on my way “Summer holiday “Babe, you are my baby…”

Over and over, just these four lines, because that was all Li Jin Yu had hummed at the time.

He smiled.

Gou Kai arrived in Beijing the next afternoon. Li Jin Yu had been playing basketball those days. When he received the message, he silently tossed the ball and told Li Chen he was leaving.

Tai Ming Xiao was drinking water on the sidelines. When he heard the sound and turned around, he only saw the tail of a car speeding away. So he hurriedly screwed the cap back on and scurried over to ask Li Chen, who was shooting baskets alone: “Where did the pretty boy go?”

Li Chen shot three balls at the backboard without making a single one, and glanced at him expressionlessly: “Gou Kai has arrived.”

For some reason, Tai Ming Xiao’s scalp tingled. Under the blazing sunshine of the basketball court, he immediately took out his phone and looked. The screen had some glare, so he covered it with his hand to see. This idiot had posted something on WeChat Moments without any awareness.

[Gou Kai: Finally arrived in Beijing. China Eastern Airlines was efficient this time, but the first-class cabin air conditioning was too cold and the blanket too thin. I suggest they provide two.]

To hell with your suggestions, you might as well go straight into a coffin.

“Where are they meeting?” Tai Ming Xiao asked anxiously. “Should we call Ye Meng? I’m worried they might fight. They’ve been brothers for so many years, it would be a shame to let a woman affect their friendship.”

Li Chen said calmly: “He said none of us should interfere in this matter. He just wants to talk with Gou Kai alone.”

“But…” Tai Ming Xiao was still worried.

“Stop with the ‘buts.’ Do you think Li Jin Yu is jealous?” Li Chen also tossed the ball, letting it roll off the court. He walked to the basket and unscrewed a bottle of water for himself, saying, “Think about what Gou Kai did to Ye Meng before. Li Jin Yu is taking this opportunity to get revenge on her behalf.”

Tai Ming Xiao had almost forgotten how Gou Kai had joined forces with Ye Meng’s old classmate Jiang Lu Zhi to drive her away. At that time, he was at an auction in Guangdong. The two of them had been arguing fiercely, and people from the office called him, asking if he could come back early to mediate. Gou Kai had a bit of a twisted psychology—he looked down on Ye Meng, yet wanted her to depend on him, to live at his mercy. If Ye Meng wanted to stay in Beijing, it could only be with him; using his connections to go to other companies was out of the question; otherwise, she should go back to her hometown.

At that time, the entire office heard him say to Ye Meng: “If you don’t want to work with Jiang Lu Zhi, fine, you can resign and go back to your hometown. At least you’re a graduate of a prestigious university.”

These words sounded harsh, but they were also quite realistic.

However, Gou Kai thought Ye Meng would obediently listen, who knew that Ye Meng really resigned and returned to Ning Sui.

They agreed to meet at an e-sports hall below Gou Kai’s building. Gou Kai asked why he didn’t arrange to meet in the city center. Li Jin Yu was someone you couldn’t quite tell whether he was being gentlemanly or just taking advantage of his good looks—both flirtatious and unbridled. Because he had told Gou Kai to go home after landing to make himself presentable before meeting him.

Gou Kai’s place was quite remote, with no coffee shops or tea houses nearby. There was only a bustling e-sports hall and a small foot massage parlor. Li Jin Yu didn’t like being touched, so he chose the e-sports hall. The second floor was the e-sports area, crowded with people, with groups of young people sitting together, chatting and watching others play games. There was a lounge on the third floor, but membership was required. Li Jin Yu didn’t play games, but he paid for a membership and went straight to the third floor.

Compared to the foot massage parlor, the people here were younger, mostly students. They were quite spirited, like sparrows on spring branches, chirping away—a bit noisy.

When Gou Kai arrived, a competition seemed to have just ended downstairs. Cheers, applause, and whistles filled the air; the whole place couldn’t contain the excitement. Li Jin Yu impatiently turned his gaze back from the window and saw a man in an impeccable three-piece suit and shiny leather shoes walking towards him.

Gou Kai saw him too. Li Jin Yu didn’t look out of place among these young people. He was wearing a shirt and dress pants, all proper, with the buttons fastened meticulously. The pants legs accentuated his well-proportioned long legs, revealing slender ankles in black socks. One shirt sleeve was loosely rolled up on his arm. In front of him was a half-drunk glass of lemon water. This was the smoking area, with a transparent ashtray by the window containing several stubbed-out cigarette butts and one unfinished cigarette resting on the edge.

As soon as Gou Kai sat down, the guy across from him said indifferently: “Your fly is down.”

?

Gou Kai looked down. Damn.

It was. Not a good start. No wonder people had been staring at him all the way. He had thought he looked particularly handsome today. Gou Kai pretended to be calm, casually zipping up with a swoosh. His momentum had weakened by half.

“Let’s talk,” Gou Kai said after zipping up and exhaling.

“Talk?” Li Jin Yu took a sip of lemon water and tossed the cigarette into the water as well. “I thought you were prepared to take a beating.”

“Cut the crap. If you wanted to fight, would you have arranged to meet here?” Gou Kai said.
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“I’m trying my best not to hit you,” Li Jin Yu leaned back in his chair, looking down at the lemon water in front of him, lazily tracing the glass as he spoke.

Few people knew about his history in America because he never bothered to mention it. Everyone just assumed he was a good boy. So Gou Kai expressed his doubt, snorting disdainfully: “You’ve never been in a fight your whole life, have you? Do you even know how to hit someone?”

Li Jin Yu looked up at him without speaking. A server happened to come by with coffee. The two men silently stared at each other, and Gou Kai inexplicably felt a chill. For some reason, he felt that Li Jin Yu had been different lately. Before, his gaze was never so direct. Whether looking at women or men, there was always an air of lingering boyishness about him—pure yet restrained. Now, the restraint was gone, and so was the purity. He was straightforward in a way that didn’t seem like a younger brother. Gou Kai suddenly recalled what Tai Ming Xiao had said a few days ago—that Li Jin Yu might have been bedded by Ye Meng. Why phrase it that way? Because they felt Li Jin Yu was the one who got the short end of the stick.

After the server left, the scattered conversations around them hardly affected them. Because of Li Jin Yu, the girls at the nearby tables kept staring in their direction, occasionally lowering their heads shyly to whisper to each other, their faces flushed with infatuation—a bunch of fangirls. Gou Kai found it extremely annoying. He’d always known how much this kid attracted women. Back then, he didn’t have the masculine aura he had now. After sleeping with a woman, he was even more damn attractive.

Just as Gou Kai was thinking about this, his phone dinged.

It was a WeChat message from Tai Ming Xiao, accompanied by a super-mega-giant crying laughing emoji— [Old Tai: Doggy, listen, don’t ask why, just now, immediately, get on your knees and apologize to Li Jin Yu first.]

Gou Kai cursed him as a psycho, locked his phone, and ignored it. But Tai Ming Xiao kept sending messages. [Old Tai: Doggy, listen to me, this sounds mystical, but I swear on my two titanium alloy dog eyes, it’s one million percent true.]

