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  Zhui Luo – Chapter 1
The stifling summer felt like a beast trapped in a cage. Though a thunderstorm had just passed and the ground remained wet, irritating stuffiness had already begun rising in the air again.

Zhou Wan walked to the hospital entrance to get some fresh air.

She wore a comfortable, clean cotton dress with her hair tied up casually. A few loose strands fell around her fair neck, and her clear, pure eyes were downcast.

She hadn’t had time for lunch, and her stomach was uncomfortable.

Zhou Wan slowly crouched down by the roadside, hugging her knees.

It was then that Zhou Wan saw Lu Xixiao across the street.

The young man was tall with long legs, wearing a white short-sleeved shirt and jeans. Though casual attire, on him it emphasized his youthful vigor all the more.

He leaned lazily against the internet café’s wall, his hair neat, his eyes deep yet frivolous. A cigarette dangled from his fingertips, his expression blank, his whole being radiating an air of indulgence and playful detachment from the world.

Then, a girl with a slim waist and long legs emerged from the internet café.

She wore a camisole with two thin wine-red straps across her snow-white shoulders. She walked to Lu Xixiao’s side, leaned against him, and stood on tiptoe to whisper in his ear.

Lu Xixiao obligingly bent down to listen.

How considerate of him.

The girl whispered something in his ear, and he smiled, ripples appearing in his normally calm and indifferent eyes.

He also leaned in, half-resting against the girl, getting extremely close, almost touching her ear as he whispered something back.

His smile was somewhat mischievous.

Sure enough, the girl blushed and playfully punched his chest.

Zhou Wan watched this scene, slowly blinking once.

Of course, she knew Lu Xixiao – everyone at Yangming High School knew him.

He had good looks and a free-spirited, unrestrained personality that particularly caught the attention of sixteen and seventeen-year-olds, attracting plenty of admirers and affection.

He’d had many girlfriends, appearing fickle and romantic, but was actually cold and emotionless, never truly caring much for anyone.

Come to think of it, Zhou Wan had had one interaction with him before—

It was early autumn of freshman year when she encountered Lu Xixiao and his friends at a breakfast shop.

The group of boys were talking carelessly, discussing his previous girlfriend who was from another school and had a great figure, all of them chiming in with crude remarks.

Zhou Wan was sitting nearby and caught some of their words, feeling uncomfortable.

She unconsciously looked at the subject of their conversation.

The subject remained composed and unmoved, head lowered as he ate his porridge.

The breakfast shop’s table was very low, and he was too tall, making him sit somewhat awkwardly. His skin was very fair, his hair still half-wet, with loose strands hanging over his forehead. His elbow rested on his knee as he looked down.

“Boss Xiao, come on, tell us,” the boy beside him asked with a grin. “How was it?”

He looked up, his gaze carrying a very faint smile, casual and nonchalant: “How was what?”

“Stop pretending, you know what we’re asking about?”

He smiled, deflecting playfully: “Really don’t know.”

His friend didn’t waste words with him, winking: “How did it feel?”

Hearing this, Zhou Wan frowned.

Lu Xixiao finished his breakfast, slowly and methodically wiped his mouth with a napkin, then leaned back in the plastic chair with his arms crossed.

It was then that Lu Xixiao noticed Zhou Wan frowning at the table behind them.

The young girl had delicate features – a small nose, small mouth, and large eyes like a deer’s, so clear you could see right through them, the kind of eyes that made people think of innocence and purity at first glance.

They made eye contact for several seconds, ending when Zhou Wan looked away first.

Lu Xixiao let out a laugh from deep in his throat, tapping his fingers lightly on the table, looking lackadaisical: “Alright, there’s a young lady present.”

…

At that time, she didn’t even know his name, only learning it later when companions mentioned it.

Lu Xixiao.

Sure enough, after that, she often saw various girls standing by his side.

However, someone like Lu Xixiao naturally wouldn’t remember her from those three seconds of eye contact.

*

Across the street, after the girl clung to Lu Xixiao’s arm and acted coy for a while, she half-pulled and half-dragged him back into the internet café.

Zhou Wan’s stomach pain had eased somewhat, and just as she was getting up to buy something to eat, her phone rang.

“Hello?” she answered, “Dr. Chen.”

Dr. Chen: “Wan Wan, your grandmother’s test results are out. Can you come by when you have time? Also, pick up the medication for the next two weeks.”

“Okay, I’m actually at the hospital entrance now, I’ll come right in.”

Zhou Wan’s grandmother had uremia with kidney failure. She’d had it for several years now, surviving on weekly dialysis.

In the doctor’s office, Dr. Chen laid out the examination and lab reports in front of Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan often accompanied her grandmother to the hospital, and all the doctors and nurses in the department knew her. They privately pitied her – she was obedient and delicate-looking, so when they saw her, they would usually exchange a few extra caring words.

“You can see the current situation. I recommend increasing dialysis frequency to at least twice a week from now on,” Dr. Chen said.

Zhou Wan carefully studied the up and down arrows on the lab report, nodding: “Okay.”

The doctor knew about her family’s difficulties: “You should also prepare for the costs in advance.”

After a pause, he added, “If you need any help, you can come to me.”

Dr. Chen had worked at the hospital for over ten years and had seen plenty of life and death, including many who gave up on treating their elderly relatives.

As the old saying goes, there are no filial children by a long sickbed.

Since it’s an old saying, it naturally has its reasons.

But Zhou Wan’s grandmother had been sick for so many years, and whenever this granddaughter could get leave from school, she would accompany her.

Though only sixteen or seventeen herself, facing all this, she never complained, remaining gentle and calm, making others feel sorry for her.

Zhou Wan gave a faint smile and thanked him, but didn’t want to trouble him: “I’ll think of something.”

…

Leaving the hospital with the lab reports.

The sun hung high overhead, the air so stuffy that each breath felt like inhaling a dry ball of cotton.

Fine beads of sweat formed on Zhou Wan’s temples as she stood at the bus stop, one hand holding a bag of medicine, her arm clutching a stack of lab reports, while her other hand dialed her mother.

After just one ring, it was hung up.

The bus arrived.

Zhou Wan was pushed onto the bus by the crowd.

The bus interior was filled with women’s sharp scolding and the unpleasant smell of cigarettes and alcohol from men.

Zhou Wan was squeezed into a corner, gripping the handrail as her phone vibrated.

Her mother had sent a text back.

[Mom: Wan Wan, I’m busy right now and can’t talk, what is it?]

Zhou Wan’s fingers hesitated on the screen before replying.

[Zhou Wan: Let’s talk in person.]

[Mom: Then tonight, I’ll find you later.]

[Zhou Wan: Okay.]

It was still an era when pickpockets were common on buses, so Zhou Wan didn’t dare put her phone in her pocket, clutching it tightly in her hand instead.

She watched the scenery pass by outside the window.

The bus jolted along.

She knew very well what kind of person her mother was.

She was different from those mothers in Chinese literature essays who carried their feverish children to the hospital at night or fanned their children during powerless summer heat. Less than a month after Zhou Wan’s father passed away, she left home.

Later, she heard her mother was with some small business owner in town.

After that, Guo Xiangling’s love life wasn’t smooth either, as she dated quite a few men on and off.

She was truly beautiful, but unlike Zhou Wan, hers was a striking beauty. Having worked as a sales clerk at a luxury store before, she could pull off quite a socialite look by imitating what she’d seen.

They say she’s recently gotten together with a really powerful man.

There are all kinds of mothers in this world.

Some selfless, some gentle, some impatient, some stubborn – you could see all sorts of women in the vegetable market of Pingchuan City.

Zhou Wan just had bad luck, ending up with a selfish, self-serving mother.

She understood that if she asked Guo Xiangling for money through text messages, she would refuse.

So she had to see her in person.

*

After dinner, Zhou Wan arrived at a café according to the address Guo Xiangling gave.

Guo Xiangling hadn’t arrived yet, so she found a corner seat and took out a physics competition paper from her backpack.

By the time she finished one test paper, an hour and a half had passed, and Guo Xiangling finally arrived.

“Wan Wan.” Guo Xiangling hurried over in her kid leather high heels, “Have you been waiting long?”

She put away her test paper: “Not too long.”

Guo Xiangling smiled and pinched her cheek, calling over a waiter to order a coffee for herself and hot milk for Zhou Wan: “You still have school tomorrow, drink milk instead, or you won’t be able to sleep.”

Strangely enough, the same person who had abandoned ten-year-old Zhou Wan alone at home was now acting tender and intimate.

Guo Xiangling made small talk for a while, first saying Zhou Wan had gotten thinner, then asking how school was going.

“I ranked second last time.”

“Second in class?”

“Mm.” She took a sip of hot milk, letting the faint sweetness spread in her mouth, and licked her lips, “Second in the grade too.”

Guo Xiangling smiled brightly, ruffling her hair: “My Wan Wan is so impressive.”

“Mom.” Zhou Wan said, “I’m looking for you today because I have something to discuss.”

“Oh, I almost forgot, what is it?”

“Grandmother’s lab results came back today, and there will be many expenses for her treatment ahead. The money in grandmother’s medical insurance is almost used up, and what I earn from my part-time job is too slow, so—” She paused, watching Guo Xiangling’s expression.

She was still smiling, though now somewhat apologetically.

“Wan Wan, I know you’re close to your grandmother, but mom is on her own now and really can’t spare much money.”

“Mm, I know, I’m not asking for your money.” Zhou Wan lowered her head, watching the ripples in the milk, “But didn’t Dad have some savings before? I want to use that money first for grandmother’s treatment.”

Guo Xiangling’s expression froze for a moment, and she sighed: “Wan Wan, you should know that your grandmother’s condition can’t be cured just with dialysis.”

Zhou Wan looked up.

The young girl’s eyes were large, slightly red underneath.

Guo Xiangling sighed again as if compromising: “How much did the doctor say it would cost?”

“She needs one more dialysis session per week, about four hundred yuan each time.”

“That’s highway robbery!” Guo Xiangling’s eyes widened, “Wasn’t grandmother’s condition stable? Why suddenly need to spend more money? Wan Wan, you’re young and look easy to trick, be careful not to get scammed!”

Zhou Wan frowned.

“Alright, alright.” Guo Xiangling waved her hand, “But I can’t afford such a long-term expense either. How about this – I’ll give you 500 yuan first, and we’ll discuss the rest later.”

Guo Xiangling pulled out five bills from her wallet.

She accidentally pulled out one extra bill, tucked it back in, and held the money out to Zhou Wan.

The moment Zhou Wan took the money, she felt her self-respect being trampled into the ground.

But she had no choice, could only take it and say thank you.

Guo Xiangling’s phone rang, and she immediately broke into a happy smile, saying repeatedly: “I’m coming, I’m coming, why are you rushing!”

After hanging up, she quickly grabbed her bag and stood: “Wan Wan, mom has something to do and needs to leave now. Finish your milk before going home.”

“Mm.”

Guo Xiangling left quickly.

Zhou Wan put the five hundred yuan in the inner compartment of her backpack, zipped it up, picked up her cup, and drank all the milk in one go, then stood up too.

When she walked outside, she happened to see Guo Xiangling getting into a car.

A shiny black sedan.

She sat in the back seat, with a driver in front.

It seemed the neighbors’ gossip wasn’t wrong – this time her mother had found a wealthy man.

The car hadn’t gone far when it suddenly slowed down and pulled over to the curb, the window rolling down.

Guo Xiangling’s voice carried clearly—

“Xiao, get in, let’s go back together.”

Zhou Wan’s gaze paused, her dark eyelashes pressing down.

Lu Xixiao.

He stood by the roadside, dark eyes drooping at the corners, looking extremely cold and impatient.

He didn’t respond.

Just then, the summer thunderstorm came suddenly, pouring down.

Zhou Wan didn’t have time to react, covering her head with both hands as she ran through puddles toward the bus stop sign.

Her clothes were completely soaked, clinging to her body, and her hair was wet too, with water droplets running down the strands, blurring her vision.

Zhou Wan shook the water off her arms and moved her backpack to her chest to cover her now-visible white underwear.

She looked toward the sedan again.

Lu Xixiao seemed to click his tongue, his expression distant and cold as he opened the front passenger door and got in.

He didn’t close the window, leaving it half-open, letting the slanting rain fall on him.

He lit a cigarette, held it between his lips, and rested his elbow on the window frame, the smoke dispersed by raindrops.

Lu Xixiao was someone whose bone structure was naturally sharp and clean-cut, the kind of features that easily left a deep impression. At this moment, he looked very different from how he had appeared outside the internet café earlier.

Zhou Wan stared steadily.

Her thoughts were as tangled as a knotted ball of yarn.

She suddenly remembered what the neighbors had gossiped about – that Guo Xiangling was something, managing to hook up with that big boss surnamed Lu this time.

—Surnamed Lu.

In the downpour, the sedan sped away, splashing waves from the roadside puddles.

Zhou Wan stood alone at the sign, waiting endlessly for the rain to stop.

Grandmother was still waiting for her medicine.

She put the prescription medicine in her backpack too, held it tightly to her chest, and ran into the curtain of rain.

The girl running through the rain, and the boy smoking in the car.

Going opposite ways.

Yet in this moment, pulled by an invisible thread, becoming inextricably entangled.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 2
By the time Zhou Wan ran home, the rain had stopped, but she was completely soaked.

Several neighbors were chatting under a tree in the garden outside the complex. Seeing her drowned-rat appearance, they immediately exclaimed, “Oh my! Wan Wan, did you fall in a river!?”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Forgot my umbrella.”

“You should’ve waited for the rain to stop.” As she spoke, the woman cursed the weather, then handed over a kraft paper bag from the table, “Take this home to share with your grandmother.”

Inside were still-warm mung bean cakes.

Zhou Wan tried to refuse, but the woman forcefully pushed it into her hands: “They’re still warm, hurry home and eat them, they’re not as good when they’re cold.”

This was an old residential complex of nearly thirty years, where all the neighbors were ordinary people who knew each other and always exchanged greetings.

Naturally, they all knew about Zhou Wan’s family situation. Zhou Jun had been helpful when alive, so now the neighbors often helped out where they could, considering it repayment.

Zhou Wan thanked them and walked inside.

Behind her came the women’s sympathetic discussions—

“Poor child, I hear she’s especially good at school. If Old Zhou were alive, she could have grown up without worries.”

“Who told her to end up with such a mother, an ungrateful wretch, completely worthless! Pah!”

“No use cursing her now, she’s flown up to become a phoenix, almost forty, and landed such a wealthy man.”

“You think rich people are stupid? Maybe it looks good on the surface, but I don’t believe wealthy men are foolish enough to marry that kind of woman.” The woman’s tone was full of contempt, “Besides, the Lu family’s son isn’t someone to be trifled with.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you understand? The Lu family only has one son, such a large family fortune will all go to him in the future, only a fool would let their father marry a poor woman.”

…

The stairwell light was broken.

Zhou Wan climbed the stairs in darkness, fumbling with the key at the lock for a while before managing to open it.

“Grandmother.”

“Ah.” The white-haired elderly woman was in the kitchen, smiling kindly, “Wan Wan’s home.”

Zhou Wan dropped her backpack on the table and ran to the kitchen: “Grandmother, I told you to rest early.”

“I’m making you a bowl of wonton soup.” Grandmother smiled and patted the back of her hand, “Look, they’re floating now.”

“Let me serve it.” Zhou Wan took out a bowl and brought the wontons to the table outside.

She took out the medicine from her backpack and poured a glass of warm water: “Take your medicine first.”

“Alright.”

Zhou Wan sat down to eat the wontons, watching her grandmother across the table take her medicine, and noticed her constantly scratching her skin.

“Itchy again?” Zhou Wan asked.

One symptom of uremia was dry, itchy skin.

This manifested particularly severely in her grandmother.

Her arms were already dry, and now covered in white scratch marks and dense, granular red spots.

Zhou Wan quickly finished her last wonton and brought the medicinal cream.

“I can apply it myself.” Grandmother said, “Go rest, you have school tomorrow.”

“I’ll go to sleep after I apply this for you.”

Zhou Wan spread the cool cream on her grandmother’s arms, bending down to carefully smooth it out, then blew on it, “Still itchy?”

“Not itchy anymore.” Grandmother smiled, “Quick, wash your hands and go to bed.”

Zhou Wan knew that if the cream were truly effective, her grandmother wouldn’t be kept awake scratching for several nights in a row, with several spots where she’d scratched through the skin.

Only one lamp was lit in the bedroom.

Zhou Wan took out her homework; she’d been busy working part-time and going to the hospital over the weekend and still had some test papers to complete.

As she wrote, the scene from the street earlier floated back into her mind.

In her ears was the sound of her grandmother’s coughing from the next room, coming from deep in her lungs, each cough so heavy it seemed like her internal organs might come up.

Her nose caught the unique dampness of rainy days.

A sudden, dark thought pushed its way into Zhou Wan’s mind—

What if, she could prevent Guo Xiangling from getting married?

No, not just prevent the marriage, but make her leave the Lu family, unable to enjoy that wealth and luxury. She had betrayed Dad, abandoned her, and watched Grandmother suffer without helping – what right did she have to enjoy life without guilt?

Zhou Wan harbored hatred for Guo Xiangling.

Usually, it was manageable, but in the exhausted deep night, this hatred grew like vines from the bottom of an abyss, wrapped in dark mist, completely entwining her heart.

Even now, she still remembers her father’s memorial service on the twenty-first day after his death.

Many neighbors came to pay respects and help, giving as much funeral money as they could.

That day everyone wondered, where was your mother?

Guo Xiangling wasn’t there all day.

Until late at night.

Zhou Wan pulled back the curtain and saw a man dropping her off downstairs, both laughing and chatting happily.

When Guo Xiangling came up, she went straight to the closet and took out a suitcase, packing her clothes into it.

Zhou Wan pushed open her bedroom door, what used to be her parents’ bedroom, and stood in the doorway watching her mother, incomprehensibly asking where she was going.

Guo Xiangling only said, Wan Wan, I’m going out for a few days.

But Zhou Wan seemed to understand, and she desperately grabbed Guo Xiangling’s wheeled suitcase, crying and begging her not to leave.

That ten-year-old girl, having just lost her father, was terrified of her mother’s departure, humbling herself to dust, refusing to let go, crying and clinging, her voice going hoarse, her legs rubbed raw on the floor.

The Zhou Wan of the past had begged and pleaded with Guo Xiangling like this.

But it hadn’t stopped her from leaving.

Almost unconsciously, Zhou Wan forcefully wrote three characters on the paper—

Guo

Xiang

Ling

How could she take revenge on her?

Then, Zhou Wan wrote another three characters—

Lu

Xi

Xiao

*

“Wan Wan.” Gu Meng turned around from the desk in front, “Did you do the physics paper?”

Zhou Wan: “No, which question are you stuck on?”

“I can’t do any of it.” The homework check was coming up soon, and Gu Meng just wanted to quickly copy it, then turned to ask Zhou Wan’s desk mate, “Jiang Yan, Jiang Yan, did you do it?”

Jiang Yan beside them pushed up his glasses: “No, the physics competition is coming up soon, and Teacher Hu said we only need to do the competition papers.”

Gu Meng pouted: “Oh.”

She turned back and went to ask others for the paper.

Jiang Yan asked Zhou Wan: “Are you ready for the competition?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “Isn’t there still a month?”

“A month goes by quickly, in the blink of an eye.” Jiang Yan twirled his pen, “I’m a bit nervous. If we can successfully make it to the national competition this time, there’s hope of getting a ticket to Huaqing University’s summer camp.”

Zhou Wan smiled at him: “Good luck, with your grades, you’ll make it.”

Jiang Yan looked at her, surprised: “You’re not nervous?”

“I’m okay.”

“It’s too hard to get into Qing University now just with test scores.” Jiang Yan said, “Don’t you want to try for it in the future?”

Zhou Wan lifted her lips slightly, speaking mildly: “I haven’t thought about it much, just going with the flow.”

But Jiang Yan shook his head: “Zhou Wan, in China, no other school can compare to Huaqing University. Getting into Qing University means an easier future.”

Zhou Wan didn’t respond, turning to look out the window.

Blue sky, white clouds, heaven high and earth wide.

Like a boundless future.

But what about her future?

Zhou Wan couldn’t imagine it.

She was like a young eagle with growing wings, originally meant for the high skies, free and unfettered, but now restrained by an invisible thread, unable to fly far or high.

*

Near home was an old movie theater with a game arcade underneath. After school, students often came to play, and business was fairly good.

This arcade was owned by Zhou Jun’s friend, who later moved the whole family away from Pingchuan City. The arcade was then entrusted to Zhou Wan’s care – though called an entrustment, it was just an excuse to help look after his friend’s daughter, giving Zhou Wan a monthly salary.

Every day after school, Zhou Wan would come to the arcade for her shift.

“Little Boss.” A beautiful, bright girl ran over, placing both hands on the counter and leaning forward, her voice clear and crisp, “Give me a hundred game tokens!”

Zhou Wan looked up from her homework: “With a hundred yuan you can get a card, future token purchases will be 5% off.”

“Okay, I’ll get a card then.”

As Zhou Wan lowered her head to register the card, she heard the girl turn and excitedly call out: “Xiao!”

Zhou Wan’s fingers paused as she saw Lu Xixiao walking toward them.

The girl affectionately held his arm, acting coy: “I’ve been waiting for you so long!”

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth as a response, looking uninterested, and placed a hundred yuan on the counter.

With one arm held by the girl, he used his other hand to open a cigarette pack and put one between his lips, then took out a lighter.

A “ding” sound.

The flame rose but didn’t touch the cigarette.

His voice was a bit hoarse, nasal like he hadn’t fully woken up, casual and laid-back.

After a pause, as if remembering something, he asked: “Can I smoke here?”

Realizing he was talking to her, Zhou Wan answered: “Yes.”

She handed the card to the girl: “Here you go.”

“So I just need to swipe the card to play games, no need for coins?” the girl asked.

“Mm, that’s right.”

The girl nodded, her eyes bright when looking at Lu Xixiao: “Xiao, what do you want to play?”

He exhaled smoke: “Whatever.”

“Then let’s play basketball!”

Lu Xixiao wore all black, cigarette between his lips, his long fingers with distinct knuckles grabbing the basketball, shooting one after another. He shot very casually, unhurried, just playing around, but each shot went in.

A crowd gradually gathered behind them to watch.

This attention made Lu Xixiao’s girlfriend even more proud.

“Xiao.” The girl was practically clinging to him, “Can we play the two-player game next?”

“No.” He flicked ash into the trash can.

“Play with me.”

“Play by yourself.” Lu Xixiao grabbed the game card, swiped it, and directly pressed the start button for her.

New customers came, and Zhou Wan was registering a card for a couple when she suddenly heard the boy say: “Hey, what’s going on over there, are they fighting?”

Zhou Wan looked over.

Probably upset by Lu Xixiao’s attitude, the girl was frowning slightly, her eyes red, looking pitiful and wronged.

But Lu Xixiao just leaned to one side, looking down at her, showing no emotion, much less any sign of sympathy.

“Lu Xixiao, can’t you care about me a little more.” The girl complained, “I’m always the one finding you, and now you won’t even play games with me, is this how you date?”

“Xu Yixuan.” He looked down, his voice very faint.

Just these words and Xu Yixuan understood she couldn’t act coy with Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao wouldn’t indulge her.

She’d gone too far.

He put out his cigarette, looking disinterested: “Let’s end it.”

She widened her eyes: “What?”

“Break up.”

Zhou Wan watched tears spill from Xu Yixuan’s eyes, such a beautiful and bright girl becoming so disheveled and pathetic in front of Lu Xixiao.

Many people were standing around, and Xu Yixuan couldn’t keep their face. Throwing out a tearful “jerk,” she turned and ran away.

This was just how Lu Xixiao was.

Everyone at school understood this since they could always see different girls standing by his side, but it still didn’t stop girls from pursuing him one after another.

Who knows what spell they were under?

After Xu Yixuan left, Lu Xixiao didn’t chase after her.

He went to the bathroom to wash his face, coming out with water droplets still hanging on his face, running down his sharp, clean-cut facial features.

He walked to Zhou Wan’s counter, and pulled out a pack of cigarettes from her desk: “How much?”

“Eighty.”

Lu Xixiao scanned the code to pay, glancing up at Zhou Wan with a pause in his gaze.

He seemed to find her somewhat familiar, carelessly asking: “Yangming High?”

Zhou Wan looked up: “Mm.”

He tore open the cigarette packaging, took out another one, lit it, and raised his eyebrows in the smoke: “What’s your name?”

“Zhou Wan.”

After a pause, she added, “The ‘Wan’ from ‘will draw a bow like the full moon.'”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows, laughing meaningfully.

Under his laughter, Zhou Wan’s face began to heat up.

“Lu Xixiao,” he said.

“I know.”

He looked up.

Zhou Wan also looked up, meeting his gaze.

She had once read in a book that making eye contact twice with someone would make them remember you.

This was the second time.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 3
When Zhou Wan returned home, grandmother was already asleep.

Back in her room, her notebook lay open on the desk, showing the names she had written yesterday: “Guo Xiangling” and “Lu Xixiao.”

She sat at her desk, eyes lowered, staring at these two names.

A line connected them.

What if—

What if she and Lu Xixiao got together?

Then Lu’s father would probably be furious and wouldn’t be able to be with Guo Xiangling anymore.

This thought suddenly popped into Zhou Wan’s mind.

She was self-aware enough to know that Lu Xixiao had never taken any of his girlfriends seriously, and even if she managed to be with him, she wouldn’t be the exception.

But perhaps that was better.

Just being together would be enough.

Just being together, letting Lu’s father know, would be enough.

Just briefly taking advantage of Lu Xixiao’s carefree nature.

It wouldn’t hurt anyone.

Zhou Wan never imagined she would have such dark thoughts one day, but at this moment, she couldn’t control these ideas.

Like a venomous snake flicking its tongue, they spread through her heart.

She looked up at herself in the mirror.

The room was dark, with the desk lamp casting a fuzzy circle of light around her. Her soft black hair fell across her chest, and her skin was fair and delicate, with a small face, petite lips and nose, and clear, round doe eyes like black grapes.

Zhou Wan had been beautiful since childhood, always receiving compliments from those around her.

But her beauty was more pure and clean, different from the girls around Lu Xixiao, who were mostly bright and bold.

Zhou Wan wasn’t sure if she could do it.

But at least—

Now Lu Xixiao knew her name.

*

September brought the fragrance of osmanthus flowers, enveloping the entire school in their sweet scent.

Gu Meng picked many osmanthus flowers, put them in a bag, and made a sachet for Zhou Wan.

By the time the small flowers in the sachet had all withered, the school’s sports meet arrived.

The opening ceremony included each class carrying placards in a parade, and Zhou Wan was chosen to be her class’s placard bearer.

All the female placard bearers had to wear uniform clothing, replacing the loose, thick school uniforms with white fitted t-shirts and pleated skirts, exuding youthful charm.

When Gu Meng saw her emerge in the new outfit, she exclaimed, “Wan-wan! Whoever designed our school uniforms should be struck by lightning! You look amazing in this short skirt!”

Though there were safety shorts underneath, the pleated skirt only reached just above mid-thigh.

Zhou Wan felt uncomfortable with the length, tugging at the hem, trying to pull it lower.

Gu Meng grabbed her hand: “Stop pulling, it’s supposed to be like that.”

“I’m worried it might show too much when I walk and the skirt moves.”

Gu Meng laughed, “It won’t! First off, you’re wearing safety shorts so nothing can show, and besides, the school wouldn’t give you super short skirts—this is just a normal short skirt, it won’t reveal anything.”

The sports meet had lifted many students’ spirits.

The field was bustling with noise early in the morning.

After the principal’s speech ended, each class formed their squares for the entrance ceremony.

Zhou Wan was in Class 1, holding the “Class 2-1” placard at the front, with Class 7 beside them.

Lu Xixiao was in Class 7.

Among the twenty-second-year classes, Class 7 had the worst grades and was the most chaotic. Their formation was messy, and their placard bearer hadn’t arrived yet.

Zhou Wan glanced back.

Lu Xixiao stood at the back with his friends, not wearing the school uniform, a cigarette between his fingers, smiling casually.

The sunlight fell on him, making his skin appear even whiter. He seemed to have just had a haircut, with his sideburns trimmed short, revealing his clean profile completely, casting sharp shadows that emphasized his cold demeanor and casual attitude.

At that moment, there was a girl beside him, sitting on the flower bed, looking up and actively trying to talk to him.

Zhou Wan recognized this girl somewhat—she was the arts and cultural committee member from the liberal arts class, not from Class 7.

The surroundings were chaotic, with summer sunlight breaking through the dense leaves, casting scattered spots of light on them, gleaming with a faint golden glow. The girl smiled brilliantly, reaching out her hand to say something to Lu Xixiao, probably asking for help getting up.

Lu Xixiao kept his head still, only lowering his gaze to look down at her, pulling his lips into a slight smile: “Can’t get up by yourself?”

“My leg fell asleep,” the girl said with a laugh.

Lu Xixiao flicked his cigarette ash, still not moving.

The girl didn’t seem embarrassed, raising an eyebrow: “So heartless?”

He remained unmoved, smiling: “Yep.”

The girl clicked her tongue, standing up smoothly and patting off her pants.

At the same time, Xu Yizuan rushed across the field—she was Class 7’s placard bearer, wearing the fitted t-shirt and short skirt that perfectly outlined her figure.

She ran to Lu Xixiao, her eyes red, voice thick with tears: “Lu Xixiao, who is she?”

Before Lu Xixiao could answer, her forced righteousness crumbled. Xu Yizuan grabbed his shirt hem, her eyelashes trembling constantly as she lowered her stance: “Xiao, I was wrong. I won’t cling to you so much anymore. Can we make up?”

Such a beautiful girl, yet in front of Lu Xixiao, she somehow became humble and pitiful.

Everyone around was watching.

“Xiao, I—”

“Xu Yizuan,” Lu Xixiao cut her off, “we’re already broken up.”

His usual smiling voice and tone were gone, replaced by a cold, hard voice, utterly heartless.

Gu Meng stood behind Zhou Wan, leaning close to her ear to sigh: “Who would have thought even a beauty like Xu Yizuan couldn’t tame Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan watched them, blinking slowly before looking away, asking softly: “Meng-meng, they all know what kind of person Lu Xixiao is, so why do they keep banging their heads against the wall?”

Did they believe they would be the destined one to make the playboy settle down?

Sacrificing dignity and pride for a relationship—Zhou Wan couldn’t understand it.

Zhou Wan thought if she were unfortunate enough to fall for such a person.

She wouldn’t tell him.

She wouldn’t let him trample her dignity; she would only guard this love as a secret known to no one.

Gu Meng exclaimed in surprise: “Wan-wan! You’re getting wise! I can’t believe I’m hearing such questions from you!”

Then, she shook her head, pretending to be profound: “It’s youth, you know? Everyone needs to meet a few jerks and get their heart broken a few times. Otherwise, looking back, it’s all just equations and vectors—how boring is that?”

The announcer’s voice boomed from the podium—

“Next up is our second-year cohort, led by Class 2-1 students…”

Zhou Wan collected her thoughts and lifted the placard, leading her class formation forward.

On the other side, Xu Yizuan was led away by her friends, tears still falling, while the other girl, having been rebuffed, also left.

Suddenly, a discussion broke out among the male students.

“Hey, who’s that placard bearer from Class 1? Haven’t seen her before?”

“That’s the top student, always second in the grade. I thought she looked super pure in the school uniform before, totally first-love material, didn’t expect her figure to be nice too. Those legs, tsk tsk.”

“Damn, I think I’m in love. She’s too sweet and cute!” Jiang Fan said loudly. “How come I’ve never seen her before?”

“Of course, you haven’t—you’re always skipping class.”

“Does she have a boyfriend? What’s her name?”

“She’s a top student, where would she get a boyfriend?” a companion answered. “I’ve seen her name on the rankings board many times, something with ‘Wan,’ but suddenly can’t remember her surname.”

“Hey, Xiao,” Jiang Fan nudged Lu Xixiao beside him, “know her?”

Lu Xixiao looked up from his phone, raising an eyebrow when he saw Zhou Wan.

“Isn’t she first-love material?” Jiang Fan said, “Now I understand what they mean by first-love face.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak.

Jiang Fan assumed he couldn’t possibly know this type of girl, clutching his chest: “I can’t look anymore, my heart’s turning to sugar.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Sweet?”

He remembered that day at the arcade, the girl standing in the dim and noisy background, her features young and pure, her features clear, thick long eyelashes framing what was round doe eyes, yet showing stubbornness and pride from within. She might look sweet, but her personality was far from it.

Jiang Fan thought he couldn’t appreciate his new goddess: “Isn’t this sweet?”

Lu Xixiao let out a mocking laugh.

*

After the entrance ceremony, the field events began first.

Zhou Wan had signed up for javelin throwing.

It wasn’t because she was good at it, but because few girls were willing to sign up for such events, so just participating meant getting a place.

The sports representative had asked for help, so she signed up.

Javelin throwing started check-in very early. Zhou Wan didn’t have time to change clothes, so she tied her school uniform jacket around her waist and ran to check in, quickly being led to the competition area.

For safety reasons, there weren’t even practice opportunities for javelin normally, so this was Zhou Wan’s first time holding a javelin. It was heavier than she had imagined.

The result was predictable—they were lucky if the javelin was stuck in the ground at all.

Jiang Fan, who had signed up for the long jump, was competing right behind the javelin field. He laughed watching Zhou Wan throw.

“Isn’t this gap moe?” Jiang Fan couldn’t stop laughing. “Damn, this is too cute, I can’t handle it.”

Lu Xixiao turned his head: “Is that all you’ve got?”

“Hao just said this girl’s name has ‘Wan’ in it, heard she’s second in the grade. Xiao, haven’t you seen her name on the bulletin board? Ring any bells?”

Lu Xixiao: “Why would I look at that thing?”

“True,” Jiang Fan clicked his tongue. “I’ll ask her name after the competition.”

Lu Xixiao glanced at him, silently pulling up the corner of his mouth.

Zhou Wan finally managed to finish all five rounds of competition. None of the girls who signed up knew how to throw the javelin, and in the end, Zhou Wan somehow managed to get second-to-last place, fifth place.

Gu Meng also laughed beside her: “If I’d known, I would have signed up too.”

Zhou Wan removed the number tag’s safety pin and put it in her pocket.

Though the activity wasn’t intense, the javelin was heavy, and Zhou Wan had broken into a light sweat.

“Let’s go,” Zhou Wan said, “Meng-meng.”

“Can we go watch the high jump first?”

“Mm.”

At that moment, a voice suddenly came from behind—

“Zhou Wan.”

Magnetic, clear, carrying a light, casual smile.

Her footsteps paused, and she turned back.

Lu Xixiao wore a black t-shirt, the wind blowing past outlined his broad shoulders and narrow waist, his jawline smooth and distinct, neck long, Adam’s apple sharp, and hair slightly disheveled by the wind.

He looked straight at her.

This was the first time he had called her name.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

He lifted his chin, gesturing ahead: “Your school badge fell.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 4
Lu Xixiao’s sudden call of “Zhou Wan” startled not only her but also Gu Meng and Jiang Fan beside her.

While the two were still stunned, Zhou Wan softly said thanks, picked up the fallen school badge, and quickly walked away, pulling Gu Meng along.

“Holy shit,” Jiang Fan turned to Lu Xixiao, “You know her?”

“Just know her name.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier!” Jiang Fan was stunned, then felt something was off and asked in a low voice, “Xiao, don’t tell me you like my goddess?!”

Lu Xixiao gave him a sidelong glance.

Jiang Fan’s heart skipped a beat, thinking this couldn’t be right—she wasn’t Xiao’s type at all.

But he still patted his chest: “Don’t worry, if you like her, I definitely won’t compete with you. She’s all yours.”

“Like I need you to give up for me?” Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow.

“…”

True, he didn’t need that.

Jiang Fan looked toward Zhou Wan’s retreating figure, her slender legs dazzlingly white, still finding it unbelievable: “You like her?”

“No,” Lu Xixiao said.

On the other side, Gu Meng couldn’t believe that a good girl like Zhou Wan would know Lu Xixiao—she’d never seen them interact before.

“Wan-wan, what’s going on between you and Lu Xixiao?”

Zhou Wan reattached her school badge: “What?”

“How does he know your name?!”

Zhou Wan paused, then told the truth: “We ran into each other once before when he took Xu Yizuan to the arcade.”

“Oh, I see.” Gu Meng nodded, “You scared me, I thought you two knew each other.”

Zhou Wan lowered her head and smiled: “Where would I ever get to know someone like him?”

…

After the sports meet ended, mountains of homework followed.

Near the end of classes, the classroom was filled with groans, while Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan had two extra competition papers due to the physics competition.

After school, Zhou Wan stayed to do some homework, only leaving when it was almost time for her shift change at the arcade.

Her backpack was heavy, weighing down her shoulders.

It started raining again, but this time Zhou Wan had learned her lesson and hadn’t forgotten her umbrella.

She opened her umbrella, lowering her head to deliberately avoid puddles—she was wearing white shoes today, which would be hard to clean if they got dirty.

But sometimes luck just isn’t on your side. A motorcycle sped past along the roadside, splashing water that completely drenched Zhou Wan.

She cried out in surprise, unable to back away in time. Her uniform was soaked through, with some droplets even hitting her face.

The sound of boys’ mischievous laughter rang in her ears.

Zhou Wan looked up to see three motorcycles stopped ahead, the lead rider with dyed yellow hair, while the other two whistled at her lewdly.

“Little sister, where you headed?” Yellow Hair said with a cigarette between his teeth, “Let big brother give you a ride.”

Zhou Wan gripped her umbrella handle tightly, stepping back while watching them warily: “No need, I’m almost there.”

“Your clothes are all wet—won’t you catch a cold in the wind?” Yellow Hair said hypocritically, “It’s getting cold out.”

“Really, no thank you,” Zhou Wan put her hand in her pocket, “My-my father is coming to pick me up soon.”

Zhou Wan’s heart was pounding. She’d seen too many news stories like this and knew what would happen if they took her away.

She put her phone to her ear, trying to stay calm: “Hello, Dad, are you almost here…”

Before she could finish, the three burst into laughter, Yellow Hair laughing so hard his face turned red and he choked a few times, “Little sister, are you even 15? Don’t you know how to make a phone call?”

Yellow Hair got off his bike and walked straight toward Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan backed away, but he grabbed her wrist directly.

His hands were rough and forceful, immediately leaving a red mark around her wrist. Zhou Wan was startled by the sudden movement and screamed.

“Don’t be ungrateful,” Yellow Hair lowered his voice, leaning into her face, his cigarette-laden breath hitting Zhou Wan’s face, “Be good, and big brother will treat you well, won’t I?”

“Let go of me,” Zhou Wan struggled hard, her voice breaking uncontrollably, “Please, I can give you money, just- let go of me.” The young girl’s state only made them more unrestrained.

Yellow Hair raised his hand to stroke her face: “Tch, so smooth.”

Zhou Wan’s blood ran cold, her limbs frozen, her stomach churning with nausea. She tried to block him with the umbrella, but Yellow Hair simply knocked it aside.

The wind turned the umbrella inside out, breaking one of the ribs and exposing its sharp end.

The young girl trembled all over, her voice shaking, appearing as if she could be bullied at will.

No one knew what Zhou Wan was thinking at that moment.

Looking at the broken, sharp umbrella rib, she thought that if he dared to do anything to her, she would stab his eyes out with it.

She wouldn’t be humiliated, wouldn’t be defiled.

But there were still two men behind him.

She definitely couldn’t escape, couldn’t fight them all.

What could she do?

At that moment, a voice suddenly rang out from behind—

“Ma Shao.”

Through the wind rustling the trees, on the empty street scattered with fallen leaves, Zhou Wan heard a voice.

This time she didn’t need to turn around to recognize who it was.

Lu Xixiao.

The young man wasn’t carrying an umbrella, just wearing his hoodie with the hood up, loose and casual.

He also smelled of tobacco, but it was pleasant, mixed with a very faint woody scent, the tobacco retaining only its final traces of sharpness and spice.

Zhou Wan’s wrist was wrapped in a slightly cool touch as she was pulled behind him.

She saw Lu Xixiao’s profile.

Lean and sharp, his superior bone structure leaving him without a bad angle from any view, his expression calm and indifferent.

Zhou Wan never expected anyone would save her.

From childhood until now, no one had ever saved her—she had faced everything alone.

She especially never expected her savior would be Lu Xixiao.

The son of Guo Xiangling’s future husband.

“What are you doing?” Lu Xixiao asked flatly.

Upon seeing him, Ma Shao immediately released Zhou Wan, then smiled, speaking in a completely familiar tone: “What? Xiao, is she your girl?”

Such crude words made Zhou Wan frown.

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak, neither confirming nor denying.

“Alright then.” Ma Shao nodded to himself, “Should’ve said she was your girl earlier. I wouldn’t go after a brother’s woman.”

Then, Ma Shao bent down, leaning close to Zhou Wan, saying without any trace of apology: “Little sister, sorry about that.”

Zhou Wan turned her face away, and Lu Xixiao spoke again, his voice deep: “Ma Shao.”

Ma Shao smiled, tossing out a “let’s hang out sometime” before getting back on his motorcycle and leaving.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled as she kept her eyes lowered.

She looked at Lu Xixiao, controlling the tremor in her voice: “Thank you.”

Lu Xixiao glanced at her without saying anything, then simply walked forward.

She picked up her umbrella, but it was broken and unusable now.

A light rain was still falling steadily—it was like this every year in Pingchuan City during the transition from summer to autumn, with so much rain it felt like everything was being soaked through to mold, the entire city submerged in rain.

At least the rain wasn’t heavy.

Zhou Wan sighed, carrying the broken umbrella and following behind Lu Xixiao in the rain.

They walked one in front of the other, neither with an umbrella, him wearing his hood.

Zhou Wan looked at Lu Xixiao curiously. She wasn’t deliberately following him, but they were heading in the same direction.

Could it be that he was worried those thugs might come back to trouble her and wanted to escort her home?

In less than a second, Zhou Wan dismissed this thought.

She pulled her lips into a self-mocking smile—how could someone as dazzling as Lu Xixiao spend time on her?

Just as she was thinking this, Lu Xixiao stopped and turned back: “Where’s your umbrella?” he asked.

Zhou Wan looked up, meeting his eyes.

His eyes were narrow and long, the type that should have been passionate, yet they were like an unfathomable pool, swallowing all emotion, appearing unmoved and indifferent.

Zhou Wan: “Broken.”

Lu Xixiao lowered his gaze, glancing at the umbrella in her hand. “Oh.”

He continued walking until he stopped at a bus stop. “Wait here.”

Zhou Wan was startled: “What’s wrong?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t answer, probably too lazy to explain.

Zhou Wan watched him take out his phone, his fingers tapping the screen a few times. Shortly after, a taxi stopped in front of the bus stop.

Lu Xixiao’s long legs stepped back into the rain curtain as he got into the front passenger seat, then rolled down the window: “Still want to stand in the rain?”

Zhou Wan was startled, thanking him somewhat frantically as she opened the back door.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

Lu Xixiao pulled out a cigarette while answering: “The arcade up ahead.”

Zhou Wan’s dark eyelashes trembled slightly as she thanked him again.

Lu Xixiao laughed, turning around from the front seat: “Is that the only thing your mouth knows how to say?”

“…”

He didn’t wait for Zhou Wan’s response, lowering his head to light his cigarette and rolling down the window to exhale.

He half-closed his eyes, his excessively long frame somewhat awkwardly cramped in the not-so-spacious taxi seat, exhaustion and irritation seeping from his very bones.

*

Because of the earlier incident, Zhou Wan arrived after the morning shift brother had already left, but thankfully due to the rainy weather, the arcade wasn’t very crowded.

She went to the back room to change into clean clothes.

For some reason, Lu Xixiao seemed to have time to play games today.

He was playing a racing game, sitting alone in that area, lazily leaning against the chair back, his profile cold and sharp.

The game was quite difficult to play, as the steering wheel was overly sensitive, often causing crashes or even sending cars flying into the air, but Lu Xixiao had no such problems. His long, elegant hands held the steering wheel, easily securing first place.

The ticket dispenser below spat out a long string of prize tickets.

Zhou Wan watched for a while before taking out her test papers from her backpack and starting to work on problems.

Outside, the rain grew heavier.

It pattered loudly against the tin awning across the street, the noise harsh.

Many people had left the arcade, leaving just Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao. It was very quiet, with only the sound of his gaming and Zhou Wan’s pencil scratching against paper.

He picked up the stack of tickets from the ground and came over to ask: “What are these for?”

“Prize tickets,” Zhou Wan said. “You can exchange them for prizes in the back.”

Behind her was a glass cabinet filled with various prizes.

Zhou Wan estimated his tickets: “You probably have over two thousand here, enough for a keychain. If you don’t want to exchange them now, I can save them on a card for you to accumulate more and get better prizes later.”

Thinking Lu Xixiao might not come back to play games here, Zhou Wan asked again, “Would you like to exchange them now?”

He raised an eyebrow, saying casually: “Sure.”

Zhou Wan opened the glass cabinet, which had pink and blue keychains, and turned to ask: “Do you want the blue one?”

“Mm.”

She took it out: “Here.”

Lu Xixiao took it, hooking the keychain with his index finger.

It was a blue fluffy ball keychain.

He casually stuffed it in his pocket, then looked at Zhou Wan, who had already sat back down to continue her homework—physics problems, with solution steps written densely but neatly on scratch paper.

Lu Xixiao suddenly remembered what they’d said earlier that day about her being “always second in the grade,” and pulled his lips into a slight smile.

Zhou Wan saw he hadn’t left and looked up puzzled.

Their gazes met directly.

She blinked.

Lu Xixiao: “Hey.”

“Mm?”

“How do you play that?” he pointed at one of the machines.

“Oh, that one’s rules are a bit complicated. I’ll go over and explain it to you.”

They went to the game machine, and Zhou Wan patiently explained the rules and tricks for getting more tickets.

Lu Xixiao stretched out his long leg and pulled a chair behind Zhou Wan: “Sit while you explain.”

After Zhou Wan sat down, he also sat beside her.

They were sitting quite close, close enough that she could smell his scent. Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, silently clenching her fist once, then continued: “If you time it right and get the ball in this position, you get a chance to spin for prizes. With good luck, you can get lots of tickets at once.”

Lu Xixiao sat with his hands in his pockets, leaning to one side, lifting his chin: “You try once.”

“Huh?”

He wouldn’t repeat himself.

Zhou Wan hesitated for three seconds, then put her hand on the button.

Lu Xixiao lowered his gaze to look—her hand was very small, yet long and delicate, with neatly trimmed clean nails.

She stared intently at the spinning wheel inside, the red light reflecting on her face making her eyes appear extremely bright.

Then, with a “pat,” she pressed the button.

A ball fell from above and rolled around, but didn’t fall into any slots, naturally resulting in zero tickets.

“…”

Though she had watched the store for a long time, she had no talent for games.

Lu Xixiao showed her no mercy, laughing outright: “Seeing your stance, I thought you’d be pretty good.”

“…”

Zhou Wan withdrew her hand: “You try then.”

Lu Xixiao leaned forward, barely hesitating before pressing the button. The ball fell directly into the most difficult slot, and the game machine started flashing and playing music with beeps and chirps.

He got a chance to spin for prizes.

The screen spun, and then another thick stack of tickets came out.

Zhou Wan felt somewhat insulted.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“…Mm.”

He played a few more rounds casually, producing many more tickets.

Just then, his phone suddenly rang.

It was sitting on the game machine, and though Zhou Wan didn’t mean to look, she still saw the incoming number—no contact name, just digits.

But she knew this number all too well.

Guo Xiangling.

Lu Xixiao played one more round before looking at his phone. He scoffed and hung up directly.

Zhou Wan understood now why he’d been irritable all day.

Five minutes later, Guo Xiangling called again.

Zhou Wan sat beside him and asked softly: “Aren’t you going to answer?”

Lu Xixiao answered with actions, directly blocking Guo Xiangling’s number, then tossing his phone onto the table next to him with a “clatter.”

It was almost laughable—Guo Xiangling had countless times hung up on Zhou Wan’s calls because it was “inconvenient,” and now she was getting a taste of her own medicine from Lu Xixiao.

The familial affection she had tried to gain through begging was worthless in Lu Xixiao’s eyes.

Zhou Wan guessed that Lu Xixiao probably didn’t want to go home, which was why he was spending time here.

He played until closing time before standing up.

His hands were almost unable to hold all the tickets.

“Do you want to exchange them?” Zhou Wan asked.

“What’s your highest prize?”

“That one.”

Zhou Wan pointed to another area, where a beautiful bicycle gleamed in a glass cabinet.

“Has anyone ever redeemed it?”

“No, the points required are too high. You’d probably need to spend several thousand yuan to get enough points.”

Lu Xixiao tapped his cigarette on the table: “Which one do you like best?”

He asked so casually that Zhou Wan answered just as casually: “The bicycle, so I wouldn’t have to get so wet when it rains again.”

Zhou Wan entered all the tickets into the system, now totaling over twenty thousand points, and asked once more, “Do you want to exchange them?”

He smiled carelessly: “Keep them for now.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 5
In the deep night after the rain, fallen osmanthus flowers lined the road, a blanket of golden yellow trampled into the mud. They reflected the moonlight, releasing their final traces of fragrance.

This time, they walked side by side rather than one behind the other.

The street was quiet, with yellow streetlights casting down their glow. Overhead, electrical wires crisscrossed, pressing down darkly above them.

Lu Xixiao’s phone rang, and he answered.

“Hello?”

…

“Not coming.”

…

“Don’t feel like going over.”

With that, he hung up.

His voice was pleasant to hear – magnetic, deep, and slightly hoarse, carrying a nasal quality and casual amusement. It wasn’t as low as it had been right after school earlier.

Zhou Wan turned her head to look at him.

He was incredibly tall, forcing her to tilt her head back.

He looked to one side, and Zhou Wan followed his gaze to an old-style hotpot restaurant. Though traditional, it was known for its authentic taste. Many people came specifically for it, and during dinner hours it was often packed.

“Want to eat?” Lu Xixiao suddenly asked.

“What?”

Zhou Wan only processed what he’d said after she’d already asked. She blinked.

She remembered the two names she’d written on draft paper a few days ago.

She pressed her lips together. Was she going to do this?

She knew that once this decision was made, there would be no turning back.

Perhaps her previously peaceful school life would be disrupted.

And she would completely become the type of person she despised.

Before she could answer, Lu Xixiao stopped asking and walked directly toward the restaurant.

“Um—” Zhou Wan called out, stopping him.

She ultimately couldn’t overcome the darkness in her heart.

Lu Xixiao stopped and turned back. The street and moonlight fell on his head as he raised his eyebrows in silent inquiry.

Zhou Wan took a breath and said softly, “It’s so late, let’s not have a hotpot. There’s a noodle shop next door.”

That hotpot place was too expensive.

Zhou Wan found an excuse.

Lu Xixiao had no objection to what they ate and followed Zhou Wan into the neighboring noodle shop.

The shop was run-down, with plastic tables and chairs that gleamed with an oily sheen under the cold fluorescent lights. Because it was cheap, the shop mostly did takeout orders, with few people dining in.

Zhou Wan had been here several times and knew the owner.

“Uncle Kang, I want a bowl of Three Delicacies noodles.” Zhou Wan turned to Lu Xixiao beside her, “What would you like?”

He scanned the menu without much interest and said flatly, “The same.”

Uncle Kang responded, “Alright! Two bowls of Three Delicacies noodles!”

At the table, Zhou Wan stopped Lu Xixiao and pulled out some tissues to carefully wipe clean his side of the seat – after all, it was her suggestion to eat there.

The young woman kept her eyes down, her plain face notable only for thick eyelashes and large eyes, giving her a clean appearance and an inexplicable allure.

She was small and thin with fair skin, looking so delicate that she might cry at the slightest provocation. Yet those doe eyes held a stubborn, unyielding quality, creating a strangely harmonious contrast.

No wonder she’d attracted bullying from Ma Shao’s gang.

Lu Xixiao silently tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Hey.”

Zhou Wan looked up. “Hmm?”

“Next time you run into people like this afternoon, just say my name.”

Zhou Wan was startled, not expecting him to say something like that. She nodded. “Mm.”

“What ‘mm’? Do you even know my name?”

“I do,” Zhou Wan said, finishing cleaning his side of the table and chairs before moving to the opposite side.

“What is it?”

“Lu Xixiao,” she said.

That was the first time Zhou Wan called his name.

Many years later, whenever Lu Xixiao thought back to Zhou Wan, he could always remember this moment – the first time she called his name.

Her voice was clear and pleasant, but unlike some girls who made it sound sticky and sweet, hers was crisp and straightforward.

But that’s getting ahead of the story.

At that moment, when Zhou Wan called his name, she looked up into his eyes. The young woman’s frank and crystal-clear gaze crashed into his pupils, making that single utterance inexplicably solemn. He heard her say: “Lu Xixiao.”

Serious, ceremonious.

Lu Xixiao knew many people and had heard his name called with all sorts of emotions – happy, sad, angry, coquettish.

He was naturally casual and unrestrained and naturally attracted similar people. This was the first time he’d heard “Lu Xixiao” spoken so solemnly.

It consumed all his usual reactions, causing a sensation like a spasm along his spine, subtle yet enormous.

Finally, he smiled lazily. “Fine, next time you run into those thugs, keeping quiet might work better.”

Zhou Wan didn’t know about the huge waves her single utterance had caused in his heart and naturally didn’t understand the meaning of his words. “What?”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to explain, and Zhou Wan didn’t ask further.

Uncle Kang brought over two bowls of Three Delicacies noodles.

Zhou Wan had ordered a small portion with two liang of noodles. As she ate, she noticed from the corner of her eye that Lu Xixiao barely touched his chopsticks and soon stopped eating altogether.

Perhaps his privileged upbringing had made him picky about food.

When Zhou Wan put down her chopsticks,

Lu Xixiao asked: “Ready to go?”

“Wait a moment.”

Zhou Wan ordered another bowl of vegetable noodles to take away.

This was her habit, and Uncle Kang had already started cooking the noodles. He said, “Oh, I’m out of takeout boxes. There are some by the door, could you grab one for me?”

Zhou Wan went to the door and brought back a stack of takeout boxes. When she returned to the counter, Lu Xixiao was already standing there.

Uncle Kang quickly packed up the vegetable noodles.

“How much is it, Uncle Kang?” Zhou Wan asked.

Uncle Kang smiled, “This handsome young man already paid.”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment as she took the noodles from him.

Outside, the street was even quieter. One of the streetlights by the door was broken, and there was the sharp cry of a stray cat.

“Those noodles just now,” Zhou Wan asked, “how much were they?”

Lu Xixiao glanced down at her. “Don’t worry about it.”

“No, that won’t do,” Zhou Wan insisted. “How about I transfer the money to you directly by phone?”

The noodles only cost twenty-some yuan, and Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to go back and forth over such a small amount.

If she wanted to pay it back, fine, whatever.

But just as she took out her phone, it automatically shut down from low battery.

Zhou Wan: “Then tell me your number, and I’ll add you and transfer it over.”

Lu Xixiao gave her his phone number.

Zhou Wan entered the number and pressed “Search” –

His profile picture was black, and his name was simply “Lu Xixiao.”

In an age when everyone had fancy online names, Lu Xixiao simply used his real name, though he certainly had the status to do so. Zhou Wan had seen how he always had countless friends around him; his name truly carried weight.

Zhou Wan stared at his profile picture for a while, then selected “Add to Contacts.”

*

It was very late when she got home.

But these days Grandmother’s skin condition had flared up again, and she often couldn’t sleep through the night.

Zhou Wan quietly entered her room and, sure enough, found her still awake. She handed over the noodles: “Grandmother, you probably didn’t eat much dinner. Have something to eat before sleeping.”

“Oh my, why did you spend money again?” Grandmother said this but smiled. “I’ve told you to save this money. I’m useless, just a burden. We can’t let this affect your college fund.”

Zhou Wan put a small table on the bed and opened the still-steaming noodles. “Grandmother, please eat.”

She also took out a tube of ointment from the drawer and applied it to Grandmother’s reddened skin. Scratching with fingernails could easily break the skin and cause infection, so as she applied the ointment, she massaged in circles with her fingertips to help ease the torment of the illness.

As she massaged, she looked down and said, “Grandmother, don’t worry about my school expenses. I’ve already thought it through. Our school has a reward system – if you get into a good university in the college entrance exam, there are corresponding monetary rewards. They’re quite substantial, enough to cover four years of college tuition.”

Grandmother patted the back of her hand. “Grandmother knows you’re sensible and clever, but it pains me that at such a young age, you not only have to study hard but also worry about so many things.”

Zhou Wan silently shook her head.

“I just hope our Wan Wan, after all the hardship, will have smooth sailing ahead, that everything will go as wished, that you’ll be successful and accomplished.”

Saying this, Grandmother paused, then continued, “No, no, actually my Wan Wan doesn’t need to become what others consider successful. Grandmother only hopes you’ll be happy and free, that you’ll become a kind person.”

Zhou Wan’s fingers paused.

Become a kind person.

The young woman’s dark brown pupils deepened, swallowing many dark thoughts and unspeakable ideas.

“Grandmother,” Zhou Wan asked softly, “what makes someone a kind person?”

Grandmother smiled, “Wan Wan is already one.”

Zhou Wan said nothing more and continued applying the ointment.

She had an obedient appearance, decent grades, and was best at playing the well-behaved, modest role. Probably everyone who knew her would agree on this point – she was a kind person.

Only Zhou Wan knew that she wasn’t kind at all.

Her hatred for Guo Xiangling had sprouted long ago. Sometimes she craved her mother’s love, sometimes she despised her affectation, wanted revenge, and wanted her to pay for what she had done.

The friends around her were all sunny and warm, wearing their likes and dislikes on their faces. Even that thug called “Ma Shao” they met today was at least purely and openly bad.

But she kept all her badness hidden in her heart.

She had been accustomed to pretending since childhood.

She approached Lu Xixiao inconspicuously, using such a despicable method, all just to get revenge on Guo Xiangling.

In the dim room, Zhou Wan’s eyes gradually reddened.

She mocked herself inwardly. She was thoroughly bad. Even though all of this was her own decision, at this moment she still blamed others and fate for forcing her to become like this, while she played the victim and wallowed in self-pity.

Just this once.

Zhou Wan silently told herself, just this once.

She would only be bad this one time.

After venting years of bitterness, she would truly become a kind person.

“Oh right,” Grandmother interrupted her scattered thoughts, “tomorrow is your father’s death anniversary. If you have time, remember to visit him.”

“Mm, I remember.”

Grandmother patted her head. “Alright, go to sleep now.”

Zhou Wan returned to her bedroom and after showering, washed all of her school uniform that had been dirtied that day.

Her hands were fair and delicate, with sensitive skin. After washing the clothes, her hands were red from the laundry detergent and broke out in small rashes.

It was always like this, and Zhou Wan was used to it. The rashes would fade after a night’s sleep.

She didn’t dwell on it and lay down in bed.

This whole day had left her feeling particularly exhausted. Only when she smelled the sunshine scent in her blanket did her body finally relax?

She closed her eyes, curling up in the excessively dark and quiet night.

It was then that her phone suddenly lit up beside the bed.

She opened it –

[Lu Xixiao] has accepted your friend request.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 6
“The physics competition is coming up soon. You two are the only ones from our class participating, so you need to prepare well. The school has high expectations for you both to advance to the national competition.”

The physics teacher said, “These are the test papers from the last competition class. You both did well, ranking first and second in the class.”

Zhou Wan took her paper – she had scored 104.

“Go review the questions you got wrong, and if there’s anything you still don’t understand, come ask me,” the physics teacher said.

Walking out of the office, the sunshine outside was pleasant.

It was break time, with students chatting and joking in the corridor.

“Zhou Wan, what did you score?” asked Jiang Yan.

“104,” Zhou Wan said. “You?”

Jiang Yan paused, his tone dejected: “103.”

Zhou Wan smiled. “About the same.”

“Can I look at your paper?”

“Sure.” Zhou Wan handed him her test paper.

Jiang Yan looked through her wrong answers.

They were the top two students in the physics competition class, and they usually struggled with the same problems. There was just one small question where Zhou Wan had worked out one extra step.

In every mid-term and final exam, Jiang Yan ranked first in their grade, while Zhou Wan ranked second.

But Jiang Yan knew that Zhou Wan was far more intelligent than him. If there was such a thing as a “genius” in this world, Zhou Wan deserved that title more than he did.

He poured all his time into studying, working on difficult problems, and correcting mistakes.

Yet Zhou Wan had plenty of time for part-time jobs to earn money.

Even so, he couldn’t widen the gap between them. This time, Zhou Wan had even surpassed him.

Jiang Yan felt unsatisfied and this sparked an even greater sense of crisis, but he didn’t dislike Zhou Wan. On the contrary, Zhou Wan was one of his few good friends.

She was his rival, and more importantly, a teammate worthy of respect.

“Zhou Wan, how did you think of this step?” Jiang Yan asked.

At that moment, they were walking past Class 7’s door.

Lu Xixiao’s class.

Zhou Wan spotted him from afar.

His elbow rested on the corridor windowsill, leaning there lazily. His hair had grown a bit long and was tousled by the wind. Backlit, his silhouette, and features took on a hazy quality, like an ink painting blurred by water.

His friends stood around him, arms around shoulders, chatting about everything under the sun, occasionally letting slip some crude jokes.

Lu Xixiao was part of their group, laughing along when they told inappropriate jokes, but standing there he seemed like a detached spectator.

Playing along with life, yet seemingly able to withdraw at any moment.

“Hey, Jiang Fan,” Zhou Wan heard one of the boys say, “isn’t that your goddess over there?”

The group of boys all turned to look.

Zhou Wan immediately shifted her gaze to the ground, walking straight ahead without looking sideways.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Lu Xixiao turn his head too, his profile cutting a sharp yet graceful line.

Jiang Fan raised his fist as if to punch.

“What’s this? Since when did you become such a coward? Weren’t you bragging last time about getting her number when you fell in love?” his friend teased.

Jiang Fan: “I wouldn’t dare go after someone Xiao A is interested in.”

This statement caused an immediate uproar, with everyone surrounding Lu Xixiao asking what was going on.

Lu Xixiao drawled lazily, his gaze sweeping over Zhou Wan as he raised an eyebrow: “When did I say I was interested?”

Jiang Fan had known Lu Xixiao for many years and understood his personality somewhat.

Though he didn’t think Lu Xixiao truly liked her that much, there was some interest there, or at least curiosity.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t have called out to Zhou Wan during the school sports meet.

Jiang Fan gave him a knowing look: “Oh, well then I’ll go get her number right now.”

Lu Xixiao gave an ambiguous laugh, neither confirming nor denying.

…

“Zhou Wan?” Jiang Yan called again.

Zhou Wan came back to herself: “Ah.”

“I was asking how you thought of this step in the problem?”

Zhou Wan looked at the test paper and explained her thought process to him.

Back in the classroom, Zhou Wan took out her phone – there were no messages.

This morning, she had sent two messages.

One was to Lu Xixiao, sending him a red envelope for the noodles, which he hadn’t accepted yet.

The other was to Guo Xiangling, saying today was her father’s death anniversary and asking if she wanted to visit. She hadn’t replied either.

*

Zhou Wan had asked for leave from her teachers today, leaving school early.

She bought flowers and pastries, then took a bus to the cemetery in the suburbs.

Today was Zhou Jun’s death anniversary.

Zhou Jun had been a liberal arts student and one of the few university graduates of his generation. Later he became a middle school Chinese teacher, cultured and refined.

Guo Xiangling was Zhou Jun’s first blind date. They made a perfect match and quickly began dating. Twenty years ago, they had been a couple that everyone admired.

Guo Xiangling’s education level wasn’t high, but in that era when artistic youth were popular, she was considered one of them.

After Zhou Wan was born, Guo Xiangling quit her job at the clothing store to stay home with the child.

Later, because Zhou Jun was such a strong teacher, he often taught graduating classes, which meant he frequently worked late into the night.

He never noticed that Guo Xiangling also often came home late.

Then gradually, luxury items she couldn’t afford began appearing – necklaces, diamond rings.

Zhou Wan had noticed at the time but only thought they were pretty, not understanding what they meant.

Until Zhou Jun fell ill and passed away, and Guo Xiangling moved out within a month.

Only then did Zhou Wan understand what had been happening.

She had been only ten years old at the time.

Zhou Wan placed the fresh flowers before the grave.

The man in the photo on the tombstone had a gentle smile, looking modest and polite, with a subtle smile in his eyes.

Compared to Guo Xiangling, Zhou Wan looked more like Zhou Jun.

“Dad,” she knelt before the tombstone, placing the newly bought pastries on a small plate, “Grandmother isn’t feeling well lately, so she couldn’t come see you this year.”

“She… didn’t come either.”

“She” referred to Guo Xiangling.

Zhou Jun had loved Guo Xiangling.

He had never dated before, meeting Guo Xiangling on a blind date – it was his first love. After marriage, he cherished and doted on her.

He would buy her flowers on their wedding anniversary, write her love letters on her birthday, and run across half the city late at night to buy fruit she was craving.

“After all these years, do you still think about her?” Zhou Wan looked at the photo and asked softly.

“But I can’t forgive her for betraying you,” Zhou Wan said. “I can understand her abandoning me as a burden for a better life, but I can’t forgive her for betraying you, nor for watching Grandmother suffer without helping.”

“Dad, I’m going to do something wrong.”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyelashes. “Will you forgive me?”

*

After leaving the cemetery, Zhou Wan went to the hospital to get Grandmother’s medicine.

As she got off the bus, Guo Xiangling called.

“Hello?” Zhou Wan answered.

“Wan Wan, I’m so sorry, Mom just saw your message now.” Guo Xiangling’s tone was apologetic.

She was always like this, doing terrible things yet maintaining a facade of being a good person.

But sometimes Zhou Wan felt she was quite similar to Guo Xiangling.

The pedestrian light turned green, and she crossed the road unhurriedly, saying flatly: “It’s fine.”

“Mom’s been too busy lately, really can’t find time to go with you. How about this – I’ll transfer you some money, you can buy more offerings to take to your dad.”

Zhou Wan suddenly felt disgusted and repulsed, but she still didn’t show it, nor did she tell her she had already visited.

“Okay.”

After hanging up, Guo Xiangling quickly transferred her some money.

One hundred yuan.

Zhou Wan walked into the hospital to find Dr. Chen and get Grandmother’s medicine.

“Oh, Wan Wan,” Dr. Chen said, “remind your grandmother to come to the hospital in a few days. It’s time for dialysis again.”

“Okay,” Zhou Wan responded, “Thank you, Dr. Chen.”

Walking out of the office, Zhou Wan took the elevator down.

It was then that she suddenly heard a voice behind her.

Unruly, carrying a casual smile but more importantly, coldness: “So?”

She turned around and saw Lu Xixiao.

He stood not far away, facing a middle-aged man in a suit who looked stern and imposing. Behind him stood Guo Xiangling.

The man exploded in anger: “Lu Xixiao! What kind of attitude is this!”

Guo Xiangling held the man’s arm, saying softly: “It’s okay, Old Lu, he’s still young. Don’t get angry with him.”

“Still young?” These words only made the man angrier. “I’ve given him the best of everything for over ten years, whatever he wanted. And look at him! Constantly embarrassing me. If I’d known you’d turn out like this, I never should have married your mother…”

Before he could finish, Lu Xixiao suddenly erupted in fury.

He grabbed the man’s collar and slammed him against the wall with a “bang.”

Zhou Wan was used to seeing him joking and carefree, but this was the first time she’d seen him so angry, veins standing out on his forehead, chest heaving violently.

“Lu Zhongyue, you’d better not say another word,” Lu Xixiao forced out each word through his throat. “You have no right to mention my mother.”

With that, he turned and strode away, his steps cutting through the air.

He hadn’t noticed Zhou Wan, passing right by her.

But Guo Xiangling had followed his gaze and seen Zhou Wan.

At that moment, panic flashed through her eyes – she didn’t want Zhou Wan to come over now.

Zhou Wan granted her wish, turning to run down the stairs.

The hospital was crowded, full of people, noisy and chaotic. Zhou Wan couldn’t catch up to Lu Xixiao until they reached outside the hospital.

“Lu Xixiao!” she called out.

He didn’t hear, continuing to stride away, his face terrifyingly dark.

Zhou Wan ran until she was out of breath. She reached out to grab his sleeve but was pulled forward by his momentum, stumbling a step before barely managing to steady herself.

Lu Xixiao turned back, looking down.

The young woman’s two fingers tightly gripped his clothes, her hand small, knuckles white from the effort.

Her face was flushed from running, she was panting, her ponytail had come loose, and strands of hair were scattered by the wind.

“Lu Xixiao,” she called his name again, still catching her breath.

Lu Xixiao looked at her without speaking.

Zhou Wan tilted her head up to look at him, the setting sun behind her, her clear eyes completely transparent.

“Would you like some noodles?”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 7
Lu Xixiao didn’t particularly enjoy that noodle shop, but for some reason, he nodded and followed Zhou Wan back to the same place they’d visited yesterday.

“Three-delicacy noodles again?” Zhou Wan asked.

He’d just smoked a cigarette on the way, and his irritation had dissipated somewhat with the smoke, the aggressive aura around him finally becoming less oppressive.

“Mm,” he responded flatly.

Zhou Wan told Uncle Kang “Same as yesterday,” and then quickly pulled out her phone to pay for the noodles.

Since he wouldn’t accept yesterday’s money, Zhou Wan would treat him back, even though this amount probably meant nothing to Lu Xixiao – one pair of his shoes could probably cover several months of her living expenses.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t an unobservant person; he noticed her rushed movement to pay.

He turned his head, exhaling smoke: “Keeping such careful count?”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, responding in her gentle voice: “Money isn’t easy to earn.”

She had a quiet nature, didn’t talk much, and was never noisy. She answered questions one at a time, her voice soft and delicate, not cloying, with an exceptionally clean tone.

Lu Xixiao suddenly felt that having her nearby wasn’t annoying at all; rather, it brought a sense of calm.

“Why do you need to earn money?”

Lu Xixiao’s first time seeing her was when she was working part-time at the arcade.

“Grandmother is sick.”

He raised his eyebrows, showing neither excessive surprise nor sympathy, taking another drag of his cigarette before asking quietly: “What about your parents?”

“My father passed away when I was little.”

His hand holding the cigarette paused slightly: “Then what about your mother?”

Because of this question, Zhou Wan accidentally bit her tongue, a metallic taste of blood spreading in her mouth, but she showed no outward reaction.

Seeing her silence, Lu Xixiao didn’t ask further.

As they sat down with two bowls of three-delicacy noodles, Zhou Wan caught a glimpse of the wound on the back of his hand as he picked up his chopsticks. It looked several days old but had been poorly cared for, healing and breaking open again, leaving a red patch.

Zhou Wan withdrew her gaze and lowered her head to eat.

This time, Lu Xixiao showed some courtesy by eating several bites.

They ate their noodles in peaceful silence.

Zhou Wan finished first. She wiped her mouth with a napkin, then softly told Lu Xixiao: “I’ll step out for a moment.”

“Mm.”

There was a pharmacy near the noodle shop.

Zhou Wan returned with alcohol and gauze.

She pushed the bag in front of him, keeping her gaze lowered: “The wound on your hand needs disinfecting.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow.

Having been spoiled by all sorts of girls, he didn’t take this kind of concern seriously, responding dismissively: “No need.”

Zhou Wan paused briefly but wasn’t affected by his attitude, simply informing him of the consequences.

“If it’s not properly disinfected, it might get infected, which would be more troublesome.”

Grandmother had experienced that once before.

Lu Xixiao leaned back in his chair, chin slightly raised, giving her a cursory look before smiling.

He leaned forward, extending his hand to her, wordlessly.

Zhou Wan looked up in confusion.

Lu Xixiao smiled somewhat condescendingly: “I don’t know how.”

“…”

His mood seemed to have improved again.

Unpredictable.

Zhou Wan took out the disinfectant, dabbed some on a cotton swab, and helped clean his wound.

She kept her head down, completely focused, her hair falling forward across her chest, a few strands brushing against his fingertips, causing a slight tickle.

From this angle, Lu Xixiao could observe her well.

She had long eyelashes, an upturned nose, and youthful features. The only thing that didn’t match her cool appearance was probably those two tiger teeth – the reason Jiang Fan found her sweet.

Finally, Zhou Wan applied the gauze.

“Done.”

Lu Xixiao lowered his gaze to look, noting it was done quite properly.

“Going to the arcade?” he asked.

“Mm.”

“Let’s go,” Lu Xixiao stood up.

Zhou Wan followed him outside: “Are you going too?”

“I’ll walk you there.”

The arcade wasn’t far from the noodle shop, and Zhou Wan walked alongside Lu Xixiao. Midway, Lu Xixiao answered a phone call.

The voice on the other end was so loud that Zhou Wan could hear it: “Xiao! Fuck, someone’s causing trouble, they’re fighting!”

Lu Xixiao stopped walking: “Where?”

Zhou Wan couldn’t hear the address clearly, only catching that it was somewhere on the pedestrian street.

“Mm.” His voice remained calm, “I’ll head over now.”

After hanging up, Zhou Wan said: “You should go, I’m almost there, I can manage on my own.”

“Alright,” Lu Xixiao said, “Call me if you need anything.”

*

To be frank, Lu Xixiao’s temper wasn’t particularly bad; he was quite different from those thugs who would flare up at the slightest provocation. He never actively looked for trouble with others.

But he was stubborn and unyielding, never backing down to anyone.

When Lu Xixiao arrived, the scene was already chaotic, nearly finished.

He didn’t plan to join in, just ran a hand through his hair, sat down on the steps, lit a cigarette, and exhaled, the smoke making his face appear hazy.

It wasn’t completely dark yet, and the newly lit street lamps shone in the deep blue sky like bright stars.

Jiang Fan was nearly blinded by his sweat, and catching sight of Lu Xixiao sitting lazily to the side, he shouted: “Xiao! Since you’re here, why don’t you lend a hand!”

He let out a light laugh, flicking his cigarette ash: “Isn’t it almost over anyway?”

Such a scene easily labeled everyone involved as “thugs.”

And while Lu Xixiao hadn’t joined in, he was the one giving orders.

Black clothes, a sharp figure, a cigarette between his lips, expressionlessly raising his chin to look down on everyone, his features appearing even sharper in the mottled light.

It was at this moment that a flash of light suddenly appeared at someone’s waist.

No one else had noticed.

Lu Xixiao grabbed a rod, his eyes dark as ink.

He moved extremely fast, muscles tensing, raising the rod to strike hard at the person’s wrist, causing the sharp knife to clatter to the ground, accompanied by a cry of pain.

“If you want to play dirty,”

Lu Xixiao raised his hand in time to block the incoming punch, grabbed the person’s hair, and yanked it back hard, saying coldly, “Don’t get caught.”

His movements were swift.

The fight was over in no time.

Lu Xixiao casually dusted off his arm and walked to stand in front of someone who had fallen to the ground, looking down at them from above: “Go back and tell Luo He, next time come to me directly, no need to hide like this.”

Lu Xixiao and Luo He had been at odds for years.

Luo He was a few years older than him and couldn’t stand how arrogant he was while being so popular, wanting to seize any opportunity to suppress him and thereby consolidate his position.

Jiang Fan spat contemptuously to the side, then turned to ask: “What were you doing skipping class this afternoon? Haven’t seen you much lately.”

Lu Xixiao’s mind flashed to Zhou Wan’s face.

He tugged at the corner of his mouth: “Hospital.”

“What for?”

“Lu Zhongyue is sick.”

“How is he, nothing serious?” Jiang Fan asked.

Lu Xixiao let out a derisive laugh: “Who knows, he’s never short of people to take care of him.”

Jiang Fan knew about his family situation and also knew that Lu Zhongyue had recently found him a troublesome new stepmother, making Lu Xixiao particularly irritated lately.

He patted Lu Xixiao’s shoulder: “Alright, let’s go have some fun.”

The group went to a bar.

Someone called over some girls.

Lu Xixiao sat in the corner, his long, slender fingers holding a wine glass, his Adam’s apple moving up and down as he drank. He didn’t talk much, mostly listening to others, only occasionally speaking up.

Yet this very demeanor was what attracted girls the most.

Ye Chen made her way past the crowd to sit beside Lu Xixiao and clinked her wine glass with his.

Making a clear sound.

Lu Xixiao turned his head.

Ye Chen smiled at him: “Drinking alone? I’ll keep you company.”

Lu Xixiao smiled slightly, said nothing, and tilted his head back to down the remaining half glass of wine. Ye Chen had heard how others described Lu Xixiao – nothing more than being frivolous and casual, changing girlfriends faster than changing clothes, a passionate iceberg.

And now his actions seemed to be encouraging Ye Chen.

In such an environment, even the slightest proximity could make things ambiguous.

Ye Chen’s heart was racing; she tentatively moved closer to Lu Xixiao, holding onto his arm.

He didn’t react.

So Ye Chen leaned against him more firmly, her elbow seeming to hit something. She looked down to see half a keychain with a blue plush ball protruding from his pocket.

It didn’t match Lu Xixiao’s style.

She curiously pulled it out – there were no keys on the keychain.

“Why aren’t there any keys on it?” she asked.

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “Did I say you could touch it?”

He was always like this, too direct with his words, showing no courtesy.

Ye Chen had never met a boy who wouldn’t show her courtesy like this, but she wasn’t angry. She raised the plush ball high with her index finger, leaning on his shoulder to look at it.

“You probably didn’t buy this yourself, right?” Ye Chen asked with a smile, “You don’t seem like someone who would like this kind of thing.”

“It was a gift,” Lu Xixiao said.

“It’s quite cute actually. Xiao-ge, can you give it to me?”

She knew Lu Xixiao’s family was wealthy, and had heard that he was generous with his girlfriends. Ye Chen didn’t want the keychain; she just wanted to create some connection with him through it.

Lu Xixiao took a drag of his cigarette, saying nothing.

Ye Chen shook his arm: “Please?”

He raised his chin: “Put it down.”

His voice was still lazy, but this time it carried an inexplicable warning.

Ye Chen heard it and placed the keychain on the coffee table.

Lu Xixiao leaned forward to pick it up, putting the keychain back in his pocket, and with this movement, Ye Chen saw the wound on his arm, which he’d gotten during the fight earlier, the blood already dried.

“Xiao-ge, your hand is hurt,” Ye Chen said. “Do you want to treat it?”

“Too lazy to go anywhere.”

The surrounding rock music was noisy, and Ye Chen brought her lips to his ear: “I know how. Want me to help?”

Lu Xixiao turned his head, and smiled, with an ambiguous meaning: “Oh? Where would we do it?”

Ye Chen looked at his profile and turned towards her in the mottled light, his high bridge nose, eyes carrying a smile, ambiguous tone, carefree and unrestrained appearance.

Ye Chen’s heart skipped another beat, her entire sensory perception easily led by him.

Just earlier she had been afraid of making him angry, but now she was captivated by him again.

It seemed that no matter how confident and outgoing a girl was, they tended to become timid in front of Lu Xixiao.

She gathered her courage to hold his hand: “Wherever you want to go.”

His nose was filled with the girl’s perfume.

Lu Xixiao was used to various perfumes from frequenting such environments but suddenly found it pungent.

He recalled the clean, fresh scent of fabric softener on Zhou Wan.

He tugged at the corner of his mouth, suddenly feeling completely disinterested, and stood up.

Jiang Fan called out to him: “Xiao, where are you going?”

He waved his hand behind him: “Leaving.”

*

Night had fallen deep, and Zhou Wan had unusually gone to bed before midnight today.

Half-asleep, her phone suddenly made a sound from beside her pillow.

She was a light sleeper, and drowsily opened her eyes, staring blankly at a spot on the white wall for a long while before her thoughts gradually returned, looking at the lit screen of her phone.

The light was harsh, and she squinted trying to see.

A message from [Lu Xixiao].

Zhou Wan froze, even thinking she must be dreaming.

She reached out to pinch her thigh – it hurt.

Not a dream.

Why would he message her?

It was already twelve-thirty.

Zhou Wan’s sleepiness had completely disappeared. She propped herself up on her elbow and opened WeChat.

He had sent a picture. Zhou Wan opened it and immediately recognized his hand.

He appeared to be sitting on some steps, his wrist resting on his knee, the back of his hand hanging naturally, and on his pale arm was a three-centimeter-long wound.

Then, her phone vibrated again.

He sent another message.

[Lu Xixiao: What should I do?]

Zhui Luo – Chapter 8
Zhou Wan didn’t reply immediately, instead first changing Lu Xixiao’s contact name.

They were worlds apart; at school, probably no one would ever connect them.

On this quiet night, Lu Xixiao messaging her, the notification popping up at the top of her phone showing “Lu Xixiao” sent her a message.

The three characters “Lu Xixiao” seemed to carry some kind of taboo, cutting through the tranquility of her surroundings like a sharp wind.

Making this night saturated with his unique presence.

He had that ability, leaving deep impressions in people’s hearts with his every movement.

Zhou Wan first changed his contact name to a single character – “Lu”.

But after looking at it for a while, it still didn’t feel right, so she changed it to the number “6”.

Looking at the “6” above the chat window, she finally let out a relieved sigh and replied: [You’re hurt?]

He sent a voice message, only one second long.

Zhou Wan turned the volume to its lowest, then covered herself with the blanket, worried about anyone hearing.

“Yeah.”

The young man’s hoarse voice came through. He’d been drinking, his languid tone even stronger, managing to stamp his unique mark even on this single syllable.

Zhou Wan had heard his phone call earlier and knew he’d gone to fight.

She paused, sat up, and started typing:

Is there a pharmacy nearby? You could let the pharmacy’s doctor help you…

Before finishing, Zhou Wan thought that with Lu Xixiao’s personality, he probably wouldn’t ask others for help with his wound.

She deleted that line and started typing again:

Go to the pharmacy and buy disinfectant alcohol, cotton swabs, and large band-aids, like today I…

Again before finishing, Lu Xixiao directly called her.

This time Zhou Wan was completely stunned.

She never expected Lu Xixiao would call her.

The phone fell on the bed, buzzing desperately, and she was at a loss, not knowing whether to answer or what to say if she did.

Until she heard her grandmother coughing outside the door, worried about waking her, Zhou Wan hurriedly swiped to answer.

Still catching her breath, she put the phone to her ear, trying to steady her breathing.

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak; she could hear the whistling wind from his end, confirming the call was indeed connected.

Zhou Wan gripped her phone tightly, evening out her breath, saying softly: “Lu Xixiao.”

He laughed then, a magnetic, husky sound.

Zhou Wan didn’t understand: “What are you laughing at?”

“Were you asleep?”

Lu Xixiao was laughing at the drowsy sleepiness in her voice.

Having disturbed her sleep, not only did he not feel sorry, he seemed to take pleasure in it.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together.

Sometimes she thought Lu Xixiao was just an immature boy who liked to tease, other times she felt he had a maturity and coldness beyond his years.