Psycho! He locked his phone again and continued to ignore it. Looking at Li Jin Yu, he was about to speak when more dings brought in more messages. He impatiently looked down. [Old Tai: I just heard from Li Chen about Li Jin Yu fighting with Black people in America, and I was so shocked my glasses nearly fell off—] [Gou Kai: Keep exaggerating, go on.]

Almost simultaneously, another message came through. [Old Tai: Do you know where the pretty boy has been all these years?]

This question reminded Gou Kai, so he seized the opportunity to curiously ask the “pretty boy” sitting across from him, “By the way, where have you been these past few years? How come you never mentioned it?”

Li Jin Yu was looking out the window and abruptly replied, “Ning Sui.”

“Oh, Ning Sui.”

Gou Kai maintained a blank expression, bringing his phone to his mouth to send a voice message to Tai Ming Xiao, absent-mindedly saying: “He says he’s been in Ning—”

His voice cut off suddenly. The entire e-sports hall seemed to go silent for a moment. He wasn’t sure if it was an illusion caused by his blank mind, but a moment later, the wind continued to blow outside, and inside the hall, the girls resumed their casual chatting, still occasionally glancing in their direction. Like five hundred sparrows on spring branches, they chirped away. However, Gou Kai felt as if he were inside a large drum, with all the noise and clamor transformed into a buzzing sound that he couldn’t quite make out clearly.

He was stunned, his gaze fixed blankly on Li Jin Yu, yet still clinging to a desperate hope as he asked: “The one I know?”

At that moment, Li Jin Yu slouched in his chair, his eyes profound, like a reef submerged in the deep sea. He didn’t rush to speak, perhaps taking the time to smoke half a cigarette. Finally, he tapped off some ash, not looking at Gou Kai, and said while looking down: “Mm, I saw you at the town’s coffee shop. I was dating Ye Meng then before we got our marriage certificate.”

“…”

“…..”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

A server knocked over several glasses of lemon water. Those “bang bang bang” sounds had a sequential sniper-like feel as if someone had unhesitatingly fired three shots directly at his heart!

Blood and flesh were in disarray, his blood frozen, and his internal organs ceased to function. He was more statue-like than a terracotta warrior.

People came and went in the e-sports hall, the wind blew through the willows on the bank, and the tall buildings felt chilly. After who knows how long—the girls at the next table had even switched to a second flavor of milk tea and were enthusiastically playing Truth or Dare—Gou Kai finally came back to his senses. His eyes looked somewhat defeated, with a trembling quality to them. He turned to look out the window, initially wanting to ask how Li Jin Yu had pursued Ye Meng since she typically rejected all advances, hard or soft. But he feared Li Jin Yu might say “she pursued me,” which might cause him to reflexively throw that glass of lemon water in his face.

Li Jin Yu moved the ashtray aside, sat up straight, and folded his arms across his chest. Gou Kai felt that Li Jin Yu’s leg under the table might kick him without warning at any moment. He heard Li Jin Yu lean back in his chair and ask bluntly: “My wife is pretty hard to get, isn’t she?”

“…”

Gou Kai didn’t know what to say. Was this the beginning of a reckoning? He began to seriously consider Tai Ming Xiao’s earlier suggestion. Li Jin Yu’s tone indicated that this matter wouldn’t be resolved so easily.

Gou Kai, trying to save his hide, said: “Actually, she’s not that hard to get. I think all women are the same, haha, haha.” These two forced laughs sounded extremely strained.

Li Jin Yu looked at him coldly, as if engaging in self-mockery: “Is that so? But I cried for her several times.”

“…” Gou Kai stopped laughing.

“Cried during arguments, cried during sex.”

“…Is that something to be proud of?”

Li Jin Yu: “I’m telling you that you nearly broke up a beautiful love story.”

“…”

Gou Kai felt that if he didn’t leave this e-sports hall today, he would probably die of embarrassment.

Downstairs in the e-sports hall, people were competing, occasionally erupting in thunderous cheers. They were all young people, full of passion. The blood of youth is always boiling, like an endlessly flowing river, majestic yet crystal clear, flowing toward the farthest distance.

By the time Gou Kai returned home, Tai Ming Xiao was already anxiously waiting at his door. He searched Gou Kai’s face for a while, looking for injuries, and seemed disappointed to find him unharmed: “Huh? That lord didn’t hit you?”

“Two men over fifty fighting in an e-sports hall full of kids—do you think that would be glorious or thrilling?” Gou Kai opened the door and went in.

Tai Ming Xiao followed him in. True, they were no longer at that impulsive age of sixteen or seventeen.

Gou Kai grabbed a bottle of beer, sat down on the sofa, and silently opened it.

Tai Ming Xiao, familiar with the place, also took a can and leaned against the TV cabinet across from him, saying, “What’s wrong? Since there was no physical confrontation, why do you look like you’re at death’s door?”

Gou Kai took off his suit jacket, revealing a gray three-piece vest underneath. His glasses sat elegantly on the bridge of his nose. He took a swig of beer and said: “He wants me to sell the company to him.”

“Just don’t sell it then.”

“Mm, he said in that case, he’d have to go through the trouble of convincing the old man in England to acquire it directly.”

Damn, if Li Chang Jin steps in, Gou Kai would be swallowed without even bones left.

Gou Kai didn’t have many vulnerabilities—he was just a workaholic, and this antique company was his only weakness. Plus, Gou Kai himself had passion and sentiment for cultural relics; no woman was more important than his company. As expected of his closest friend, he knew exactly where to stab to cause the most pain. With a “pop,” Tai Ming Xiao opened his beer can and took a leisurely sip, leaning against the TV cabinet. After thinking for a moment, he said, “Where would he get the money to buy it? The old man’s shares can’t be liquidated.”

Gou Kai said: “Dividends. Do you think the several hundred million in annual dividends from the Hanhai Group are fake? I heard he invested a large sum with some former WCM school team members in a memory training institution. It’s probably lost quite a bit so far, but over time, it will make money. Besides, he recently invested in Li Chen’s garage and had Li Chen buy him an extremely expensive racing team abroad. So I estimate he doesn’t have much cash on hand right now—he even split the bill with me at the e-sports hall.”

“That’s what you get for trying to seduce his wife.”

“How the hell was I supposed to know? If you knew, why didn’t you tell me earlier?” Gou Kai put down his beer.

Tai Ming Xiao felt wrong too. Holding his beer can, he shrugged: “They threatened me, okay? I only just heard from Li Chen this afternoon while playing basketball about Li Jin Yu’s past troublemaking in America. I was afraid you’d get beaten to death, so I risked getting my head blown off by Li Chen to secretly send you those messages, hoping you’d quickly apologize and put this matter behind you.”

The relationship between the four of them was quite complex. Li Chen and Li Jin Yu were close, while Gou Kai and Tai Ming Xiao were close. Since the former two were both young masters with more hardcore family backgrounds, their personalities were more casual and laid-back, whereas Gou Kai was more calculating and Tai Ming Xiao was more adaptable. But actually, all four had good relationships and truly regarded each other as brothers. It’s just that Tai Ming Xiao and Gou Kai would prioritize personal interests—the most realistic approach to friendship. Li Chen naturally sided with Li Jin Yu in everything, so when Gou Kai was away on business, Tai Ming Xiao was firmly under the control of the other two.