“I’m awake now,” Zhou Wan said languidly. “Did you bandage it?”

“No.”

Zhou Wan heard him lighting a cigarette, then he continued, “I don’t know how.”

Just like that afternoon.

I don’t know how.

Was he asking her to come over now to bandage it?

Zhou Wan didn’t speak.

“It hurts a bit,” his voice carried a faint smile, casually adding another weight to her heart, “If I don’t bandage it, will it get infected tomorrow?”

“…”

If it had been any other girl who admired him, hearing this they would have rushed over without hesitation in the middle of the night.

But Zhou Wan had seen all sorts of ailments with her father and grandmother, and wouldn’t make a fuss over such things.

She recalled the wound from the photo he’d sent earlier and softly replied: “It probably won’t, just don’t touch it or get it wet.”

Lu Xixiao sat on the steps of the bustling street, the wind blowing through his hair and clothes, outlining his sharp, fierce figure. The crimson between his fingers flickered as he laughed through the blue-white smoke.

As if hearing an extremely interesting response, his laugh made his chest vibrate.

“Zhou Wan,” he said, laughing.

“You’re quite heartless.”

*

As the physics competition drew closer day by day, Zhou Wan lost even her noon self-study time, which was taken up by competition classes in the laboratory.

Test after test, Zhou Wan couldn’t surpass Jiang Yan, always coming in second, though fortunately, the gap between her and Jiang Yan remained small, always within five points.

After finishing explaining last year’s competition paper’s final question, the blackboard was covered densely with solution steps.

Zhou Wan finished copying her notes and propped her head on her hand to look outside, emptying her mind to rest.

“Zhou Wan,” Jiang Yan stood beside her, “Want some water? I’ll get it for you too.”

Zhou Wan thanked him: “I’ll go myself.”

“It’s fine, stay seated,” Jiang Yan took her cup from the desk.

In the competition class, everyone ranked at the top among the hundreds of students in their grade. Even during the five-minute break, everything remained orderly, with no one speaking loudly, not as loud as the boys playing basketball outside.

Zhou Wan noticed that Lu Xixiao was among them.

His figure was tall and straight, long-legged, lean and athletic, smoothly dribbling past others, shooting, winning cheers from the crowd.

Zhou Wan hadn’t seen him for several days.

She didn’t know if it was because she was too busy, or if he simply hadn’t come to school.

Their last contact had stopped at that midnight voice call.

He hadn’t come to the arcade either.

Though Zhou Wan wanted to get closer to him, she had no experience in this area, especially with Lu Xixiao – it felt like whatever she did, he would see through her intentions.

Zhou Wan recalled what he’d said before hanging up that night.

“Zhou Wan, you’re quite heartless.”

Was he angry because she hadn’t gone to find him?

But his tone then hadn’t seemed angry.

At the same time, Zhou Wan suddenly glimpsed a girl running across the playground to the basketball court. She stood at the edge of the court, holding a bottle of mineral water.

Some boys teased, all looking toward Lu Xixiao.

The girl waved at him, smiling brilliantly, unscrewing the cap and offering it to him.

Lu Xixiao took it and tilted his head back for a drink.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly as she pressed her lips together.

She suddenly realized something – Lu Xixiao’s single periods were never long, and he’d been broken up for a while now.

So, was this girl his new girlfriend?

If she was his girlfriend, all of Zhou Wan’s original plans would be canceled.

Though she wanted revenge on Guo Xiangling, she wouldn’t use this method.

She didn’t want to hurt anyone except Guo Xiangling.

“What are you looking at?” Jiang Yan placed her water cup, now filled with warm water, back on her desk corner, following her gaze.

Zhou Wan didn’t notice the disgust that flashed in his eyes, only heard Jiang Yan say, “Some people have everything yet never cherish anything.”

“Who do you mean?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment.

Jiang Yan wasn’t the type to gossip behind others’ backs; specifically, his social circle was small, spending every day buried in textbooks and test papers.

This was the first time Zhou Wan had heard him actively comment on someone.

“You don’t like him?” Zhou Wan asked.

Jiang Yan shook his head: “Zhou Wan, he’s not the same kind of person as us at all. He relies on his family’s money to waste his days away, but what would he be without his family? He’d be nothing.”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

He continued: “Would you believe, Zhou Wan, in twenty years, we’ll become people a thousand times more powerful than him? He’ll be beneath our feet.”

Jiang Yan didn’t hide the harshness in his words.

Zhou Wan paused.

She didn’t agree with Jiang Yan’s words.

In today’s world, grades aren’t everything.

For a person to succeed, academic performance is just a small part. Vision, opportunity, personality, friends, courage – none of these could be lacking.

And what he’d just said –

Lu Xixiao would be beneath their feet. Zhou Wan thought, that even if someday in the future he fell from grace, he still couldn’t be trampled under anyone’s feet.

His arrogance reached the point of conceit, with an unyielding spirit, full of sharp edges, fierce and unrestrained.

Such a person, even if life is completely reshuffled to zero, even in death, could never be humiliated.

In the end, Zhou Wan just smiled and asked: “Jiang Yan, what kind of person do you want to become?”

“Successful and famous,” Jiang Yan answered. “What about you?”

“I haven’t thought about it carefully,” Zhou Wan looked at the blue sky and white clouds outside, saying softly, “But I hope in the future, at least I can become a kind person.”

Jiang Yan laughed: “For you, that counts as a dream?”

Zhou Wan smiled, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

*

At five in the afternoon, the dismissal bell rang throughout the campus.

Following came the seven-day National Day holiday, and piles of homework.

Zhou Wan was called by the physics teacher.

“Zhou Wan, the teacher has learned about your family situation, so your current achievements have always been something that makes the teacher very gratified and proud.”

The physics teacher said, “But this competition might just become the key that changes your life’s destiny. You must put your heart into it.”

Zhou Wan nodded: “Yes, I understand, teacher.”

“Don’t just make thunder without rain, don’t just understand but forget to do it.” The physics teacher took out a stack of papers from the drawer, “These are predicted questions I’ve compiled from looking at previous years’ competition papers. Go home and study them well, there’s not much time left. Use the National Day holiday to master it thoroughly. Give the other copy to Jiang Yan.”

“Alright, thank you, teacher.”

Walking out of the office, and returning to Class 1 required passing through a very long corridor.

Passing by Class 7’s door, Zhou Wan’s steps faltered.

The girl she’d seen on the basketball court at noon was now leaning on the windowsill, elbows propped forward.

And sitting by the window was Lu Xixiao.

“Xiao, do you have plans for National Day?” the girl asked.

He didn’t look at her, lounging lazily against his chair, openly playing with his phone, “Why?”

“Why else? Want to ask you out to play,” the girl said straightforwardly. “What are you doing for National Day?”

“Sleeping.”

As he said this, he looked up, meeting Zhou Wan’s eyes, only to see her quickly look away, acting as if she didn’t know him at all, walking past without a sideways glance.

He tugged at the corner of his mouth in an ambiguous smile.

Zhou Wan quickly walked past Class 7’s door, recalling what the girl had just said.

She was probably Lu Xixiao’s new girlfriend, or at least, in the ambiguous stage just before getting together.

If that’s the case, then forget it.

Those dark thoughts from before were finally killed at this moment.

Wanting revenge on Guo Xiangling was true, but the current sense of relief was also true.

…

Every autumn arrived punctually with the National Day holiday.

Each autumn rain brought more cold.

Zhou Wan put on her coat and carried her backpack to the arcade.

Having decided not to provoke Lu Xixiao anymore, she returned to being the former Zhou Wan who studied hard and aimed high, moving between just three points: the arcade, library, and home.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t contacted her again either.

But this was normal – heaven’s favored son like him had countless friends, how would he remember her?

Zhou Wan had once accidentally overheard his previous girlfriend complaining to friends, saying Lu Xixiao was too casual and free, coming and going as he pleased. If you didn’t actively seek him out, he seemed to completely forget about you; love couldn’t constrain him.

The happiness was real, but so was the anxiety.

If even girlfriends were treated this way, Zhou Wan, who’d only crossed paths with him a few times, wasn’t worth mentioning.

Zhou Wan pushed open the arcade’s door, took over from her coworker, and then sat down to work on her physics papers.

After finishing one side, someone called to her:

“Miss, this machine is out of prize tickets!”

Zhou Wan responded, taking the key and tickets over to load into the machine.

Returning to her seat, her phone screen was lit up, showing “6” sent you a message.

Zhou Wan paused.

Realizing who “6” was, her heart jumped for a moment.

She held her breath as she opened it.

[6: At the arcade?]

Zhui Luo – Chapter 9
Less than fifteen minutes after Zhou Wan replied with an “mm,” Lu Xixiao arrived at the arcade.

He seemed to have just woken up, with faint red marks on the side of his face and slightly messy hair. Due to drowsiness and fatigue, his entire face appeared even more cold and distant. Dressed in black clothes and pants, he exuded an icy demeanor.

It was already dark outside – had he just woken up?

He walked straight to Zhou Wan, pulling out his wallet with one hand while lighting a cigarette with the other, placing five hundred yuan on her desk.

Zhou Wan loaded the money onto his game card and handed it back to him. “Done.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t leave. He continued leaning against the counter smoking, looking rather roguish. Then he raised his eyes to look at Zhou Wan, his gaze emotionless like a deep pool.

Most of the time, Zhou Wan felt that Lu Xixiao wasn’t someone who enjoyed lively atmospheres. Even though he had many boisterous friends and was never short of female attention, he always seemed somewhat disinterested in it all.

Just like now – having just woken up, that veneer of frivolity and sociability was stripped away, revealing an unmasked coldness that poured out, his entire being steeped in detached darkness.

He raised an eyebrow: “Don’t recognize me?”

Zhou Wan called his name: “Lu Xixiao.”

He smiled crookedly, his voice hoarse as if he had a cold.

Then again, wearing so little in this cold weather, it would be strange not to catch one.

He flicked his cigarette ash, slightly lifting his chin: “So you’re pretending not to know me?”

“…”

Zhou Wan didn’t know what he meant.

Was he referring to how she didn’t cling to him like other girls, or to how she pretended not to see him that afternoon during the break?

After a pause, Zhou Wan lowered her eyelashes and asked softly: “Do you have a girlfriend?”

Her question was very direct.

Lu Xixiao furrowed his brows, as if not understanding why she would ask this: “No.”

Then, remembering the scene from that afternoon, he added, “That wasn’t what you think.”

“…”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, unconsciously curling her fingers: “Oh.”

She was about to participate in a physics competition and didn’t have time to chat more with Lu Xixiao, quickly returning to her practice problems.

Meanwhile, Lu Xixiao played games nearby. He was already familiar with all the arcade machines and easily won many prize tickets.

Girls around them watched admiringly, discussing among themselves.

Lu Xixiao undoubtedly had an appeal to girls their age.

Some girls gathered their courage to ask for his contact information, but Lu Xixiao didn’t give it, casually rejecting them all.

Zhou Wan heard the voices from that direction, looked up briefly, then lowered her head again.

After completing two competition papers, the light before her was blocked.

She looked up.

Lu Xixiao stood in front of her, placing a thick stack of prize tickets on her desk.

“So many…” Zhou Wan was startled.

Lu Xixiao tapped the desk: “Off work?”

Zhou Wan checked the time, only then realizing it was already eleven at night, and the arcade was empty except for the two of them.

“Yes,” Zhou Wan said, “Let me help you record these points first.”

The stack was so thick that just entering them took several minutes. Zhou Wan looked at the number displayed on the machine – already forty thousand points: “Want to redeem them?”

He took out a cigarette, tapping it on the table: “Keep them.”

Zhou Wan returned the game card to him, but he still didn’t leave. When Zhou Wan finished packing up and walked out of the arcade, he left with her.

He exhaled a breath of smoke.

He looked quite handsome when smoking.

Zhou Wan looked at his hollow cheeks as he smoked, saying softly: “You smoke a lot.”

He lowered his eyes: “Does it bother you?”

Zhou Wan shook her head slightly.

Guo Xiangling was a smoker. Back when they had no money, although she smoked thin ladies’ cigarettes, the smell was particularly acrid. Zhou Wan had grown used to it since childhood.

The two walked together on the quiet, empty street.

After the autumn rain, the ground was covered with withered yellow leaves that made crackling sounds under their feet.

Lu Xixiao suddenly asked: “Want to eat noodles?”

Zhou Wan’s steps paused, and she nodded: “Okay.”

It was the same old noodle shop. This time Uncle Kang didn’t even ask what they wanted, just called out to the small kitchen inside: “Two bowls of three-delicacy noodles.”

Zhou Wan rushed to pay again.

Noticing Lu Xixiao’s gaze on her, Zhou Wan thought he might not like this when out with girls. After a pause, she explained softly: “You’ve loaded a lot of money at the arcade, I get commission from that, so I should treat you.”

He raised an eyebrow.

Zhou Wan thought for a moment and added: “Though I can only treat you to something cheap right now.”

He smiled: “Fine, you can treat me to expensive things in the future.”

When he was in a good mood, such flirtatious words came naturally to him, no wonder so many girls couldn’t get over him.

Lu Xixiao didn’t talk much, and neither did Zhou Wan. They quietly finished their two bowls of noodles and got up to leave.

Lu Xixiao had walked her home once before; this was the second time.

Zhou Wan didn’t think he was specifically escorting her home, probably just because it was on his way.

But, Guo Xiangling didn’t live here now?

This area was mostly old buildings, far from the developing bustling district where Guo Xiangling now lived in the most expensive area.

Zhou Wan could only think of one reason.

Lu Xixiao had moved out to live on his own.

It wasn’t hard to guess – he seemed to dislike Guo Xiangling.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan ran a few steps forward to keep up with him.

He turned his head.

“Do you live nearby too?”

“I live alone,” he said, “A bit further ahead.”

As expected.

The old neighborhood had a cluster of old buildings two streets ahead, with several vintage Western-style houses. Though they couldn’t compare to today’s villas, twenty-some years ago those houses were the most fashionable.

He probably lived in one of those old buildings.

Reaching Zhou Wan’s home, she waved to Lu Xixiao: “I’m going in, goodbye.”

He gave a faint “mm.”

Zhou Wan entered the apartment building, glancing back at him once before withdrawing her gaze.

The old complex had no elevator. She ran upstairs, stomping hard at the corner. The sensor lights lit up one after another, but the light on her third floor was broken and didn’t work.

Zhou Wan unlocked the door and entered: “Grandma.”

No response.

Had she fallen asleep?

It was rare that she hadn’t felt unwell today and could get a peaceful sleep.

Zhou Wan took off her backpack, and rubbed her eyes, planning to stay up late to do more practice problems. It was then that she faintly heard rapid, labored breathing coming from her grandmother’s bedroom.

Zhou Wan’s heart instantly tightened as she rushed into the room.

The white-haired elderly woman was curled up on the floor, struggling to breathe as if she couldn’t get any air, her fingers tightly clutching at her heart. There was vomit on the floor.

Zhou Wan rushed over, cradling her grandmother in her arms: “Grandma, Grandma… what’s wrong, don’t scare me…”

The elderly woman’s face was deathly pale, her forehead covered in large beads of sweat, her body wracked with continuous spasms.

Never having encountered such a situation before, Zhou Wan was completely at a loss, all her usual composure and calmness vanishing—she couldn’t imagine how to face life without her grandmother.

If even her grandmother was gone, she would truly be left all alone.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t gone far.

Anyway, his home was empty and lifeless too, so he wasn’t in a hurry to return.

Suddenly he heard a voice from behind.

“Lu Xixiao!”

This was the first time he’d seen Zhou Wan like this – tears streaming down her face, breathing chaotic and broken, on the verge of collapse.

She clutched Lu Xixiao’s wrist tightly, like grabbing onto the last piece of driftwood in a vast ocean, her voice choked and trembling: “My grandma, my grandma’s acting strange, it seems like she can’t breathe, what should I do, Lu Xixiao, what should I do…”

“Zhou Wan.”

Lu Xixiao gripped her shoulders, bent down, and looked straight into her eyes, his black pupils like a swamp pulling her in. His voice was steady, composed yet firm, “Have you called an ambulance?”

Under his gaze, Zhou Wan slowly regained her senses and immediately pulled out her phone to dial 120.

The sound of the ambulance broke through the quiet night.

Fortunately, Dr. Chen was on duty tonight. Familiar with her grandmother’s condition, he quickly started emergency treatment, providing oxygen and monitoring her heart rate.

Zhou Wan stood outside the operating room, covered in cold sweat, still not recovered from the earlier shock. Her face was pale, and she’d unconsciously bitten her lower lip until it bled.

Lu Xixiao stood nearby watching her.

Seeing the wound getting deeper, blood almost seeping out, he stepped forward and raised his hand, his cool fingers carrying the scent of tobacco lightly touching her cheek.

Zhou Wan suddenly came to her senses, abruptly looking up at him, finally releasing her lip.

“What is it?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Nothing.” Lu Xixiao withdrew his hand, putting it in his pocket, saying softly, “I’m going downstairs for a bit.”

“Mm.”

After a pause, Zhou Wan remembered to add, “Thank you.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t respond, turning to go downstairs.

Zhou Wan thought he must be leaving, but unexpectedly he returned just ten minutes later with two bottles of water.

He opened one and handed it to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan thanked him and took a sip, the water soothing her dry mouth and throat.

The operating room’s green light stayed on, and outside, the two of them waited – Zhou Wan sitting, Lu Xixiao leaning lazily against the wall, both quiet, neither speaking.

Zhou Wan knew that by proper etiquette she should tell Lu Xixiao to go home, that he didn’t need to stay with her.

But she didn’t have the energy to spare to say anything to him.

There was another reason too – she was afraid.

She was afraid that today she might receive bad news, destined to be alone from then on. At least while accepting this reality, there was still someone keeping her company.

As it turned out, Lu Xixiao was the best companion.

His presence was strong; even just standing there, no one could ignore him.

He was also very quiet, silently standing nearby, not disturbing.

Every minute and second felt like torture until the surgery light went off.

The nurse came out saying everything was successful.

Zhou Wan’s whole body went limp, her taut nerves finally relaxing, tears instantly streaming down uncontrollably.

What followed was a series of busy running around – her grandmother being moved to a ward, Zhou Wan going to Dr. Chen’s office to inquire about her grandmother’s condition.

Even late at night, the hospital was full of people, telling stories of human suffering and torment.

After handling everything, Zhou Wan suddenly remembered she hadn’t paid the surgery fees.

Dr. Chen raised his eyebrows in surprise: “You’ve already paid, haven’t you?”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

Dr. Chen pulled up the records on the computer: “Look, you’ve even paid for half a month’s ward fees.”

“But I haven’t paid…”

Just then, a nurse walked in: “It was the young man standing next to you during surgery who went downstairs to pay.”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

Lu Xixiao?

When he went downstairs that time, he didn’t just buy water, he also paid her medical bills.

At that moment, Zhou Wan’s heart was filled with mixed emotions.

She asked the nurse how much it was, intending to pay Lu Xixiao back soon, but fell silent upon hearing the amount – she couldn’t gather that much money at once.

After leaving the office, Zhou Wan went to check on her grandmother in the ward.

Lu Xixiao had paid for a private room.

The ward was very quiet, good for sleeping.

Her grandmother was still under anesthesia and wouldn’t wake up for a while. Zhou Wan poured a glass of water and left it by her bedside, then left the ward and sent Lu Xixiao a message.

[Zhou Wan: Where are you?]

After a while, Lu Xixiao replied.

[6: Downstairs.]

Zhou Wan found him at the hospital entrance.

Smoking was prohibited inside the hospital, so this space at the entrance had become the default smoking area. Lu Xixiao had an unlit cigarette between his teeth, moving it up and down between his teeth. In the moonlight, his figure was tall and unconventional.

“Lu Xixiao.”

He turned around without speaking.

“Thank you,” Zhou Wan thanked him earnestly.

He smiled faintly: “You’ve been saying that to me all night.”

“This time it’s for helping me pay the medical bills,” Zhou Wan looked at him and said, “But I can’t pay you back right away. Could I return it to you when I’ve gathered enough money?”

“No need.” He lowered his head, using one hand to block the wind as he lit his cigarette, replying carelessly, “Didn’t you treat me to noodles too?”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, saying softly: “But the difference is too big.”

“It’s the same thing.”

Zhou Wan knew he wasn’t short of money.

Perhaps those medical bills were truly insignificant to him, but she couldn’t think that way – no one was obligated to help her.

However, Lu Xixiao seemed very different from what she had previously thought.

She used to think he was wild and carefree, fickle and heartless, with many questionable friends, getting into fights, living a life of debauchery, playing games with people’s hearts, someone who was so unrestrained that he didn’t care about many people or things.

So, she had tentatively planned to use him to get revenge on Guo Xiangling.

After all, he wouldn’t truly care about her, and wouldn’t be hurt.

If everything went according to her plan, it would only take a month – Lu Xixiao never kept a girlfriend for more than a month.

Just one month, and she could get revenge on Guo Xiangling, then part ways amicably with Lu Xixiao, each going their separate ways.

But now, she discovered Lu Xixiao wasn’t like his surface appearance at all.

He was very thoughtful and had even become her grandmother’s lifesaver.

Lu Xixiao held his cigarette between his fingers, sat down on the steps, and turned to look at her: “Sit for a while.”

Zhou Wan sat down beside him, somewhat stiff, hands properly placed on her knees.

The autumn breeze felt nice on her skin, though her face was a bit dry from crying. Zhou Wan wiped her face, saying softly: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“Do you like being in relationships?” she suddenly asked.

Lu Xixiao turned his head, his gaze becoming playful.

But Zhou Wan’s gaze was calm and clear, her eyes pure.

Lu Xixiao looked away, smiling faintly: “No.”

“Then why do you have so many girlfriends?”

“Just bored.”

“Did you like them?”

He didn’t answer, just smiled noncommittally, very indifferent.

Zhou Wan understood his answer, and then asked: “Aren’t you going home?”

“Nah.”

“…”

After a while, Zhou Wan asked again, “Why do you live alone?”

“Moved out early,” Lu Xixiao said with a wry smile, “Besides, my dad brings women home now, better not to see it.”

He said it very directly.

Zhou Wan picked at a hangnail until it bled, she raised it to her lips, the metallic taste of blood spreading between her teeth.

Her eyelashes trembled: “Do you hate that woman?”

“That woman has nothing to do with me, I just can’t stand Lu Zhongyue being like that.”

Lu Xixiao leaned back, hands propped behind him, chin raised, his profile smooth, Adam’s apple prominent, sharp as a bloodless knife.

Around them, people hurried in and out of the hospital.

He spoke in a very calm voice: “Lu Zhongyue betrayed my mom and caused her death, so I can’t bear to see him happy.”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

She knew his parents were divorced, but this was the first time she learned that his mother was gone.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, lowering her head.

Lu Xixiao looked at her, raising an eyebrow: “Besides ‘thank you’ and ‘sorry,’ what else can you say?”

“…”

Zhou Wan looked at the stars in the sky – the fog was heavy today, making even the stars seem unclear, gloomy, and dark.

“Lu Xixiao.” She looked at the brightest star, the North Star, trying to find direction from it, “Then if someone betrays you, what would you do?”

Lu Xixiao glanced at her, smiled, and answered half-jokingly, carelessly: “I’d kill her.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 10
Grandmother woke up around noon the next day. Zhou Wan was sitting beside her doing practice problems.

“Wan Wan.” Her voice was hoarse, calling out very weakly.

“Grandma.” Zhou Wan immediately got up and went to her, “Is there anywhere you’re feeling uncomfortable?”

Grandmother looked around: “How did I end up in the hospital?”

“Last night you suddenly had an irregular heartbeat and difficulty breathing. You just had surgery, and you’ll need to stay in the hospital for observation before being discharged.”

“Stay in the hospital?” Grandmother held her hand, “No need to stay, I’m fine, Wan Wan. Hospitalization costs too much money.”

Zhou Wan: “I’ve already paid for half a month’s hospital stay, Grandma, don’t worry about it. Just take this opportunity to get better.”

“Half a month? Where did you get that much money?”

“Mm.” After a pause, Zhou Wan told the truth, “A classmate lent me some money, I’ll pay him back when I have money later.”

Grandmother felt bad that her granddaughter had to work so hard to earn money and also felt guilty about her sickly body, but what’s done was done – saying more would only make her granddaughter sad.

Grandmother sighed silently: “Then you must thank that classmate properly. Is it that girlfriend of yours?”

“No, it’s—”

Before she could finish, the hospital room door opened, with two knocks on the door panel: “Zhou Wan.”

Lu Xixiao stood in the doorway.

Today he had changed from his usual all-black outfit, wearing a white shirt and jeans, looking clean and fresh.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan blinked, feeling it wasn’t real, “Why are you here?”

He lifted the bag in his hand: “Was passing by.”

Inside was breakfast.

“Wan Wan, who is this?”

Zhou Wan: “Grandma, this is my classmate, Lu Xixiao. He’s the one who paid the medical bills yesterday.”

“Oh, I see.” Grandmother smiled kindly and said to Lu Xixiao, “Thank you. My health isn’t good, always causing trouble for our Wan Wan. Yesterday was fortunate to have you there, sorry for the trouble.”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “It’s nothing, I happened to be at the arcade where she works.”

His appearance now was very different from before.

He looked like a gentle spring breeze, showing no trace of someone who got into fights and caused trouble, instead appearing like a privileged, bright, and upright senior student.

Zhou Wan called the doctor in to examine her grandmother again, only finally relaxing after all indicators were normal.

Lu Xixiao had brought red date porridge for Grandmother and crab roe buns for Zhou Wan.

He didn’t stay long, leaving after receiving a call from Jiang Fan, truly seeming like he’d just stopped by on his way somewhere.

After finishing the porridge, Grandmother smiled at Zhou Wan: “Wan Wan, was that boy your desk-mate with the good grades?”

Grandmother had heard Zhou Wan mention Jiang Yan several times, knew he was always first in the grade, knew they were desk mates with a good relationship, and knew they would be participating in the physics competition together in a few days.

“No, he’s not from our class.” Zhou Wan told the truth, “I know him because he’s come to play games at the arcade a few times.”

“Is that so? I thought that young man looked quite handsome.”

Zhou Wan was peeling an apple, and looked up at her grandmother upon hearing this, smiling: “A lot of girls at our school do like him.”

“What about you?”

“Huh?” Zhou Wan was startled, “Grandma, what are you saying?”

Grandmother laughed: “What’s wrong with that? It’s normal to have someone you like at this age. We got married early back then – when I was your age, I was already married to your grandfather.”

“No, we’re just friends,” Zhou Wan said.

Grandmother tapped her forehead: “You haven’t awakened to these things yet.”

But really, were she and Lu Xixiao friends?

Her relationship with Lu Xixiao wasn’t exactly close, but it didn’t seem distant either.

They’d eaten noodles together a few times, he had stayed with her for so long last night, and today he even brought breakfast.

But Lu Xixiao stood out too much in a crowd, to the point where being his friend seemed to require his acknowledgment.

Zhou Wan wasn’t sure if Lu Xixiao considered her a friend.

After all, others didn’t even know they knew each other, and they wouldn’t greet each other when meeting at school.

Friends don’t act like that.

Moreover, her initial purpose in approaching Lu Xixiao hadn’t been pure.

Friendship shouldn’t be tainted.

She wasn’t worthy of being Lu Xixiao’s friend.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, remembering what Lu Xixiao had said sitting on the steps last night—

“Lu Xixiao, then if someone betrays you, what would you do?”

“I’d kill her.”

Zhou Wan switched shifts with someone to take care of her grandmother for a night, then went to the arcade early the next morning.

Business at the arcade was good during National Day, with many couples coming to play together.

Midway through, Jiang Yan called to ask how to solve the last question of the final practice paper. Zhou Wan photographed her solution process and sent it to him.

As the loading circle on the image spun round and round, just as it sent, the arcade door was pushed open and a noisy group walked in.

“Welcome.”

Zhou Wan looked up while speaking, and was startled to see who it was.

It was Lu Xixiao and his friends.

Jiang Fan hadn’t expected to see Zhou Wan here either, and spoke familiarly: “Hey, what a coincidence, why are you here?”

Lu Xixiao turned his head and gave him a faint glance, snorting with laughter.

“Hey, Ah Xiao.” Jiang Fan noticed his expression and immediately said, “I’ve already taken a knife for my brother and painfully given up, your attitude isn’t right.”

He raised his eyebrows: “Did I ask you to give up?”

“…”

Lu Xixiao walked to the counter, took out his arcade membership card from his wallet, and pulled out several hundred yuan bills.

Seeing this, the people around first froze, and then burst into successive teasing.

“Not bad, Brother Xiao, moving fast enough.” One of the boys said, “When did you secretly get a membership card without us knowing?”

These people had always been unrestrained in their speech, holding nothing back.

Zhou Wan couldn’t handle this, pursing her lips and quietly lowering her head to load the money onto the membership card.

“Done.”

Lu Xixiao made an “mm” sound and took the card.

Everyone walked toward the game machines, and Zhou Wan could hear their teasing and discussions.

“You know, Zhou Wan is quite pretty, the more you look at her the prettier she gets, so well-behaved, really fucking pure.”

“Dangerous words, dare to covet the girl Brother Xiao has his eye on?”

“Hahaha, no way, I wouldn’t dare. But is Ah Xiao changing his taste? I used to think Ah Xiao didn’t like this type.”

They had never seen Lu Xixiao take any girl seriously.

Every time it was the girls who threw themselves at him, insisting on being moths to the flame.

They had seen it so many times that they naturally didn’t take these girls seriously, not needing to worry about Lu Xixiao getting angry.

The group played Contra together online, pressing the buttons with rapid clicks, occasionally interjecting curses.

After several rounds, they switched to another game machine and continued.

The arcade became much livelier.

During this time, Zhou Wan glanced up at Lu Xixiao once.

He wasn’t playing games, leaning lazily to one side, looking down at his phone.

He was very sensitive to gazes around him, looking up toward Zhou Wan, openly raising his eyebrows, and silently posing a question.

Zhou Wan shook her head slightly, lowering her head to do problems.

After a long while, people in the arcade gradually thinned out.

Jiang Fan walked to Zhou Wan’s desk: “Little classmate.”

“Ah?”

Jiang Fan leaned over to see what she was writing: “As expected of a study god, are the papers in your Class 1 different from our class?”

Zhou Wan replied mildly: “They’re the same, this is just a competition paper.”

“Competition ah—” Jiang Fan clicked his tongue several times, “Chemistry?”

“…”

Zhou Wan suspected his eyesight had problems, “Physics.”

Lu Xixiao came over, putting a stack of prize tickets on the desk, mocking: “As if you even know what our class’s papers look like.”

“…”

Jiang Fan was dissatisfied, “You don’t know either.”

Lu Xixiao snorted lightly: “At least I can tell they’re physics problems.”

“…”

Zhou Wan voluntarily spoke up to smooth things over, hugging the heavy stack of prize tickets: “I’ll record these points first.”

Jiang Fan asked: “What are these used for?”

Zhou Wan: “You can exchange them for prizes.”

Jiang Fan looked at the prize wall behind her: “So how many points are there now?”

Zhou Wan estimated what she had in hand: “This is probably about twenty thousand, adding what’s stored on the card makes about sixty thousand.”

“That much?” Jiang Fan said in surprise, “What prizes can you get with that?”

“All of these can be exchanged,” Zhou Wan gestured with her hand, and remembering their time at the basketball court, added, “That basketball too.”

“These prizes are pretty good,” a boy nearby said, “It’s even a limited edition, I remember it costs several hundred.”

Zhou Wan glanced at Lu Xixiao, asking: “Want to exchange it?”

“No need,” Lu Xixiao said.

“Don’t be stingy, Brother Xiao.”

“Playing games and getting a limited edition basketball, isn’t that great?”

Jiang Fan asked curiously: “These points are useless if you don’t exchange them, what are you saving them for?”

Lu Xixiao looked at him.

Jiang Fan asked: “What do you want to exchange for?”

He lifted his chin, indicating the bicycle.

Jiang Fan was even more puzzled: “You complain about the racetrack being too slow, what do you want a bicycle for?”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to explain, and Jiang Fan asked Zhou Wan: “Little classmate, do you know?”

Zhou Wan paused.

Remembering when Lu Xixiao had asked her which prize she wanted most.

Her mouth opened slightly, but before she could say anything, Lu Xixiao lazily said: “Don’t talk to this idiot.”

Instantly, the group’s teasing nearly brought the roof down.

“Nice one, Brother Xiao!”

“Hahaha damn, that’s how you do it.”

“I want to see if Brother Jiang still dares to keep calling her ‘little classmate’!”

…

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to react, staying silent.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand, his cool knuckles lightly brushing her cheek, his lips curling up, half-smiling, looking as mischievous as could be.

“Did you hear that?” he asked lazily.

Zhou Wan’s long black eyelashes trembled quickly, following his lead: “I heard.”

Laughter erupted around them.

And in this laughter, everyone subtly changed their view of Zhou Wan.

Not only was she different from previous girls in personality and appearance, but she seemed to be different in Lu Xixiao’s eyes too – before, Lu Xixiao never cared who those girls talked to.

But looking at Zhou Wan’s manner, they understood.

The young girl was pure and clean, all her thoughts revealed in her trembling eyelashes and careful breathing, her features delicate and small, without a single flaw.

Like fine porcelain, making people want to protect her instinctively.

Just then, several people suddenly entered through the door.

They didn’t look like good people.

“Lu Xixiao,” their leader called out.

Everyone turned at the sound, frowning, creating an awkward tension in the atmosphere. Jiang Fan frowned and spat, muttering impatiently: “Why is it them again.”

They weren’t friends.

Previously when Zhou Wan heard others mention Lu Xixiao, she always heard about him getting into fights.

He was too flamboyant, too arrogant, able to attract people but also draw hatred.

And now, he just stood there, unmoved by anything, looking down at them expressionlessly, radiating arrogant contempt.

After a moment, he smiled: “Shall we talk outside?”

Lu Xixiao put his hands in his pockets and walked out of the arcade amid the whispered discussions of others.

Zhou Wan watched their retreating figures, unable to help to furrow her brow.

Would there be a fight? Would he get hurt…

Zhou Wan remembered hearing Jiang Fan mention that person’s name on Lu Xixiao’s phone before – he was called Luo He.

It must have been the man who just called for Lu Xixiao. He looked older than Lu Xixiao, without any trace of student-like qualities, full of thuggish behavior, his eyes dark with violence.

Zhou Wan’s heart inexplicably began to panic, making her unable to focus on her test papers.

Zhou Wan tightened her palms, took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled, trying to slow her heartbeat.

In the last hour and a half before closing time, Zhou Wan only completed two long problems.

She rubbed her eyes, feeling headache and dizzy, pressing her cold hands to her forehead to stay alert.

After turning off all the game machines, Zhou Wan left the arcade with her backpack.

The moon was bright and the stars were sparse, the autumn night wind blowing through her thin clothes.

Zhou Wan shivered, wrapping her coat tighter, and walking with her head down.

Before her, a figure appeared in the direction of her feet.

“Lu Xixiao.”

He turned around, laughing softly: “Zhou Wan.”

He was smiling as he said this, but his tone carried a cold amusement: “You’re quite heartless, knowing to come out now.”

She blinked, saying mildly: “Work’s over.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao snorted lightly.

Zhou Wan noticed the blood mark on his chin, like a scratch from fingernails, though he didn’t seem injured elsewhere.

Zhou Wan sensed his displeasure but didn’t understand why.

Was it because she hadn’t come out, making him lose face in front of his friends?

She stepped forward, explaining: “I thought you went somewhere else, so I didn’t come out.”

He didn’t speak, staying silent, looking down at her from above with lowered eyelids.

Zhou Wan looked up at his face, trying to appease him: “Lu Xixiao, your face is hurt.”

“Yeah.” An indifferent tone.

“There are bandages inside, let me dress it for you, okay?” Zhou Wan said softly.

“Zhou Wan.”

He suddenly leaned close, directly raising his hand to grip the back of her neck, forcefully lifting her head, his black eyes staring intently at her, his smile not reaching his eyes, as if trying to see into her heart.

“Why are you acting so well-behaved?” he said.

Zhou Wan froze.

She was best at pretending to be well-behaved and hiding her abilities. Everyone said she was obedient and well-behaved, but Lu Xixiao was the first person to see through her.

But he didn’t dwell on it, quickly losing interest, not bothering to pursue the matter.

He straightened up, letting out a faint snort, walking past Zhou Wan directly into the arcade.

Zhou Wan hurried after him.

Unlocking and turning on the lights again.

“Lu Xixiao, wait for me,” Zhou Wan said to his back, “I’ll get the bandages from the back room.”

He didn’t answer.

Zhou Wan found a small metal box in the back room, and took out a Yunnan Baiyao bandage, checking to make sure it hadn’t expired.

When Zhou Wan came out, Lu Xixiao was standing in front of the claw machine, controlling the claw.

He’d been to the arcade several times, but this was the first time she’d seen him play the claw machine.

The game machine emitted a pink light, falling on his face, outlining his sharp features. His bangs hung down his forehead, his gaze calm and indifferent, his long, bony fingers gripping the joystick.

Zhou Wan was about to say that these machines were set with probabilities, and since someone had just won two prizes, it would probably be very difficult to win now.

Just as she was about to speak, the claw firmly gripped a doll.

With a “plop” sound, he bent down and took out the doll.

Zhou Wan walked forward, handing him the bandage.

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes, leaning forward, bringing his face closer.

Zhou Wan smelled the tobacco on him, unconsciously holding her breath, somewhat dazed.

He looked up, his gaze direct, his voice hoarse: “Weren’t you going to comfort me?”

He seemed to know her inner thoughts perfectly.

But he never asked why she was afraid of him being angry, why she pretended to be well-behaved in front of him, always maintaining that casual, carefree demeanor.

Zhou Wan bit her lip, forcing herself to control her trembling eyelashes as she opened the bandage and placed it on his chin.

Her fingertips accidentally touched the skin of his chin, slightly rough from stubble.

“Done.”

“Then let’s go,” he turned and walked away.

…

As usual, the two walked along the familiar quiet street.

There were more fallen leaves on the ground now, rustling.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan said, “About the money you paid at the hospital, could I pay you back at the end of the year, with bank interest rates? Would that be okay?”

Lu Xixiao glanced at her, saying quietly: “No rush.”

“Thank you.”

Soon, they reached Zhou Wan’s door.

“I’ll go in then,” Zhou Wan waved to him, “Thank you for walking me back.”

“Mm.”

As Zhou Wan reached the door, Lu Xixiao suddenly spoke: “Zhou Wan.”

“What is it?”

“Here.” He held up the doll.

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, walking back to him, taking it and holding it in her arms, saying very seriously: “Thank you.”

Since Zhou Jun’s death, Zhou Wan hadn’t had any toys or dolls.

He smiled, with a hint of mischief in his voice: “It looks like you.”

Zhou Wan looked down, seeing through the dim light, the pink back.

She turned it over.

It was a Peach Butt Lord plushie with a big face, bean-sized eyes, red cheeks, and a flat nose.
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The physics competition was scheduled for the day after the National Day holiday ended. It was a provincial-level competition that required traveling to another city.

The school had arranged a large bus and the competition class students boarded it together after school the previous day. Only those who earned a first-place prize at the provincial level would qualify for the national competition. Among the 26 students in the competition class, only Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan had a chance at first place.

The two sat together on the bus. Zhou Wan hadn’t slept well the previous night and began napping as soon as she boarded, while Jiang Yan reviewed his collected problem sets beside her.

By the time they reached their destination, night had fallen. The teacher in charge stood at the front of the group and instructed, “Everyone will room in pairs. Dinner will be delivered to your rooms later. Don’t order any takeout tonight—if you get sick, all these months of preparation will have been wasted.”

Zhou Wan was paired with a cute girl named Huang Jia, who had an outgoing personality and immediately greeted her with a cheerful “Hi.” The school took this competition seriously and had arranged nice accommodations to ensure they could rest well.

“Zhou Wan, do you want to shower first or study?” Huang Jia asked.

“Either is fine.”

“Then you go shower first. I need to step out for a bit and I’ll shower when I get back.”

“Okay.”

Zhou Wan called her grandmother first. When she finished her shower and came out, Huang Jia had just returned and was at the door waving goodbye to someone: “Good night, sleep early, and good luck on tomorrow’s exam!”

A male voice outside responded gently, “You too, good night.”

Huang Jia closed the door and turned to see Zhou Wan: “All done with your shower?”

“Yes, it’s still warm inside. You should go quickly.”

Huang Jia rubbed her hands together: “Good, it’s freezing outside. Why does it feel like winter already when it’s only October?”

Zhou Wan sat at the desk and took out several practice tests she had completed. Huang Jia soon emerged and sat down beside her to review as well.

Her phone kept buzzing, and she occasionally broke into smiles. After a while, she turned to ask, “Zhou Wan, do you have a boyfriend?”

“Huh?” Zhou Wan shook her head. “No.”

“Why don’t you date when you’re so pretty? There must be lots of guys who like you,” Huang Jia shrugged and said, “Actually, when the competition class first formed, I thought you and Jiang Yan were a couple.”

Zhou Wan replied with surprise, “How could that be? Jiang Yan and I are just friends.”

“Because you’re first and second in the class, and desk mates too. But I figured out later that wasn’t the case,” Huang Jia said. “Besides, I think dating Jiang Yan would be pretty boring. He’s stubborn and such a bookworm, even if he is handsome.”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment and said, “Dating me would probably be boring too.”

“No way!” Huang Jia exclaimed dramatically. “You’re super beautiful! And you seem so sweet and gentle—lots of guys like that type.”

Indeed, quite a few boys had confessed to Zhou Wan. But she had rejected them all, saying she was too young and needed to focus on her studies.

Zhou Wan asked, “So are you dating someone?”

“I was just out with my boyfriend earlier!” She pulled out her phone to show photos. “Look, this is him.”

It was a selfie of them together, faces pressed close, with sweet smiles. The boy was a tall, bespectacled student from their competition class.

Looking at the photo, Zhou Wan inexplicably recalled how Lu Xixiao had looked when he was dating before.

“Huang Jia,” Zhou Wan asked, “What does it feel like to be in love?”

“It’s wonderful! I’m happy to see him, happy to talk to him, and even though we fight sometimes, he always comes to make up right away.” Huang Jia’s face glowed with happiness as she spoke about it.

Zhou Wan paused.

Huang Jia leaned in curiously: “Zhou Wan, asking this—do you like someone?”

“…No.”

“What do you mean no! Your reaction means you do! Who is it? Who?”

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to explain.

Fortunately, Huang Jia didn’t press further. She cupped her face in her hands, clicked her tongue twice, and then suddenly said, “Well, I just think as long as it’s not Lu Xixiao from our class, it’s fine.”

Zhou Wan froze and turned to look at her.

Huang Jia continued: “Even though so many girls like him, I feel like dating a guy like that would only be happy at the start. Later on, you’d always be anxious and overthinking things.”

Just then, Zhou Wan’s phone vibrated.

[6] had sent a message.

Zhou Wan quickly picked up her phone with a guilty conscience and opened it.

[6: Not at the arcade?]

[Zhou Wan: I’m not there today, I’m out of town for a competition. The store should be open though, you can go.]

[6: When are you coming back?]

[Zhou Wan: Tomorrow evening.]

After a pause, she added: [Is something wrong?]

Lu Xixiao didn’t reply further.

Zhou Wan studied a bit more before going to bed early.

…

The competition lasted two days.

Last year’s papers had been easy, so following the pattern, this year would be difficult—and indeed it was.

Zhou Wan tied her hair back neatly and focused on solving the problems.

Zhou Wan was good at difficult problems—the harder they were, the more she could distinguish herself.

The final exam was three hours long. When the bell rang, many students still had half their papers empty.

Some who had placed great importance on this competition began crying as soon as they handed in their papers.

Zhou Wan packed up her things and left the exam room, running into Jiang Yan on her way downstairs.

“Zhou Wan, how did you do?”

“Not bad, though I couldn’t solve the last two parts of the second-to-last question,” Zhou Wan said.

“That one? I solved the second part but only got halfway through the third part before getting stuck.”

It seemed Jiang Yan had performed quite well.

Zhou Wan smiled, noticing something different about his mood: “You seem especially happy today?”

“Mm.” Jiang Yan’s face showed an unusually joyful smile. “My dad’s coming to pick me up today.”

The school had held many parent-teacher conferences, but Zhou Wan had never seen Jiang Yan’s parents.

She knew he was raised by his grandparents, so his father must work away from home most of the time.

The bus took them back to Pingchuan City, dropping them off at school.

It was already dark when they arrived.

As soon as they got off the bus, Jiang Yan rushed to a shiny black car at the school gate, with a small golden ornament on the hood. Even though Zhou Wan didn’t know much about cars, she knew what kind this was.

The car window rolled down.

Jiang Yan smiled and said, “Dad, have you been waiting long?”

The man in the suit smiled back: “Not long, I just got here. Get in, I’ll take you to dinner.”

“Okay.” Jiang Yan turned to wave goodbye to Zhou Wan.

The man asked, “Is this your classmate? Come along, I’ll give you a ride home.”

“No need, uncle. Thank you, but it’s very convenient for me to take the bus from up ahead,” Zhou Wan said.

Zhou Wan had met Jiang Yan’s grandmother, a very simple old lady, and knew their family wasn’t well-off, which was why he was always so focused on succeeding.

And his father… seemed somewhat familiar.

But Zhou Wan didn’t think she could be familiar with such a man.

She thought it must be her imagination and walked alone toward the bus stop. Halfway there, she suddenly stopped as she remembered—

That was… Lu Xixiao’s father.

She had seen him once at the hospital before.

The man in the luxury car just now seemed to be Lu Xixiao’s father.

Then she recalled Jiang Yan’s previous comments about Lu Xixiao.

He had said Lu Xixiao was just wasting his days spending his family’s money, and without his family, he would be nothing.

What was going on…

Before Zhou Wan could think it through, an urgent voice called out.

“Hey, student! Hey!” Jiang Fan ran up breathlessly. “I finally found you!”

“You… you could just call my name,” Zhou Wan stepped back slightly, asking softly, “Did you need something?”

“Have you been in contact with Xiao?”

Zhou Wan paused: “Last night we talked.”

“Damn it, that lunatic Luo He’s been holding a grudge since Xiao got the better of him last time, and last night he ambushed him when he was alone!”

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat: “Is he okay?”

“That’s why I’m worried—we don’t know how he is,” Jiang Fan was covered in sweat. “He won’t answer when we knock, and he hangs up calls, though thank god he can at least hang up, which means he’s still alive.”

“Was he hurt badly?”

“Not sure, but I saw a pool of blood there. They probably used a knife, and of all days, it had to be yesterday.”

Zhou Wan: “Yesterday? What happened yesterday?”

Jiang Fan originally didn’t want to say, but looking at Zhou Wan’s clear eyes, and given the current situation where he was out of options, he decided to tell her everything.

“Yesterday was the anniversary of Xiao’s mom’s death. Her passing hit him hard, and every year on this day, even though he doesn’t say anything, the atmosphere around him gets heavy.”

Jiang Fan sighed, “I’m mainly worried he won’t take care of his injuries. Small wounds are one thing, but they used a knife—if it gets infected, it could be life-threatening.”

Zhou Wan frowned: “Do you have any way to see him?”

“If I had a way, I wouldn’t be looking for you!”

“…”

Jiang Fan said: “Could you go to his house? He might let you in.”

“Huh?”

“Please.”

“…”

*

Zhou Wan took the address Jiang Fan gave her and found the small villa two streets behind her house, at 18 Mountain Road.

It was an old villa, three stories high with a small garden, though it was poorly maintained with waist-high weeds. On one side, ivy-covered an entire wall.

It was abandoned-looking, with an untamed wildness.

Zhou Wan worried Lu Xixiao might be in trouble.

The outer iron gate wasn’t locked and opened with a push, making a harsh sound.

Zhou Wan looked around as she slowly walked in.

The inner door was closed. She rang the doorbell and waited a while, but no one came to open it.

After a pause, she took out her phone and dialed Lu Xixiao’s number.

There was no ringtone, just a series of dull “beeps.”

Finally, a cold female voice announced—The number you have dialed is temporarily unavailable.

Zhou Wan frowned and called again.

It was the same, and just when she thought Lu Xixiao wouldn’t answer, the beeping suddenly stopped. The other end was deathly quiet except for very faint breathing.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan said softly.

He still didn’t speak.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly as she said gently: “I’m at your door.”

Two seconds later, he hung up.

Zhou Wan’s fingers tightened slightly on her phone. She lowered her hand, put the phone in her pocket, gripped her backpack strap, and sighed very quietly.

If Jiang Fan, his good friend, couldn’t help, what could she do?

Zhou Wan stood at the door for a while, deciding to go buy some gauze and alcohol from the pharmacy, along with some food to leave at his door.

Just as she turned to leave, the door suddenly clicked and opened.

The house was very dark, without a single light on.

Lu Xixiao wore a white shirt and gray pants, his hair disheveled, his eyelashes casting shadows in the light. He looked down at the girl before him expressionlessly.

Zhou Wan had come straight here after getting off the bus, still carrying her heavy backpack. Her black hair fell to her chest, framing her small, pale face, her dark eyes gazing at him quietly and gently.

She seemed completely out of place with her surroundings.

Lu Xixiao released the doorknob without a word, took off his slippers, kicked them toward Zhou Wan, and turned to go inside.
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Zhou Wan hesitated before kicking off her canvas shoes and stepping into his slippers.

The slippers were too big, fitting her poorly.

She bent down to place her shoes neatly on the shoe rack, noticing there weren’t any other slippers there except the pair she was wearing.

Lu Xixiao lived alone—this entire three-story house belonged to just him, all alone.

“Can I turn on the lights?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Whatever.”

This was the first time Lu Xixiao spoke, his voice as rough as if it had been scraped with sandpaper.

Zhou Wan found the switch on the shoe rack and turned on the chandelier in the living room.

Lu Xixiao, unaccustomed to the sudden light, frowned deeply and raised his hand to shield his eyes.

Zhou Wan saw the messy living room.

Beer bottles lay scattered across the floor, dozens of cigarette butts stuck out of the ashtray on the coffee table, and the air was heavy with an overwhelming mixture of smoke and alcohol.

Zhou Wan went to open the windows for ventilation.

Lu Xixiao lay on the sofa, watching the girl’s busy silhouette. He smirked, lifted a nearby bottle for another sip to wet his throat, and asked: “Why are you here?”

“Jiang Fan asked me to check on you. He said he couldn’t reach you.”

Zhou Wan looked at his face, sickly pale, though she couldn’t tell if it was from injury or lack of sunlight.

Lu Xixiao let out a derisive laugh.

Zhou Wan asked: “Are you hurt?”

He turned his head away without answering.

“Where?”

“What, you want to bandage me up?”

Zhou Wan nodded: “Mm.”

He gave a light laugh, got up, went into the bedroom, and came back shortly with a bag that he tossed onto the coffee table. A roll of gauze fell out, unraveling across the floor.

Lu Xixiao sat back down, leaned against the sofa, and pulled up his pant leg.

He wore loose gray lounging pants, with gauze wrapped around his thigh—bandaged carelessly, as if he’d just wrapped it a few times. Fresh blood was seeping through from inside.

He was lean but fit, his muscles not bulging or showing signs of regular training, but their lines twisted and curved, showing traces of wild growth.

Zhou Wan was startled by the blood, stared for three seconds, then suddenly blushed deeply.

Lu Xixiao watched her reaction with amusement.

“Didn’t you say you’d bandage me up?”

Zhou Wan remained silent, then after a long while took one step forward, but only one, and didn’t advance further.

Having enjoyed her expression enough, Lu Xixiao didn’t push her. He let out a mocking laugh, sat up straight, bit a cigarette between his teeth, and unwound the bloodstained gauze circle by circle, throwing it in the trash.

Zhou Wan stopped looking at him and lowered her head to clean up the mess on the coffee table.

The floor was covered in bottles. Zhou Wan looked around the room and found the water dispenser to get some hot water.

Next to the dispenser was a photo of a beautiful woman with a gentle smile.

She had the same narrow eyes as Lu Xixiao.

From those eyes, Zhou Wan quickly determined who the woman in the photo was.

Lu Xixiao’s mother.

She poured a cup of warm water. Lu Xixiao had finished changing his bandage and was leaning back on the sofa, about to drink more alcohol.

Zhou Wan went over and gripped the bottle: “You’re injured, you shouldn’t drink.”

He disliked being constrained. He looked up, his eyes cold: “Who are you to control me?”

Zhou Wan froze, released her grip, and placed the warm water on the coffee table in front of him.

He finished the remaining alcohol and threw the bottle in the trash.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan didn’t know his past, but she could see the boundless pain beneath his calm exterior. She tried to comfort and encourage him, hoping he wouldn’t continue sinking into depression.

“If your mother were still alive, she wouldn’t want to see you like this,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Lu Xixiao’s movements stopped abruptly as he suddenly sat up straight.

The movement was too large, pulling at his leg wound, but he didn’t even flinch.

“Zhou Wan.” His voice was cold, each word distinct. “Who do you think you are?”

Zhou Wan’s whole body stiffened. Yes, who did she think she was?

She and Lu Xixiao weren’t even friends—what right did she have to stand on someone else’s pain and give advice?

“Or are you trying to say you like me?” Lu Xixiao stared at her. “You don’t want to see me like this?”

He laughed lightly, more mockery than warmth in the sound.

“Fine then, let’s date.”

He grabbed Zhou Wan’s wrist and yanked her toward him forcefully.

His hand was burning hot, but his eyes and voice were cold.

Zhou Wan fell onto the sofa, collapsing against him.

Lu Xixiao wrapped his arm around her waist, forcing her closer to himself.

Zhou Wan’s entire body went rigid, unable to move from this excessive contact.

The current Lu Xixiao was too dangerous—his extreme calmness verged on irrational loss of control. Zhou Wan could barely breathe through the alcohol smell surrounding him.

Lu Xixiao gripped her chin and lifted it, approaching with a cold expression.

Zhou Wan turned her head away forcefully, forcing out a whimper from her throat: “…Lu Xixiao!”

He suddenly released her. Zhou Wan fell back against the sofa, supporting herself with both hands, catching her breath in lingering fear.

But Lu Xixiao hadn’t intended to do anything to her—he only wanted to force out her true reaction.

“Playing with me, aren’t you, Zhou Wan?”

He watched the deeply blushing girl before him with cold eyes, speaking with extreme calmness: “Zhou Wan, you don’t like me.”

He raised his hand to grip her slender neck, roughly pulled her up, and pressed her against the sofa back.

Word by word, he asked coldly: “Why did you deliberately get close to me?”

He was too clear-headed.

Zhou Wan’s little tricks had never escaped his notice.

From that night at the arcade, when she said her name meant “to draw a bow like the full moon,” he had already seen through it.

He just hadn’t bothered to care when he was in a good mood, but now he was tired of pretending and wouldn’t give her any face.

Zhou Wan didn’t speak.

She didn’t know how to explain.

No matter how you looked at it, she was the one who had schemed first, who had used him first.

It was all her fault.

Lu Xixiao’s hand unconsciously tightened around her neck.

Not enough to choke her, but pressing hard against her jawbone, causing sharp pain.

She coughed once: “Lu Xixiao.”

She frowned and said with difficulty: “It hurts…”

Lu Xixiao released his hand, but his sharp gaze remained fixed on her.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan stood up, picked up her backpack from the floor, and said softly, “I’m sorry for disturbing you. I won’t appear before you again.”

No matter how much she hated Guo Xiangling, she shouldn’t have done this.

It was neither moral nor fair to Lu Xixiao.

Zhou Wan gave him a slight bow and turned to leave.

Lu Xixiao watched her departing figure.

Her frame was so slight, looking as if a breeze could knock her down as if any force would break her.

When she pressed down on the door handle and slowly pulled the door open, the street light’s fine rays spilled into the living room, illuminating her silhouette as if trimming her with a fluffy golden edge.

Lu Xixiao suddenly remembered that day outside the hospital.

He had a huge fight with Lu Zhongyue and stormed off. Zhou Wan had chased after him, out of breath, her fingers tightly gripping his clothes.

Behind her was the setting sun.

Its glow had also lit up her silhouette, gentle and romantic.

She could barely catch her breath as she looked up at him, her eyes clear, asking if he wanted to eat noodles.

“Zhou Wan.” Lu Xixiao suddenly called out.

Even he didn’t know why.

He just felt that if Zhou Wan walked out this door, they would truly have no connection anymore.

Lu Xixiao thought, he didn’t like Zhou Wan—she was boring and plain. However Zhou Wan was similar to him in certain ways. She was often quiet, never asking questions, as if she had no curiosity. Yet it seemed that she understood everything without him having to say anything.

When she was nearby, Lu Xixiao would feel a rare sense of calm.

Like a tranquilizer meant just for him.

Zhou Wan stopped but didn’t turn around.

Lu Xixiao leaned back into the sofa, sinking into it. He closed his eyes briefly, not looking at her, and said hoarsely: “Zhou Wan, I’m hungry.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 13
“Boss, I’d like a bowl of red date and white fungus porridge,” Zhou Wan said at the counter. “Thank you.”

Since Lu Xixiao was injured, Zhou Wan only dared to buy him something mild to eat.

This porridge shop was right in front of his house. They mainly sold porridge with some side dishes. The taste was quite good, and portions were generous and affordable, making it quite popular.

Zhou Wan sat waiting, playing with her phone to pass the time.

Opening WeChat Moments, the first post was from Jiang Yan—a photo of him with his father in the car.

Zhou Wan’s fingers paused. She opened the photo and zoomed in.

Her brows furrowed as she studied the photo carefully, becoming more certain: this was Lu Xixiao’s father whom she’d seen at the hospital.

Though that encounter had been from a distance, Lu Xixiao’s father wasn’t someone easily forgotten. He had strong, serious features, a powerful presence, and distinct bearing.

He was quite unlike Lu Xixiao’s casual personality—Lu Xixiao took more after his mother.

But why would Jiang Yan and Lu Xixiao share the same father?

“Young lady, your porridge is ready!” the owner called out.

Zhou Wan’s thoughts were interrupted. She quickly got up to take it, thanking him again.

The red date and white fungus porridge came in a hefty portion, the container feeling substantial in her hands.

…

When she returned, the door was still slightly ajar. Zhou Wan gently pushed it open, changed into the slippers, and went in.

Hearing the sound, Lu Xixiao turned his head and gave her a bland glance.

Zhou Wan helped him open the takeout container lid and pushed the porridge in front of him: “I don’t know what you like to eat, but since you’re injured, let’s have something mild today.”

Lu Xixiao asked: “Where’s yours?”

“What?”

“Dinner.”

Zhou Wan paused, realizing she had forgotten about her dinner.

“I’m not hungry, I’ll eat later.”

Lu Xixiao got up and went to the kitchen.

Zhou Wan heard running water, and soon Lu Xixiao came out with a bowl, not fully dried, water dripping onto the carpet.

He put the bowl on the table, chopsticks between his teeth, and wordlessly poured half the porridge into the bowl, steam rising.

He pushed the porridge toward Zhou Wan, tossing a spoon in front of her.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t said a word throughout. After finishing, he lowered his head and began eating large spoonfuls of porridge.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, holding the bowl with both hands: “Thank you.”

They occupied opposite corners of the coffee table, quietly eating porridge.

Zhou Wan ate slowly and attentively. After Lu Xixiao finished, he turned to stare at her.

Several times Zhou Wan felt uncomfortable under his gaze and looked back at him, but he continued staring without avoiding her eyes. He just wouldn’t say anything. Finally, Zhou Wan couldn’t take it anymore and asked: “Is something wrong?”

Lu Xixiao: “Thought you weren’t hungry.”

“…”

Zhou Wan paused, then said softly, “Shouldn’t waste food.”

He let out a contemptuous snort.

Zhou Wan quickened her pace to finish the porridge and took the bowls and chopsticks to the kitchen to wash them. Just then, the doorbell suddenly rang.

“I’ll get it,” Zhou Wan said.

Probably Jiang Fan again.

Zhou Wan ran to open the door but froze when she saw who was standing there.

Not just Zhou Wan—the person outside was equally stunned.

“Zhou Wan?” Jiang Yan’s eyes widened. “Why are you here?”

The world is full of coincidences.

Some coincidences make things more beautiful, while others make things worse.

Lu Xixiao had appeared behind Zhou Wan at some point. He coldly regarded Jiang Yan, gripping Zhou Wan’s slender wrist and pulling her behind him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

Jiang Yan finally shifted his gaze from Zhou Wan: “Dad couldn’t reach you by phone. He asked me to come get you for dinner. The car’s downstairs.”

Lu Xixiao said nothing and moved to close the door.

Jiang Yan blocked it with his elbow. His face darkened, eyes deep, as he said in a low voice: “If you’re so capable, then never come back.”

Lu Xixiao suddenly laughed, as if he’d heard something particularly amusing. He tilted his head and asked Jiang Yan: “Do you know why I look down on you?”

“These should have been mine to begin with!” Jiang Yan rarely raised his voice. “Why do you get to have everything so easily while I have to work a thousand times harder!?”

“Fine then, hurry up and change your surname to Lu. No one’s stopping you.”

“Lu Xixiao, what right do you have to talk down to me like this?” Jiang Yan’s eyes burned as he glared fiercely at him. “Remember, if we’re going to talk about it, you’re the illegitimate child.”

Illegitimate child.

Zhou Wan’s mind went blank.

The next second, Lu Xixiao rushed forward and knocked Jiang Yan to the ground.

He grabbed Jiang Yan’s collar and slammed his fist into his face.

The glass frame broke, and his nose immediately swelled red.

“Lu Xixiao!” Zhou Wan snapped back to reality and rushed to break up the fight.

His wound reopened with the violent movement, fresh blood soaking through the bandage and running down his skin, but he seemed completely numb to the pain. His eyes were bloodshot as he landed punch after punch on Jiang Yan’s face.

Zhou Wan tried to pull his arm back but was pushed away by the force, falling to the side.

Dark clouds quickly covered the cold moon.

Even the last ray of light was withdrawn.

Zhou Wan had no time to tend to her palm’s bloody scrape before grabbing Lu Xixiao’s hand again.

“Stop fighting!” She used all her strength to hold his arm. “Stop it, Lu Xixiao!”

Lu Xixiao finally stopped, lowering his eyes to the blood and dirt on Zhou Wan’s snow-white palm, his rationality slowly returning.

He took a deep breath, forcefully suppressing his anger and violence as he stood up.

He watched Zhou Wan help up Jiang Yan, whose face was covered in purple bruises. With his severe nearsightedness of 400-500 degrees and broken glasses, everything was a blur. Zhou Wan supported him as he struggled to sit up: “Jiang Yan, are you okay?”

Lu Xixiao’s eyes were cold enough to kill.

“Jiang Yan, if you dare talk nonsense again, I’ll kill you for sure.” His narrow eyes contracted, radiating sharp murderous intent. “Get out.”

Lu Xixiao turned and went inside, grabbed Zhou Wan’s backpack, and threw it in front of her. “You get out too.”

*

After the downpour, heavy fog shrouded the entire city early in the morning, dampness bringing an invasion of cold.

Autumn rain brings winter’s chill.

“Wan Wan.” Gu Meng turned around, leaning on Zhou Wan’s desk to ask quietly, “What happened to Jiang Yan? Did he get in a fight?”

Zhou Wan recalled yesterday’s argument.

Illegitimate child, and such things.

She shook her head to indicate she didn’t know, saying nothing.

Jiang Yan was the school’s most valued top student, not just destined for Tsinghua or Peking University, but even a potential candidate for direct admission.

When he came to school today with a beaten face, he was immediately called to the office by the homeroom teacher to explain.

He only returned just before math class was about to start.

The math teacher walked in right after, tapping the desk: “Alright, everyone back to your seats. Take out yesterday’s test papers.”

Zhou Wan took out her test paper and asked softly: “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Jiang Yan replied, then after a while asked, “Zhou Wan, how do you know Lu Xixiao?”

“Met him at the arcade I work at.”

Jiang Yan wasn’t so easily fooled. He frowned: “Then why were you at his house? Did you go straight there after getting back yesterday?”

Zhou Wan paused, then said: “Once before when my grandmother wasn’t feeling well at night, he helped accompany me to the hospital. Yesterday his friend said he was hurt, so I went to check on him.”

“He helped?” Jiang Yan asked incredulously, with contempt. “It’s good enough if he’s not causing trouble.”

Jiang Yan’s attitude made Zhou Wan inexplicably uncomfortable. She insisted: “It’s true.”

“Are you close with him?”

Zhou Wan remembered his final “You get out too,” his cold face and eyes, looking at her with extreme disgust.

Zhou Wan shook her head: “No.”

“Stay away from him. He’s not a good person.”

“Then you and him…” Zhou Wan paused, then asked, “Jiang Yan, what’s your relationship with him?”

Jiang Yan was silent for a while.

Just as Zhou Wan felt she had touched on his privacy and was about to apologize, Jiang Yan spoke: “My birthday is in March, his is in November. I’m older.”

“So when you said yesterday he was…”

Illegitimate child.

Zhou Wan couldn’t say the three words “illegitimate child” out loud—it felt like too heavy a label.

Jiang Yan: “Yes, we share the same father but different mothers. His mother was the mistress who stole everything that should have belonged to my mother and me.”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

“That’s why I have to work hard, I must succeed, I must trample him underfoot,” Jiang Yan said.

*

Lu Xixiao didn’t come to school for the next few days, though this was normal—no one found it strange.

Zhou Wan maintained her daily routine between four points: school, hospital, arcade, and home.

After her grandmother underwent a new series of tests and was confirmed to be fine, Zhou Wan processed her discharge.

The single room’s fees for the past half month had been paid by Lu Xixiao, but their WeChat conversation had remained frozen until ten days ago—when she was away for the competition and he had asked when she would return.

Zhou Wan calculated her available funds and realized she was still several thousand short of being able to repay Lu Xixiao. She sighed, planning to gather the full amount as quickly as possible to send to him.

Friday evening after school, Zhou Wan ran into Jiang Fan on her way to the bus stop.

“Little student!” he called out from far away.

With many people around, Zhou Wan’s face grew hot: “Don’t call me that.”

“Okay, okay, Zhou Wan,” Jiang Fan said. “Thanks for last time. I knew I had to turn to you for help.”

“How’s Lu Xixiao’s injury?”

Jiang Fan: “Should be mostly healed by now. He has a good constitution, and recovers quickly.”

Zhou Wan nodded: “That’s good.”

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

Zhou Wan paused slightly, saying: “He probably doesn’t want to talk to me.”

“Did you two fight?” Jiang Fan asked.

Zhou Wan didn’t respond.

Jiang Fan wore a knowing expression: “Xiao is stubborn—he’s been at odds with his dad for years. But, as long as you don’t cross his bottom line, he won’t do anything. Just coax him a bit and it’ll be fine.”

Zhou Wan thought it was better to let it be.

She and Lu Xixiao weren’t meant to be in each other’s lives, and shouldn’t have met in the first place. Better to pull back now and return to their separate paths.

“But one thing—don’t mention his mother in front of Xiao. That’s a deadly trigger, he’ll explode instantly,” Jiang Fan added.

Zhou Wan hesitated: “I saw his mother’s photo at his house that day. She looked gentle and beautiful.”

“I’ve known Xiao since we were little. I met his mother when I visited his house as a kid—she was incredibly beautiful,” Jiang Fan smiled. “Otherwise she couldn’t have given birth to someone like Xiao.”

“How did his mother pass away?” Zhou Wan asked softly. “Was she sick?”

“No.”

Jiang Fan lowered his eyes to look at her, sighed, and said quietly, “Suicide. She jumped from a building.”

The autumn wind howled past, carrying dead leaves.

*

The provincial physics competition results came out in early November.

The physics teacher rushed to the classroom first thing in the morning to call Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan to his office—Zhou Wan could already guess from his expression that they both had done well.

“You two have made your teacher so proud!”

His face creased with smiles as he patted their shoulders vigorously. “Excellent, excellent! Both first prizes! The school is already rushing to make banners overnight.”

Jiang Yan let out a relieved breath, showing a satisfied and relaxed smile, and then asked: “When is the national competition?”

“Early next year, expected around March or April,” the physics teacher said. “Don’t worry, the school will quickly arrange the next round of competition tutoring for you two.”

After the first two morning classes came the flag-raising ceremony.

Dozens of classes stood in neat formations on the playground.

The principal stood on the platform, beaming with pride and excitement as he announced the school’s achievements in this physics competition. Eight third prizes, three-second prizes, and two first prizes.

Group after group went up to receive awards and take photos, with Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan last.

The two stood side by side under the flagpole in neat school uniforms, holding certificate-style award papers.

The sun was nice today, though a bit glaring.

The crowd below applauded.

Zhou Wan squinted slightly, standing straight with her award.

Just then, the iron gate at the side of the playground creaked open, and Lu Xixiao walked in.

He wasn’t wearing his school uniform, just a simple T-shirt and black athletic pants. His hair was cut short at the temples, emphasizing his sharp features. His expression was bland as he squinted slightly in the sunlight.

As he walked, his tall figure showed perfect proportions.

Zhou Wan’s gaze fell on him.

His appearance attracted the attention of many female students.

Some who knew him waved in greeting, while others were quiet observers, whispering in admiration.

Of course, he also caught the principal’s attention.

“Lu Xixiao!” the principal scolded through the microphone. “What time do you call this to be coming to school?!”

Lu Xixiao looked up, his gaze first landing on Zhou Wan before calmly shifting away.

A group of friends nearby laughed gleefully at his misfortune.

The principal had disliked him for a long time and glared with round eyes: “Come up to the platform for punishment!”

Lu Xixiao was indifferent, offering no defense as he walked toward the platform.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, her lashes trembling slightly. As he passed by, she caught the scent of tobacco on him, which took on a sharp, spicy edge when wrapped in sunlight.

He stood still at an angle behind Zhou Wan, maintaining that same casual, careless demeanor.

After the principal berated him for a few more sentences, he finally remembered to have someone continue taking award photos of Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan.

*

The student in charge of photography was from the student council’s publicity department and also Zhou Wan’s classmate.

At noon, she developed several photos, choosing one for the school bulletin board. With a few remaining, she asked Zhou Wan if she wanted to keep them.

There were three in total—a long shot, a close-up, and an individual portrait.

She pointed to the portrait: “I think this one captured you well.”

Zhou Wan looked at them all carefully before picking up the long shot: “Can I have this one?”

“This one? Why?”

Zhou Wan smiled and said: “Looking at this photo later will help me remember what happened. The close-up is too tight to recall the context.”

“That’s true,” the girl nodded and smiled. “Then this one’s yours.”

Zhou Wan thanked her.

After she left, Zhou Wan looked down at the photo again.

The background encompassed the entire platform.

Including Lu Xixiao standing at an angle behind her.

His chin was slightly raised in that free-spirited manner, his eyes lightened by the sunlight as his gaze fell carelessly on her back.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 14
After Grandmother was discharged from the hospital, Zhou Wan no longer needed to make daily hospital visits and went straight to the arcade after school.

Just as Zhou Wan finished her shift handover and sat down, she heard a sweet female voice from nearby praising someone’s skill while applauding enthusiastically.

Besides students, couples were common at the arcade, and such voices could often be heard. Zhou Wan paid no attention and didn’t look in that direction.

Until she heard another voice: “Go play by yourself.”

Magnetic and cold.

Perfectly blending a delinquent’s casualness with detached indifference.

Lu Xixiao.

Since that time he’d angrily told her to “get lost,” he hadn’t come back.

The owner of that sweet voice stood beside him, wearing a high-waisted short skirt with tall boots, her face young yet heavily made-up—exactly the type his previous girlfriends had been.

So, was this his new girlfriend?

Well, he hadn’t had a girlfriend for two months now.

He’d never had such a long single period before.

The girl whined, “But you said you’d keep me company.”

Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue impatiently.

“Lu Xixiao,” the girl tugged at his arm, bouncing up and down. “Won’t you watch me dance?”

Lu Xixiao raised his hand, pulled free from her grip, and walked with her to the dance machine.

The girl had dance training—as soon as the intro melody started, she moved gracefully on the dance machine, radiant and confident. Her slim waist and long legs drew quite a crowd of onlookers.

Except for Lu Xixiao.

He received a phone call midway and walked away.

Leaning lazily against the wall, he answered the call while lighting a cigarette.

Jiang Fan: “Xiao, my sister’s with you, right?”

He exhaled smoke: “You have ten minutes to come get her. She’s annoying as hell.”

“Fuck, I really can’t leave right now. Old Liu caught me.” Jiang Fan was nearly at his wit’s end. “Just help me watch her for a bit, don’t let that nutcase run off somewhere.”

Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue and hung up.

After finishing one song, applause spontaneously erupted from the crowd. Jiang Yun turned around but couldn’t find Lu Xixiao, frowning until she finally spotted him in a corner chair.

Cigarette between his lips, playing with his phone.

Jiang Yun stomped over furiously: “Didn’t you promise to watch me dance!”

Lu Xixiao raised his foot, hooked the coffee table leg, and pulled it aside to block Jiang Yun’s path: “Stand there.”

Unable to get closer, Jiang Yun could only stand two meters away.

“Make another noise and I’ll throw you out,” Lu Xixiao said impatiently.

Jiang Yun’s eyes widened instantly, unable to believe he would say something so ungentlemanly and even rude.

Jiang Yun was only a year younger than Jiang Fan, currently a first-year at Third High School. She’d seen Lu Xixiao’s photo from her brother and thought he was handsome, finally finding this opportunity today.

His face was a hundred times more handsome than in photos, but his awful temperament was truly infuriating!

Jiang Yun had been spoiled since childhood. She immediately stamped her foot and picked up a nearby magazine to throw at him: “Jerk! Jerk! Jerk!”

After venting, she turned around angrily and ran off to play by herself.

Lu Xixiao sat alone in the armchair, sinking into the backrest, long legs sprawled carelessly, eyes downcast, looking weary and cold.

Zhou Wan sat on the other side, head down doing homework, quiet and gentle, completely out of place in this noisy background.

Lu Xixiao didn’t know when he’d raised his eyes to look at Zhou Wan.

Only when the cigarette burned his fingertips did he snap back to attention? He straightened up and stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray.

Jiang Yun played around for a while, then ran to Zhou Wan with her collected prize tickets: “Little sister, can I exchange these?”

Zhou Wan did look young and innocent, so it wasn’t strange that Jiang Yun called her little sister.

“Yes,” Zhou Wan smiled faintly, pointing to the glass cabinet behind her. “These points can be exchanged for items in this row. You can see which one you like?”

Jiang Yun leaned against the counter to look carefully, then after a while pointed: “That keychain is quite cute!”

Zhou Wan’s fingers paused slightly.

Restraining her urge to look at Lu Xixiao.

Keychain—Lu Xixiao had one too, a blue one.

“Would you like the pink one?” Zhou Wan asked softly.

“Mm-hmm.”

Zhou Wan took one out for her. Jiang Yun hooked the keychain with her index finger to examine it, smiled, and took out her keys from her bag.

Just as she was about to attach it, a hand suddenly reached from behind.

Lu Xixiao snatched the keychain from her hand and threw it back in front of Zhou Wan.

With a “bang.”

This cemented Jiang Yun’s grudge against him: “What are you doing!”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “Who said you could take it?”

“I won it myself!”

He reached out, pinching her game card between two fingers, waving it: “My card.”

“How can you be so petty!” Jiang Yun was incredulous. “Handsome guys being so petty won’t be popular!”

Lu Xixiao sneered: “Do I need you to like me?”

Jiang Yun was furious.

She really couldn’t understand how someone so handsome could be such a jerk!

Then, her eyes reddened.

It wasn’t that she was hurt and wanted to cry—she was purely angry.

Jiang Yun had always been like this since childhood; her eyes would redden when angry.

But in Zhou Wan’s eyes, it looked different.

Come to think of it, she had seen several girls cry because of Lu Xixiao before.

Pursing her lips, she tried to mediate, looking at Lu Xixiao and saying softly: “Your card has tens of thousands of points, the keychain only needs about 2,000 points, it won’t affect anything.”

Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her.

His gaze was cold and sharp, containing mockery, playfulness, coldness, and scrutiny.

Zhou Wan couldn’t withstand his gaze and lowered her head.

Lu Xixiao gave a light laugh, its meaning unclear: “How generous you are with my points.”

Zhou Wan remembered what he’d said before: Zhou Wan, who do you think you are?

Right, who did she think she was?

Jiang Yun stamped her foot, unable to bear it anymore, and turned to leave.

Lu Xixiao didn’t chase after her, instead taking out a pack of cigarettes from the nearby rack, throwing it on the counter, and pulling out a bill.

Zhou Wan made a change for his 20.

His phone vibrated again, with a voice message from Jiang Fan. He played it—

“Xiao, did you fight with my sister? She called me furiously cursing you out.”

Zhou Wan froze.

…Jiang Fan’s sister?

Lu Xixiao lowered his head to reply: “What would I fight with her about?”

Zhou Wan: “…”

Indeed it wasn’t fighting—more like one-sided suppression.

Jiang Fan sent another voice message, laughing, sounding particularly happy: “This is the first time I’ve seen a girl say she never wants to see you again.”

Lu Xixiao gave a derisive laugh: “Good, never met anyone as annoying as your sister.”

Zhou Wan didn’t know what about this statement hit her funny bone, but she lowered her head and quirked her lips up, quickly suppressing it. When she looked up, Lu Xixiao was watching her.

Unsure if he’d seen it, Zhou Wan maintained a neutral expression as she looked back at him.

Lu Xixiao put his phone back in his pocket, his gaze not moving.

Zhou Wan paused, then asked: “Aren’t you going to chase after her?”

He raised an eyebrow: “Didn’t you hear what Jiang Fan said?”

“Huh?”

“She’s not my girlfriend, why would I chase after her?”

“…Oh.”

After a few seconds, Zhou Wan felt his statement wasn’t quite accurate and corrected him: “Even if she were your girlfriend, you probably wouldn’t chase after her.”

Lu Xixiao suddenly smiled, different from his previous smiles—this time it was a genuine smile.

He narrowed his eyes: “Zhou Wan, haven’t seen you for a few days and you’ve gotten bold, huh?”

Realizing her previous words seemed like she was taunting him, Zhou Wan shrunk her neck back and pulled that leg that had crossed the boundary back, shaking her head: “No.”

Lu Xixiao wanted to say something, but his phone rang again at that moment.

He lowered his gaze, frowning slightly, his eyes deep in thought. He turned and walked outside to answer the phone, remaining silent.

Lu Zhongyue coughed once: “Where are you?”

Lu Xixiao smirked: “Why do you care where I am?”

How laughable that the father-son relationship had come to this.

Lu Zhongyue couldn’t bring himself to use the intimate “Xiao,” while Lu Xixiao’s every word was barbed.

Those who should have been closest instead seemed determined to make each other bleed.

Hearing his words, Lu Zhongyue frowned but suppressed his anger: “Today is your grandfather’s 70th birthday. He wants you to come to the old house for dinner.”

Lu Xixiao frowned, looking impatient, but finally said: “Fine.”

*

Although the Lu family patriarch was 70, he had few white hairs and remained robust, and full of vigor.

Lu Zhongyue wasn’t an only child; he had an older sister, Lu Qilan.

Usually, in such large family businesses, everything would be left to the son, but the Lu patriarch was no ordinary person. He didn’t follow such old conventions and valued his daughter equally.

In today’s Lu Group, Lu Zhongyue served as general manager while his sister was vice president, but they held equal shares and authority. The final succession of the Lu Group would still depend on the patriarch’s decision.

This was also why Lu Zhongyue couldn’t properly bring Jiang Yan into the Lu family.

He still needed the patriarch’s favor.

Lu Xixiao was the last to arrive at the old house, the only one missing from the table.

This birthday celebration wasn’t grand, just family having dinner together.

“Xiao, come here quickly.” The patriarch waved to him. “Sit beside me.”

Since retiring, the patriarch only enjoyed calligraphy and painting. Playing to his interests, Lu Xixiao had prepared a high-quality wolf hair brush as a birthday gift.

The old man couldn’t stop smiling: “I knew Xiao understood me best.”

Lu Xixiao responded carelessly: “Well, we’re the only two idle people at this table.”

Lu Zhongyue said sternly: “Xiao.”

A warning tone.

Using a name he never used in public.

Lu Xixiao’s lips curved in mockery.

The patriarch waved it off: “It’s fine, what’s wrong with that? I enjoy chatting with Xiao.”

Lu Qilan smiled and asked: “Xiao is in the second year of high school now, right?”

“Mm.”

“Then your studies will only get harder, but fortunately, you have someone to take care of you now, so your aunt can worry less,” Lu Qilan said.

At this table, everyone spoke with different faces to different people.

How could Lu Qilan not know Lu Xixiao’s grades, or that he had long moved out on his own? What care was she talking about?

Lu Qilan looked at Lu Zhongyue: “By the way, Zhongyue, it’s Dad’s birthday today, why didn’t you bring Little Guo? We haven’t met her yet.”

Lu Zhongyue smiled and waved it off: “She’s not good with words, better not today.”

“How old is she?”

“Four years younger than me.”

This surprised Lu Qilan.

Given Lu Zhongyue’s wealth and status, his new girlfriend shouldn’t be a woman in her forties.

But thinking further, she understood. He could have many young and beautiful women, but the one he could publicly acknowledge had to consider reputation and appearances.

And for Guo Xiangling to have reached this point, she must have her exceptional qualities.

“That’s good then, being older means more mature, can take better care of Xiao too. Oh right, does she have children?”

Lu Zhongyue: “Seems she has a daughter, but they don’t live together, barely any contact.”

Lu Qilan smiled and turned to ask: “Xiao, how do you get along with your stepmother?”

Lu Xixiao gave her a cold look.

The patriarch had weathered life’s storms; how could he not hear the meaning behind those words? “Enough, why discuss such things on my birthday? Let’s eat.”

The patriarch understood his grandson’s temper and spoke up to save face for Lu Qilan.

But Lu Xixiao had no intention of letting it slide.

He put down his chopsticks with a clear clatter and smiled coldly: “Aunt, don’t waste your concern on me. You should worry more about yourself.”

Lu Qilan’s face turned white.

Lu Xixiao looked at her, his gaze frivolous: “After all that scheming to marry into the Mo family—if they knew about your affairs outside, wouldn’t they want your life?”

Lu Xixiao had grown up seeing all of this.

Hostility, sabotage, insincerity, and betrayal.

*

Zhou Wan finished her homework, and put away her papers and pens, watching leaves blown by the wind outside the window.

Her thoughts drifted, wandering.

Just then, her phone’s vibration interrupted her thoughts.

She looked down, stunned for a moment.

It was Lu Xixiao calling.

Why would he call?

Zhou Wan cleared her throat softly and answered: “Hello.”

He didn’t speak; she could only hear the howling wind and the roar of a motorcycle engine on his end.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan closed the window to make the room quieter and asked softly, “Have you been drinking?”

Lu Xixiao still didn’t answer.

But his breathing was right next to her ear—Zhou Wan knew he was listening, that it wasn’t a wrong number.