“So what’s his intention now? Why does he want to buy your company? Isn’t Hanhai Lankan enough for him? But selling to him might give you some backing. After all, even though Hanhai Lankan has been struggling these past two years, and with Li Ling Bai’s situation deteriorating rapidly, at least there’s still the Hanhai Group behind it for support.” Tai Ming Xiao thought about it, and it didn’t seem like such a bad idea.

Gou Kai gave him a cold glance: “You’re overthinking it.”

Tai Ming Xiao continued drinking his beer and listened as Gou Kai said, “Li Jin Yu said that Ye Meng wants to open a PR company in Beijing recently, and he thinks our company would be suitable for her to practice with since she worked there before and is familiar with it. The flowers and plants wouldn’t need to be rearranged, and the old man from the botanical garden would still deliver cacti regularly. It’s quite suitable.”

Li Jin Yu had been tight on money lately. When buying cigarettes at the convenience store, he didn’t hesitate and only asked for an eight-yuan pack of Red Double Happiness. Li Chen said he looked pitiful, spending two million on a ring but being so stingy on a pack of cigarettes.

As Li Jin Yu leaned against the car door opening his cigarettes, he suddenly realized that his shirt sleeves were rolled up, exposing the ECG tattoo on his wrist, with the sports car behind him. While he was attractive, he also somehow looked like a jerk. He took out a cigarette, tossed the pack into the car window, lit it, took a drag, and turned to ask Li Chen beside him, “Has the ring arrived?”

“No, not that fast. The French don’t work overtime for you. Even if you wanted to rush it, they said the earliest would be next month.”

Li Jin Yu smoked silently. His phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and looked at it, and the next second, he coldly cursed “Fuck,” then immediately stubbed out the half-smoked cigarette. He turned and casually took a jacket from the back door of the car, hooked it in his hand, and slammed the door shut with a “bang”—the entire sequence of movements fluid and seamless.

“What happened?” Li Chen asked.

Li Jin Yu hung the jacket over his hand and rested it on the car roof, with his other hand in his pocket, saying languidly, “It’s a long story. I’ve been too busy lately and just stood up to my sister. Now I have to go home and kneel on the washboard.”

Li Chen impatiently brushed him off: “That can’t be right. Ye Meng dotes on you so much. If I hadn’t seen her in action, I’d almost believe you. Even if she were to punish you, I feel like she’d be the one kneeling on the washboard, not making you kneel.”
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When Li Jin Yu returned home, Ye Meng had just finished showering and was blow-drying her hair in the bathroom. Li Jin Yu was dressed in a shirt and dress pants, with his sleeves rolled up and two buttons undone at his chest. He hooked his jacket with one hand and kept the other in his pocket, leaning against the bathroom doorframe as he watched her through the mirror. His expression was, well, somewhat asking for a beating.

…

After that meeting with Li Ling Bai at the police station, Li Jin Yu hadn’t been in good shape and had been taking medication continuously. The doctor had prescribed him some agomelatine tablets, and he had been quite obedient, taking them on schedule every day. It was only a few days ago, after his final follow-up visit, that the doctor said he could stop the medication. Only then did Ye Meng’s heart, which had been hanging in suspense for so many days, finally ease somewhat.

During those days, Ye Meng had originally booked tickets to Bali, intending to take him away to relax. However, a week before departure, the embassy suddenly notified them that there were signs of a volcanic eruption near Bali. That evening’s news even reported that fifty thousand local town residents had been evacuated from Bali overnight.

Ye Meng didn’t dare take Li Jin Yu there anymore. Without a second thought, she canceled the flight and hotel bookings. The airline charged over three thousand in cancellation fees. As for one of the hotels, she had planned to stay there after returning from Ubud Palace but hadn’t purchased cancellation insurance, so they wouldn’t allow a refund. It cost nine thousand per night, and that was during the off-season—it would be at least fifteen thousand during peak season. The hotel was perched on a hillside overlooking the sea, with a beautiful environment, a starry sky pool, floating breakfast… From the room, one could directly view the golden sunset and the star-filled night sky, as well as the endless waves on the nearby beach, where perhaps each seashell contained untold stories and affection.

Ye Meng had specially spent a long time learning the Barong dance, a local traditional dance. The Balinese approach to dance art was very direct; they infused all their intense love and passion for art into bold and uninhibited dance movements. She wanted to integrate into their culture this way, thinking perhaps the atmosphere would be made more passionate by her performance. Then, amid the gazes of those transient foreign encounters—filled with blessings, curiosity, or paying the highest respect to love—she would kiss him.

People would surely know they were deeply in love. The applause would be thunderous, unending. The moon would hang in the sky like a shy teenager, blushing red. And then, the whole world would be theirs. From then on, the light of the white nights would return, the rivers of the universe would return, and the flowers of the earth would all return. Only Li Jin Yu would she keep by her side for thousands upon thousands of times.

It sounded very touching, but plans couldn’t keep up with changes. The hotel wouldn’t refund, and Ye Meng lost both money and energy, bleeding with heartache. After all this trouble, she didn’t want to go anywhere. The flu was also quite serious at that time, and Li Jin Yu’s lungs were not good to begin with—he would unfailingly catch a cold with each change of season. He had two fixed colds every year. So Ye Meng no longer planned any trips. When they finally recovered a bit, she thought about checking flight tickets to take him to see the aurora in Russia at the end of the year, but again, due to various reasons, she couldn’t book the tickets. Anyway, that period was quite hectic. Ye Meng was taking care of Li Jin Yu while also trying to appease the old ladies in Ning Sui.

Fang Ya’en said Ye Meng was spoiling him too much and feared it would lead to problems, but they hadn’t told anyone about Li Jin Yu’s condition during that time. Li Jin Yu was afraid of worrying about his grandmother, so he never mentioned returning to Ning Sui. Ye Meng also didn’t tell their friends, as she couldn’t bear people looking at him differently, even if it was with sympathy. Her Li Jin Yu, even when ill, was still first-class in this world.

During that period, Li Ling Bai had requested to see Li Jin Yu several times through the prison guards. Ye Meng didn’t allow it, and Liang Yun An and Fang Zheng Fan also tacitly understood. It wasn’t until the night before the verdict was announced that Ye Meng finally went to see Li Ling Bai. By then, Li Ling Bai seemed like a completely different person. The blue prison uniform hung on her emaciated body like a dull gray sack. Her chin was no longer held as high as before but was always lowered. She looked haggard, like a reef exposed in the mud and gravel after a huge, surging wave had receded.

For the first time, Ye Meng found her pitiful.

Before entering, Liang Yun An sighed and told her: “Li Chang Jin came by a few days ago and showed her a document. After reading it, Li Ling Bai hasn’t spoken a word since that day.”

“What document?”

“I don’t know. Director Fang checked it, but beyond that, we aren’t privy to it. It’s their private matter.”

Ye Meng sat in the chair for a long time, while Li Ling Bai remained silent. The two were oddly facing off, neither taking the initiative to speak. Finally, Ye Meng impatiently checked her watch and stood up to leave. Only then did Li Ling Bai suddenly speak, her voice ragged, as hoarse as that of a dying old person: “He still doesn’t want to see me?”

Ye Meng felt somewhat sympathetic and turned her head away as she said: “It’s not that. I’m just concerned. He’s been taking medication ever since he saw you that day. If you have something to tell him, I can pass it on, but you can’t see him.”

Li Ling Bai and Quan Si Yun were both detained in a special prison, with a separate visiting room. The light beams shone within the high walls, the room full of dust, like a dark chamber sealed for a thousand years without seeing daylight.

Li Ling Bai suddenly felt that at this point, anything she said would be empty. Looking back on her life, every frame was filled with irony and mockery. Would she bow her head in remorse? Would she cry and beg for forgiveness? None of it mattered.

No one spends their entire life tirelessly hating someone. Time washes away everything. Forgiveness is the cheapest, most meaningless thing in this world. Let’s leave some dignity for each other. That’s what she thought.

Time trickled by slowly, like an old woman walking particularly slowly, until the expressionless prison guard behind her reminded her, “Five minutes left.”

Li Ling Bai finally looked up at Ye Meng. Perhaps having been inside with a bare face for so long, she was momentarily stunned when she suddenly saw such a beautiful, radiant woman sitting across from her, formally dressed yet full of the vigor of everyday life. She couldn’t immediately process it.

After a while, she finally said—

“Time doesn’t stop. Everyone in this world has apologized for their past selves at some point. I don’t think it’s necessary. Each day refreshes itself, and living each future day well is the greatest sincerity toward the past. That’s all. Goodbye.”

After speaking, Li Ling Bai stood up, allowing the guard to handcuff her, and left emotionlessly.

Ye Meng thought she probably understood Li Ling Bai’s meaning.

After that, Li Chang Jin would occasionally call from England. It was only then that Ye Meng realized Li Chang Jin’s Chinese was quite poor, though he was trying hard to learn. His communication with Li Jin Yu was quite laborious, so Li Jin Yu would sometimes simply speak to him in English, and occasionally even in French. Ye Meng knew Li Jin Yu’s French was good; she had heard from Li Chen that he had given public speeches in French during his freshman year of college.

Ye Meng only knew a few awkward phrases in Korean from watching too many Korean dramas. Even her English was poor—the typical test-oriented English education in China. She had taken the College English Test Level 4 twice, scoring 424 the first time and 425 the second time, barely passing. When she mentioned this score to Li Jin Yu after he hung up on Li Chang Jin’s call, he couldn’t stop laughing, saying, “Impressive, right on the line.” Ye Meng immediately asked him what score he got on his Level 4 test. He said he couldn’t remember, he had only taken it once. “Anyway, a bit higher than yours.” Ye Meng was quite proud: “No matter how high you scored, it’s not as impressive as my 425. Plus, I got a perfect score on the listening part.” “How much?” he asked. “200, of course.”

He didn’t say much at the time, just “Impressive, like the six-eared macaque.” Ye Meng laughed and hit him playfully. Later, when Li Ling Bai’s old villa was put up for auction and all the servants and housekeepers were dismissed, the court asked Li Jin Yu to go and clear out some things. As they were packing, Ye Meng dug out his Level 4 test score from some obscure corner. She was immediately silenced. Only then did she learn that the perfect score for the listening section was 249 points. How could there be such odd numbers?

Her listening score had been the highest in her class—a full 200. Someone had said 200 was a perfect score, and Ye Meng had believed it. Having passed the test, she had enthusiastically treated her entire dormitory to barbecue skewers, followed by a night of clubbing.

“Clubbing?” Li Jin Yu was sorting books to take back to Ning Sui at that time, randomly tossing them into the suitcase. He had quite a temper, not caring whether they were useful or not, just flipping through them briefly before throwing them in. When he got angry, Ye Meng thought he was asking for it. Leaning against the edge of the study desk, pretending to flip through a book, she said rather coldly, “You went clubbing in college? Sister was quite the party animal. Can you dance?”

After asking, Li Jin Yu suddenly remembered—not only could she dance, but her flexibility and skill on the dance machine at the entertainment center suggested at least five or six years of dance training.

Ye Meng was crouching on the floor helping him pack the suitcase, but he was carelessly throwing things in with a provocative look. Ye Meng closed the suitcase, stood up, and went to kiss him, but he dodged. Li Jin Yu had been lazily leaning against the edge of the table, but he deliberately straightened up, tilted his head back to put a book back on the shelf, and said, “No.”

It took a long time to placate him that day. That night, as she stroked his unusually docile and unprovoking brow, she thought wistfully, how nice it would have been to have known him in college. She wouldn’t have treated her dormmates to barbecue skewers then; she would have saved the money to pursue him. Although he would certainly have been even harder to get than he was now. She just wished she had met him earlier.

It wasn’t for any particular reason, she just wanted to hug that helpless young man from back then.

She wanted to cover his hot blood, straighten his bones, be his support, let him be unrestrained, free as the wind.

She always felt that ten years was too long, capable of erasing too much love and hate. Later she discovered that, in this world, there was still someone who could make her heart flutter every time she saw him. Talking to him made her heart tremble, and her blood boil. No matter how bad her mood was the second before, as long as he sat there quietly, even if he was smoking, even if he wasn’t speaking, even if he just gave her a casual glance, even if he hummed a song she had never heard before, she couldn’t help but want to look it up and listen to it.

—However, none of this prevented him from kneeling on the washboard.

…

Li Jin Yu also sensed that he couldn’t escape his fate tonight. He smoked two cigarettes before entering the door. Ye Meng happened to see him standing under the dim streetlight of the small courtyard covered with vines through the bathroom window, taking occasional drags. So, while blow-drying her hair, she asked in a rather calm tone:

“What’s wrong, Li Jin Yu? Is coming home such a hardship for you? Do you need to smoke two cigarettes to calm down? Is there a tigress being kept at home?”

Shen Qing Yan – Extra Chapter 6: Distant Footsteps
It wasn’t a big deal—Ye Meng wanted to adopt a cat, but Li Jin Yu wouldn’t allow it. His reason was that he already had Ping An and was afraid the dog would get jealous when they returned. Ye Meng got jealous right then and there: why the hell are you so devoted to a dog? There was no helping it; that’s just how he was. Only after Ye Meng’s thousand coaxings and various ingenious ways of pleasing him did he finally relent and agree to at least visit a cat shelter with her. And wasn’t that supposed to be today? He had stood her up.

It was obvious he did it on purpose, and that he truly didn’t want to keep a pet.

Ye Meng knew Li Jin Yu’s daily schedule by heart. Sometimes they would go nowhere, staying cooped up at home all day. When Li Jin Yu needed to go out, he would report to her in advance, detailing everything meticulously—first playing basketball with Li Chen, then possibly having a meal with former friends. Some were true friends, others were fair-weather friends. Now that he had the backing of the Hanhai Group and was the only grandson under thirty who had already inherited shares from Li Chang Jin, naturally, there would be people trying to curry favor with him; it was the norm. Ye Meng would remind him not to associate with people like Zhu Yi Kun, and Li Jin Yu and rather enjoyed being managed by his older sister. Although he was already aware of most things, he would still obediently say “okay.”