Zhou Wan didn’t know what to say but felt it would be impolite to just hang up, so she let the call continue as she packed her schoolbag, washed her hands, and climbed into bed.

She settled into the soft bed and said: “I’m going to sleep now, Lu Xixiao.”

“…”

After a few more seconds, she said: “Good night.”

“Zhou Wan.”

Her fingers paused: “Mm.”

Lu Xixiao exhaled smoke: “Would you betray me?”

This time it was Zhou Wan who couldn’t speak.

She thought Lu Xixiao must be drunk.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t call her late at night, wouldn’t ask her this question.

He was Lu Xixiao after all—free-spirited and unrestrained, flamboyant, people coming and going around him, always surrounded, always in control.

Someone like that wouldn’t care about this question at all.

Not hearing Zhou Wan’s answer, Lu Xixiao laughed.

Many years later, Zhou Wan would often recall Lu Xixiao’s laugh at this moment—lazy and casual, meaning unclear, but more than anything, gentle.

This was the first time Lu Xixiao showed her true gentleness.

A gentleness unique to him.

Although his words were hardly gentle—

“Never mind, doesn’t matter.”

Lu Xixiao said softly, “Just remember, if you dare betray me, I’ll kill you.”

*

There’s a saying that youth appears especially beautiful because of its innocence.

But as an adult, Zhou Wan countless times wished she could change things.

If she could do it again, she would realize that their relationship had begun to truly change at this moment.

Although Lu Xixiao still spoke harshly, in truth, that boy who was like a deity in countless girls’ hearts had stepped down from his high pedestal and slowly walked up to her.
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Zhou Wan had a rare restless night.

She didn’t understand what Lu Xixiao’s words meant.

She’d thought that after he told her to “get lost” last time, their connection would end there. She wouldn’t use Lu Xixiao anymore, and she wouldn’t let him know about her relationship with Guo Xiangling.

But now, Lu Xixiao seemed… to have gotten over his anger.

The next morning, Zhou Wan went to school yawning.

After two-morning classes came to the long break. Zhou Wan was called to the office by her physics teacher. With the national competition approaching, the physics teacher gave her two competition books, with another set for Jiang Yan.

The competition books were thick and heavy, weighing down her arm.

Zhou Wan carried the books back to class, passing by Class 7’s classroom.

A group of boys gathered by the corridor window, including Jiang Fan, who greeted her.

Many students were around, and the gap between them and Zhou Wan was too obvious—any interaction drew attention.

She responded with a slightly awkward smile.

Continuing forward, passing Jiang Fan, she suddenly saw from the corner of her eye as he raised his hand and called out loudly: “Xiao!”

Zhou Wan’s steps faltered, her heartbeat quickening. She didn’t dare look up at him.

Step by step, getting closer.

She saw Lu Xixiao’s shoetips right in front of her.

Zhou Wan moved to the side, but just as she took a step forward, a hand grabbed her arm, pulling her back a step.

Zhou Wan looked up.

Lu Xixiao looked down at her. Today he was wearing the school uniform—the blue and white uniform looked particularly good on him, highlighting his youthful vitality. He raised an eyebrow and asked flatly: “Didn’t see me?”

Zhou Wan said softly: “Mm.”

He laughed lightly: “You think I’m stupid?”

“…”

Behind them came a chorus of teasing “ooh”s.

Zhou Wan blushed under everyone’s gaze, silently trying to pull her sleeve free.

Lu Xixiao released her: “Still going there tonight?”

“Not today, I need to visit the doctor who treated my grandmother at the hospital.”

“Oh.”

Zhou Wan: “I’ll go now then.”

Lu Xixiao simply stepped aside to let her pass.

*

It started drizzling again when school let out. Zhou Wan took the bus to People’s Hospital.

Taking the report from Dr. Chen, Zhou Wan read it and said: “Grandmother has been feeling unwell much more frequently than before, but why are these indicators still similar to before?”

Dr. Chen: “Your grandmother is elderly, her immunity will gradually weaken, so those symptoms become more pronounced. There’s nothing we can do about that, we can only try to alleviate them.”

“So dialysis can’t help either?”

Dr. Chen patted her shoulder and said gently: “Wanwan, I told you from the beginning that dialysis isn’t a cure. However—”

He suddenly paused.

Zhou Wan: “What?”

“The hospital recently has new kidney sources. For your grandmother’s condition, there’s only one way to cure it completely—kidney transplant.”

After a pause, Dr. Chen continued, “But there are some things I need to tell you in advance. Your grandmother is elderly, such a major surgery carries risks. Also, organ transplant surgery is very expensive. These are all things you need to carefully consider and discuss.”

“How much does it cost?”

“You need to prepare at least 300,000 yuan.”

Zhou Wan gripped her backpack strap tightly.

Such a large sum—Zhou Wan certainly couldn’t afford it.

But she also couldn’t accept watching her grandmother grow thinner day by day until she burned out her last drop of life.

If there was any chance of recovery, Zhou Wan wouldn’t give up.

Grandmother was her closest person.

She was her only close person now.

She couldn’t lose her grandmother.

She had already lost too much; this was all she had left.

If grandmother left too, she would truly have nothing.

“About the surgery money…” Zhou Wan said softly but firmly, “I’ll figure something out. Please let me know if there’s a suitable kidney source.”

Dr. Chen: “Are you sure? Don’t want to think about it more?”

“Mm, in a few days, I’ll bring grandmother for another full checkup, to see if her body is suitable for transplant surgery.”

“Alright.”

Dr. Chen looked at the girl before him, her frame slight but full of resilience. After a while, he added, “This isn’t a small amount. There are some dangerous loans out there lately—whatever you do, don’t take the wrong path.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Thank you, Dr. Chen. I won’t. I’ll… call my mom first to ask.”

Hearing these words, the nurse standing nearby changed expression, seeming about to speak up, but seeing Dr. Chen’s glance, closed her mouth again.

Zhou Wan went to the hallway and dialed Guo Xiangling’s number.

“Wanwan.” Guo Xiangling’s tone was intimate. “What do you need from Mom?”

Zhou Wan leaned against the wall, lowering her eyelids and letting out a soft breath: “Grandmother’s illness, she might need surgery later, the doctor…”

Before she could finish, Guo Xiangling interrupted: “Isn’t she already getting dialysis costing thousands every month? Why surgery now? Did your grandmother tell you to ask me for money?”

These words made Zhou Wan uncomfortable. She frowned: “Of course not.”

“Fine.” Guo Xiangling asked as if compromising: “How much?”

“Three hundred thousand.”

“Three hundred thousand!?” Guo Xiangling shrieked. “Is that doctor trying to scam money?!”

Before Zhou Wan could say anything, Guo Xiangling changed her tone, speaking as if giving earnest advice: “Wanwan, you’ll understand later how hard it is to earn money. Your grandmother is so old—forget whether she can even survive such surgery, to be blunt, even if she recovers, how many more years can she live? Spending hundreds of thousands to buy four or five, six or seven years of life—it’s not worth it.”

Not worth it.

Everything in Guo Xiangling’s eyes could be priced, and measured in money.

Spending three hundred thousand for a few years of grandmother’s life—not worth it.

Trading her comfortable future to make her daughter’s growth less difficult—is also not worth it.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, not wanting to argue: “I’m not asking for your money. I just want to use the money Dad saved before for grandmother’s treatment.”

“Your father’s savings?” Guo Xiangling laughed harshly. “Wanwan, you overestimate your father. He was just a teacher—how much could he save?”

Guo Xiangling used to argue with Zhou Jun frequently.

Some wealthy families at school would spoil their children’s teachers, giving red envelopes during holidays as “care fees.”

Zhou Jun would always return them completely, earning countless scoldings from Guo Xiangling, who called him a pretentious pauper.

Though Zhou Jun couldn’t accept her views, he would just smile and let it pass each time.

Guo Xiangling: “When you were little, though we couldn’t give you the very best, we did give you the best we could afford. The expenses weren’t small. Then your father’s funeral, your grandmother’s illness, and all the big and small expenses over the years—calculate it yourself. Forget 300,000, we can’t even come up with 30,000.”

…

Zhou Wan didn’t get the money.

She leaned against the hospital’s white wall, sniffled, and returned to Dr. Chen’s office.

Just as she reached the door, she heard voices inside and suddenly stopped.

“Why didn’t you let me advise Wanwan earlier?” It was the nurse’s voice. “You knew her mother wouldn’t give that much money.”

Dr. Chen: “No matter how you advised, it wouldn’t work unless she went through this herself.”

“But now you’ve just made her sad for nothing.” The nurse sighed. “Back then Zhou Jun was so good to her. As soon as his tumor was discovered, didn’t Guo Xiangling immediately agree to give up treatment?”

“The hospital sees life and death every day. Haven’t you seen enough of such things?”

“I just can’t accept it! Her husband was such a good person, and their daughter is so sensible—how could she be so heartless!”

Immediately agreed to give up treatment.

Immediately agreed to give up treatment.

Immediately agreed to give up treatment.

…

These words kept colliding in Zhou Wan’s mind.

She turned the doorknob.

The nurse saw her, startled, then noticed her bright red eyes and became flustered: “Wanwan…”

“So, back then, my father could have survived.” Zhou Wan said word by word.

Dr. Chen quickly walked to her, gripping her shoulders: “Wanwan, listen to me. Your father was already in the late stages, the cancer had spread, and it was too late.”

“But he could have lived longer.” Zhou Wan’s eyes were red as if about to drip blood. “Right?”

This time Dr. Chen couldn’t say anything.

Zhou Wan’s chest heaved violently as she struggled to control her choked voice: “She killed my father.”

“Wanwan, you were young then. Your father didn’t want me to tell you the details of his condition. At that time, your father himself decided to give up treatment.”

Dr. Chen’s voice was gentle, just like how her father used to speak to her—

“He said his Wanwan was a very smart child, would certainly achieve great things, and would have a broad future and deep understanding. Wanwan would travel the world for him, live well for him.”

“So he didn’t want to merely survive—firstly, he didn’t want you to see him wasted by chemotherapy, and secondly, he wanted to save some money, so Wanwan would have money to buy tickets on her journey forward.”

“He wanted Wanwan to be a free and carefree child, to always have the courage to step forward, and the resources to start over.”

So Wanwan would have money to buy tickets on her journey forward.

This was Zhou Jun’s wish.

Yet it was a luxury the current Zhou Wan had never dared to imagine.

She was a young eagle—she could fly forward, but there was always a rope restraining her, pulling her back whenever she flew too far.

Pulling until it hurt, until her feathers fell, until she was bloody and raw.

*

The street lamp in the alley was dim, crisscrossing power lines tangled overhead, black and heavy like the entire night was about to descend.

She understood her father’s thinking.

She could also understand his decision to give up treatment.

But all these truths came too suddenly, making them impossible to bear.

Of everything, what she couldn’t forgive most was Guo Xiangling.

She couldn’t imagine how her father felt when, after deciding to give up treatment, he heard his wife of many years, whom he had loved and cared for, immediately agree.

He must have felt at least a bit of regret and hurt.

And Zhou Wan understood something more clearly.

Guo Xiangling did this not for her or their family, but entirely for herself.

So, she had killed Father.

Zhou Wan’s heart felt like something was gripping it, dripping wet blood.

She was usually an extremely rational person, but now, some emotions seemed to be spinning out of control, stepping toward an increasingly terrible direction.

She had never hated Guo Xiangling as much as she did now.

She even had a dark, vicious thought—

Why wasn’t it Guo Xiangling who died back then?

This thought scared even Zhou Wan when it emerged.

But that was all—the thought didn’t disappear. She just thought self-mockingly that she was more like Guo Xiangling after all. If it were Father, he would never have such thoughts.

She wanted to make Guo Xiangling lose everything.

She wanted to make Guo Xiangling pay the price.

She wanted to make Guo Xiangling suffer until she couldn’t bear to live.

She could even give up her future to win back some justice for her father.

Thinking this, she walked forward with a lowered head, suddenly bumping into someone’s chest.

Looking up, she met Lu Xixiao’s eyes, carrying their usual indifference despite his smile.

He reached out, his fingertip touching her face lightly: “Been standing here half the day, pretending not to see me again?”

Zhou Wan didn’t know why, but at this moment an overwhelming sense of grievance surged through her heart and nose. Her eyes quickly moistened, her breathing becoming chaotic and fragile, a tear falling to the ground.

She tried to lower her head in embarrassment, but Lu Xixiao caught her chin and lifted it.

He wasn’t flustered by her sudden tears, just raised an eyebrow and asked flatly: “What’s wrong, who bullied you?”

She couldn’t speak, couldn’t get any words out. Something blocked her throat, only let out a few wet sobs as more tears fell, dampening his fingertips.

Lu Xixiao bent down, his fingertips following her eyelashes, wiping away tears.

He sighed and said softly: “What are you afraid of? I’ll get revenge for you.”

This time, Zhou Wan couldn’t hold back anymore.

With her chin in Lu Xixiao’s hand, she could only keep her head up as tears fell in big drops, wetting her entire face. She couldn’t even hold back her whimpers, crying out loud.

Lu Xixiao had seen many girls cry, but never like Zhou Wan.

She was usually reserved and quiet, but now she was overwhelmed by boundless sorrow.

It was an almost desperate cry, self-destructive, without any pretense.

Finally, he raised his hand, wrapped it around her neck to cover her wet eyes, and pulled the girl into his embrace.

“Zhou Wan.” His voice was magnetic, next to her ear. “Want to go play?”

Zhou Wan’s tears quickly escaped through his fingers, wetting his clothes.

After a long while, she slowly raised her arms and wrapped them around Lu Xixiao’s waist.

She closed her eyes, and tightened her arms, feeling his warmth and scent.

Zhou Wan’s voice was broken as she struggled to say, “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

She only said: “I’m sorry, Lu Xixiao.”

Even her breathing and voice were broken.

Lu Xixiao didn’t understand what she was apologizing for, but seeing her state, he didn’t pursue it. He just laughed and said: “You should be sorry—you’ll have to wash these clothes clean.”
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The late autumn night was heavy with dew. Lu Xixiao took off his hoodie, leaving only a t-shirt underneath, and moved to make Zhou Wan put it on.

Zhou Wan glanced at his thin clothing, shook her head, and stepped back in silent refusal.

Lu Xixiao ignored her resistance, grabbed her arm to pull her close, and directly pulled the hoodie over her head. His movements were so rough that they left Zhou Wan’s hair in disarray.

He simply removed her hair tie and used his fingers as a comb to smooth her hair back into place.

“Hands,” Lu Xixiao said softly.

Zhou Wan extended her hands through the sleeves.

The hoodie was too big on her, long enough to be a dress, and her hands barely reached the ends of the sleeves.

She looked like a child trying on adult clothes.

Lu Xixiao’s lips quirked up silently as he turned to continue walking.

Zhou Wan followed him through several traffic lights. Her tears had long since dried on her face. When the green light had three seconds left, she ran a few steps to catch up to Lu Xixiao’s side.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her: “Only now you think to ask?”

“…”

He smiled: “Going to sell you off.”

“…”

The last bus of the night drove past, honking its horn.

Lu Xixiao gripped Zhou Wan’s wrist through the hoodie’s fabric.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, lowering her eyes to look at his hand – long-fingered and bony, pale-skinned with visible veins underneath.

He made this gesture naturally, not even looking at her, continuing forward with no change in expression.

Sensing Zhou Wan’s gaze, Lu Xixiao turned to look, following her line of sight to her arm. He raised an eyebrow and said carelessly: “Too late to run now anyway.”

“…”

Going to sell you off.

Too late to run now anyway.

Zhou Wan said softly: “I wasn’t planning to run.”

Lu Xixiao laughed and praised her: “Then you’re quite brave.”

“Selling me wouldn’t be worth much anyway,” Zhou Wan said.

Lu Xixiao looked her up and down, nodding in agreement: “True, flat as a board, wouldn’t fetch much.”

“…”

He was too direct, his gaze even more blatant. Zhou Wan lowered her head in embarrassment.

Lu Xixiao squeezed her overly thin wrist: “We’ll fatten you up before selling.”

*

Zhou Wan followed Lu Xixiao through countless turns and traffic lights. Eventually, there were fewer and fewer cars and even the intersections no longer had traffic signals.

Walking further, Zhou Wan heard the roar of motorcycle engines.

The sound was somewhat familiar.

After thinking for several minutes, Zhou Wan remembered where she’d heard it before – it was in the background when Lu Xixiao had called her yesterday.

He must come here often.

Finally, they arrived at a run-down residential area with a small convenience store of about twenty square meters at the corner.

Lu Xixiao released her hand, lifted the door curtain, and walked in.

Zhou Wan hesitated for two seconds before following him inside.

The fluorescent lights inside were harsh, shining down without any filtering, and Zhou Wan saw several rough-looking young men sitting inside.

Their gazes all turned toward Zhou Wan at once.

Zhou Wan uncomfortably moved closer behind Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao casually stepped to the side, completely exposing Zhou Wan behind him: “What are you looking at?”

“What, we can’t look now?” One of the young men teased, “Who’s this, your girlfriend? The first time we’ve seen you bring someone here.”

Lu Xixiao smiled slightly, not bothering to explain: “Where’s the bike?”

“In the back, you riding today?”

“Yeah.”

Lu Xixiao took Zhou Wan’s hand again, this time holding her hand rather than her wrist, and led her to the back.

Lifting the rolling door revealed a vast, dimly lit space that opened up unexpectedly.

On one side were several gleaming, impressive motorcycles, on the other was a race track.

He grabbed a smaller helmet from the side and was about to put it on Zhou Wan when he noticed the dried tears on her face. He jerked his chin: “Go wash your face.”

Zhou Wan went into the bathroom.

There was only cold water. She washed her face with it and came back out.

She allowed Lu Xixiao to put the helmet on her.

He looked into her eyes and asked: “You brave enough?”

Zhou Wan blinked: “Am I riding by myself?”

“You know how to ride?”

“…”

She shook her head.

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Sit behind me.”

Zhou Wan nodded.

Lu Xixiao pulled down her visor with a “click.”

It wasn’t until the motorcycle started that Zhou Wan understood why Lu Xixiao had asked if she was afraid.

In the past, Zhou Jun also rode a motorcycle, and Zhou Wan often rode with him. She would always urge him to go faster and faster, wanting to overtake the cars beside them.

But racing track bikes were nothing like street bikes.

The moment the bike shot forward, Zhou Wan reflexively wrapped her arms around Lu Xixiao’s waist, letting out a shriek. Her whole body tensed up as she pressed her forehead against his back and squeezed her eyes shut.

The track had many obstacles and sharp turns, and several times they leaned so far that they nearly touched the ground.

“Zhou Wan,” Lu Xixiao suddenly called her name.

She barely managed to respond through the rushing wind.

“Open your eyes.”

She didn’t dare, holding him even tighter, keeping her eyes firmly shut.

“I said open your eyes,” he said.

Zhou Wan’s voice trembled: “I’m scared.”

Of course, Lu Xixiao knew how to handle her, it was simple enough.

He pushed the throttle to its limit, the engine roaring, the wind hitting them even more fiercely.

Zhou Wan rarely raised her voice to him: “Lu Xixiao!”

He smiled mischievously, having achieved his goal: “Open your eyes, and I’ll slow down.”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes fluttered rapidly before she slowly opened her eyes.

She saw Lu Xixiao’s smooth neck and prominent Adam’s apple, and the scenery rushing past around them.

Her head was tightly enclosed in the helmet, unable to feel the fierce wind, giving her a strange sense of security.

In all her years, she had always followed rules and routines, never experiencing anything out of the ordinary.

But now―

For some reason, Zhou Wan suddenly remembered what Dr. Chen had said to her today:

He wanted Wan Wan to become a free and carefree child, who would always have the courage to stride forward, and the confidence to start over.

She thought that Lu Xixiao might be exactly that kind of person.

Feeling her relaxed grip, Lu Xixiao knew she had opened her eyes, and deliberately teased her: “Holding so tight, you’re going to break my waist.”

Zhou Wan blushed, trying to let go.

But he suddenly accelerated again, causing Zhou Wan to fall back against him.

“Let go if you want to fall off,” he said.

Zhou Wan had no choice but to wrap her arms around his waist again, consciously using less force to avoid hurting him.

Lu Xixiao took her around the track once, then returned to the starting point and got off.

Zhou Wan tried to remove her helmet but couldn’t figure it out after fiddling with it for a while. Lu Xixiao looked down, raised his hand, pressed his fingers against her chin, undid the buckle, and removed the helmet for her.

Zhou Wan said softly: “Thank you.”

“Braver than I thought,” Lu Xixiao said.

Zhou Wan took off her gloves, and Lu Xixiao noticed her hands were red, with faint red spots visible on the back.

“What happened to your hands?”

“Oh, this.” Zhou Wan looked down at them, “My hands get like this easily when they touch cold water. I just washed my face with cold water, it’ll be fine in a while, nothing serious.”

Lu Xixiao’s brow furrowed imperceptibly: “Oh.”

Zhou Wan asked: “Are we leaving?”

“Mm.”

He walked out, and Zhou Wan quickly followed.

Lu Xixiao returned to the convenience store but didn’t leave immediately. Instead, he circled and took a pair of gloves from a shelf.

The small store had limited merchandise, with gloves in only one style and two colors. Lu Xixiao took the topmost pair, black with red patterns knitted into them.

He tossed the gloves onto the counter: “How much?”

By now only one young man remained in the store, with long, yellowed hair pulled back with a thin black headband. He raised an eyebrow: “Since when do you use stuff like this?”

Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue.

The Headband guy smiled: “Just take them, they’re not worth much.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t stand on ceremony, efficiently tore open the packaging, and tossed them to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan hadn’t expected them to be for her and fumbled to catch them.

She froze: “What’s wrong?”

“Your hands are about to freeze off,” Lu Xixiao glanced at her, his voice flat.

As if annoyed by her hesitation, Lu Xixiao took the gloves back, grabbed her hands, and put the gloves on her with decidedly ungentle movements.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together lightly: “Thank you.”

“Ah Xiao,” the Headband guy smiled, “You’ve grown up, knowing how to care for girls now.”

Lu Xixiao gave him a sideways glance.

Zhou Wan thought for a moment, then went over to ask: “Hello, how much are these gloves?”

He gave them to Lu Xixiao because of their friendship, but there was no reason to give them to her.

“Sister, I said don’t worry about it, why so formal?” The Headband guy leaned forward, resting his elbow on the glass counter, and said to Zhou Wan, “It’s fine, just keep your boyfriend in check for me in the future, make sure he causes less trouble, and that’ll be helping me out.”

He said, your boyfriend.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

She tried to catch Lu Xixiao’s expression out of the corner of her eye but couldn’t see it.

But she could guess that being a man of few words who didn’t care about others’ opinions, he would probably look indifferent and not bother to correct the assumption.

Zhou Wan didn’t say anything either.

Lu Xixiao had already walked to the door and looked back: “Aren’t you coming?”

“Coming,” Zhou Wan hurried to say.

Yellow Hair called out: “Leaving already? Only rode once?”

Lu Xixiao raised his hand in a wave without turning around, which counted as an answer.

*

Outside, the night had grown even deeper.

Standing at a red light, Lu Xixiao turned to look at her and asked softly: “Feeling better?”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

Lu Xixiao didn’t know what had made her happy, and of course, didn’t know how such things couldn’t be easily forgotten.

But after that experience, Zhou Wan’s heart finally didn’t feel as stifled as before. Earlier, her entire being had been teetering on the terrifying edge of breakdown and falling.

“Mm.” She smiled faintly, “Thank you.”

Lu Xixiao watched her smile, her profile soft, revealing shallow dimples, gentle and tender.

He looked away, continuing to watch the traffic light countdown.

Zhou Wan had walked quite a distance today, and these shoes pinched a bit. After walking with Lu Xixiao for a while, she gradually fell behind him, her heels starting to hurt.

Lu Xixiao looked back: “Tired of walking?”

“…mm.”

“Then let’s get a taxi,” he said, taking out his phone.

Zhou Wan stopped him: “No need…”

Taxis were too expensive.

Lu Xixiao said nothing, looking at her questioningly.

Zhou Wan pointed to a shared yellow bike to the side: “How about this?”

Lu Xixiao had never ridden one before, standing in place watching Zhou Wan walk over and unlock one with her phone.

It wasn’t a bicycle but a small yellow electric scooter, with a square headlight in front, a yellow plastic helmet in the basket, and an antenna sticking up on top.

She knew how to wear this kind of helmet, putting it on efficiently.

The helmet was too big for her, wobbling around, looking cute and comical, like some cartoon character with an antenna on top.

Lu Xixiao’s lips curved in a laugh.

Zhou Wan looked at him: “Aren’t you going to ride?”

“I don’t know how.”

“…This is very simple.”

How could someone who raced on tracks not know how to ride an electric scooter?

“I’ll ride with you.”

Zhou Wan hesitated somewhat: “But this bike isn’t meant for passengers, it’s against traffic rules, and there’s no extra helmet.”

“No one’s checking at this hour,” Lu Xixiao casually made up an excuse, “My phone’s dead, can’t scan it.”

Although Zhou Wan was somewhat resistant, she still agreed: “Then I’ll drive you.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Oh.”

The electric scooter was narrow, and Zhou Wan only dared to sit on a tiny bit of the seat, her back ramrod straight, as stiff and nervous as if she were standing punishment. Lu Xixiao, on the other hand, was completely at ease, such a big person sitting behind her without feeling any embarrassment at all.

She didn’t dare let her eyes wander, staring straight ahead.

Not noticing a pothole in the road for a moment, the scooter jolted.

Lu Xixiao took the opportunity to fall against her back.

Zhou Wan’s entire spine instantly tensed up, and she quickly said: “I’m sorry, I didn’t see clearly.”

He loosely placed one hand on her waist, as if complaining: “Be more careful, would you?”

Being scolded by him, Zhou Wan didn’t even have time to mind the hand at her waist, apologizing again: “I’m sorry.”

“Such a wide road and you still manage to hit a pothole,” he continued his tone leisurely, seemingly teasing.

Zhou Wan felt like she couldn’t lift her head under his words.

He laughed, with unclear meaning: “Did you do it on purpose?”

“…”

Zhou Wan had never met someone so difficult, having her intentions twisted like this, her face reddening again and again. She stiffened her neck and tried to maintain composure: “Of course not.”

Fortunately, Lu Xixiao didn’t push further.

She secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

The late autumn wind was cool, but Zhou Wan drove very slowly, making the breeze comfortable against their skin.

At a red light, Lu Xixiao looked at her, at the exposed section of her slender white neck.

He tugged at the corner of his mouth and very casually took out his phone to snap a photo of her.

Posted it to his Moments.

A single photo, no text.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 17
When they reached home on the electric scooter, Zhou Wan parked it in a space nearby, and locked it up again, costing four yuan.

“Thank you for taking me out today.”

Zhou Wan stood before Lu Xixiao, looking down at the hoodie she wore, “I’ll wash this and return it to you.”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao responded casually, then noticed the gloves she was wearing and slightly furrowed his brows, “Never mind.”

“What?”

“Don’t wash it,” he said flatly, “I don’t want it back.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, and pressed her lips together, thinking this was reasonable since she had stained his clothes with her tears earlier: “…Then let me buy you a new one.”

“No need.” Lu Xixiao yawned, appearing disinterested, and raised his hand, saying offhandedly, “Trade it for this instead.”

On his wrist was her hair tie that he had removed earlier.

Zhou Wan paused: “Huh?”

The price difference was too great…

But Lu Xixiao had that look like he couldn’t be bothered to discuss it further.

He wasn’t short of money for clothes, and pressing the issue would probably just annoy him.

He raised an eyebrow: “Aren’t you going in?”

“I am.”

Zhou Wan turned and ran into the apartment building, escaping the damp cold air outside.

She suddenly remembered something and stopped, looking back.

Lu Xixiao was still standing there, the yellow streetlight casting mottled circles of light on him and the ground, his expression blank, distant, and aloof.

He had two completely contrasting qualities about him – one side carefree and unrestrained, the other detached and remote.

Zhou Wan stood still and waved to him again, saying “goodbye.”

Though her voice was soft, he probably couldn’t hear it.

Lu Xixiao watched her, hands in his pockets, looking casual and lazy.

Zhou Wan thought he probably wouldn’t wave back to her.

But after two seconds, Lu Xixiao took out his hand, waved once, and put it back, his expression unchanged throughout.

*

When she got home, Grandmother was already asleep. Zhou Wan didn’t plan to tell her about today’s events – it would only add to her worries.

Although Lu Xixiao said he didn’t want the hoodie back, Zhou Wan still washed it and hung it on the balcony.

Her skin was delicate – turning red at the touch of cold water, developing red spots when exposed to cold wind, and breaking out in a rash from contact with laundry detergent.

Zhou Wan looked at the rash on the back of her hands and put the gloves back on.

Sitting at her bedside, her mind began to circle back to what Dr. Chen had said today.

That feeling of both familiarity and strangeness swept over her again, like a venomous snake flicking its tongue, coiling around her entire body until she was completely submerged, sinking into darkness.

Zhou Wan closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

She could not forgive Guo Xiangling.

She had never hated someone so much before.

Even if she had to fall into the abyss, she would drag Guo Xiangling down with her.

Dad would go to heaven, but Guo Xiangling couldn’t.

As for Lu Xixiao―

Zhou Wan remembered how he looked that time she visited his home.

Dejected and lonely, exploding at any mention of his mother.

Like someone’s trauma response after being hurt.

At his core, he was probably starved for love.

Although many girls liked him, he didn’t need any of that.

So what did he need?

Zhou Wan recalled various past events and the mixed evaluations others had of him.

She thought that Lu Xixiao probably didn’t enjoy solitude – even with his naturally cold demeanor, loneliness would make him dwell on past pain, so he could tolerate the noise and chaos, and didn’t reject romance.

Not because he particularly liked it, but because he was seeking a temporary shelter to escape and blind himself to the painful memories of being alone.

So she would stay with him.

Without making a fuss, just being there when he needed someone, not letting him feel lonely.

Try to be as good to him as possible.

To at least somewhat make up for her guilt about using him.

Zhou Wan thought that given Lu Xixiao’s personality, if they got together and she achieved her revenge against Guo Xiangling, it wouldn’t be long before Lu Xixiao grew tired of her. So at least before that timeline, she could be good to him.

Having secretly made up her mind, she lowered her eyelashes and opened her phone to see Lu Xixiao’s black profile picture in the Moments feed – he rarely posted anything.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, then opened it.

Suddenly, her eyes widened slightly.

He had posted a photo of her.

In the photo, she was wearing a yellow helmet with an antenna on top.

Around her was an empty street, with the red light counting down.

After staring for a while, Zhou Wan liked the post.

*

When Lu Xixiao woke up, the room was pitch black.

He looked at the clock – eleven in the morning.

The curtains were drawn, and it was raining outside, gloomy and dark.

As he sat up, his head felt heavy, his nose was stuffed, and his throat was dry. He frowned as he reached for water by the bed and took a drink, but it didn’t help.

Probably caught a cold last night.

He coughed with a congested throat and went to the bathroom to shower and wash his face.

Coming out with just a towel around his waist, his upper body bare, showing clear muscle definition, sharp hip lines, broad shoulders, and a narrow waist – the standard of a good physique, a natural clothes hanger.

Lu Xixiao, letting water droplets remain unwiped on his body, bent down to pick up his phone.

He hadn’t looked at that Moments post since posting it yesterday.

He didn’t know why he posted it, just thought it was interesting, so he did.

Now there were many comments and likes.

The content was mostly shock and teasing – he had never posted about any girl before.

Lu Xixiao scanned roughly, his gaze stopping on one name in the likes – Zhou Wan.

She liked it too.

He tugged at the corner of his mouth and clicked on her name to send a message: What are you doing?

Zhou Wan didn’t reply immediately, so Lu Xixiao tossed his phone aside and went back to sleep.

*

During the noon self-study, Zhou Wan finished the homework from all four-morning classes. With fifteen minutes left, everyone in the classroom was sleeping face-down, exceptionally quiet except for the sound of rain hitting the windowsill.

Zhou Wan took out her phone and only then saw Lu Xixiao’s message from an hour and a half ago.

[6: What are you doing?]

Her fingers paused, then replied: [Doing homework.]

A moment later, she sent another message.

[Zhou Wan: You didn’t come to school today?]

Five minutes later, Lu Xixiao replied.

[6: Sick.]

[Zhou Wan: What’s wrong?]

[6: Cold, probably.]

Zhou Wan thought of the hoodie.

Yesterday her mood had been so bad, that she hadn’t considered whether Lu Xixiao might catch a cold after giving her his clothes.

[Zhou Wan: Have you taken medicine?]

[6: No.]

[Zhou Wan: Do you have any at home?]

[6: Don’t know.]

Zhou Wan typed: Then order some cold medicine through delivery.

She paused, deleted it, and typed again.

[Zhou Wan: Then I’ll help you order medicine, and have it delivered to your home.]

[6: Don’t.]

[6: Too lazy to get up and open the door.]

“…”

He was just like a stubborn child who didn’t want to take medicine and wouldn’t cooperate.

Zhou Wan didn’t know what to do.

[6: You come over.]

[Zhou Wan: I’ll come after school.]

[6: Now.]

[Zhou Wan: I have a competition training class this afternoon, can’t leave.]

He didn’t reply anymore.

The lunch break end bell rang, and classmates gradually woke up.

Zhou Wan had her workbook open in front of her, but her mind was on Lu Xixiao’s messages.

Yesterday she had just secretly decided to be as good to him as possible from now on.

Moreover, he caught a cold because of her.

Zhou Wan felt guilty about it and finally went to the office. She made an excuse about going to the hospital, and the homeroom teacher, knowing her family situation, quickly approved her leave request.

…

Zhou Wan left school, first went to the pharmacy to buy 999 Cold Medicine, then took the bus to Lu Xixiao’s home.

She stood at his door and rang the doorbell.

On the third ring, Lu Xixiao opened the door.

He was wearing loose, clean loungewear, looking down at her with raised eyebrows.

Zhou Wan held up the bag: “Still feeling unwell?”

“Thought you said you’d come after school.”

Zhou Wan looked into his eyes and asked: “Are you angry?”

“Did you come now because you were afraid I’d be angry?” His voice was a bit hoarse.

“Mm.”

Sort of.

Wanted to make him happy.

“Oh.” He took off his slippers and kicked them towards her, turning to go inside, “Then let’s say I am angry.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, stepped into the slippers, closed the door, and followed him in.

Lu Xixiao lazily leaned back on the sofa, hugging a cushion to his chest, head down playing with his phone.

Zhou Wan took a glass cup from the coffee table, washed it clean, poured warm water, added the cold medicine, stirred it well, and handed it to Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her, took it, and drank it all in one go.

Zhou Wan stood in front of him: “Go back to your room and sleep for a while, stay under the covers to sweat it out, you’ll feel better. Try not to smoke or drink these few days.”

Lu Xixiao looked up.

Zhou Wan cleaned up the medicine packaging from the table: “I’ll head back now.”

“Stay,” Lu Xixiao spoke.

Zhou Wan’s steps halted, and she turned back.

Lu Xixiao jerked his chin toward the side.

Zhou Wan followed his gesture and sat in the single chair nearby.

“Leaving already?” He raised an eyebrow, his tone unpleasant, “No conscience, whose fault is it that I caught a cold?”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “Then I’ll stay with you for a while.”

Lu Xixiao ignored her after that, leaning back on the sofa and playing with his phone, then after a while, tossed the phone aside and closed his eyes.

Zhou Wan found a blanket nearby and went to cover him with it.

His eyelashes moved but he didn’t open his eyes or say anything.

Zhou Wan sat nearby, somewhat regretting not bringing a book.

The room was completely quiet. With nothing else to do, Zhou Wan took out her phone to look at some past national competition papers, but the small phone screen made her eyes tired.

At three o’clock, she finished looking at last year’s test questions and rubbed her tired eyes. Just then, Jiang Yan sent her a message.

The vibration had been turned on at some point, making a buzzing sound.

Zhou Wan quickly turned off the vibration put it on silent looked back at Lu Xixiao – fortunately, he was still asleep and hadn’t been woken up.

After this day, Zhou Wan’s impression of him changed a bit again. She had thought he hated unreasonable girls the most, but now it seemed like he was the unreasonable one himself.

If he had been woken up, he probably would have complained about her again.

[Jiang Yan: Competition class is about to start, aren’t you coming back?]

[Zhou Wan: I have something to do right now, probably won’t make it back in time.]

[Jiang Yan: Try to come if you can, heard today’s content is quite difficult, it’s important.]

Zhou Wan silently sighed, thinking that if she left without a word, Lu Xixiao would be angry when he woke up.

[Zhou Wan: I probably won’t make it, you go to class.]

[Jiang Yan: Alright, then I’ll give you my notes tomorrow.]

[Zhou Wan: Okay, thanks.]

[Jiang Yan: By the way, there’s a question I’m not quite sure about. My solution works but it’s very roundabout. You’re better at this part than me, when you have time can you take a look?]

Then, Jiang Yan sent a screenshot of a physics problem.

Zhou Wan hadn’t even typed out “okay” when suddenly a hand reached from behind, bringing with it the scent of tobacco, and took her phone, tossing it onto the sofa nearby.

The phone bounced a few times on the sofa.

“You say you’re keeping me company, but you seem quite busy,” Lu Xixiao said flatly.

“…” Knowing the complicated relationship between Jiang Yan and him, Zhou Wan inexplicably felt like she’d been caught doing something wrong at that moment.

“I…” she began but stopped.

Lu Xixiao pressed his advantage: “You what?”

“…”

He was so self-righteous that Zhou Wan momentarily felt like she had done something wrong, lowering her head, not knowing what to say.

“Caught a cold because of you, and you can’t even keep me company properly,” he said.

Zhou Wan asked: “What would be proper company?”

“Share in both joy and sorrow.”

Zhou Wan didn’t understand, looking at him with clear eyes, waiting for further explanation.

Lu Xixiao looked at those eyes for three seconds, then moved his gaze away.

After a few more seconds, he suddenly straightened up and leaned closer to her.

The distance between them instantly shortened, Zhou Wan’s nose filled with his scent, tobacco mixed with shower gel, sketching out a sharp youth’s features.

Zhou Wan held her breath.

Lu Xixiao blew a breath at her, gripped Zhou Wan’s chin, and lifted it, pulling her neck into a beautiful arc like an offering.

He looked down at her, his lips curling playfully.

His thumb pressed against her lower lip, brushing lightly back and forth.

He wore a casual smile, completely at ease and composed with all of this. After a moment, he raised his eyebrows and said lazily:

“Sharing in sorrow means I should give you my cold too.”
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Zhou Wan understood his implication, and her body stiffened.

As Lu Xixiao leaned closer, Zhou Wan wanted to step back, but he held her chin in his hand. Shocked into immobility, she could only helplessly widen her eyes.

Lu Xixiao leisurely observed her reaction, and just as his lips were about to make contact, Zhou Wan sharply turned her head away.

The sudden movement accidentally knocked the glass off the coffee table.

With a thud, it fell onto the carpet.

Lu Xixiao froze, maintaining his original position and distance.

Zhou Wan leaned back further, lowering her head as her chest heaved from the shock.

This is bad.

He must be angry now…

But unexpectedly, Lu Xixiao started laughing.

He leaned back on the sofa, head tilted as he laughed, his voice heavy with nasal congestion from his cold, emerging from deep in his throat, deep and husky like a bass speaker.

“I thought you could keep playing obedient until the end,” he said. “Guess not.”

“…”

Zhou Wan thought how could someone be so difficult?

He had seen through her all along, knowing she wasn’t as docile and obedient as she appeared. He didn’t ask why, nor did he care which side of herself she showed him – he just wanted to see her flustered and blushing.

Zhou Wan’s face grew even redder.

After enjoying her reaction for a while, Lu Xixiao said with a smile: “Go back.”

Zhou Wan was startled.

He raised an eyebrow: “Don’t you have class?”

*

Zhou Wan made it back to school just in time for competition class.

Only she and Jiang Yan had qualified for the National Physics Competition, so the teacher found a small classroom for just the two of them.

Seeing her, Jiang Yan asked quietly: “Didn’t you say you weren’t coming?”

Zhou Wan: “Something came up earlier.”

Though Jiang Yan found it a bit strange, he didn’t ask further.

After the competition class ended, Zhou Wan packed her bag and headed out.

Gu Meng linked arms with her, chatting as they walked down the stairs.

Gu Meng had recently fallen in love at first sight with a third-year boy but didn’t dare ask for his number or make any moves. She could only keep telling Zhou Wan how handsome he was.

Zhou Wan couldn’t picture the appearance Gu Meng described, so she asked: “Do you have a photo?”

“How would I dare take his picture?” Gu Meng said. “Just know that he’s super super handsome!”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment and asked: “How does he compare to Lu Xixiao?”

“Oh, Lu Xixiao is better looking,” Gu Meng laughed. “He’s the acknowledged school heartthrob, but too many girls like him. Having a crush on him would be too painful – only a fool would like him.”

Zhou Wan stayed silent.

“Zhou Wan!” Jiang Yan ran up from behind.

“What is it?”

“Tomorrow’s Saturday, want to study together at the library?”

“Tomorrow?” Zhou Wan considered. “I’m not sure if I have other plans tomorrow, I’ll text you later.”

Jiang Yan nodded: “Okay.”

As they reached the school gate, Zhou Wan’s steps suddenly faltered.

Lu Xixiao stood beneath the crooked tree at the school gate, leaning lazily against the trunk. The golden sunset shone on him, making everything around him bright.

Many female students were eyeing him.

Suddenly, he looked up and saw Zhou Wan.

Then he noticed Jiang Yan standing beside her and frowned slightly.