Ye Meng herself was also busy. The PR company matter had been put on the agenda. During those days, she was drafting the company’s bylaws, cradling her laptop on the sofa for an entire day. She didn’t even notice the youth talent show playing on TV; occasionally glancing up, she was still thinking about the rules and regulations of the bylaws. However, every few hours, she might check his phone location. Their phones shared locations—not to check up on him, but simply because she missed him and wanted to know what he was doing. Seeing that bouncing red dot and Li Jin Yu’s arrogant WeChat profile picture was like seeing his heart beating. Several times, as she was looking at it, she would message Fang Ya’en: “I’m completely smitten by him. Even seeing his WeChat avatar makes my heart flutter.”

“You’re crazy!” Fang Ya’en had said at the time.

Ye Meng had thought that the weariness of marriage was coming very slowly, but she never expected that Li Jin Yu would so quickly reach the state of needing to smoke two cigarettes before entering the door.

After hearing her say this, Li Jin Yu helplessly tossed his jacket onto the sofa walked over, and leaned against the wall behind her, saying nothing, just watching her blow-dry her hair. He leaned there lazily, waiting indifferently for a while before suddenly reaching out to press the back of her neck. His gaze, full of meaning, looked at her in the mirror, then slowly moved through her wet and slightly tingling hair roots, following the hot air from the dryer. Ye Meng’s face was hot, her neck was hot, her entire body was hot, her skin scalding, like a snake whose vital point had been grasped, unable to move as she stared back at him in the mirror, entangled, like unstable dancing flames, crackling, mixed with the roaring sound of the hair dryer, devastatingly, hotly making one panic. Yet the culprit still maintained that lazy pose against the wall behind her, with an attitude of “I just came home late, sister can hit me, scold me, or do whatever she wants with me” as he watched her.

Usually, at times like this, Ye Meng would choose the last option—what washboard? Nonexistent. She put down the hair dryer with a pretense of composure, her expression cold as she tied up her hair and said to him: “Go wait for me in the bedroom.”

Li Jin Yu put away his half-smiling, half-not-smiling eyes and, as expected, leaned against the wall, pursing his lips twice, beginning to unbutton his shirt discreetly while negotiating with her: “Can I take a shower first? I just played basketball and I’m all sweaty.”

Ye Meng tied her hair into a bun, adjusting its size in the mirror, and gave a pretend-aloof “mm” in response.

The next second, Li Jin Yu grabbed her arm and pulled her toward himself. His back against the wall, his shirt unbuttoned to the last two buttons, revealing his clearly defined muscles—not bulky muscle blocks, but rather cool, flowing lines. Ye Meng could faintly see his wasp-like waist, lean, clean, and powerful. This kind of refreshing, cool, yet muscular physique had her completely captivated. Because she had experienced his strength and knew what was coming next, just one look made the tip of her heart tingle uncontrollably. The arm he was holding seemed to have a gentle electric current flowing through it, quite numbing.

“Do you want to?”

Li Jin Yu leaned against the wall, with something of an interrogative tone, a kind of dissatisfaction from trying to please but not hitting the mark, so he looked down at her and asked.

His gaze swept rather lewdly over the chest of her spaghetti-strap nightgown. The view was quite nice—mountains were mountains, waters were waters, snow-capped peaks, clear jade buds.

“Want me to feed you some wine?” He knew how to please her, hitting every point perfectly.

“We finished it yesterday, the last bottle,” she said.

“I just bought some.”

Ye Meng was about to be seduced to death by him.

The room had no lights on, the curtains tightly drawn, with only a dim wall lamp lit. The warm orange light looked very cozy, casting the shadows of their intertwined bodies onto the opposite wall, like two butterflies out of control, vigorously flapping their wings in the spring light, following the rippling life and death of passion.

They were kissing. Quiet yet intense, the dense sound of pecking kisses was as fragmented yet ambiguous as the sound of spring silkworms breaking out of their cocoons.

Seeing her not making a sound, he developed a competitive urge from somewhere, insisting that she make noise. Finally, he bit her lip.

Ye Meng became anxious and called out to him muffled under the covers: “Li Jin Yu, you’re not hurting anymore, are you?”

“I stopped hurting a few times ago.” It might have been even earlier.

“So, you’re okay now, right?” Ye Meng said.

“Still okay.” He said indifferently, fishing out a small box from the bedside table.

“…” At that moment, watching his practiced movements unwrapping things with such a playboy’s skill, Ye Meng felt this bastard was not a good character.

…

Afterward, Li Jin Yu carried her to the shower. Ye Meng was exhausted, lying on his shoulder, about to fall asleep. She never expected that against the slippery bathroom wall, Li Jin Yu would press her against it, without the lazy and perfunctory attitude he had on the bed earlier. Once more.

Ye Meng had the illusion that just as she was finishing, he was only beginning. Was this man crazy?

The sound of water poured down on top of their heads, mist swirling between them.

“Li Jin Yu?” Full of confusion, light from behind, mixed with the hazy water vapor, merged into her blurry eyes.

He was looking down at her, his expression smug: “I stood you up today on purpose.” So he had also prepared to face punishment when he returned.

“I knew it. Is it because you don’t want me to have a cat?”

“Mm, you said you didn’t want to have children because you were afraid they would take away my attention,” he lowered his head, looking at himself and her below. “I also don’t want you to have a cat. You didn’t see the look in your eyes when you saw that cat the other day—brighter than when you look at me.”

In the bathroom, voices were low, drawn out, and muddled.

“Fine, then I won’t get one,” Ye Meng said.

“If you like them, keep a fly. That way, when I’m unhappy, I can just slap it dead with one blow,” the bastard said.

“…”

After a while, the sound of water seemed never to have stopped, pattering down onto the floor.

“Kiss me,” he suddenly said in a deep voice.

Ye Meng uncontrollably kissed him but ended up being bitten back. Li Jin Yu’s tongue entwined with hers without asking, his gaze intense and profound as he looked at her.

Ye Meng was forced to tilt her head back, wrapped in a humid, hot breath. Only then did Ye Meng understand why people say this can be addictive. Tonight was the first time she felt a sense of emptiness the moment Li Jin Yu withdrew. Just as she was immersed in it, savoring it, Li Jin Yu tied a knot in the condom and threw it into the trash bin, with an expression of ‘your lord is having a hard time,’ saying—

“Sister. It’s not that I’m a scumbag, but every time at this crucial moment, I want to say I love you.”

During previous encounters, Li Jin Yu had said it several times, but Ye Meng had hit him each time. Ye Meng said he wasn’t allowed to say that in bed because it sounded insincere, like something a playboy would say.

Ye Meng: “…”

You’ll seduce me to death.

The next day, the two went to the supermarket. Ye Meng sneaked off to buy half a basket of ‘little umbrellas’ (condoms), clearing out the entire shelf. A couple standing nearby watched in astonishment, weakly asking, “Are… are they on sale?”