He walked over.

Zhou Wan’s heart suddenly tightened.

Gu Meng had also noticed Lu Xixiao but hadn’t paid much attention until he kept walking closer and finally stopped in front of Zhou Wan.

“Hospital or arcade.” His eyes were downcast, voice indifferent.

Gu Meng’s jaw dropped enough to fit an egg.

Zhou Wan clutched her uniform hem tightly: “Arcade.”

“Let’s go then.”

He turned around as he spoke, offering no explanation for his current behavior and showing complete disregard for the many watching eyes around them.

Zhou Wan hesitated for two seconds, quietly told Gu Meng “I’m going first,” and wordlessly followed Lu Xixiao.

“Zhou Wan.” Jiang Yan suddenly called out in a deep voice.

Zhou Wan’s steps faltered as she turned back.

Jiang Yan frowned deeply: “Do you want to hang around with him?”

As soon as he finished speaking, Zhou Wan heard Lu Xixiao’s scornful sneer.

Worried they might fight like last time, Zhou Wan quickly glanced at his expression. Though she couldn’t detect much anger, there was pure annoyance.

He couldn’t be bothered to waste words with Jiang Yan, nor did he want to make a scene in front of everyone.

He picked up Zhou Wan’s schoolbag, lifting the straps from her shoulders and holding it in his hand.

“One minute to sort this out,” Lu Xixiao said, then walked ahead carrying her bag.

Zhou Wan didn’t use the full minute, because she had no idea how to explain her relationship with Lu Xixiao. She just looked at Jiang Yan once and said softly: “He’s not what you think.”

Regardless of what complications existed between their mothers, regardless of who was truly the victim, Lu Xixiao was innocent.

And now she could be certain that Lu Xixiao wasn’t a bad person.

Perhaps self-centered, perhaps too casual, perhaps fickle, but fundamentally, he wasn’t bad.

Jiang Yan’s gaze was complex: “You’re taking his side.”

“I’m not taking anyone’s side,” Zhou Wan shook her head. “Jiang Yan, you’re my important friend, but you can’t control who I get close to.”

*

Lu Xixiao deliberately took large strides.

When Zhou Wan caught up to him, she was out of breath. While catching her breath, she asked: “Why did you come?”

He said flatly: “Was on the way.”

“Is your cold better?”

“Almost.”

His steps became smaller, and Zhou Wan could finally slow down: “Your voice still sounds a bit hoarse, maybe take medicine again before bed tonight, I left it on the coffee table.”

“Mm.”

His voice remained flat, words sparse, still annoyed.

Zhou Wan walked quietly beside him, not knowing how to console him, only trying to minimize her presence so he wouldn’t have to see her.

To the arcade, Lu Xixiao didn’t say another word to her.

As usual, Zhou Wan went to the counter, watching the store while doing homework. Lu Xixiao found a random game machine to play, tickets continuously spitting out of the dispenser by his feet.

Zhou Wan hadn’t done much homework when her phone started buzzing non-stop.

Close classmates sent her a string of messages.

[????]

[What’s going on! You and Lu Xixiao!!!!!]

[Why was he waiting at the school gate for you!!!!!]

[Oh my god! Could Lu Xixiao be trying to pursue you!?]

“…”

Zhou Wan looked up towards Lu Xixiao’s direction. His lips were pressed tight, eyes downcast, playing games with no expression.

[Zhou Wan: No way, how could Lu Xixiao pursue me.]

He seemed like someone who wouldn’t have the patience to pursue any girl.

All his girlfriends, which one hadn’t actively clung to him?

[Zhou Wan: He often comes to the arcade, so we just gradually became familiar.]

[But! He! Came! To! The! School! Gate! To! Wait! For! You!]

Zhou Wan’s fingers paused.

She also didn’t know why Lu Xixiao had come.

She often couldn’t understand Lu Xixiao’s motivations for doing things.

Lu Xixiao was an extremely casual person who didn’t explain his reasons.

Next, her friend sent her a link.

Zhou Wan clicked it – it was content from the school forum.

Yangming High School’s forum was quite lively, partly because of Lu Xixiao. Girls from other schools often came to ask about him.

But Zhou Wan had barely ever checked the forum.

The title of the post her friend sent was—

《? Was Lu Xixiao waiting for Zhou Wan at the school gate today????》

[Could Zhou Wan be his new girlfriend??]

[Wow, Lu Xixiao’s previous girlfriends weren’t this type at all?]

[I think Zhou Wan is super beautiful, pure, and obedient! Good grades and personality feel like she’s not Lu Xixiao’s type…]

[Already feeling sorry for the beauty, though Lu Xixiao is truly handsome, he’s also truly a player!]

[I thought it was weird when I saw Lu Xixiao’s friend greeting Zhou Wan before.]

[Even if they’re together it probably won’t last long, none of Lu Xixiao’s girlfriends lasted more than a month.]

[Although, even if you get played, getting to see Lu Xixiao’s face every day would be enough.]

[Added Lu Xixiao’s WeChat before, wanted to say there was once a girl’s back view in his Moments, I thought it looked like Zhou Wan then.]

[Actually, I think Zhou Wan is prettier than all of Lu Xixiao’s previous girlfriends, has a fairy sister aura, totally first-love material!]

…

Zhou Wan read through the comments one by one.

People weren’t as shocked as Gu Meng about this, after all, Lu Xixiao had many girls around him. Everyone knew it was just a passing interest, he would tire of her before long.

No different from any of his previous girlfriends.

*

By late night, people had come and gone from the arcade, leaving only Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao.

He handed Zhou Wan a thick stack of tickets.

Zhou Wan helped enter them all, and when finished saw him lowering his head, one hand blocking the wind as he lit a cigarette.

“Ready to go?” He exhaled smoke and asked.

“Mm.” Zhou Wan glanced at him and said softly, “Your cold isn’t better yet, maybe don’t smoke.”

Lu Xixiao looked down, tugged at the corner of his mouth, and ignored her advice.

Zhou Wan said no more, packed her bag, and left with him.

The moon hid behind dark clouds, dimmer than the streetlights.

The rain had just stopped, leaving puddles along the road that splashed when cars rushed past.

Lu Xixiao pulled Zhou Wan’s wrist to move her to the inner side of the path.

They remained quiet.

After a while, Lu Xixiao asked, voice hoarse: “Want noodles?”

“Do you want some?”

“Whatever, up to you.”

“I’m quite full,” Zhou Wan said. “If you’re hungry I’ll go with you.”

“Never mind then.”

They walked past the noodle shop.

Raindrops fell from the eaves, pattering down.

The sound of a car came from behind.

Without looking back, Lu Xixiao naturally raised his hand to Zhou Wan’s shoulder, half-embracing her as they stepped toward the inner side of the path.

Though separated by clothes, the overly intimate posture still made Zhou Wan stiffen. Lu Xixiao seemed to notice and lowered his hand once they reached the inner side.

Zhou Wan silently let out a breath.

The next second, Lu Xixiao’s meaningful laughter sounded in her ear.

Zhou Wan’s face heated up.

He was teasing her again.

How could someone enjoy teasing people so much?

Suddenly, a car horn sounded beside them.

Beep beep—

Zhou Wan turned her head, dazzled by the headlights.

She saw Guo Xiangling lower the car window, sticking half her head out, calling to Lu Xixiao: “Xiao!”
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Zhou Wan felt her blood run cold, the autumn breeze cutting through her clothes despite not being bitter cold.

She quickly turned her head away, not wanting Guo Xiangling to see her.

But in such a situation, it was futile.

How could Guo Xiangling not notice her?

Though shock and confusion flashed across her face, she didn’t show it. Her acting was better than Zhou Wan’s, maintaining a fawning smile.

After a pause, she continued: “Xiao, tomorrow’s the weekend, come stay at home with me.”

Seeing him silent, Guo Xiangling added: “Though your father doesn’t say it, you’re his son, he must miss you. Come home for the weekend, Xiao.”

Playing the role of the caring stepmother.

Lu Xixiao stopped walking, head lowered, lightly stamping his foot in place, suddenly letting out a laugh.

Sarcastic and mocking.

“You think you’re my mother?”

He looked at Guo Xiangling, his gaze cold. “With all this energy, why don’t you think of ways to give Lu Zhongyue another son instead?”

The words were harsh, and Guo Xiangling’s expression changed slightly.

Though cruel, the words offered a practical solution.

How could Guo Xiangling not have thought of it? Though nominally she was Lu Zhongyue’s partner now, Lu Zhongyue wasn’t a fool. He had no intention of officially marrying her, always making excuses.

Guo Xiangling had considered having another child. Even though she was no longer at an ideal age for childbearing, one child could secure her future life of wealth and comfort.

She would have truly made it.

But Lu Zhongyue wouldn’t let her schemes succeed.

Lu Xixiao finished speaking and started walking.

Zhou Wan didn’t follow, still frozen in place.

He looked back, voice flat: “Zhou Wan.”

“Ah.” She responded absently.

Lu Xixiao watched her for a moment, noticed her uncomfortable expression, and without further words, stepped forward, his arm wrapping around her shoulders to bring her to his side.

He wore a loose jacket, open at the front. With this motion, Zhou Wan seemed to be pulled into his embrace, appearing especially intimate.

Guo Xiangling opened her mouth, but watching their retreating figures, her brow suddenly twitched, and she couldn’t say anything.

Zhou Wan let Lu Xixiao lead her quite a distance before thinking to look back.

The black car remained stationary for a moment before turning around and leaving.

“Not going to ask who that was?” Lu Xixiao’s voice suddenly came from above.

“What?”

He didn’t repeat himself.

Zhou Wan suppressed her uneven heartbeat and said slowly: “Your stepmother?”

Lu Xixiao sneered: “Stepmother? She’s not worthy.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao tapped her head lightly, saying carelessly, “If anyone else said that, they’d get beaten.”

Zhou Wan glanced at him: “Do you hate her?”

“She’s annoying.”

“Does your father like her very much?” Zhou Wan asked.

Lu Xixiao smiled slightly: “He just needs a beautiful, obedient woman he can control.”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

She had heard similar comments from neighbors’ gossip, but she couldn’t understand – if not for love, why do this? Guo Xiangling needed it, but Lu Zhongyue didn’t.

Her shoe tip kicked a small stone, which rolled away and fell into a drain cover’s gap.

“Then if—” Zhou Wan paused, “she does something your father doesn’t like?”

“Then he’ll dump her,” Lu Xixiao said indifferently.

Reaching the community entrance, Zhou Wan bid him goodbye, reminding him again to take his medicine.

She had thought Lu Xixiao would be impatient with such reminders, but he just tugged at the corner of his mouth: “Too bitter.”

Zhou Wan patiently said: “Good medicine is bitter but cures the illness.”

He laughed, leaning slightly forward, saying playfully: “If I take it, do I get a reward?”

Zhou Wan was startled, and confused: “What reward do you want?”

He smiled, lifted his chin, and opened his arms.

Lu Xixiao indeed had what it took to attract girls.

Even with his terrible reputation and countless rumors, countless girls still fell for him.

Not just for his looks, but more for the charisma and presence in his every movement.

Just like now.

He stood tall and unrestrained under the yellow streetlight, shoulders broad and straight, his waist creating sharp angles in the wind, eyes downcast, corners of his mouth holding a casual smile, exuding an unruly and indulgent charm.

Zhou Wan stood in place, watching him for a while, then stepped forward, slowly approaching.

She didn’t raise her arms to hug him, and neither did he.

The movement was quite awkward. After two seconds, Zhou Wan raised her hands and very lightly hugged his waist.

Lu Xixiao laughed softly.

Zhou Wan immediately dropped her hands, stepping back: “I’m going in.”

“Oh.”

*

The house was very quiet. As Zhou Wan changed shoes in the entryway, her grandmother opened the door: “Wan Wan’s back.”

“Grandmother, why aren’t you asleep yet?”

“Napped too long in the afternoon, now I can’t sleep at night.”

Zhou Wan finished changing shoes and entered, putting her schoolbag on a chair: “We need to go to the hospital tomorrow.”

“Why go to the hospital again?”

“It’s nothing, just a physical examination. I talked with Dr. Chen a few days ago.”

“Didn’t we just have a check-up last month?” Grandmother said, “Wan-wan, I’m fine, don’t waste money on me.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “This check-up is different, there won’t be anymore after this.”

Of course, this check-up was different.

It was for the kidney transplant surgery.

*

Back in her bedroom, only the desk lamp was on.

Zhou Wan lay on the bed, her gaze suddenly falling on the peach butt plushie sitting on her desk with its embarrassed expression.

The one Lu Xixiao had won for her.

Zhou Wan looked at it for a while, suddenly tugging at the corner of her mouth in a light smile.

That’s when Guo Xiangling’s call came.

Zhou Wan looked at the caller ID, understanding that a storm was coming.

She got up to lock the door, hesitated for half a minute, then answered.

“Hello.”

She had barely spoken when Guo Xiangling’s voice overwhelmed her: “Zhou Wan! What exactly are you trying to do!”

Finally, no more pretentious “Wan-wan.”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together.

Guo Xiangling’s lowered voice was full of fury and resentment: “You knew everything, didn’t you, Zhou Wan, I’m asking if you knew everything!”

Zhou Wan gave a self-mocking smile: “About you and Lu Xixiao’s father?”

“Zhou Wan!”

Her formerly obedient and quiet daughter showing her sharp claws for the first time left Guo Xiangling shocked and even more furious, anger nearly setting her ablaze.

“How do you know Lu Xixiao, what exactly is your relationship!?”

Earlier on the street, though initially surprised, Guo Xiangling had thought they might just be classmates—she could hardly imagine how her well-behaved Zhou Wan could be dating at this age.

But then she saw Lu Xixiao wrap his arm around her daughter’s shoulders, the gesture intimate and natural, holding her as they walked away.

Zhou Wan silently looked down at a pattern on her blanket, her eyes slowly filling with coldness and hatred.

Guo Xiangling continued venting: “Zhou Wan, you’ve been an ungrateful wretch since childhood! You only ever clung to your father then, what, now that your father’s dead, you want to force me to remain a widow for him!?”

“The biggest mistake of my life was marrying your father and having you! One useless coward, one heartless beast!”

Zhou Wan’s hands were ice cold, and her whole body trembling uncontrollably.

But when she spoke, she was extremely calm, truly like the heartless beast Guo Xiangling described.

“Mom.” She called very softly.

“Don’t call me mom.” Guo Xiangling said harshly, “I don’t deserve such an address.”

So Zhou Wan stopped calling her that, saying flatly: “My relationship with Lu Xixiao, can’t you see what it is?”

This time it was Guo Xiangling who fell silent.

Zhou Wan, taking advantage of Lu Xixiao’s earlier misleading gesture, smiled and said: “He likes me.”

Zhou Wan narrowed her eyes, and lifted her chin, clutching the blanket tightly: “If his father finds out that Lu Xixiao’s girlfriend is your daughter, do you think he’ll be angry at his son, or you?”

Guo Xiangling was shaking with rage, both her person and voice trembling: “Zhou Wan!”

“Then you might have to slink away from the Lu family.”

Zhou Wan had never spoken with such a sneering tone in her life.

She couldn’t control her malice, but deep in her heart she deeply despised herself, and hated herself – this appearance did bear some resemblance to Guo Xiangling.

Guo Xiangling: “What do you want?”

She closed her eyes briefly, saying: “Give me 300,000 yuan, and I can keep quiet.”

“This is blackmail.” The sound of high heels quickly striking the ground came through the phone, probably Guo Xiangling walking somewhere else. She pressed her voice down, saying hoarsely, “Zhou Wan, you’re blackmailing me for 300,000 yuan, I can call the police right now and have you arrested!”

Zhou Wan thought she probably couldn’t feel heartbroken anymore.

Her mother threatened to have her arrested, and she could still laugh.

“Have you forgotten? You’re my mother. If you call the police, what do you think they’ll do?” Zhou Wan said, “Moreover, aren’t you afraid of this becoming public knowledge?”

Guo Xiangling might be heartless, but when it came to ruthlessness, she couldn’t match Zhou Wan.

She was like a wolf cub baring its fangs – though alone and weak, once she bit someone’s neck she would never let go, even if it meant mutual destruction.

After all, she had nothing left to lose.

Guo Xiangling stopped her angry shouting.

She was weighing her options.

Zhou Wan knew she had half succeeded.

Although she was using the misunderstanding that Lu Xixiao had inadvertently created to borrow his influence.

She knew clearly that if the police were called, she would completely lose.

If Lu Xixiao learned that she had approached him for such purposes, he would never deal with her again – he hated betrayal.

Guo Xiangling’s predicament would naturally be solved.

After a long while, Guo Xiangling said: “I only have 150,000. There’s 50,000 in your father’s card, I can give you another 100,000.”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

Guo Xiangling gritted her teeth: “This is all I can manage. My life isn’t as good as you think – Lu Zhongyue is guarding against me, I can’t possibly ask him for that much money.”

She was telling the truth.

Zhou Wan: “The remaining 150,000, you’ll transfer it to me within three months, or on this day three months from now, Lu Zhongyue will know everything.”

Guo Xiangling suppressed great nausea, her nails turning blue from clenching, before forcing out: “Fine.”

Zhou Wan hadn’t planned to do this today.

Everything had happened too suddenly – she hadn’t expected to meet Guo Xiangling today.

It was her excessive words that had pushed things to this point.

But this was good too.

As long as grandmother could get treatment, as long as grandmother stayed healthy, she would part ways with Guo Xiangling from now on, never interfering in her affairs again.

However, after three months.

Just three months.

After three months, would Lu Xixiao still be interested in her?

Zhou Wan was exhausted. She lay on the bed, and before long, her phone received a transfer notification.

Received: 150,000.

She looked at the zeros at the end, counting them several times.

Zhou Wan had never had so much money before, yet she couldn’t feel happy at all.

This heavy sum felt like evidence of some crime, stamping an unerasable mark on her.

Everything was irreversible now.

She had finally taken this step.

Greedy, dark, vicious, hypocritical, selfish, deceitful.

She lay quietly on the bed, arm across her eyes, as still as if asleep.

After a long while, Zhou Wan slowly curled up.

Her heart sank heavily.

Her jaw ached from clenching, but she still couldn’t hold back a whimper. She buried her face in the blanket, breathing rapidly and chaotic, knuckles white.

In the end, all efforts were pale and powerless.

She broke down crying on that quiet, night.

Fate had led her to finally fall into a mire of mud, her whole body dirtied, stained black, blocking out the light.
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Early the next morning, Zhou Wan accompanied her grandmother to the hospital for a full checkup.

She sat alone on a chair in the corridor, lost in thought for a while when suddenly she remembered something.

She calculated the bank interest rate on the medical expenses that Lu Xixiao had advanced for her last time, rounded up the odd amounts, transferred it all to Lu Xixiao, and thanked him again.

Lu Xixiao didn’t reply immediately – it was only eight-thirty in the morning, and he was probably still sleeping.

Zhou Wan put away her phone, leaned her head back against the wall, and emptied her mind.

After some time, her grandmother came out from the examination.

“Let’s go, Wan-wan.”

Zhou Wan stood up and asked Dr. Chen when the examination report would be ready.

“Next week. I’ll call you then,” Dr. Chen said.

“Okay.” Zhou Wan thanked Dr. Chen and supported her grandmother as they left the hospital.

Her grandmother noticed she was still carrying her schoolbag and asked, “What are you going to do now?”

“Going to the library. I arranged to meet my classmate to work on the new physics test papers we got. They’re quite difficult.”

“Alright,” Grandmother smiled. “You go ahead then, I can get back by myself.”

Zhou Wan was worried and didn’t want to let her grandmother return alone, but after her repeated insistence, Zhou Wan had to agree. After watching her reach the bus stop across the street, she turned and walked toward the library.

Zhou Wan didn’t see that after she left, her grandmother went back to the hospital.

*

“Old madam, why did you come back?” Dr. Chen asked in surprise when he saw her. “Did you forget something?”

“No, Dr. Chen, I just wanted to ask you something,” Grandmother said. “These examinations Wan-wan asked me to do, are they for some kind of surgery later?”

Dr. Chen was taken aback – Zhou Wan had asked him not to tell her grandmother about this.

After hesitating for a moment, he sighed: “How did you know?”

“Wan-wan’s mother called me early this morning and told me.”

Dr. Chen frowned, having no good impression of Zhou Wan’s mother: “What did she say to you?”

Grandmother showed a helpless expression and let out a “hai”: “What else could she say? She thought I asked Wan-wan to go ask her for money, and said a bunch of unpleasant things.”

“Don’t mind her. Your health is what’s important.”

“I know.” Grandmother smiled slightly. “I came to ask you for a favor. No matter what the results are, please tell Wan-wan that my condition isn’t suitable for surgery.”

Dr. Chen paused.

“I understand that doctors can’t lie to patients, but this is my body, and I get to decide whether to have surgery or not,” Grandmother said. “Wan-wan is still young, not even an adult yet. Such a large sum of money – I’m afraid she’ll give up everything just to raise these funds. She’s still young with a long future ahead. She can’t keep spending everything on an old woman like me.”

As she spoke, her eyes reddened and her voice trembled. She gripped Dr. Chen’s hand tightly: “So please, Dr. Chen, I beg you. Just tell Wan-wan that surgery isn’t possible. As long as she can grow up well, I’ll be content.”

Her Wan-wan was a child born into hardship.

Her father passed away early, she was abandoned by her mother, and the only person she could rely on – her grandmother – was bedridden with illness.

Wan-wan had grown up working so hard, achieving excellent grades, and striving to earn money.

She didn’t want to become a stumbling block in her path.

*

Zhou Wan bought a roasted sweet potato for lunch. After arriving at the library, she found Jiang Yan on the second floor.

She sat down across from him, took out her test papers, and immediately settled down to work.

“Zhou Wan,” Jiang Yan called her.

She looked up, lowering her voice: “What is it?”

“Do you like Lu Xixiao?”

He was still concerned about Zhou Wan leaving with Lu Xixiao after school last Friday.

Zhou Wan was startled, pressed her lips together, and didn’t speak.

Jiang Yan: “Have you thought about the future, Zhou Wan? After the college entrance exam, which university will you go to? What about him? He can barely get into any university!”

His hatred for Lu Xixiao was evident, and his voice unconsciously grew louder, particularly conspicuous in the quiet library.

“Keep your voice down.” After Zhou Wan said this, she paused for a moment before speaking again, “Jiang Yan, what do you think my future looks like?”

“Getting into a prestigious university, graduating smoothly, finding a good job.”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes and smiled faintly: “You think too highly of me. I’ve never even dared to think about the things you mentioned. I’m different from you, Jiang Yan. None of these things come easily to me.”

“You’re different from me, so you’re the same as Lu Xixiao?”

Zhou Wan still shook her head: “Actually, I quite envy him. He can live so purely and openly – when he likes something, he likes it; when he hates something, he hates it. No pretense at all.”

Jiang Yan wanted to say more, but Zhou Wan cut him off: “Let’s do the problems.”

She lowered her head and said softly: “Perhaps only if I get a good ranking in the national competition will I have the right to talk about the future.”

…

This set of test papers was particularly difficult. By the time they finished, it was already five in the evening – time to go to the game arcade.

Zhou Wan packed up her things and left the library. When she took out her phone, she discovered that Lu Xixiao had replied to her message several hours ago.

[6: ?]

Just a question mark.

[Zhou Wan: The medical expenses.]

[6: Wasn’t it supposed to be at the end of the year?]

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes and replied: [My mom gave me the money]

Lu Xixiao didn’t reply further, just confirmed the transfer.

*

The bar was bustling with noise, dry ice machines made the entire stage misty, mixed with heavy smoke and alcohol smell, laser lights, and drum beats pulsing with the music.

Lu Xixiao sat in the inner part of the booth, his long, bony fingers holding a wine glass. His face wore a lazy smile, his gaze drifting lightly over the diverse crowd passing by.

“Xiao-ge, tomorrow’s your birthday, right?” one of the girls asked, her eyes bright as she looked directly at Lu Xixiao across from her.

Lu Xixiao looked up, raising his eyebrows.

“What date is it tomorrow?”

“The 18th.”

Jiang Fan said: “It is A-Xiao’s birthday. How are you planning to celebrate this year?”

He let out a light snort: “What’s there to celebrate?”

“That won’t do. Our Xiao-ge’s turning 18 – we’ve got to celebrate properly.”

Lu Xixiao cursed with a laugh and kicked at him.

Another boy nearby said: “Turning 18 means becoming an adult, so of course we’ve got to do some adult things, right, Xiao-ge?” He gave Lu Xixiao a suggestive wink.

This comment reminded everyone of another matter.

Soon someone brought up the post from yesterday on the school’s forum.

They had long noticed something unusual between Lu Xixiao and Zhou Wan and would tease them about it, but mostly just in jest – after all, these two didn’t seem like they were dating.

All of Lu Xixiao’s previous girlfriends had clung to him tightly, afraid that if they took their eyes off him for a moment, some little vixen would snatch him away.

Places like this bar – they would never not come along.

But Zhou Wan – the few times they’d seen her, it was always Lu Xixiao actively seeking her out.

Yesterday after school was even more extreme.

No one had ever seen Lu Xixiao specifically wait for someone.

“Xiao-ge, how far have you gotten with that little scholar?” someone asked. “Kissed yet?”

Lu Xixiao took a drink, his sharp Adam’s apple moving.

“The way you’re talking, you’re underestimating our Xiao-ge…”

Seeing the teasing heading in an inappropriate direction, Lu Xixiao leaned forward slightly, his wine glass hitting the table with measured force, “That’s enough. I’m single.”

“Single?” the boy asked in surprise. “You broke up?”

“Never dated her.”

Now everyone was even more surprised.

Lu Xixiao had no patience even with girlfriends, let alone other girls.

How had Zhou Wan become the exception?

Jiang Fan narrowed his eyes.

He had known Lu Xixiao the longest and knew more of the inside story, including the time Zhou Wan went to Lu Xixiao’s house.

He knew more clearly that Zhou Wan was indeed special to Lu Xixiao.

Someone asked a very key question: “Is it that you haven’t dated yet, or that you don’t plan to date?”

Lu Xixiao grabbed the cigarette box, pushed it open with his index finger, took out a cigarette, and held it between his teeth, leaning back into the sofa: “Since when does everything have to end in dating?”

Dating or not dating – it was all the same.

Nothing could be changed.

Lu Xixiao found the current situation quite comfortable, so he let it continue as it was.

But to those listening intently, it sounded like an indirect rejection.

The pretty girl sitting next to Lu Xixiao’s dejected expression recovered slightly.

The boys teased a bit more before moving on to other topics.

The girl gazed at Lu Xixiao’s profile, watching him smoke, her heart trembling. After a while, she couldn’t help but lean closer: “Xiao-ge.”

Seeing his cigarette wasn’t lit, she took the initiative to cup her hand against the wind and press down the lighter.

Lu Xixiao went along naturally, leaning in slightly, lighting the cigarette from her flame, and exhaling a breath of smoke.

The girl’s heart kept pounding uncontrollably.

“What are you doing for your birthday tomorrow?”

“Sleeping.”

“Alone?”

When Lu Xixiao’s gaze swept over, the girl realized how ambiguous her words had been – she meant to ask if he was spending his birthday alone, not if he was sleeping alone.

His facial features were striking, his eyes playful, appearing even more amorous under the scattered, dancing lights.

He flicked his cigarette ash: “What else?”

The girl’s face turned bright red.

After quite a while, when the flush finally faded, she gathered her courage and leaned close to Lu Xixiao’s ear amid the noisy music.

“I was planning to wish you happy birthday tomorrow, but seems that won’t work now,” the girl said with a smile. “So I’ll sing you a song tonight, wishing you an early happy birthday.”

It wasn’t late night yet, the band hadn’t arrived, and the microphone on the bar’s stage was empty.

The girl went up on stage.

With waist-length hair and delicate makeup, her eye makeup shimmering under the lights, she had barely said “Hello everyone” when the crowd below turned to look, letting out collective whistles.

Lu Xixiao’s gaze drifted over indifferently.

The girl gripped the microphone tightly, looking through the crowd to meet Lu Xixiao’s eyes.

She thought this might be the bravest moment of her life.

“Hello everyone, tomorrow is someone’s birthday,” she looked steadily at Lu Xixiao. “I want to sing ‘Can’t Say It’ for him, wishing him a happy birthday.”

The crowd below erupted in cheers and whoops.

During the girl’s innocent yet earnest singing, many people followed her gaze toward Lu Xixiao.

He sat there composed, his emotions unreadable.

By the end, the girl’s voice carried the distinctive bitterness of unrequited love.

After finishing, she came down from the stage, walked back to the booth, and lifted her glass: “Lu Xixiao, let me say it early – happy birthday.”

The boys around started to make noise, about to applaud, but were stopped by Lu Xixiao’s look.

The booth area fell quiet.

Lu Xixiao didn’t slight her, picked up his glass to clink with hers, and drained it in one go: “Thanks.”

He put the empty glass back on the table, then stood up, lighting a cigarette as he walked out, “Going out for a bit.”

The girl froze, her eyes quickly reddening: “…Lu Xixiao.”

She gathered her last bit of courage to call out to him.

Lu Xixiao turned back.

“I-“

I like you.

Before she could finish the last three words, Lu Xixiao interrupted: “Sorry.”

The girl couldn’t even tell if this was Lu Xixiao’s final courtesy or final cruelty.

She never got to tell him her feelings directly.

His face showed no expression, cold and distant under the strange, shifting lights, silently pulling the distance between them infinitely far.

Lu Xixiao didn’t look at her again, just pointed outside with his hand and turned to leave.

The girl watched his retreating figure and thought, he probably would never understand what it means to be passionate – that kind of almost self-losing, blind love.

No matter when, he could probably always stay calm and composed, able to withdraw clear-headed at any time.

Resolute and cold.

*

In the game arcade, Zhou Wan turned off the lights and locked the doors. Just as she walked out, her phone sounded – a message from Lu Xixiao.

It was a location pin for a bar.

[6: Come here.]

Zhou Wan was startled, and looked at the time – it was already 11:05 PM.

[6: Drunk.]

[Zhou Wan: You have a cold, you shouldn’t be drinking.]

[6: Mm.]

Zhou Wan stared at her phone screen, hesitating.

It was so late.

After hesitating for a moment, Zhou Wan still decided to go.

She didn’t know how much Lu Xixiao had drunk, and if he was drunk, leaving him alone there when it was so cold – she worried something might happen.

After all, Zhou Wan was wrong to use him first.

She could only go along with his wishes to make up for it, try to make him happy.

The game arcade was over ten kilometers from the location he sent. To get there faster, Zhou Wan took a taxi.

She rarely came to the city center late at night, and this was her first time seeing Pingchuan City’s bustling, prosperous nightlife, with its bright lights and revelry. She looked out through the car window, the lights casting a crystalline glow on her fair face.

The taxi’s navigation announced 500 meters to the destination.

Zhou Wan could see the bar’s flashing neon sign from far away.

As the car got closer, she saw Lu Xixiao standing outside the bar.

He was leaning lazily against the wall, tall and long-legged, standing amid the bright lights and revelry, becoming a sight to behold.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together.

“Young lady, we’re here,” the driver stopped the car next to the bar.

“Thank you, driver.” Zhou Wan lowered her head to get money from her wallet.

Just as she pulled out a 50 yuan note, the car door beside her opened.

Lu Xixiao rested one hand on the car roof, bending slightly, leaning close, his voice tinged with alcohol, even more, magnetic and hoarse than usual, with a nasal quality: “Driver, how much?”

“25.”

Zhou Wan hurriedly said: “I can pay myself.”

Lu Xixiao ignored her, blocking her hand with his own, took the cigarette between his teeth, and scanned the payment code: “Done.”

As the taxi drove away, Zhou Wan stood at Lu Xixiao’s side as he grabbed her wrist and pulled her to the inside. He exhaled a breath of smoke and looked at her: “Hungry?”

“Not really.”

“Let’s get something to eat anyway.”

He walked ahead, leading her to a coffee shop next door, and ordered a chicken wrap.

Zhou Wan asked: “Aren’t you eating?”

“Not hungry.”

The coffee shop’s heating was turned up too high, making it hard to breathe, so they went back outside after buying the chicken wrap.

Zhou Wan tore open the wrapper, and took a bite – the chicken was tender, wrapped with lettuce, the juices flowing out, very tasty.

She looked at Lu Xixiao smoking beside her, observed for a moment, and then said: “Are you drunk?”

His gaze swept over sideways, casually: “Yeah.”

But he didn’t look drunk at all.

His face wasn’t red, his eyes were clear.

“Were you drinking alone?”

“Jiang Fan and the others are all there,” Lu Xixiao said. “Still inside.”

“Then why did you come out first?”

He crooked his finger, tapped off some ash, speaking lazily: “Someone inside was trying to hit on me.”

Zhou Wan froze.

His words were too abrupt and too direct.

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to react.

Lu Xixiao’s words were a bit strange, and since he was looking at her while saying them, it seemed somewhat deliberate, like… he was seeking approval.

As soon as this thought crossed Zhou Wan’s mind, she shook her head, thinking she must be too tired to think clearly.

She had only eaten half the chicken wrap and couldn’t finish the rest, so Zhou Wan went back into the coffee shop to get a bag to pack up the remainder.

Tomorrow was Sunday, no classes, so Zhou Wan suppressed a yawn and asked: “Are you heading back?”

Lu Xixiao: “Walk with me for a while.”

“Where to?”

“Anywhere.”

Zhou Wan walked beside him, accompanying him as he wandered through the bright streets.

The surroundings were very quiet, passing pedestrians chatting and laughing. But the two of them were silent.

For the first time, Zhou Wan felt such an intense loneliness from him.

Even stronger than when he was alone and dejected at home on his mother’s death anniversary.

Everything around them was so lively.

But he seemed out of place.

Like cicadas making the forest seem more quiet, or bird songs making the mountain more secluded.

“Lu Xixiao.”

He turned back.

“Let me take you somewhere fun,” Zhou Wan said.

Zhou Wan thought, at least during this time, she should try to make him happy.
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Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows, repeating in surprise and amusement: “You’re taking me out to play?”

Zhou Wan hesitated, shrinking back slightly: “Um… if you don’t want to…”

“Let’s go,” Lu Xixiao said.

When Zhou Wan was young, Zhou Jun was always busy teaching graduating classes. He often finished work very late, and when he wanted to take Zhou Wan out to play, there weren’t many places to go.

So back then, they frequently visited an open-air amusement park in the suburbs.

It was a public facility that only required a citizen card, with no entrance fee and no closing time. People could visit and play anytime.

Zhou Wan hadn’t been there since Zhou Jun passed away.

When they arrived at the amusement park, Zhou Wan discovered it had been renovated, and there were still a few scattered visitors at this hour.

“What do you want to ride?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Whatever.”

“Then let’s go on the Ferris wheel,” Zhou Wan pointed to the distance. “When you reach the highest point, you can see Lake Pingchuan. The night view is beautiful.”

She used to ride it often as a child.

When they reached the Ferris wheel, someone had just gotten off. Zhou Wan ducked into the cabin, and Lu Xixiao followed. The cabin swayed briefly before steadying.

The Ferris wheel slowly ascended, and the city’s night view gradually emerged before their eyes.

Zhou Wan always felt that riding the Ferris wheel produced a sense of happiness.

It was as if you could temporarily escape from being small and ordinary, standing high above to overlook the entire city, becoming slightly different.

“Lu Xixiao,” she leaned against the window, “look, that’s Lake Pingchuan, sparkling at night.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t respond.

Zhou Wan turned to look at him.

She saw him sitting opposite her, brows slightly furrowed, looking uncomfortable, his eyes half-closed.

“What’s wrong?” Zhou Wan asked, “Are you feeling unwell?”

Without even lifting his eyelids, he gave a deep “mm” in response.

Zhou Wan thought it might be because of his cold and drinking, so she pressed the back of her hand to his forehead but found his body was very cold, and even his lips had lost their color.

Zhou Wan paused, then hesitantly asked: “Are you afraid of heights?”

He responded hoarsely.

“Why didn’t you say something before we got on?”

Lu Xixiao shot her an unfriendly glance before closing his eyes again.

This was the first time Zhou Wan had seen him afraid of something. She found it surprising, and looking at his expression, she also found it somewhat amusing – clearly afraid of heights yet still trying to act tough.

She pressed her lips together, wanting to hold it in but couldn’t help letting out a soft laugh.

Lu Xixiao opened his eyes and raised his hand to pinch her face: “What are you laughing at?”

Zhou Wan immediately closed her mouth. He was pinching hard, so Zhou Wan had to lean in closer to ease the pressure, mumbling: “It hurts.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t let go: “Apologize.”

She good-naturedly and gently said: “I’m sorry.”

Only then did he release her.

Zhou Wan took advantage of him closing his eyes to press her lips together again, suppressing her smile before speaking: “Just hold on a bit longer, we’ll be down soon.”

When they stepped out of the cabin, Lu Xixiao’s face was still pale, one hand resting heavily on Zhou Wan’s shoulder.

Zhou Wan had to wrap her arm around his waist to support him: “Are you okay?”

Lu Xixiao cursed in displeasure.

They sat down on a nearby bench, and Zhou Wan went to the mini-mart to buy a bottle of mineral water, which she opened and gave to him.

He took a sip of water, finally managing to suppress the nausea.

Zhou Wan looked at his expression and asked: “Is your fear of heights very severe?”

“It’s fine.”

“…”

Oh.

Because of his fear of heights, many other rides were off-limits. After resting, Zhou Wan took Lu Xixiao to the bumper cars.

Bumper cars were a favorite among children and the most popular attraction in this amusement park. Even at this hour, there were still people playing.

In the two-seater bumper car, Lu Xixiao drove while Zhou Wan sat beside him, both fastening their safety belts.

An eight or nine-year-old child, seeing the older brother and sister come to play, got excited and drove over, challenging them in a childish voice: “I want to duel with you!” The mother sitting beside him laughed: “How old are you to be challenging big brother and sister to a duel?”

Zhou Wan’s eyes curved as she smiled too.

The little boy, sensing he was being underestimated, became unhappy, but Lu Xixiao lifted his chin: “Bring it on.”

The little boy immediately got excited.

For someone like Lu Xixiao who was used to racing tracks, how could bumper cars be difficult? Especially when his opponent was just a child.

At first, the child was enthusiastic about racing with him, but later was completely dominated, with his car trapped in a corner unable to move, having no chance to enjoy the game.

One second, two seconds, three seconds.

A loud cry erupted in the amusement park.

Lu Xixiao:?

Zhou Wan: “…”

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan patted his arm, “Stop first.”

Lu Xixiao moved the car to the side.

Zhou Wan immediately got out and went to the little boy’s side. She crouched down and said softly: “I’m sorry, little one, big brother didn’t mean to.”

The boy’s mother quickly said: “It’s fine, it’s fine.”

The boy, unable to win and feeling his pride severely wounded, turned the tables and accused the big brother of cheating.

Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue.

He didn’t go over, his long legs awkwardly confined in the narrow bumper car, watching Zhou Wan.

The young girl, crouching down, looked small herself, her profile gentle and beautiful, her eyes bright, the wind blowing her loose hair messily across her temples, making her look fluffy.

Lu Xixiao watched, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, before looking away and standing up.

Zhou Wan felt in her pocket and fortunately found two fruit candies from the arcade.

She took one out and gave it to the boy: “Big brother was wrong, will you forgive him?”

The boy took the candy and finally stopped crying with a few sniffles.

The mother apologized to Zhou Wan again before picking up the little boy and leaving.

Zhou Wan stood up. Lu Xixiao had already gotten out of the bumper car and was standing in the darkness not far away. She walked over: “You scared the little kid to tears.”

Lu Xixiao said flatly: “He was the one who wanted to duel with me.”

Zhou Wan wanted to laugh: “He’s just a child.”

Lu Xixiao snorted: “You’re quite good at comforting people.”

He was in a mood, so Zhou Wan stayed quiet.

Lu Xixiao started messing with her again, pinching her face, picking at her earlier words: “So, it was my fault?”

“…”

Zhou Wan felt somewhat helpless, having just comforted one and now having to comfort another.

“He was crying, so I just went along with it.”

“Hmph.”

“…are you upset?”

He didn’t speak.

Zhou Wan paused, then offered him the remaining candy from her pocket: “Want one?”

He raised an eyebrow: “Think I’m begging?”

“…”

Just as Zhou Wan was about to put the candy back in her pocket, he suddenly reached out and took it from her hand, immediately popping the fruit candy into his mouth.

The orange flavor spread through his mouth.

Zhou Wan checked the time; it was already past midnight.

She had gotten up early today and was feeling tired, her eyelids drooping involuntarily as she couldn’t help but yawn.

Lu Xixiao crunched the candy: “Ready to go back?”

“Mm.”

He hailed a taxi, and they both sat in the back seat.

Lu Xixiao had many messages on his phone. He glanced at them – all birthday wishes. Just as he was about to swipe them away, he accidentally tapped a voice message, and Jiang Fan’s penetrating voice came through, wailing happy 18th birthday to him.

Zhou Wan paused, then turned to ask: “Today is your birthday?”

“Mm,” he said quietly.

“Happy birthday, Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan immediately said seriously.

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth, letting out a laugh.

“I didn’t know before, so I couldn’t prepare a gift for you.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t care about these things at all.

He truly felt birthdays weren’t worth celebrating.

Moreover, he was someone who didn’t lack gifts – many girls would stuff presents into his desk drawer, and he couldn’t even match names to faces. In the end, those gifts ended up who knows where.

Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her for a while, then said: “I’ll give you some time to prepare, I’ll come get the gift tomorrow night.”

Zhou Wan paused, then smiled softly: “Okay.”