“…”

Li Jin Yu was in the alcohol section, selecting red wine for her. He was wearing the black fisherman’s hat from their first meeting by the lake, pulled down low so that his eyes were hidden, only revealing his cold, smooth jawline. Ye Meng walked over and squeezed his hand. Li Jin Yu carelessly squeezed back, his eyes still lowered, looking at the wine bottle in his hand. After a while, he finally looked up to see what Ye Meng had bought, and with one glance, spotted that half-basket of planned condoms…

The next second, he turned his head away without showing any reaction and continued studying the origin of the red wine in his hand.

Ye Meng somehow felt like she had dodged a bullet, probably afraid he would say something lewd. She also felt like she had revealed something about herself.

When they were checking out, as luck would have it, their machine’s scanner was broken and couldn’t manually input quantities. They had to take out each condom one by one and scan the barcode with the infrared light. The queue behind them was full of people.

Li Jin Yu calmly unlocked his phone, handed it to her for payment scanning, and said, “Here, sister, do it yourself.”

Ye Meng: “…”

You dog.

Shen Qing Yan – Extra Chapter 7: Mountains and Waters Shining Bright
At the end of the year, Li Ling Bai and Quan Si Yun’s case officially went to trial. At that time, Li Jin Yu and Ye Meng had returned to Ning Sui, while Li Chang Jin and Li Zhuo Feng were in England. The only one who attended the trial was Li Ling Bai’s elder brother, Li Wei Cheng. Throughout the proceedings, he had no interaction with Li Ling Bai, not even a glance. He sat motionless for two hours, listened to the judge read the verdict, then stood up, buttoned his suit jacket, and walked out without a word.

“Defendant Quan Si Yun, for the crime of fraud, is sentenced to ten years in prison and deprivation of political rights for four years; for the crime of intentional homicide (abetting and inducing suicide is defined as intentional homicide), is sentenced to death, with lifetime deprivation of political rights. Defendant Li Ling Bai, for the crime of smuggling cultural relics, is sentenced to eight years in prison and deprivation of political rights for two years; for the crime of money laundering, is sentenced to fifteen years in prison and deprivation of political rights for eight years; for the crime of fraud, is sentenced to ten years in prison and deprivation of political rights for four years; for the crime of intentional homicide, is sentenced to death, with lifetime deprivation of political rights… If the defendants do not accept this court’s verdict, they may appeal through this court or to the Supreme People’s Court within ten days from the second day after receiving the written judgment…”

Neither of them appealed.

This trial was attended by many people but was exceptionally quiet. After analyzing the case, all spectators fell silent, shocked by Quan Si Yun’s perversion and malice, and the horrifying extent to which Li Ling Bai had been brainwashed. The profession of psychology was thoroughly blackened that year. Among the familiar faces in the gallery were Wen Yan, Liang Yun An, Lu Ming Bo, and Lu Ming Bo’s student named Liang Ping.

Wen Yan had never particularly liked the couple, Lu Ming Bo and Quan Si Yun. Lu Ming Bo was most adept at moral blackmail. Perhaps Li Jin Yu, due to his depression, might have fallen for it, but Wen Yan never did. All that talk about his “most promising yet difficult to mention student” was just deliberately saying unpleasant things to irritate people. Because Li Jin Yu withdrew from the competition, perhaps affecting his team’s performance, Lu Ming Bo explicitly said he didn’t mind while implicitly pressuring Li Jin Yu through his words—moral blackmail. Wen Yan learned about these things later from Liang Yun An and Ye Meng.

After hearing the verdict, Lu Ming Bo’s face turned ashen. While washing his hands in the bathroom, he encountered Wen Yan.

“Professor Lu.” Wen Yan took the initiative to greet him.

Lu Ming Bo glanced at him, not in the mood to reminisce, gave a grunt, and was about to hurriedly leave. Wen Yan smiled, leaning against the sink, and unhurriedly spoke, “You and Professor Quan don’t have children?”

Lu Ming Bo had heard from Quan Si Yun that this student, Wen Yan, was the most difficult to tame. Unlike Li Jin Yu, who was self-contained, polite, and considerate of the teacher-student relationship, this one didn’t care at all, and he spoke most directly and unpleasantly. Lu Ming Bo was impatient and didn’t want to continue the conversation. He turned to leave, but Wen Yan called after him, “Hey, how did Professor Quan convince you not to have children back then? In the current situation, it must be quite difficult. Of course, with your respected status, there would naturally be many young women willing to take the plunge. But if you want to have children now, I’m afraid…”

He stopped there, leaving the thought hanging.

Lu Ming Bo had already reached the bathroom door but suddenly stopped, turning back with an ashen face to look at Wen Yan: “What do you mean?”

Liang Yun An was standing outside the bathroom waiting for Wen Yan. Hearing the commotion, he instinctively looked inside, then rolled his eyes helplessly. Great, his brother was causing trouble again. Perhaps trying to avenge Li Jin Yu?

Wen Yan straightened up and walked over to Lu Ming Bo. That rebellious face smiled innocently, and he even reached out to dust off Lu Ming Bo’s shoulder, “Don’t be nervous, Professor Lu. I’m just giving you a kind reminder out of goodwill. Professor Quan didn’t leave you with nothing; she might have even left you a son.”

“Impossible! She already—”

Lu Ming Bo almost shouted reflexively.

But he quickly fell silent. His expression became obscure and unclear. Past moments gradually surfaced in his mind, bringing suspicion with them. Wen Yan, a top student in psychology, knew exactly how to target someone’s pain points. For instance, if Quan Si Yun had a son, it would be impossible to keep it completely hidden from Lu Ming Bo over so many years. They must have had suspicions and arguments. Some things hurt more when approached indirectly rather than head-on.

Lu Ming Bo quickly fell into the trenches of memory, scenes rapidly switching in his mind—

The children’s toys were in her bag over a decade ago. Those mysterious phone calls; he had suspected several times that Quan Si Yun might be seeing other men. Quan Si Yun had always denied it, and Lu Ming Bo thought he was overthinking.

But Wen Yan’s words hit him hard—it wasn’t another man, but perhaps a child born from a previous relationship. Lu Ming Bo was in his second marriage; Quan Si Yun had never been married before, but he knew she had a boyfriend whom she loved deeply.

Wen Yan sighed, “Professor Quan was such a conservative person. Having a child secretly with her ex-boyfriend is indeed quite difficult to mention.”

Lu Ming Bo’s whole body trembled, his expression extremely unpleasant.

Difficult to mention, difficult to mention—he had said those words to his student before.

“What’s your relationship with him?”

“I suppose if he were willing to call me ‘brother,’ my words to you would be even more unpleasant right now.”

Wen Yan was younger than Li Jin Yu; it was just a kind of competitive banter between men. Like making the other person call you “dad.”

The day before the execution, Li Ling Bai lay on the cold, hard prison bed. She asked the guard for a cigarette to smoke, then closed her eyes and began to slowly review her life. But she found that she could no longer remember many details.

For instance, how Li Ming Xuan fell in love with her. When she first had relations with Li Ming Xuan, who initiated it, whether she half-heartedly went along with it, or whether Li Ming Xuan forced himself on her—she couldn’t remember clearly anymore.

That day, Li Chang Jin came to visit her in prison. The document contained a paternity test and her accurate birth date.

“Ling Bai, I do owe you an apology. If it weren’t for my desire to give Ming Xuan a child back then, none of this would have happened.”