The taxi stopped at Zhou Wan’s house.

Away from the busy districts, the residential area was even more silent in the late night, with even the sound of shoes stepping on fallen leaves seeming particularly sharp.

Zhou Wan avoided stepping on the leaves.

“I’m here.”

“Mm.”

“Happy birthday,” Zhou Wan said again. She turned around, looking up into Lu Xixiao’s eyes, “Were you happy today?”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “Not bad.”

“That’s good.”

“What?” he laughed deeply, “Wanted to make me happy?”

Zhou Wan nodded, speaking seriously: “Mm.”

Lu Xixiao paused.

The young woman before him wore a faint smile, but her eyes seemed to melt, her two dimples filled with honey, her shoulder-length hair softly framing her fair neck, both delicate and resilient, fragile yet strong.

She blinked at him, her eyelashes fluttering.

Lu Xixiao’s heart felt as if it had been tickled by those long, thick eyelashes.

His voice was somewhat hoarse: “Go on in.”

Zhou Wan waved to him: “Goodbye, Lu Xixiao.”

His hands stayed in his pockets, not taking them out, just lifting his chin in acknowledgment as he watched her walk into the building entrance.

Lu Xixiao stood there for a few more minutes before finally walking away.

Early the next day, after getting up, Zhou Wan first finished her remaining weekend homework. After eating lunch at home, she left.

She had thought all night about what birthday gift to buy for Lu Xixiao but still couldn’t decide.

Anything too expensive was beyond her means, and he seemed to lack nothing.

With no other choice, she could only browse outside to see if she could find a suitable gift.

Finally, she stopped in front of an accessories store.

Various photo frames were displayed on the glass counter. Among them was a very vintage-style hollow metal photo frame with carved flowers that would match perfectly with Lu Xixiao’s villa.

Zhou Wan remembered the wooden frame holding his mother’s photo that she had seen at his house last time. Perhaps because of too much rain that summer and the heavy humidity, it had already started fading and turning white.

This one would be quite suitable.

Zhou Wan decided on the gift and took it to pay.

“135 yuan,” the clerk said.

“That’s so expensive.”

“Little sister, you can see the craftsmanship is intricate and delicate. These days, it’s the handwork that’s expensive.”

Zhou Wan didn’t say more, choosing a simple gray gift bag and placing the frame inside.

Since Lu Xixiao said he’d come to get the gift tonight, he would probably come to the arcade.

Zhou Wan didn’t message him to say she had already bought the gift, feeling that would be too deliberate.

After dinner in the evening, Zhou Wan took the gift bag to the arcade.

Being the weekend, it was busier, and she only got a break after quite a while.

She had barely sat down when a young man suddenly approached: “Hello.”

Zhou Wan looked up: “Can I help you?”

The young man scratched his head, smiling brightly: “Miss, do you have a boyfriend?”

“Ah.” Zhou Wan was slightly stunned.

“When can I get your number?” the young man continued, taking out his phone, “I’m—”

Before he could finish, a cold male voice suddenly cut in from the side: “Zhou Wan.”

Lu Xixiao’s entire face was dark, his features and angles appearing even sharper. His long fingers snatched the other person’s phone and tossed it back to him.

The young man paused: “…Are you her boyfriend?”

Lu Xixiao turned his head, giving him a cold look.

The young man felt like he’d been cut by an ice blade. Being an easy-going person, he immediately said “sorry” and turned to leave.

Lu Xixiao narrowed his eyes, one hand lifting Zhou Wan’s face, looking at her for a while before curling his lips in an ambiguous sneer: “You’re quite popular.”

“…”

When he was displeased, his oppressive aura was extremely strong, even making the surrounding air feel thin and hard to breathe.

“I didn’t give him my number,” Zhou Wan explained slowly.

She could sense that Lu Xixiao had curiosity and interest in her, and from this interest stemmed a bit of affection and possessiveness.

Perhaps not much, but he was always casual and couldn’t be bothered to disguise it, directly showing his displeasure on his face, as if magnified a thousand times, making people misunderstand the depth of his feelings.

Lu Xixiao said flatly: “Where’s my gift?”

Zhou Wan took out the gift bag from under the table and handed it to him.

Lu Xixiao opened it, took out the photo frame inside, and raised an eyebrow: “Just a frame?”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “Anything more expensive, I…”

Before she could finish, Lu Xixiao interrupted: “I mean, where’s the photo?”

Zhou Wan paused.

She had originally bought this frame thinking it could replace the moisture-damaged frame holding his mother’s photo, but knowing that mentioning his mother was taboo, she didn’t dare speak up.

Lu Xixiao looked at her for a moment, then took out his phone and directly took a photo of her.

In the dim arcade lighting, the flash automatically activated. In the captured moment, the young girl’s expression was startled, her eyes wide and round, like plump black grapes.

Lu Xixiao looked at the photo for a while and let out a light laugh.

“This one will do.”

“…”

Just then, Jiang Fan called, asking him to come out.

It was noisy here, so Lu Xixiao put it on speaker.

Lu Xixiao said flatly: “Not going.”

“You’re spending your birthday alone? Come out, we’ve got a group here.”

“Spend my birthday with a bunch of guys? Am I sick?”

At that moment, someone playing nearby suddenly triggered some surprise, and the game machine rang out with cheerful sounds. Jiang Fan heard it, paused, then understood, drawing out a long “Oh—”

Jiang Fan’s tone turned suggestive and ambiguous: “Well that’s not appropriate, you’re an adult now and should be doing adult things.”

Zhou Wan’s fingers holding her pen paused, her eyelashes trembling slightly.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her expression, clearly seeing the blood color spread from her neck to her face.

He smirked, dropping a “get lost” before hanging up.

He didn’t use that earlier conversation to continue teasing Zhou Wan, instead taking his game card and going to play games.

Zhou Wan breathed a sigh of relief and buried her head to continue working on problems.

For the next few hours, Lu Xixiao stayed there playing games.

Meanwhile, Zhou Wan finished two sets of test papers.

Until eleven o’clock, Lu Xixiao brought another thick stack of point tickets for Zhou Wan to enter. He came to the arcade intermittently, but each time he could get quite a few tickets, and by now he had nearly 100,000 points.

Zhou Wan looked at the gifts available for 100,000 points, mostly things like rice cookers and juicers that Lu Xixiao definitely wouldn’t use, so she didn’t mention them, letting the points continue to accumulate.

The weather had turned cold again today.

Winter air was always poor, with barely any stars in the sky.

Taking a breath brought a shiver-inducing chill.

Zhou Wan put on the gloves she had gotten from Lu Xixiao’s friend’s supermarket last time, rubbed her hands together, and looked up at the sky.

“Wonder if it will snow this year,” Zhou Wan said.

Pingchuan City hadn’t seen snow for two or three years.

Even when it did snow, it was just sleet that melted as soon as it hit the ground.

In Zhou Wan’s memory, snow covering everything was from her childhood, when her father accompanied her building snowmen.

“It won’t,” Lu Xixiao said, “warm winter.”

The fallen leaves on the ground had been swept clean. The trees lining both sides of this road were cherry blossoms, now leafless in this season, leaving only bare, crisscrossing branches.

Zhou Wan let out a very light sigh.

Lu Xixiao turned his head: “You like snow?”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan nodded, “You don’t?”

“Too noisy.”

His description was strange, but Zhou Wan understood.

Snowy days were noisy. Every time it snowed in Pingchuan City, everyone would scream and cheer. There were always more people on the streets during snow, and even social media became busy.

Zhou Wan smiled slightly: “I think it’s clean.”

The world becomes pure white, very clean.

As if all the ugliness, darkness, crying, and pain no longer existed.

Even she seemed able to return to that childhood Zhou Wan who was simply happy and content playing in the snow and building snowmen.

“Then we’ll go see snow at the end of the year,” Lu Xixiao said flatly.

“But you said it won’t snow this year.”

Lu Xixiao gave her a look, the corner of his eyes lifting slightly, his voice carrying a hint of a smile and a bit of youthful boldness and unruliness: “If I say I can let you see snow, then naturally you’ll be able to see it.”

Zhou Wan paused.

She looked at Lu Xixiao a bit absently before withdrawing her gaze.

She thought, the end of the year.

New Year would be in early February, still more than three months away.

If Lu Xixiao would still take her to see snow at the end of the year, then this undefined relationship between them would last at least three months.

In that case, the previous threat to Guo Xiangling to give her the remaining 150,000 yuan in the next three months could be realized.

Grandmother should then have money for the surgery.

As Zhou Wan thought this, the next second, she deeply despised her thoughts.

Lu Xixiao asked: “How old are you?”

Noticing her distraction, Lu Xixiao tugged her ponytail back lightly, “I asked you something.”

“What?”

“How old are you?”

“16.”

“When’s your birthday?”

“March 25th.”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “You started school early?”

“Mm, my father was a teacher, he arranged for me to start a bit early in primary school.”

This was the first time Lu Xixiao had heard her mention her parents.

They continued walking forward.

Lu Xixiao lit a cigarette, noticing her low spirits, like something was on her mind, though she had been fine earlier at the arcade.

He flicked some ash, asking casually: “What are you thinking about?”

Zhou Wan paused, looking up to meet his eyes.

His eyes were calm, yet understanding, as if he could see right through her, comprehending her emotions.

Sometimes, Lu Xixiao was indeed a very perceptive person. Although he rarely spoke about it, he understood many emotional changes intuitively.

This feeling was very strange.

Like another self in this world.

In other words, like a soulmate.

But Zhou Wan particularly couldn’t tell him what she was thinking about.

She shook her head: “Nothing.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t press, asking no more.

After sending her to her doorstep, Zhou Wan turned around, looking into his eyes and saying sincerely: “Lu Xixiao, happy 18th birthday.”

Her tone was earnest, as if laying bare her heart.

Lu Xixiao’s brow twitched slightly, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“I hope you’ll always be free and uninhibited, doing whatever you want, becoming whoever you want to be.” Zhou Wan’s voice was soft yet firm.

The wind blew gently.

Carrying away her last words.

“May you always dare to love and hate, and may everything go your way.”

May you find the girl you truly like.

And may you be able to hate me openly and freely?

Zhui Luo – Chapter 22
As the weekend passed, cold air invaded the entire Pingchuan City.

In the classroom, everyone wore scarves, hats, and gloves, dressed in the heaviest winter school uniforms.

Winter had officially arrived, and with the drop in temperature came the revival of drowsiness throughout the body. Early in the morning, the classroom was filled with yawns, everyone sleepy and dazed.

The homeroom teacher walked into the classroom, knocking on the board: “Wake up, everyone wakes up.”

“There’s a Pingchuan Basketball Cup final at three this afternoon. The remaining two classes will be changed to self-study. Those who want to watch the game can go to the city gymnasium next to the school, those who don’t can stay in the classroom to study.”

At these words, the classroom instantly erupted in excitement, filled with screams and cheers.

The homeroom teacher was exasperated: “Just now you were all lifeless, but mention play and you come alive! If only you had this energy for studying, who wouldn’t get good grades!”

Gu Meng immediately turned around: “Wan-wan, Wan-wan, are you going?”

“I probably won’t,” Zhou Wan said, “I don’t understand basketball.”

“We’re not going to watch basketball, we’re going to watch handsome guys!” Gu Meng said, then suddenly lowered her voice, “Besides, Lu Xixiao is going too, aren’t you two recently…” She winked at Zhou Wan suggestively.

Zhou Wan paused: “Lu Xixiao is going too?”

“Yeah! You didn’t know?” Gu Meng said, “The Pingchuan Basketball Cup has been going on for two or three months now, it’s a competition between all the high schools in the city. This final should be between Yangming and No. 18 High, and Lu Xixiao should still be the team captain.”

Zhou Wan remembered how he looked playing basketball last time.

Gu Meng shook her arm pleading: “Go, please go, Wan-wan you’re the best, I want to watch.”

Zhou Wan finally nodded: “Alright.”

Gu Meng then asked Jiang Yan nearby: “Are you going, Jiang Yan?”

He was doing homework, and his fingers paused at her words, saying flatly: “No.”

Gu Meng didn’t know about the history and entanglements between him and Lu Xixiao, only saying he needed to learn to balance work and rest, not just focus on studying.

*

Class 1 of Grade 2 was the best-performing class in the entire grade, with intense internal competition. Only half the class took leave to watch the game, while the other half stayed to study. In other classes, almost everyone had left, and in Class 7, not a single person remained.

The city gymnasium was right next to Yangming Middle School, just two hundred meters from the north gate.

Zhou Wan and Gu Meng followed the crowd in and sat in the first row.

The seats were good, with an open view.

“No. 18’s people are all here, why haven’t Lu Xixiao and his team come out yet?” Gu Meng said.

Zhou Wan: “Maybe they’re changing clothes.”

Six people stood on the court, wearing white jerseys with “No. 18” and their names in pinyin on the back. Zhou Wan glanced briefly, then her gaze suddenly stopped, seeing one of them—

LUO HE.

Luo He.

She saw his face when he turned around – it was the one who had caused trouble with Lu Xixiao and fought with him before.

So he was a student at No. 18 High.

But he didn’t have any student-like qualities about him, just looking like a street thug, and not just him – all those from No. 18 were like that.

No. 18 was the worst and most chaotic high school in Pingchuan City.

Zhou Wan heard boys discussing behind her.

“Luo He and his group play street ball all the time, heard they play dirty. I guess today’s game will be pretty tough.”

“Even Lu Xixiao can’t beat him?”

“In terms of skill, Lu Xixiao should be better, but he plays too properly, and rarely goes all out. Against No. 18’s group, it’ll probably be hard. In the semi-finals, their forward elbowed someone and broke their nose.”

…

Zhou Wan’s heart tightened.

At this moment, cheers erupted throughout the venue.

Lu Xixiao led the way onto the court.

They wore red jerseys, all tall and long-legged.

Gu Meng screamed along with everyone else, exclaiming dramatically: “Is this a male model team?!”

Zhou Wan laughed, hearing such a description for the first time.

Lu Xixiao walked to the waiting area seats, picked up some bandages thrown on the ground, and wrapped them around his ankle.

His calf muscles were smooth, his Achilles tendon high, his face expressionless, completely ignoring the surrounding cheers and screams.

After finishing with the bandages, he stood up and took off his black jacket. It was then that he noticed Zhou Wan in the front row, first pausing, then raising his eyebrows.

He leaned forward, hand resting on the railing, asking without caring about the surrounding gazes: “Why are you here?”

“Came with my friend,” Zhou Wan said softly.

He handed over his jacket without saying anything, the movement extremely natural.

Zhou Wan hurriedly took it, folded it neatly, and held it properly in her arms.

He was the focus of attention, and now Zhou Wan also became the focus, with discussions behind her.

“Is Lu Xixiao dating Zhou Wan? Last time on the forum, didn’t they say Lu Xixiao was picking her up after school?”

“Damn, my worldview is shattered, how did those two get to know each other?!”

“Shit shit shit Lu Xixiao is handsome, so suave and flirty, even if you got played by him it’d be worth it.”

“You know, Zhou Wan is quite pretty, the more you look at her the better she looks, and she’s so sweet-looking, they look quite good together.”

“I still think the femme fatale type suits Lu Xixiao better.”

“Anyway, no matter what type, Lu Xixiao never dates anyone for more than a month.”

…

Zhou Wan held his clothes, looking straight ahead, pretending she hadn’t heard anything.

With a whistle blast, the game began.

Jump ball, Lu Xixiao controlled the ball, quickly dribbling toward the basket.

Several No. 18 players marked him tightly, not giving an inch of space, Luo He spread his arms, blocking Lu Xixiao’s path.

Lu Xixiao looked at him coldly. Everyone thought in this situation he could only pass to a teammate, but his teammates were also tightly defended, seemingly at a dead end.

No one saw clearly, but Lu Xixiao made a fake move, causing Luo He to fall.

He jumped up from his spot, wrist pressing down—

Bang.

Score!

The whole venue erupted.

The opening immediately raised the temperature.

Lu Xixiao landed steadily, lowering his eyes to glance at Luo He on the ground, letting out a soft sneer.

Luo He’s face changed, veins bulging, as he got up and shouted to his teammates: “Get back on defense!”

The first quarter ended 18:24, with Yangming Middle School in the lead.

As soon as they left the court, many girls went up to offer water, both from Yangming and No. 18.

Lu Xixiao didn’t accept any, walking through the crowd to grab his towel from the seat to wipe his sweat.

He straightened up, looking at Zhou Wan: “Water.”

There was a box of mineral water prepared nearby, and Zhou Wan quickly went to get one, handing it to him.

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows.

She then helped him twist off the cap.

Lu Xixiao took it, tilting his head back to drink.

The water level in the bottle rapidly decreased, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. After finishing the bottle, he threw it on the ground.

“Has your cold completely recovered?” Zhou Wan asked softly, leaning closer.

Lu Xixiao seemed not to hear clearly, bending down to bring his ear to her mouth: “Hm?”

His body was radiating heat, full of surging hormonal energy. Zhou Wan bit her lip and repeated herself.

He laughed lightly, straightening up: “Been better for a while.”

As the second quarter began, many people noticed that No. 18’s playing style had changed. They weren’t giving Lu Xixiao any chance to get the ball, and whenever other teammates controlled the ball and jumped, they would use the momentum to knock them down.

Backs scraped against the green plastic court, making harsh sounds.

“Fuck! They’re not calling this! That’s a foul!” a boy cursed from behind.

“Damn it, Luo He’s group must have bribed the referee, not calling fouls like this, is the referee blind?!”

Lu Xixiao’s expression didn’t change, his gaze calm as he said coldly: “Everyone plays properly.”

But No. 18’s group was used to playing street ball, and the game got increasingly dirty.

Even Lu Xixiao was pushed down while shooting.

But the referee only called a few insignificant yellow cards, and the dissatisfied voices from below grew louder.

By halftime, it was 48:32, with No. 18 scoring 30 points in one quarter to take the lead.

“This game is eye-opening, winning by playing so dirty, what’s the point?”

“Heard Luo He and Lu Xixiao have been at odds for several years, he’s deliberately provoking him. Didn’t see them play this excessively in the semi-finals.”

…

Zhou Wan rarely watched such games, her hands tightly clenched throughout, her nails leaving red marks on her palms.

Lu Xixiao and his teammates stood together, discussing tactics for the next quarter.

Two players were more seriously injured earlier, one with a twisted leg, another with bruised arms from collisions.

Zhou Wan’s heart clenched watching this, feeling very uncomfortable.

“Meng-meng, I’m going to the bathroom,” Zhou Wan said.

Gu Meng: “Okay, do you know where it is? Want me to go with you?”

Zhou Wan smiled: “It’s fine, I know where it is.”

Zhou Wan washed her face, looking at herself in the mirror.

In her mind was the image of Lu Xixiao being knocked down earlier, and there was still half the game to go.

Zhou Wan sighed very softly, just hoping he wouldn’t get hurt.

Walking out of the bathroom, she met Luo He coming from the opposite direction, a cigarette between his lips.

Zhou Wan tried to walk around him, but he stepped sideways, blocking her path.

Zhou Wan looked up.

“So you’re Lu Xixiao’s new girlfriend?”

He had seen Lu Xixiao having her hold his clothes earlier. Luo He blew out a breath of smoke, all of it hitting Zhou Wan’s face. She frowned and turned her head aside.

Luo He’s gaze lewdly looked her up and down: “This guy’s taste has changed, now he likes little girls who haven’t even grown up yet.”

A few more people came out from the men’s bathroom, laughing at his words.

“Boss Luo, these innocent types are the best to have fun with.”

“Who knows, looking so innocent, what she’s like in bed.”

The humiliating, taunting words came from their mouths, mixed with lewd, unrestrained laughter.

Zhou Wan clenched her teeth, staying silent.

Seeing she was easy to bully, their vulgar words became even more excessive, each sentence piercing Zhou Wan like needles.

Although Zhou Wan was someone who didn’t want to cause trouble, she also wouldn’t bow down to humiliation. After staying silent for a long time, she finally spoke quietly: “Would you dare say these things about me in front of Lu Xixiao?”

Though humiliated, the young girl’s face remained pure and clean, her gaze calm and composed.

Luo He couldn’t help but frown as if struck by the light in her eyes.

For some reason, her gaze at this moment reminded him of Lu Xixiao.

An innocent and gentle face, even her voice was soft, yet proud and calm, looking at him steadily, something sharp breaking through her surface gentleness through her eyes.

She was truly cut from the same cloth as Lu Xixiao.

Luo He then understood why that surnamed Lu, who was proud and cold-blooded, never looking up to anyone, was willing to be closer to this girl before him.

They were the same type of person.

Luo He raised his eyebrows: “Why wouldn’t I dare? You probably don’t know how many times I’ve beaten up Lu Xixiao, oh right, you wouldn’t know, after all, you weren’t his girlfriend back then.”

“Then why do you need to play dirty just to win against him? Even if you win, it’s not honorable.”

Zhou Wan looked straight at Luo He, “Have you heard this saying? True strong ones don’t fight to win against the weak.”

Whoever takes winning and losing seriously is the weak one.

The strong don’t even see the weak in their eyes; they have their own higher mountains and skies to reach.

So from the beginning, the outcome between Lu Xixiao and Luo He was already clear.

Luo He was provoked, suddenly stepping forward and grabbing Zhou Wan’s collar.

“You think I don’t hit women?”

She was so small and frail, seeming like Luo He could break her with just a bit of force, but she wasn’t scared at all, looking at him with calm, black pupils, squeezing out a sentence from her throat.

“I didn’t think that. You hitting girls is normal.”

Her few sentences drove Luo He crazy with anger.

Others held him back, advising from the side: “Let it go, Brother Luo, after all, she’s Lu Xixiao’s girlfriend, if you hit her, Lu Xixiao will definitely…”

Luo He’s veins bulged as he turned back and shouted: “You think I’m afraid of him?”

“But he’s someone who doesn’t care about his life, who has nothing to lose, besides the second half is about to start, the game’s starting soon, don’t waste time here.”

Luo He stared hard at Zhou Wan for several seconds before lowering his raised hand.

But he had to vent his pent-up anger, and the hand gripping Zhou Wan’s collar pushed hard.

Zhou Wan fell directly down the five steps outside the bathroom, her temple hitting hard against the sharp corner.

There was a “bang.”

Pain crawled up her spine, she hurt so much she couldn’t make a sound, only a muffled groan, her body curled up and shaking, something hot flowing down from her forehead, seeping into her pupils.

…

The whistle and screams could be heard again from the distance.

The second half had begun.

It took Zhou Wan a long time to recover before slowly getting up.

Her ankle was sprained, with subcutaneous bleeding, turning purple and blue, likely to swell by evening.

Her forehead and palms were scraped, the forehead more seriously, bleeding from the broken skin, but fortunately it stopped quickly.

She used tissues to wipe away the surrounding blood, and let down her ponytail, messing up her bangs to hide the injury on her forehead.

She wasn’t usually such a reckless person. Just as she was best at playing docile, if it had been before, encountering such a situation, she would have stayed silent, not provoking the other party.

But seeing how they bullied people on the court earlier, Zhou Wan couldn’t even pretend to be docile and weak anymore.

However, now that she was injured, afraid Lu Xixiao would notice, Zhou Wan didn’t dare go back inside.

If he found out, he would probably play with emotion, and since the referee was clearly on No. 18’s side, he would be called for fouls if he played aggressively.

If Lu Xixiao got fouled out, then there would be no hope of winning.

Zhou Wan didn’t want him to lose.

She leaned alone outside the stadium, putting all her weight on her uninjured right foot, her left foot barely touching the ground.

Screams and cheers rose and fell from inside the gymnasium.

Seems Lu Xixiao was scoring many points.

Another quarter ended, and Zhou Wan’s phone suddenly made a sound.

She opened it.

[6: Where are you?]

[Zhou Wan: Outside.]

Afraid he would come out, Zhou Wan quickly sent another message.

[Zhou Wan: It was too stuffy inside, I’m walking around nearby. Your clothes are on my seat, remember to get them later.]

Lu Xixiao didn’t reply again.

Soon after, the final quarter began.

Zhou Wan listened to the sounds inside, her heart surging along with them. Finally, a long, loud whistle cut through the dusk, the entire gymnasium erupted in screams, and she could hear many girls shouting Lu Xixiao’s name.

Five minutes later, people started walking out.

Everyone who came out couldn’t help but marvel at how amazing the game had been.

Zhou Wan waited quite a while before Gu Meng came.

“Wan-wan? Why didn’t you come back for the second half? I thought you went back to the classroom!” Gu Meng ran over and linked arms with her, “Was your stomach very uncomfortable?”

Zhou Wan brushed her hair, vaguely making an “mm” sound.

“Do you want to go to the hospital?”

“No need, I’m better now.”

Gu Meng wanted to feel her forehead but saw the injury under her messy bangs. She jumped in shock, lifting the hair away: “What happened to you?!”

“Just fell earlier, it’s nothing, doesn’t hurt.”

“Such a big cut and it doesn’t hurt?”

Zhou Wan smiled with pressed lips: “It only hurt when I fell.”

“You should be more careful! Are you hurt anywhere else?”

“I’m fine.”

Zhou Wan pretended not to have sprained her ankle, not wanting Gu Meng to notice.

Gu Meng linked arms with her: “You missed out by not watching earlier! You don’t know how cool Lu Xixiao was!”

“Did they win?”

“They won! Eight points ahead too! Those beasts from No. 18 got too anxious after halftime, too reckless, couldn’t defend against Lu Xixiao, so he took the chance to score lots of points.”

No wonder the screaming was so intense earlier.

Zhou Wan lowered her head and smiled lightly.

Suddenly, a magnetic deep voice came from behind.

“Zhou Wan.” Lu Xixiao called out to her.

She turned around.

The young man had put his jacket directly over his red jersey, looking arrogant, zipper open, still sweating, walking towards her in large strides against the sunset light streaming into the corridor.

Gu Meng immediately bumped Zhou Wan, blinking at her frantically, dropping an “I’m leaving first” before running away.

Lu Xixiao walked to her side: “Your friend is quite sensible.”

“…”

Zhou Wan touched the few strands of hair at her temple.

“I won,” he said.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but smile: “I know.”

“They’re going to eat something later,” he took out his cigarette case, pulling out a cigarette and holding it between his fingers, “Want to come?”

Zhou Wan paused: “I still need to go to the arcade, so I won’t.”

The wind was always disobedient.

The draft blew through the entire corridor, messing up Zhou Wan’s hair.

Lu Xixiao’s gaze moved from her eyes to her forehead, and seeing him frown, Zhou Wan thought, it’s over.

“How did this happen?” his voice sank.

“I fell.”

This explanation worked on Gu Meng, but it wouldn’t work on Lu Xixiao.

“A fall could cause an injury like this?” he laughed coldly, “Tell the truth.”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, not speaking.

Lu Xixiao suddenly became angry. When he was truly angry, he gave no face to anyone: “Who the fuck did this!”

Zhou Wan was quiet for two seconds before telling the truth: “Luo He.”

He curled his lips in a cold laugh, nodding: “Alright.”

That unlit cigarette was thrown to the ground and mercilessly stepped on, Lu Xixiao turning and walking away with large strides, his steps fierce.

Luo He’s group had just changed clothes and came out, walking towards them.

Lu Xixiao didn’t stop his steps, face dark, without any warning throwing a punch at Luo He’s face.

He used his full strength, making Luo He stagger and nearly fall, instantly tasting iron in his mouth, half his face numb, without any feeling.

The next second, before those around could react, Lu Xixiao grabbed Luo He’s neck and slammed him against the wall, arm veins nearly bursting, Luo He’s heels leaving the ground.

His eyes were so cold they didn’t look like they were looking at a living thing.

“Luo He, who do you think you are?”

His palm kept applying pressure, Luo He couldn’t even catch his breath, for the first time looking so pathetic.

Lu Xixiao’s eyes were blood-red as he said word by word, “You dare touch my person.”
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That day was pure chaos. At the very end, police sirens wailed against the darkening sky, finally separating the two groups of brawling people.

Zhou Wan witnessed firsthand what Lu Xixiao looked like in a fight.

She finally understood why even someone like Luo He feared him.

He wouldn’t listen to any reasoning, his eyes bloodshot, reckless, and completely irrational, seemingly unaware of his injuries.

The police car took away a group of people, finally dispersing this chaotic scene.

Zhou Wan was among them, as a witness who understood the situation.

She sat next to Lu Xixiao, carefully studying him from the side. His brow bone was bleeding, his tall beautiful nose had a cut across it, and the knuckles of his hand were scraped raw.

Zhou Wan reached out, trying to hold his hand.

But Lu Xixiao quickly pulled away, turning his head to look out the window, his face cold, not saying a word.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together and asked softly, “Does it hurt?”

He remained silent.

Zhou Wan bit her lip, and wordlessly, stubbornly reached for his hand again. Lu Xixiao dodged again but finally turned to look at her, though his eyes still carried unspent anger.

“Zhou Wan, you’re something else.”

She lowered her head, not knowing what to say, her eyes growing hot as a bitter feeling rose in her nose.

She inexplicably felt like crying but didn’t want to shed tears in this situation.

She sniffled.

“What the hell are you crying for?” Lu Xixiao said coldly.

Zhou Wan clenched her jaw, forcing back the sob in her throat.

Lu Xixiao: “Cat got your tongue? When people bully you, you don’t come find me, and you even try to cover up for them. You’re something – why don’t you just go with them?”

Zhou Wan’s head drooped lower.

“I just didn’t want you to fight with them,” she mumbled.

“Then why didn’t you run? What good are those legs of yours? Didn’t I tell you to stay away from them?”

“You did,” she said quietly, then couldn’t help but defend herself, “There were too many of them, I couldn’t run. Later they pushed me, and I twisted my ankle. It hurts a bit.”

Lu Xixiao paused, then reached out and pulled up her uniform pant leg.

His movement was rough, yanking the uniform up to her knee, revealing her slender white calf. Her ankle was purple and badly swollen.

Lu Xixiao stared at it for a while, finally unable to hold back a curse under his breath.

Jiang Fan sat in the front seat, watching the two through the rearview mirror.

If Ah Xiao hadn’t been so angry that no one dared to try persuading him, who wouldn’t soften at Zhou Wan’s pitiful appearance? Only Ah Xiao could look at such a face and not only fail to comfort her but continue to scold her.

More importantly, Jiang Fan had never seen Lu Xixiao like this before.

He’d had many girlfriends, and whenever Luo He bullied any of his previous ones, Lu Xixiao would seek revenge.

So Lu Xixiao fighting for Zhou Wan wasn’t particularly shocking. What was shocking was that he was willing to spend so much effort scolding a girl.

After seeing Zhou Wan’s injury, Lu Xixiao grew even more furious, but he couldn’t express this anger anymore.

It just crashed around inside his chest, burning his internal organs with pain.

*

At the police station.

The police asked them to explain the fighting process. Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to speak, and Luo He, with his bruised face, was holding onto his grudge and wouldn’t talk either. Both sides were stubborn, so the police could only turn to Zhou Wan: “You tell us.”

Zhou Wan paused, then related everything that had happened after the second half ended.

Including the unspeakable things those people from No. 18 High School had said.

Anyone who heard would be angry, especially given how the young girl before them spoke so softly, was so thin and weak, with red-rimmed eyes, appearing both delicate and wronged.

The police officers grew increasingly convinced that Luo He’s group was worthless as they listened.

And these were all things Lu Xixiao hadn’t known about.

He had fought Luo He just because he saw Zhou Wan’s injury to her temple, and now he learned about her twisted ankle and how she had been humiliated.

He suddenly stood up and threw another punch at Luo He, both sides erupting again, and it took several police officers to barely drag Lu Xixiao back to his seat. He rarely showed anger so openly, his chest heaving, his gaze cold enough to kill: “Luo He, this isn’t over. Watch me kill you or not.”

The police officer slammed the table hard: “This is a police station! Try making trouble again, and you’ll all be detained!”

Zhou Wan quickly tugged at Lu Xixiao’s sleeve, shaking it to signal him not to be rash.

Lu Xixiao gave her an irritated look and shook off her hand, but at least he didn’t continue making trouble. He pressed his brow, leaning back in his chair, frustrated and weary.

Half an hour later, Zhou Wan finished explaining the whole process, the police finished their warnings, everyone signed statements, and it was finally over.

As soon as Lu Xixiao walked out of the police station, he lit a cigarette.

His nicotine craving had hit.

He took a hard drag of the cigarette, then exhaled, and the cold night wind finally cleared his stuffiness.

“Ah Xiao, still want to go eat?” Jiang Fan asked.

“Eat what?” Lu Xixiao said impatiently, paused for a few seconds, then nodded towards Zhou Wan, “I’ll take her home first.”

Jiang Fan’s group left first, and Lu Xixiao called a taxi.

The taxi arrived quickly and stopped outside. Zhou Wan silently endured the increasingly unbearable pain in her ankle, limping as she followed Lu Xixiao into the car.

She didn’t know where they were going,

And didn’t dare ask.

Until the surrounding buildings became more familiar, and the car stopped at the noodle shop next to the arcade.

Lu Xixiao opened the car door and got out first.

Zhou Wan’s leg was hurting more and more. She struggled, bending over, using her hands to push hard against the seat back.

Lu Xixiao stood to the side, watching her for a while. He originally didn’t want to help her, but the more he watched, the more annoyed he became. He clicked his tongue, threw away his cigarette, quickly stepped to her side, leaned half his body into the car, and lifted her out directly.

After lifting her out, he didn’t put Zhou Wan down, but carried her straight into the noodle shop and set her on a chair.

Throughout it all, his expression was blank, his face frighteningly cold.

Uncle Kang, who had been cooking noodles, exclaimed, “Oh my! What happened?”

Zhou Wan gave him a slight smile: “Twisted my ankle.”

“Is it serious?”

“It’s nothing.”

“What would you like to eat?”

Lu Xixiao said: “Two bowls of three-delicacies noodles.”

The noodles came quickly. Zhou Wan lowered her head and concentrated on eating when suddenly Lu Xixiao put down his chopsticks and walked out of the noodle shop without a word.

Zhou Wan froze.

Uncle Kang asked with a smile: “Having a lovers’ quarrel?”

“I don’t know either.”

Zhou Wan said quietly. She didn’t even know what exactly Lu Xixiao was angry about – he’d been angry for so long now.

“Young men are hot-blooded, with quite a temper. Shouldn’t treat a young lady like this though,” Uncle Kang said with a smile.

Shortly after, Lu Xixiao returned with a bag in his hand.

He extended his leg, hooked Zhou Wan’s chair to turn her towards him, crouched down, and pulled up her pant leg.

Zhou Wan pulled her leg back slightly, but after one look from Lu Xixiao, she didn’t dare move again. Her ankle was cradled in his palm.

Seeing her injury again, Lu Xixiao’s brows furrowed tightly. He bit open the antiseptic bottle cap, spat it aside, and poured it directly onto her ankle.

The stinging pain seeped in from the open wound, spreading through her nerves to her whole body.

Zhou Wan’s whole body trembled, and she bit down hard on her lower lip, not making a sound.

Lu Xixiao efficiently finished disinfecting, placed the ice pack against her ankle, and secured it with gauze.

He looked up and saw that Zhou Wan had bitten a deep mark into her lower lip, her eyes bright red as she held back tears.

“When people bully you, you don’t say anything, when you’re in pain, you don’t say anything?” Lu Xixiao said flatly.

Zhou Wan kept her head down and said softly, “It’s not so bad.”

Lu Xixiao snorted, couldn’t be bothered with her anymore, and sat back down opposite her. But the noodles had gotten soggy and clumped together. Lu Xixiao stirred them a few times, then put down his chopsticks.

Zhou Wan said: “Let’s order another bowl.”

“Let’s go,” he stood up.

Zhou Wan hurriedly followed.

Outside the noodle shop, Lu Xixiao stood at the entrance, heard her footsteps coming out, turned his head to look, and then crouched down: “Get on.”

Zhou Wan’s footsteps halted. Her instincts told her it wasn’t wise to go against Lu Xixiao’s wishes right now.

She slowly shuffled to his back, then slowly, carefully climbed onto it.

Lu Xixiao’s hands wrapped around the backs of her knees, effortlessly lifting her.

Zhou Wan slightly held back her chest, controlling the distance, not completely leaning against his back, but even at this distance it was too close – she could smell the tobacco scent on him.

The wind made the bare tree branches creak loudly.

Lu Xixiao’s shadow stretched long.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan looked at his profile and asked softly, “Are you angry?”

He didn’t respond.

After a pause, Zhou Wan said: “I was wrong.”

“What were you wrong about?”

“…”

Zhou Wan thought for a while, then answered: “I shouldn’t have provoked those people.”

“If they ever say things like that to you again, you better hit back,” Lu Xixiao said flatly, “What else?”

“…”

This time Zhou Wan truly didn’t know what else she had done wrong.

When no answer came, the pressure around Lu Xixiao dropped further.

She needed to coax him again.

Zhou Wan recalled what he had said when he was angry earlier, blinked her eyes, and tentatively said: “I won’t keep things from you anymore.”

Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her, and tugged the corner of his mouth without expression, his voice finally softening: “Does your leg hurt?”

“It’s–“

Zhou Wan instinctively wanted to say “It’s fine,” but fortunately caught herself in time and changed her answer, “Yes, it hurts.”

After answering, she secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

If she had answered wrong again, Lu Xixiao might have gotten angry again.

“There are injury patches and bruise medicine in the bag, apply them after the ice pack,” Lu Xixiao said, “Don’t move around much, take tomorrow off, and don’t go to school.”

“The lessons have been quite difficult lately, I still need to go to school,” Zhou Wan said while observing Lu Xixiao’s expression, “I’ll take a taxi in the morning.”

Lu Xixiao frowned slightly, but finally said: “Fine.”

He didn’t put her down even when they reached the entrance of the residential complex, walking straight in.

There was no elevator here, only stairs.

“Which floor?” he asked.

Zhou Wan didn’t want him to carry her up but understood his stubbornness.

“Third floor,” she wrapped her arms around Lu Xixiao’s neck, leaning in slightly, saying softly, “Thank you.”

He carried Zhou Wan to the third floor: “Here?”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao put Zhou Wan down. She took her keys from her pocket, and just as she was about to open the door, her grandmother suddenly rushed out anxiously from inside.

“Grandma?”

“Wan Wan, are you alright?” Grandma held her hand, “You scared me to death. A boy from your part-time job called the house saying you didn’t show up today, and your phone wasn’t connecting.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, only then realizing she had completely forgotten about the arcade, and her phone had died at some point.

Not wanting to worry her grandmother, she just said it was nothing, making up an excuse to cover it up.

Grandma looked at Lu Xixiao behind her.

She had seen this boy before; he had even brought breakfast once when she was in the hospital.

Lu Xixiao took the initiative, calling softly: “Grandma.”

“Ah,” Grandma smiled, “You brought our Wan Wan home?”

“Mm.”

“Thank you,” Grandma said, “Would you like to come in and sit for a while?”

Zhou Wan quickly said: “No need, Grandma, we don’t have anything to serve, and it’s late, he needs to go home and rest.”

Lu Xixiao curved his lips, standing unusually straight: “Yes, I should head back.”

“Alright then, come visit when you have time,” Grandma invited.

“Mm,” Lu Xixiao agreed.

Zhou Wan watched him turn to go downstairs, then suddenly called out urgently: “Lu Xixiao.”

The motion sensor light came on.

He stood on the landing of the next floor down, looking up at her. Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “Thank you.”

*

Zhou Wan didn’t let her grandmother know about her injury. After returning to her room, she first called the brother who worked the morning shift at the arcade to apologize, saying she would make up for today’s pay separately when this month’s salary came.

“It’s fine, no need to be so formal,” he said with a laugh, “As long as you’re okay.”

After hanging up, Zhou Wan sat quietly on her bed.

Following Lu Xixiao’s instructions, she applied the medicinal wine to her ankle, and then put on the injury patch.

The strong smell of medicinal wine spread through the bedroom.

She thought back to earlier at the noodle shop, when Lu Xixiao crouched in front of her to apply the ice pack, though he had deliberately been rough when disinfecting it, making it hurt.

However Zhou Wan still felt that Lu Xixiao was a good person.

Since Zhou Jun’s death and Guo Xiangling’s departure, Zhou Wan couldn’t remember the last time someone had firmly stood behind her.

Like a mountain to lean on.

When wronged, she could find him, and he would help her get even.

This feeling was truly unfamiliar to Zhou Wan.

She leaned against the headboard, looking at the Butt Peach plush Lu Xixiao had given her on the desk opposite.

After a while, she got up, hopped to the desk on her uninjured leg, brought the Butt Peach plush to her bed, and hugged it.

She tried to sleep but couldn’t fall asleep no matter what.

After a long while, she took out her phone and sent a message to Lu Xixiao.

[Zhou Wan: Are you home?]

She waited for quite a while, but Lu Xixiao didn’t reply, maybe he was already asleep.

[Zhou Wan: Good night.]

She put her phone aside and closed her eyes.

*

Lu Xixiao came out after showering, his body dripping wet, water running down his muscle lines.

The fight had left a few bruises on his body, but nothing serious.

After the cold shower, that inexplicable irritation from earlier had finally eased somewhat.

He didn’t even know why he had been angry.

What did it matter to him if Zhou Wan got hurt, and if she wanted to hide it, that was even less his business, actually saved him trouble, there wasn’t anything to be angry about.

Lu Xixiao couldn’t figure it out, which made him more irritated, and the more irritated he got, the angrier he became.

His whole body felt uncomfortable.

And he had directed all that anger at Zhou Wan.

The little girl was good though, not getting angry at all, not complaining, accepting all his bad temper without question, carefully observing his expressions, wracking her brains to try to appease him.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t an idiot, he could naturally sense all this.