“Your mother and my wife grew up together, and their relationship was sometimes even close enough to make me, her husband, jealous. Later, your mother developed mental issues because of a man. Despite my wife’s objections, she gave birth to you, but she passed away soon after. So my wife decided to adopt you. This decision was hers; I advised against it at the time because adopting a child is very troublesome. You were a girl, and we only had Wei Cheng then, and weren’t very good at taking care of girls.”

“What about that man?” Li Ling Bai asked, following his narrative.

“He had AIDS. When I found him, he had just received the test results. He said your mother had infected him. He said he had never been with someone so unclean before because he always took precautions with sex workers, only forgetting with your mother. Your mother didn’t have AIDS; she was a good person who just loved someone she shouldn’t have. I thought my wife wouldn’t want to hand you over to him, so I agreed to adopt you.”

“So Ming Xuan and I aren’t biological siblings, are we?”

Li Chang Jin said: “Although you aren’t biological siblings, my wife always raised you as such. She certainly couldn’t accept incest between you two, so we chose not to tell you the truth at that time, hoping your feelings would cool down. That’s why we sent Ming Xuan abroad.”

The three siblings—Li Wei Cheng, Li Ming Xuan, and herself. Li Ling Bai clearly remembered that her relationship with her elder brother was neither warm nor cold. Li Wei Cheng seemed to have no feelings toward her. Compared to Li Ming Xuan, who was born later and was very attached to her, the elder brother was left isolated, while the two of them grew increasingly close. Even when they later crossed boundaries, Li Ling Bai couldn’t stop in time, but half-heartedly allowed the situation to develop.

Li Ming Xuan was handsome and charming, very clingy, particularly popular with girls at school, had an exceptional memory, and superior intelligence, and won first prize in any competition he entered, his eyes shining with an invincible light.

At first, Li Ling Bai was vain, naturally doting on such a handsome, charming, and obedient younger brother.

The first transgression was out of curiosity, tentative. Lying in bed together, Li Ming Xuan put his hand inside her clothes, pitifully saying he wanted to see a girl’s chest. Li Ling Bai naturally refused; she wasn’t that bold. When she realized things were developing in an irreversible direction, she began deliberately avoiding all of Li Ming Xuan’s ambiguous gestures, but Li Ming Xuan became increasingly inappropriate with her. That night, after showering, while she was reading economic theory, Li Ming Xuan burst in without even taking off his clothes, not giving her any time to react, and forced himself on her.

Because he was jealous. By then, Li Ling Bai had already started dating Li Si Yang’s father.

From that time on, Li Ling Bai discovered that Li Ming Xuan’s possessiveness and desire for control were abnormally strong. Whenever she met with her boyfriend, Li Ming Xuan would sleep in her room that same night, even telling her, “If you don’t want to break up with him, we’ll maintain this relationship forever.”

Li Ling Bai was very clear that she didn’t love Li Ming Xuan. Her ambiguous feelings toward him stemmed initially from excitement, vanity, and novelty, but later turned into increasing annoyance, fear, and genuine disgust for the relationship.

Later, feeling completely controlled by Li Ming Xuan, she had no choice but to deliberately expose their relationship to their parents.

As expected, their mother fainted on the spot, while Li Chang Jin appeared remarkably calm. Within two days, they decided to send Li Ming Xuan abroad, trying to cool down their relationship.

The year Li Ming Xuan returned to China, Li Ling Bai got married. After that, things were peaceful for a long time. Li Ling Bai thought he had grown up, but he hadn’t. The four or five years of separation had only made him more obsessive.

The year Li Ling Bai gave birth to Li Si Yang.

Li Ming Xuan kidnapped Li Ling Bai and imprisoned her in his apartment for three days and nights, forcing himself on her day and night. Li Ling Bai’s husband reported it to the police. On the third day, they found Li Ling Bai bound and covered in injuries in the apartment, along with Li Ming Xuan, who had died from a drug overdose.

Li Ling Bai thought the nightmare was over, but she didn’t expect to become pregnant. Naturally, she wanted to terminate the pregnancy. What she didn’t anticipate was that Li Chang Jin would be willing to offer shares in exchange for her keeping the baby.

Now she understood—it was Li Chang Jin’s most beloved youngest son’s—Li Ming Xuan’s—only child.

So she was the most shameful one in the Li family.

Before her execution, the last person Li Ling Bai saw was Dou Ju Hua, through the prison’s 3QC video call. The old woman wore clothes of the same color as hers, clicking her tongue and tugging at her hem, saying, “Oh my, we’re wearing the same outfit.”

A light-hearted comment that made Li Ling Bai burst into tears.

“So ugly, you look so ugly in that outfit,” Dou Ju Hua muttered, talking to herself in the video.

Ten days later, Li Ling Bai and Quan Si Yun were executed.

In December, past grievances melted away like frost and snow in the cycle of days. That winter was exceptionally long; the wind and snow came and went, the bare black branches never sprouting fresh buds, and the wild grass slow to grow. One could faintly hear the spring cicadas buried in the damp soil layers, crying out, “When will spring come?”

“Spring will come soon,” said the tree.

“Many cicadas died this winter,” said the cicada.

“It’s the same; many people died on Earth too,” said the wind, “but many were also reborn. Anyway, little cicada, practice your voice well. When spring comes, you must sing a loud and clear opening song.”

“Where are you rushing off to?” asked the cicada.

The wind said: “To tell the ocean waves to be gentler with people.”

Shen Qing Yan – Extra Chapter 8: Dizzy With You
Grass growing, orioles flying, everything gentle.

During those days around the New Year, Li Jin Yu caught a slight cold that wouldn’t go away despite medication. The viral flu was rampant at that time, causing companies and organizations to delay their return to work by a week. Li Jin Yu was mainly worried about infecting the old ladies, so he planned to go back to the house at Three Water Tower to isolate himself for a few days, returning on New Year’s Eve.

The villa was lively, with everyone of all ages engaging in various recreational activities they rarely played otherwise.

The old ladies and the two aunts were enthusiastically playing mahjong, not even hearing what he was saying.

Dou Ju Hua sat in her wheelchair with a blanket over her knees, a pair of reading glasses on her nose, staring at Xu Mei Lan’s tiles with intense concentration: “Oh.”

Xu Mei Lan was feeling her tiles, eyes fixed on the mahjong table, thinking he was just saying he was going out to buy groceries, casually responding: “Alright, baby, I want chrysanthemum greens. We can have a hot pot tonight. Five of ten thousand.”

The first and second aunts chimed in: “We want chrysanthemum vegetables.”

Xu Mei Lan: “Chrysanthemum vegetables are the same as chrysanthemum greens. Idiots. Three of ten thousand.”

The first aunt retorted: “They’re different, okay? Chrysanthemum greens are long, chrysanthemum vegetables are short.” Then she leisurely tossed out a four of ten thousand, obviously knowing that Ms. Mei Lan was holding a four of ten thousand. Then Ms. Mei Lan calmly picked up the two discarded tiles—the three and five of ten thousand—and said, “Eat.”

Dou Ju Hua silently took out her little notebook to record this.

So it turns out discarded tiles can still be eaten.

First aunt: “…”

Second aunt: “…”

The old man: “Hurry up and play! I want to watch Chibi Maruko-chan.”

“…”

Li Jin Yu couldn’t help but remind them: “Grandma, you should count the tiles. Playing like this, you might end up missing a tile.”

Xu Mei Lan looked completely composed: “If I eat like this two more times, nothing will be missing. I’ve got it all under control.”

“…”

During those days, Ye Meng was busy planning their post-New Year trip to Thailand—booking flights, reserving hotels, making itineraries—so busy she was at her wit’s end. So at the time, she didn’t say much either, just lying on the bed with her feet up, making notes on her iPad while saying without turning her head: “Then take good care of yourself over there, baby.”

Li Jin Yu was leaning against the door at that time, with the soft rustling of mahjong tiles behind him.

He walked over and flipped her over, supporting himself with his hands on either side of her. Ye Meng was in the middle of writing something exciting and said “Ah” twice. “Wait, wait, I haven’t finished writing yet. Phuket Island has several beaches. I’m trying to see which one is the cleanest with the most beautiful scenery.”

Li Jin Yu looked down at her deeply for a while, then lowered his head and whispered in her ear: “If you want to do it with me in the sea, I can tell you which beach is the cleanest.”

Ye Meng immediately behaved herself. Her face flushed as she was encircled by him on the bed, playing with the zipper on his chest, pulling it up and down absentmindedly. A wildfire spread in her heart, and she couldn’t help but tilt her head up to kiss him, but he turned his head to avoid it, with a lazy, triumphant air: “I have a cold, sister.”

Ye Meng pushed him, muttering: “Then why are you teasing me?”

“Is that teasing?” Li Jin Yu, supporting himself on the bed, couldn’t stop laughing. “Then you’re too easily teased.”

During those days, there were still occasional firecrackers outside the window. The small town was very quiet, and the occasional sound of firecrackers added a touch of liveliness.

On New Year’s Eve, Li Jin Yu returned to the villa.

When Li Jin Yu entered, Dou Ju Hua was teaching Ye Meng how to wrap dumplings.

Dou Ju Hua held a dumpling wrapper in one hand, gently making circles in her palm with the other: “Yes, just like that, pinch it, you need pleats. Don’t just pinch it directly, it will burst! Oh, you little fool.”

The plate was a mess, with ragged, damaged dumplings everywhere.

Xu Mei Lan couldn’t bear to watch any longer and pulled Ye Meng away, shooing her out of the kitchen, not at all polite: “Alright, alright, stop making a mess here. You’re about to ruin all the dumpling wrappers I’ve rolled. We won’t be able to eat the New Year’s Eve dinner, let alone watch the Spring Festival Gala. If I miss Shen Teng’s skit tonight because of you, I’ll kill you, I swear.”

“So you know who Shen Teng is,” Ye Meng said in surprise, her mouth hanging open.

Xu Mei Lan rolled her eyes, deftly wrapping three dumplings in quick succession. “What do you know? Comrade Shen Teng has recently become a favorite of Ju Hua and me.”

Ye Meng joked: “Then may I boldly ask, who is your all-time favorite?”

The first aunt interjected with a laugh from the side, “Your husband, of course.”

Well done, Li Jin Yu, a real lady-killer.

With the help of the lady-killer, the dumplings were wrapped exceptionally quickly. After all three pots of dumplings were ready, Xu Mei Lan asked: “Jin Yu knows how to wrap dumplings?”

Dou Ju Hua nodded, “He knows a bit of everything. In the past few years, to take care of me, he learned many things on the spot.”

Xu Mei Lan stirred the dumplings in the pot and said slowly: “Meng Meng just can’t seem to learn. This child is missing something when it comes to culinary skills.”

“It’s fine as long as Jin Yu knows how. They won’t starve in the future,” Ju Hua said.

The two old ladies exchanged a glance and smiled. Xu Mei Lan couldn’t help but say: “Ju Hua, look at how good life is now.”

On New Year’s Eve, Li Jin Yu received many red envelopes.

Ye Meng was extremely envious.

After the New Year, the two returned to the old house and stayed for a few days. During those days, Li Jin Yu’s cold still hadn’t improved, so no matter how Ye Meng hinted, Li Jin Yu wouldn’t agree. Lying on the bed, terribly annoyed, he had a habit of sleeping on his stomach, so he simply buried his entire face in the pillow, grabbed the blanket, and covered his whole head, letting out a long sigh. His voice came muffled from under the blanket. He had probably just taken cold medicine and was so drowsy he could barely keep his eyes open. His voice was full of sleepy weariness: “No. I’m tired. Please leave me alone.”

The lights in the old house were dim. From the neighboring wall came the familiar sounds of pots and pans. The plum blossoms on the wall were blooming beautifully, like a woman’s makeup, full of flirtatiousness. Ye Meng lay on her side in a mermaid pose, one hand supporting her head, the other ruffling his fluffy, soft hair: “This won’t do, Li Jin Yu.”

Li Jin Yu remained muffled and silent for a while, then stuck his hand out from under the blanket and gave her the middle finger.

Ye Meng couldn’t stop laughing. Suddenly finding his helpless yet submissive appearance utterly adorable, she crawled under the blanket, only to find that Li Jin Yu had already fallen asleep.

Ye Meng kissed him on the lips.

This is the first New Year we’re spending together. Although your mother is gone, I’ve given you my grandmother, my first aunt, second aunt, little aunt, and grandfather. I’ve also given myself to you. Do you want the moon too? I can go pick it up for you. Anyway, Li Jin Yu, Happy New Year, and may you be happy every year.

“Li Jin Yu.”

“Mm.” He responded quickly, in a drowsy, sleepy manner.

“Weren’t you asleep?”

“I was.”

“Then how did you hear me?”

“Let me say something cheesy,” he said with his eyes closed, head resting on the pillow, in a lazy tone: “Every nerve in my body belongs to you. As long as you call me, they will remind me.”

“Li Jin Yu, I love you,” Ye Meng suddenly said, looking at him without blinking.

The plum blossoms outside the window seemed to tremble lightly with his soul.

Li Jin Yu was stunned for a moment, then turned over to lie on his back, turning his head to look at her, appearing to listen attentively: “Say it again. This ear hasn’t heard it yet.”

“…Do your two ears work separately?”

“I treat them equally. I’m afraid it might go on strike later.”

“…”

This time, Ye Meng deliberately moved closer and bit his ear: “Li Jin Yu, the world loves you as much as I love you.”

“…Sister, I’m ready again. Want to do your little brother?”

“…”

That year, the clouds flew high, and the mountain flowers were especially luxuriant, blooming in clusters here and there, all over the corners of the world. That year, the spring breeze was particularly gentle, and the waves lightly lapped against the rocks. Everything was full of vitality.

Time never stops, and the story continues.

We don’t need to apologize for our past selves. Living each future day well is the greatest sincerity toward our past selves.

They remain romantic until death, and youthful until death.

Until death, they will be each other’s moon.

It’s a kind of blatant favoritism that even the Bodhisattva can’t help but accept.

No matter what, you are always my first-class person in this world.

Goodbye.
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