He wiped his dripping wet hair, tossed the towel aside, walked to the bed, and picked up his phone.

[Zhou Wan: Are you home?]

[Zhou Wan: Good night.]

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows, looked at these two messages for a while, then checked the time.

They had been sent an hour ago.

He sat on the bed and called her back.

It wasn’t that he had anything to say, he just wanted to call so he did.

It rang for quite a while before connecting, transmitting the girl’s soft, drowsy voice: “Hello?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t know why, but it was as if some electric current crawled up his spine, giving his whole body a shock, his temple throbbing.

Hearing that Zhou Wan had been woken up, Lu Xixiao felt not the slightest guilt.

He lit a cigarette, slowly exhaling smoke.

Not hearing his voice, Zhou Wan patiently asked again: “What’s wrong?”

“Can’t sleep,” Lu Xixiao said, “Let’s talk for a while.”
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The bedroom was very quiet. The wind grew stronger, and outside the bedroom, the branches of the old tree rattled against the window glass.

Zhou Wan sat up, rubbed her sleepy eyes, silently yawned, and obediently made a sound of agreement: “What should we talk about?”

“Did you apply the medicine?”

“Yes.”

Lu Xixiao wasn’t skilled at finding topics, lazily leaning against the headboard, his legs bent, appearing indifferent, not speaking.

Zhou Wan hugged her legs, rested her chin on her knees, and after waiting a while said: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“Aren’t you going to sleep?”

“Nah.”

Zhou Wan looked at the clock through the pale moonlight: “It’s so late, staying up isn’t good for your health.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re sleepy,” Lu Xixiao laughed, “You’re quite good at coaxing people.”

“…”

“Go to sleep,” Lu Xixiao finished his cigarette and said, “Good night.”

*

The next day, when Zhou Wan woke up, she found her ankle wasn’t as swollen as the night before, but the bruising had surfaced, looking quite frightening. It burned with pain when she stepped on it.

She took a taxi to school and limped into the classroom.

Yesterday’s basketball game incident had already been posted on the school’s forum. Though Gu Meng had already left then, she could see it online, and as soon as she saw Zhou Wan, she pulled her aside to ask if she was okay.

“I’m fine,” Zhou Wan smiled, “Just twisted my ankle a bit.”

“It looks really serious though. Those No. 18 School people are worthless – playing dirty in basketball is one thing, but how could they involve you?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “Really, it’s nothing.”

Just as Gu Meng was about to say more, the vice class monitor suddenly knocked on the door frame: “Zhou Wan, the teacher wants to see you.”

Gu Meng insisted on helping her to the office door.

Zhou Wan pushed in, and the homeroom teacher waved her over: “Zhou Wan, come here.”

“The National Physics Competition time has been set for next March. Not much time is left after excluding winter break. The school takes this competition very seriously and plans to arrange a special tutor from another school for you and Jiang Yan. Starting tomorrow, you’ll both have tutoring during self-study periods and for an hour after school.”

Zhou Wan froze, about to speak, but was interrupted by the homeroom teacher, who understood what she was going to say.

“Teacher also knows about your family situation, knows your hardships and difficulties, but you need to look at the bigger picture. Your future is far beyond what it is now, and you must be clear about what’s truly important for you.”

The teacher said, “So I hope you’ll seriously consider this. Try not to do part-time work during this period. If you have any difficulties, you can come to me. Focus all your attention on the competition. You’re a smart girl – if you put in the time and effort, you’ll do well in the competition.”

Understanding the teacher’s good intentions, and knowing that the national competition papers had greatly increased in difficulty, Zhou Wan was also feeling somewhat overwhelmed and had been considering this issue before.

Moreover, now she had that money from Guo Xiangling, so at least there wasn’t any urgent need.

Zhou Wan nodded and thanked the teacher.

Just as she was about to leave, the teacher called her back: “Zhou Wan.”

His expression was somewhat hesitant as he looked at Zhou Wan for a moment, then said: “Some things, you need to learn to evaluate for yourself.”

Zhou Wan froze: “What?”

“Teachers have heard what many students have been discussing lately, about you and that Lu Xixiao from Class 7,” the homeroom teacher said, “That boy never comes to school, and he’s absent again today. The teacher believes you’re a smart child, you should understand.”

The homeroom teacher was probably also misled by Zhou Wan’s appearance, thinking Lu Xixiao was actively pursuing her.

Little did he know that all of this was her carefully planned, intentional approach.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, maintaining a neutral expression: “Mm, I understand.”

*

Leaving the office to return to class, she passed by Class 7’s door.

Sure enough, Lu Xixiao hadn’t come to school, his seat empty.

Until school ended, Lu Xixiao hadn’t come to school, nor had he contacted her on WeChat.

Zhou Wan called the arcade owner and explained her situation. The owner had been good friends with Zhou Jun before, so naturally agreed immediately. “It’s fine, it’s easy to find someone else for that position anyway,” the owner said.

“Then I’ll take a few days off from school first, and leave after you find someone.”

“It’s fine, it’s just a small business anyway. These are weekdays, so closing for a few days is no problem. You go home and rest today.”

Zhou Wan paused slightly: “Today is possible, we haven’t started tutoring yet.”

The owner laughed: “Really, no need. It’s just one evening. You should go home and rest today. Uncle is waiting to see you get into Tsinghua University to be our arcade’s star attraction.”

Unable to resist the owner’s insistence, Zhou Wan thanked him, apologized again, and hung up.

Walking out the school gate, she suddenly heard a group of girls discussing ahead:

“My cousin is from No. 18 School, heard that today Lu Xixiao went to No. 18 and beat up Luo He again, sent him straight to the hospital.”

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat, then started beating violently, triggering a sense of unease.

“Holy shit, is that true? Is it because of that thing about Zhou Wan on the forum?”

“It must be, right? Why else? Lu Xixiao used to never bother with Luo He, but this time he went straight to No. 18 to ambush him.”

“Does he actually like Zhou Wan?”

“No way, right? It’s Lu Xixiao – I can’t imagine him truly liking any girl.”

“Haha, right? I thought he liked that ex-girlfriend of his too, but he dumped her in no time.”

Zhou Wan had no interest in hearing the rest.

Her mind only circled what they said about Lu Xixiao going to beat up Luo He, ambushing him at No. 18’s gate.

Zhou Wan endured the pain in her foot and ran a few steps forward, calling out to one of the girls: “Excuse me.”

The girl turned around to find the subject of their gossip suddenly appearing before her, immediately becoming extremely embarrassed, but Zhou Wan didn’t seem angry or there to confront them.

The girl blushed and asked: “What is it?”

“About what you just said about Lu Xixiao…” Zhou Wan paused, “Do you know if he was hurt?”

“Huh?”

The girl blinked, “I’m not sure about that, probably not? Haven’t heard anyone mention it.”

Zhou Wan secretly breathed a sigh of relief: “Thank you.”

She didn’t want Lu Xixiao to get hurt because of her again.

She already owed him too much.

Zhou Wan called Lu Xixiao.

The music rang for quite a while, but no one answered.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, and just then an empty taxi came by. Zhou Wan raised her hand to stop it.

The driver asked: “Where to?”

Zhou Wan paused for a long time, then gave Lu Xixiao’s address.

Fifteen minutes later, the taxi stopped in front of that desolate villa.

Zhou Wan thanked the driver, got out, and looked at the yard where several clusters of Fuchsia were planted, dotted here and there in various colors, somewhat messy but still showing that the person who had planted these flowers in the past was probably someone with taste who loved life.

Zhou Wan pressed the doorbell, but no one answered.

She called Lu Xixiao again, but still no answer.

Was he not home?

But besides this, Zhou Wan had no other way to contact Lu Xixiao.

From what she remembered, Lu Xixiao usually went out with his friends in the evenings and probably wouldn’t be back for a while. Zhou Wan sighed and stepped down one step.

At that moment, there was a “click” sound as the door opened behind her.

Lu Xixiao looked at her and raised an eyebrow: “Why are you here?”

“I just heard people saying you got into a fight with Luo He,” Zhou Wan looked at the skin visible from his clothes, “Were you hurt?”

“No.”

He said it very naturally and calmly.

As if fighting with Luo He was for no reason at all, not for her.

Zhou Wan paused, then carefully looked over his face again, and indeed there were no injuries, only then did she breathe a sigh of relief.

Lu Xixiao wore a black jacket, his figure sharp and clean-cut. He turned to lock the door and walked down the steps: “Have you had dinner?”

“Not yet.”

“Then come with me,” Lu Xixiao said flatly, “With my friends.”

Zhou Wan froze, but Lu Xixiao had already continued walking out, so she softly agreed and stretched her leg to follow.

Standing at the front door, Lu Xixiao called another taxi.

He didn’t speak the whole way, seeming still drowsy, his head tilted back with his eyes closed to rest. Zhou Wan turned her head to look at him, and with this movement, she could see his sharp, clean jawline.

Also with this movement, Zhou Wan saw a blood mark below his neck, mostly hidden by his collar, not visible but there.

It must have been an injury from earlier.

Zhou Wan looked away, her emotions at this moment difficult to express.

She could no longer remember what it felt like to have someone stand up for her.

In her memory, there was only once, back in elementary school, when her baby fat hadn’t yet disappeared from her face, her skin was white and her eyes were big, and everyone who saw her said she looked like a doll.

There was a boy in her elementary class who always bullied her to get attention. Once or twice Zhou Wan had good-naturedly let it go, but later it got worse. One time during PE class when they were doing a long jump, he deliberately tripped her, causing her to fall and her leg to bleed.

Although she could understand that children didn’t know the safety risks of such actions, and it wasn’t malicious, that was the only time she ever saw her father get angry.

He refused to easily reconcile with the boy’s parents, insisting that the boy must transfer to another class so he couldn’t get near her or bully her anymore.

Zhou Wan stood behind her father then, his shoulders broad and providing ample sense of security.

It seemed like as long as her father was there, she didn’t have to be afraid of anything.

But life is always full of upheavals if only this could prove life’s impermanence and its ups and downs.

Zhou Wan didn’t know when she had gotten used to providing her sense of security, facing storms by herself. She never thought about telling others when she was hurt or wronged.

Until Lu Xixiao, with his impatient, angry, cold attitude, forced her to express her grievances, and forced her to admit when she was in pain.

…

The car stopped at a large outdoor restaurant.

Although the storefront was old and crowded, there were many people.

As soon as Lu Xixiao got out of the car, someone greeted him, but stopped mid-sentence upon seeing Zhou Wan behind him, nodded, and called out: “Sister-in-law.”

Compared to the previous frivolous teasing, this “sister-in-law” was much more serious.

Zhou Wan froze, then lowered her head slightly: “You can just call me by my name, Zhou Wan.”

“Yes, yes, yes, sister-in-law.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao turned his head to give her a faint look, saying nothing.

Walking into the private room, there were eleven or twelve people inside, all notorious troublemakers from Yangming High School, probably each having received disciplinary actions, regularly featured in criticism reports.

Zhou Wan originally wanted to sit near the door, but a boy inside stood up: “Sister-in-law, sit inside.”

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes and said softly: “Where do you want to sit?”

The table was too large, and there wasn’t much space to move around in the private room. Getting to the inside would require many people to move. Zhou Wan didn’t want to trouble others: “Here is fine.”

“They’ll need to serve dishes here,” Lu Xixiao said, “Inside is better.”

“…”

Everyone got up to make way, Zhou Wan quietly said “Excuse me” as she moved inside, with Lu Xixiao sitting next to her.

As soon as he sat down, the boy next to him poured him a glass of alcohol.

Lu Xixiao looked at the table, saw no soft drinks, and turned to her: “What do you want to drink?”

“Plain water is fine.”

He frowned slightly: “Want some juice?”

“Anything is fine.”

Just then the server came in, and Lu Xixiao said: “One more watermelon juice.”

The dishes came out one after another, and the group ate and chatted, constantly raising their glasses in toast. Lu Xixiao drank quite a bit, downing half a glass at a time.

Zhou Wan turned to look at him; his face was still clean and clear, showing no signs of intoxication.

Sensing her gaze, Lu Xixiao turned his head, silently raising an eyebrow.

Zhou Wan shook her head: “Nothing.”

He leaned down close to her, coming to her ear, his cool alcohol-tinged breath brushing against it: “I’m going down to pay.”

“Mm.”

As soon as Lu Xixiao left, Zhou Wan’s phone rang – it was Dr. Chen.

Her brow jumped; surely it was about her grandmother’s test results.

Zhou Wan walked to the bathroom to answer the call: “Hello, Dr. Chen.”

“Wan Wan, your grandmother’s test results are in,” Dr. Chen said, “I’ve looked them over, and because of your grandmother’s age, some indicators are very unstable, so surgery might be difficult.”

Zhou Wan froze, feeling all the blood in her body rushing downward, her hands turning ice cold.

“Why?” Zhou Wan barely managed to steady her breathing and voice, “Didn’t you say last time that grandmother’s basic health was good, and she wasn’t particularly old, so surgery shouldn’t be a big problem?”

Dr. Chen paused, seeming to find it very difficult to speak: “This time’s tests showed several new indicators, and the numbers aren’t good.”

Zhou Wan didn’t speak, her mind completely blank.

Dr. Chen spoke soothingly: “Wan Wan, your grandmother’s condition has been quite stable. Surgery also has risks – continuing with the current treatment is a safe approach.”

Zhou Wan’s whole body lost strength, her back sliding down the wall until she crouched on the ground.

She could no longer hold back her sobs, large tears rolling down as she raised her hand to cover her eyes: “But with just this treatment, how many more years can grandmother stay with me?”

This time Dr. Chen didn’t speak.

In the late stages of uremia, many syndromes appear, and no one can say exactly how long someone can live.

After hanging up, her phone fell to the ground, and Zhou Wan hugged her knees, burying her face deep in her arms, crying soundlessly.

Because Dr. Chen had told her before that her grandmother’s basic health was good, and there was a high chance she could recover through transplant surgery.

Zhou Wan had prematurely believed her grandmother could have the surgery.

But at this moment she understood that in difficult times, what’s most feared isn’t the endless hardships, but the momentary extinguishing of hope’s flame.

She had thought she saw hope, really thought her grandmother could live many more healthy years and had even planned that after going to university, she could take her grandmother to a new city.

At this moment, these hopes were completely shattered.

She had already asked Guo Xiangling for money and received 150,000 yuan.

For this non-existent hope, she had already fallen, already become a bad person.

She had become what she most didn’t want to become, though before she could still convince herself it was all for her grandmother.

But now, with hope shattered, she had fallen solidly into that filthy mire, the mark of sin deeply branded on her, never able to start over.

All her careful maneuvering these days, her false calculations, had become futile.

She no longer needed the remaining 150,000, nor did she need to keep trying everything to get Lu Xixiao’s attention and affection.

*

When Zhou Wan returned to the private room, she had already recovered to her former self, showing no trace of having cried, though her whole being seemed heavier.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t returned yet.

Zhou Wan returned to her seat, accidentally bumping the glass when she sat down, spilling the remaining half glass of watermelon juice, and wetting her pants.

She softly said “Sorry,” frantically trying to clean up.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” the boy next to her helped her right the glass, quickly pulling out several napkins, “Sister-in-law, let me order you another watermelon juice?”

“No need,” Zhou Wan fought back the sourness in her throat.

Just then they were pouring drinks, and when they got to Zhou Wan, they asked with a smile: “Want to try something different?”

Zhou Wan looked up at him.

The boy had no other intention, just asking normally.

Now everyone saw her and Lu Xixiao as a couple, so naturally, no one dared to do anything to her.

Zhou Wan gripped the glass, moving it toward the bottle’s mouth.

“You’re going to drink?” The boy froze.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes: “Mm.”

She had never drunk alcohol before, but now she felt too awful.

To the point where she wanted to rely on the saying “drowning sorrows in alcohol.”

The group of boys hadn’t noticed Zhou Wan’s low spirits, probably because she was usually this quiet, and they all cheered together: “Sister-in-law’s got guts!”

They poured a full glass, and Zhou Wan took a sip.

It wasn’t as unpleasant as she’d imagined, with a hint of bitterness that matched her current mood.

*

Lu Xixiao came back after fifteen minutes.

When he returned, he carried a sharp tobacco smell – probably went out to smoke after paying.

He sat back down in his seat and turned his head to look at Zhou Wan once. She was propping her face with her hand, hiding most of it, but the visible part of her cheek was flushed red, showing an unnatural color.

Lu Xixiao looked at her glass.

He grabbed Zhou Wan’s arm, moving it away: “You drank?”

Zhou Wan blinked slowly, her reactions slower: “Mm.”

Lu Xixiao frowned: “Who gave her alcohol?”

The boy who poured the drink had no sense of the situation, even winking suggestively at Lu Xixiao: “Didn’t expect sister-in-law could drink so well, had several glasses. Now that she’s drunk it’ll be easier to take her home and have some fun.”

Lu Xixiao looked up, silently staring at him.

His eyes held fire, extremely impatient, and for a moment, no one dared to make a sound.

Jiang Fan came out to smooth things over: “Ah Xiao, Zhou Wan wanted to drink herself.”

Lu Xixiao looked at Zhou Wan again, his brows tightly knit, and after a while, he gripped Zhou Wan’s arm and pulled her up, his voice frighteningly cold, already at the edge of fury.

“We’re leaving.”

When walking out the private room door, Lu Xixiao stopped, and turned his head, his gaze falling on that boy: “Next time this happens, don’t blame me for not giving you face.”

Then, with a “bang,” Lu Xixiao slammed the door and left.

The boy felt quite wronged, saying to Jiang Fan: “What, why is Brother Xiao angry at me? It’s not like I forced my sister-in-law to drink.”

Jiang Fan looked at him: “You think that’s what he’s angry about?”

“What else?”

“What you just said, about taking her home to have some fun,” Jiang Fan said, “Have you forgotten why Ah Xiao went to No. 18 to ambush Luo He?”

Wasn’t it because those people had loose mouths, saying those shameless things to Zhou Wan?

The boy still felt wronged: “But what I said wasn’t that bad, right? Besides, weren’t we always like this before? There were much worse things said, and Brother Xiao never acted like this.”

“His previous girlfriends could handle that kind of talk, Zhou Wan can’t. Can’t you see what kind of personalities those girls had, and what kind of personality Zhou Wan has?”

Jiang Fan paused, then continued, “Besides, is Ah Xiao’s attitude toward Zhou Wan the same as toward those girls?”

*

Lu Xixiao dragged Zhou Wan forward by her arm, walking quickly.

At first, Zhou Wan could still endure the pain in her ankle, but later it was increasingly pulled and hurt more and more.

“It hurts,” her small face wrinkled, eyes rimmed red, “Lu Xixiao, my foot hurts.”

Lu Xixiao, his mind clouded by inexplicable anger, only then remembered her foot injury, stopping to look at her.

The little girl’s cheeks were flushed red, her fine brows furrowed, and tears suddenly spilling from her eyes, falling to the ground.

Lu Xixiao froze: “Why are you crying?”

Zhou Wan knew he didn’t like girls crying and whimpering, quickly wiping her tears, but then remembered that phone call earlier – she no longer needed to use Lu Xixiao’s affection.

Tears fell again, she lowered her head, no longer wiping them, letting them fall plop plop onto the ground at her feet.

Lu Xixiao watched her for a while, bent slightly, softening his voice: “Does your foot hurt a lot?”

Zhou Wan nodded.

He crouched down, gently lifting Zhou Wan’s pant leg.

Because of the quick walking just now, her ankle was red and hot.

He looked up at her, saying softly: “I’m sorry.”

Zhou Wan shook her head.

Lu Xixiao turned around, his hand crossing under Zhou Wan’s knees, effortlessly lifting her onto his back.

At this hour there were many people on the street, mostly young people.

Lu Xixiao naturally attracted attention, causing many girls to turn and look, discussing as they passed.

Zhou Wan wasn’t feeling well, her forehead pressed against Lu Xixiao’s shoulder, feeling as if her heart and lungs were being scorched, the alcohol bringing a burning sensation surging up her throat, making her head dizzy.

Lu Xixiao carried her through the noisy street, turning his head: “Stop crying.”

Zhou Wan: “I’m not crying.”

“Drunk?”

“A bit dizzy.”

Lu Xixiao snorted: “Why drink for no reason?”

“Because I feel a bit sad,” because of the alcohol, her voice dragged long, showing rare stickiness.

“Sad about what?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan sniffled, thinking she must be drunk – in a sober state she wouldn’t have such an urge to confide, “I did a very bad thing, but only now do I realize everything was in vain.”

Zhou Wan’s voice was very soft, carrying controlled sobs and bitterness, barely noticeable, mostly just sighs.

“It’s like… I gave up everything for one thing, even willing to become a bad person, but in the end, I got nothing, couldn’t change anything, only changed one thing – that I became bad… but I don’t want to be bad…”

Lu Xixiao listened to the little girl on his back speaking these broken words to him.

He didn’t know exactly what Zhou Wan was referring to, but he didn’t ask.

He tugged the corner of his mouth without emotion, continuing forward, speaking flatly: “So what if you become bad?”

“Don’t you dislike bad people?”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Don’t tell me you think I’m a good person?”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan nodded without hesitation, “You are a good person.”

At least straightforward and pure.

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “Then your judgment of people isn’t good.”

“…”

Zhou Wan rested on his shoulder, turning her head to look at his clean, sharp profile.

She was drunk, completely unaware of how close they were now.

“Lu Xixiao,” she lowered her head, rubbing her eyes hard against the back of her hand, “I feel so sad.”

He adjusted his hold on Zhou Wan’s legs, hoisting her up slightly, and after a while, spoke softly:

“Have you heard this saying – love me when I’m dirty, don’t love me when I’m clean, everyone loves me when I’m clean.”

His voice was very low, very deep.

Like the spine of the wind, steady and firm, blowing into Zhou Wan’s heart, taking up residence there.

“Zhou Wan.”

Lu Xixiao looked at the green light ahead, “It’s okay to become bad because someone will always love you as you are.”

That was perhaps, in all the years Zhou Wan would know Lu Xixiao, looking back on their youth, the first time he was so patient, so gentle with her.

Telling her, you don’t need to be sad, don’t need to feel ashamed.

Someone will always love everything about you.

Not just love your flowers and brocade, but also love you covered in mud.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 25
The taxi stopped at the entrance of Zhou Wan’s residential complex. Lu Xixiao carried her on his back up to the third floor, then set her down.

She was nearly asleep when Lu Xixiao turned her face toward him and asked, “Where are your keys?”

“In my backpack.”

He grabbed her backpack and turned it inside out, finally finding her house keys in a side compartment. Just as he was about to unlock the door, Zhou Wan stopped him.

“Wait.”

Lu Xixiao frowned and turned his head.

Still clutching her keys, she slowly slid down against the doorframe until she was sitting on the ground.

Being drunk wasn’t pleasant, but it did numb that painful nerve. She didn’t entirely regret drinking this time.

“I’ll sit here for a while before going in,” Zhou Wan said. “Until the effects of the alcohol wear off.”

If her grandmother saw her like this, she would worry all night and fret about it for days afterward.

Lu Xixiao looked down at her for a moment before saying, “For someone who gets drunk after just a few drinks, you think the effects will wear off quickly?”

Zhou Wan had no experience in this area: “Will it take long?”

“You’ll freeze into an ice stick before it wears off.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao kicked her shoe lightly: “Come to my place to sober up.”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment.

If anyone else had made such a suggestion, it would have seemed suspicious, but coming from Lu Xixiao, it was just a casual proposal.

It was indeed too cold, and staying in the stairwell for even half an hour would surely lead to a cold.

But going to a man’s home in the middle of the night – Zhou Wan knew it wasn’t proper.

“It’s fine, I’ll just stay here. That would be too much trouble for you,” Zhou Wan said.

“Get up.” Lu Xixiao impatiently grabbed her collar and pulled her to her feet. “You can go back once you’re sober.”

Zhou Wan started to say something, but Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue in annoyance, bent down, and picked her up around the waist, striding downstairs.

Zhou Wan struggled briefly but stopped when she felt his ice-cold hands.

He had carried her all the way here on his back, and his hands were frozen from the bitter wind.

Zhou Wan gently placed her hand over the back of his.

Lu Xixiao glanced down at her, subtly tugging up the corner of his mouth.

Fortunately, Lu Xixiao’s place wasn’t far. With his long strides, they arrived quickly.

He set Zhou Wan down and tossed some cotton slippers in front of her: “Go home once you’re sober.”

Zhou Wan nodded and thanked him.

Lu Xixiao ignored her and went straight to his bedroom. Zhou Wan sat down on the sofa and looked around. The ashtray on the coffee table was full, but besides that, there was no sign anyone lived there – not a trace of life’s warmth.

Perhaps because of all the marble tiles, the temperature here was particularly low, with a hint of coldness.

Soon after, the sound of running water came from the bedroom behind her.

Lu Xixiao was showering.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly.

At this moment, she finally felt an undeniable awkwardness.

It was very late, pitch black outside, with nothing in the wild, unkempt courtyard – like an isolated island fallen into this city.

On this lonely island were only she and Lu Xixiao.

It was… quite improper.

Because she had drunk too much, her breath carried the smell of alcohol, hot and burning, making her whole body feel flushed and warm.

So the marble coffee table became her “antidote.” Zhou Wan knelt on the floor mat and slowly lowered her neck, pressing her face against the cold marble surface. Finally getting some relief, her head cleared a bit, though her eyelids grew increasingly heavy.

After about ten minutes, the bedroom door opened.

Lu Xixiao came out wearing gray and white loungewear. Seeing Zhou Wan sprawled on the coffee table, he raised an eyebrow: “What are you doing?”

Zhou Wan sat up, one cheek numb from the cold, and mumbled, “Nothing.”

“Want to take a shower?”

Zhou Wan paused: “No need.”

He let out a meaningful snort and sat down in the single chair, lighting a cigarette.

Zhou Wan leaned back again, scratching her neck. Following her movement, Lu Xixiao’s gaze suddenly fixed on her neck, his brows furrowing: “What’s wrong with your neck?”

“What?”

He sat up and pulled away Zhou Wan’s hand from her neck.

The young woman’s fair, slender neck was covered in red spots, with red scratches where she had been scratching.

“Itchy?” he asked.

Zhou Wan nodded.

“Are you allergic to alcohol?”

Zhou Wan was startled: “I don’t know.”

She touched her neck, suddenly remembering that when she was young, there was a time she ate wine-fermented chicken. She didn’t like the taste and only had one bite, but that night her whole body became itchy, and it only went away after her father bought her allergy medicine.

“Ah.” Zhou Wan looked up at Lu Xixiao in realization. “I think I am.”

He cursed under his breath and turned back toward his bedroom: “I’ll change clothes. We’re going to the hospital.”

Zhou Wan didn’t want to trouble him any more, feeling increasingly guilty. Besides, at this point, she didn’t particularly want to go to the hospital.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan spoke up, “Just buying some allergy medicine would be fine. Let’s not go to the hospital.”

He frowned but said nothing.

Zhou Wan continued: “Really, when I was little, taking medicine was enough.”

He asked: “Do you remember which medicine?”

“Yes,” Zhou Wan said. “Let me see if the pharmacy can deliver.”

Lu Xixiao nodded and sat back down.

They sat together in silence, Lu Xixiao playing with his phone, and Zhou Wan dozing off.

Just as she felt herself about to fall into deep sleep, the doorbell rang, startling her from her light slumber.

She opened her eyes to find Lu Xixiao already getting up to answer the door.

Zhou Wan heard him say thanks as he came back with a bag.

Zhou Wan read the instructions and swallowed two pills.

Lu Xixiao put the water glass aside: “Stay here for a while. If you still feel unwell, we’ll go to the hospital.”

“Okay.” Zhou Wan propped up her heavy head. “You go to sleep. I’ll head back by myself later.”

“Fine.” He got up and went to his bedroom.

*

The first ray of sunlight pierced through the gap between the curtains, falling directly on Zhou Wan’s eyelids. Her eyelashes trembled as she slowly opened her eyes, frowning.

She saw the glass ashtray first, reflecting a harsh glare.

Zhou Wan raised her hand to shield her eyes.

Her thoughts gradually returned.

That’s when she remembered she was at Lu Xixiao’s place.

She had fallen asleep last night without realizing it and had slept through the night.

Zhou Wan suddenly straightened up, and the blanket on her shoulders slipped to the floor. She was startled to notice the air conditioning was set quite high – probably Lu Xixiao’s doing.

Without realizing it, she had troubled him again.

Zhou Wan sat on the carpet, her back against the sofa edge, head tilted back on the sofa, staring at the ceiling as she slowly exhaled, trying to use this method to cast all her worries from her mind.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t awake yet; the bedroom was quiet.

Zhou Wan folded the blanket and placed it on the sofa.

Looking up, she saw the photo of Lu Xixiao’s mother on the table nearby – a young, beautiful, and gentle woman.

Lu Xixiao resembled his mother, but their auras were completely different.

One was gentle to the extreme, the other cold to the extreme.

Zhou Wan recalled what Jiang Yan had said before – “We’re half-siblings, same father different mothers. His mother was the mistress who stole everything that should have belonged to me and my mother.”

She had never asked Lu Xixiao about these things, nor could she.

But she always felt it couldn’t be as Jiang Yan had described.

Lu Xixiao’s relationship with his father was very poor, and his current personality was largely influenced by his mother. Zhou Wan felt that many of the good qualities hidden within him came from his mother’s subtle influence.

She frowned and shook her head, refusing to think about it further.

There was also a bookshelf in the living room filled with books.

It was covered in dust, clearly untouched for a long time.

These books were probably ones Lu Xixiao’s mother had loved to read or collect when she was alive. Zhou Wan found a pack of wet wipes in her bag and cleaned each book’s cover one by one, then dried them with paper towels and put them back in place.

Among them was one book with a dark green cover, bound rather crudely, standing out among the collection.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes to read the name – Shostakovich.

Opening it, she found sheet music inside.

The first page contained his biography.

Shostakovich was Soviet, born in that special era of the 20th century when black terror enveloped the nation and everyone lived in fear. Many artists spoke out for justice and sacrificed themselves for justice, but only Shostakovich chose silence, becoming the “court artist” despised and disdained by the world.

He was an artist whose evaluation by the world was mixed with both praise and criticism.

At the bottom of the biography was a line –

“Love me when I’m dirty, not when I’m clean. Everyone loves me when I’m clean.”

Zhou Wan paused, then read it again.

In her ears echoed Lu Xixiao’s voice from yesterday when he said these words to her.

Deep and resolute.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes and put the book back in its place.

She was grateful to Lu Xixiao; at least yesterday, those words had truly given her strength.

So even after that physical examination report, when she no longer needed Guo Xiangling’s remaining 150,000 yuan, and no longer needed to take advantage of Lu Xixiao’s favor, she still hadn’t cut all ties with him.

She was willing to stay by his side, to keep him from being so lonely, to make him as happy as possible.

Until the day he became completely tired of her.

When that day came, she would leave, ending this mishap completely.

Zhou Wan tidied up the living room and waited a while, but Lu Xixiao still hadn’t gotten up, so she quietly left to go to the porridge shop next door.

She bought half a rice ball for herself and ate it on the way, bringing back a bowl of porridge and a basket of crab roe xiaolongbao for Lu Xixiao.

Pushing open the half-closed door, Zhou Wan went to the kitchen to take out the breakfast and put it in porcelain bowls.

Unsure if Lu Xixiao was still sleeping or already awake, Zhou Wan walked to his bedroom door to listen, worried the breakfast would get cold if she waited too long.

She could hear very faint talking from inside the bedroom.

He must be awake and on the phone.

Zhou Wan knocked gently: “Lu Xixiao, want breakfast?”

No answer.

But the voice continued intermittently.

She waited a moment, feeling something wasn’t right, and knocked again: “I’m coming in.”

After half a minute, Zhou Wan pushed open the door.

The bedroom curtains were tightly drawn, without a trace of light, and as the door opened, letting light spill in, Zhou Wan quickly closed it to avoid disturbing him.

The bedroom became dark again.

It took Zhou Wan a long while to adjust to the darkness and make out Lu Xixiao on the bed.

He wasn’t awake but lying there with deeply furrowed brows, large beads of sweat on his forehead, face pale, hands tightly gripping the blanket with visible veins, speaking in his sleep as if in some kind of delirium.

The bedroom was very quiet.

Zhou Wan stood motionless, startled by this version of Lu Xixiao.

Vulnerable.

She saw vulnerability in Lu Xixiao.

Like delicate porcelain standing on a cliff’s edge, teetering.

One gust of wind and it would fall from the cliff, shattering, forever changed.

She made out Lu Xixiao’s sleep-talking –

“Mom, don’t.” His voice trembled. “Please… don’t jump…”

Don’t jump.

Zhou Wan’s heart trembled.

She remembered what Jiang Fan had told her before – Lu Xixiao’s mother had committed suicide by jumping from a building.

Realizing she had accidentally intruded on Lu Xixiao’s private space, she frantically tried to leave, but the next moment Lu Xixiao suddenly sat up, drenched in sweat, breathing heavily, his chest heaving.

Zhou Wan stared at his expression, thinking she could probably guess the ending of that dream.

Who knew how many times Lu Xixiao had repeatedly experienced such nightmares?

Some nightmares bring relief upon waking – thank goodness it was just a dream.

But each time Lu Xixiao woke up, he discovered that it wasn’t just a dream.

This was reality.

The hell from his dreams was the place he inhabited.

…

It took Lu Xixiao a full two minutes to steady his breathing before he looked up and saw Zhou Wan standing at the door.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan’s voice was very soft as she tried to comfort him, “We can’t bring back those who are gone. Your mother would surely want to see you happy and at ease every day. Wherever she is now, know that she loved you.”

Lu Xixiao suddenly stepped out of bed, looking coldly at Zhou Wan, regarding her with the indifference one would show a stranger.

“Zhou Wan, you know nothing, yet you dare say such things to me. Don’t fucking think too highly of yourself.”

His eyes carried an oppressive force that weighed heavily on Zhou Wan’s shoulders as he said coldly, “Get out.”

Zhou Wan couldn’t move her feet.

Lu Xixiao’s eyes were bloodshot as he enunciated each word coldly: “Get. Out.”

*

Jiang Fan wasn’t wrong – the topic of “mother” was an absolute forbidden zone for Lu Xixiao.

Zhou Wan dragged her aching feet back home, where her grandmother was sitting by the window cutting paper decorations. Sunlight slanted in, warming half the table.

“Grandmother.”

“Wan Wan, you’re back. Where did you go so early? When I woke up, you weren’t in your room.”

Zhou Wan paused, just realizing she hadn’t told her grandmother about not coming home last night. Fortunately, her grandmother hadn’t noticed.

“Had something to do.” She vaguely brushed past the topic and said, “Don’t cut any more decorations, it’s bad for your eyes.”

“I’m cutting them slowly. There are just two months until New Year’s. We can put them up then, make everything look more festive.”

Zhou Wan smiled, but the smile vanished instantly.

She was simply too tired to maintain it.

“Grandmother, I’m going to rest in my room.”

“Mm, alright.”

Zhou Wan returned to her room, reapplied the ointment, and lay down on her bed.

The peach butt doll sat at her bedside. Zhou Wan hugged it to her chest, staring blankly at the ceiling.

*

For the next half month, Zhou Wan didn’t see Lu Xixiao again.

Guo Xiangling hadn’t contacted her either.

The remaining 150,000 yuan – unless Zhou Wan called Guo Xiangling about it, she would probably never give it, never call her again.

But Zhou Wan had no intention of asking for it.

Perhaps her ill-fated mother-daughter relationship with Guo Xiangling would end here.

She quit her part-time job at the arcade. While handling the handover, she checked Lu Xixiao’s game card points balance – 120,000 tickets, all unredeemed.

Her injured leg had healed, and Zhou Wan returned to her previous life: studying hard and improving daily.

The physics competition training became increasingly demanding, the problems more difficult, often keeping her up late, but solving each problem brought a sense of achievement. It wasn’t bad.

Gradually, another rumor spread through the school.

They said Lu Xixiao had dumped her.

No one was surprised; they all knew this day would come eventually.

Even though Zhou Wan was indeed excellent in her studies and pure and beautiful, meeting Lu Xixiao wouldn’t make her precious. Just having that innocent face, quiet personality, and inability to handle situations – it was inevitable he’d grow tired of her.

Gu Meng worried Zhou Wan would be upset and kept turning around to observe her during class these days.

After all, when Lu Xixiao’s previous girlfriends were dumped, every single one of them had cried desperately, hoping he would change his mind.

“Wan Wan.”

Gu Meng finally dared to ask, “Did you and Lu Xixiao break up?”

“We were never together,” Zhou Wan said.

“Huh?”

Zhou Wan smiled faintly: “Haven’t I told you this several times?”

“But you two were so obviously together,” Gu Meng said. “I thought you were just too shy to admit it.”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, her voice carrying a faint, gentle smile: “No.”

Gu Meng became more indignant: “What a jerk!”

“…”

“Being ambiguous with you without making it official, and now he just walks away without a care.” Gu Meng felt outraged on her behalf. “What a waste of his good looks, that scumbag!”

Zhou Wan just smiled, saying nothing.

She knew in her heart she had no right to blame Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao was like a stone dropped into her peaceful life, finally causing ripples in those dead waters.

But that was all.

The stone eventually sank to the bottom, disappearing.

Her life would return to being a pool of still water once again.

*

The bar was bustling with noise and wreathed in smoke, the pounding music vibrating in sync with heartbeats as people on the dance floor jumped and pressed against each other.

Lu Xixiao sat drinking in a corner while his friends shouted conversations nearby.

The youth’s long, slender fingers held his glass, the amber liquid swirling under the surreal lights. His profile caught the lights’ glow with hints of pink and blue, both alluring and sharp, like a blade cutting through the romantic atmosphere.

Without question, Lu Xixiao drew attention to such a setting.

Many girls noticed him, eager to approach, until finally, one gathered the courage to walk over.

Lu Xixiao sat in the innermost seat, requiring the girl to lean in close to ask, “Hey handsome, do you have a girlfriend?”

Lu Xixiao looked up, giving her a casual glance.

A friend nearby who had heard the recent rumors helpfully stood up: “Nope, my bro Xiao just broke up. He’s single now – a rare opportunity!”

As he stood, he gestured for the girl to sit inside.

The girl glanced at Lu Xixiao. Though he wasn’t welcoming, he didn’t refuse either. After a two-second pause, she walked to the inner seat and sat next to Lu Xixiao.

His temperament was cold, his whole aura frigid.

After an awkward moment, the girl moved closer and asked, “What are you drinking?”

Lu Xixiao exhaled smoke and said flatly, “Just ordered whatever.”

“Is it good?”

Lu Xixiao gave a knowing smile, leaning back against the sofa, chin slightly raised, looking roguish: “Why don’t you try it?”

The girl blushed: “Can I?”

Lu Xixiao said nothing.

So she took the glass and took a small sip. Unlike the fruit wines she was used to, this drink was particularly strong and harsh, making her furrow her brows as it burned her throat.

When she recovered, she turned to find Lu Xixiao looking down at his phone.

She instinctively glanced at the screen.

The WeChat interface.

His finger scrolled up, appearing casually indifferent – hard to tell if he was looking for someone specific or just bored.

He scrolled down for a while, his finger pausing slightly. The girl saw a contact name – Zhou Wan.

Sounded like a girl’s name.

“Is that your ex-girlfriend?” she asked.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “A friend.”

The girl’s voice softened as she laughed: “Oh, you have female friends?”

Lu Xixiao finished his cigarette, stubbed it out in the ashtray, then reached across the table for a new glass, poured himself another drink, and finally replied: “Is that not allowed?”

“It’s allowed, just feels like you’re the type to have girlfriends but be too lazy to maintain female friendships.”

That assessment was quite accurate.

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth.

The girl wracked her brain for conversation topics: “Did you fight with your friend?”

She noticed that the chat with “Zhou Wan” was quite far down, suggesting they hadn’t talked in a while.

“Mm.”

“Was it your fault?”

Lu Xixiao frowned slightly, and after half a minute, said: “I suppose so.”

“Is she pretty?”

Zhou Wan’s looks…

Lu Xixiao had never evaluated in his mind whether she was good-looking or not.

But at this moment, thinking back, he remembered that day returning from the amusement park, when she said happy birthday, then looked up at his eyes, asking with utmost sincerity if he had been happy that day. Under the dim streetlights, the girl’s smile was gentle, her eyes seeming to melt, two dimples filled with honey, her shoulder-length hair softly framing her fair neck, both docile and exquisite, fragile yet resilient.

As delicate as a warm-toned oil painting.

Without question, Zhou Wan was beautiful.

Lu Xixiao’s brows furrowed deeper.

Then he remembered her figure, thin arms and thin legs, too skinny.

He exhaled smoke and said flatly: “Average.”

“Then what do you think of me?” the girl suddenly asked with a smile.

Lu Xixiao turned to look at her.

Elaborate makeup, upturned eyeliner lending an alluring air, red lips, figure-hugging dress showing off her curves.

The type that was beautiful at first glance, the same type as his previous girlfriends.

But at this moment, his mind was filled with images of Zhou Wan.

Gentle, resilient, earnest, and somewhat reserved.

He tilted his head slightly, offering no evaluation, refusing directly: “Sorry.”

The girl was stunned.

Lu Xixiao stood up and walked toward the exit.

Jiang Fan called after him: “Where are you going?”

“Leaving.”

“So early? Got something to do?”

Lu Xixiao’s fingers tapped lightly on his phone screen, his tone casual yet meaningful: “Yeah, school tomorrow.”
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Lu Xixiao hailed a taxi to go home.

Since that day when Zhou Wan left his house, for exactly half a month—fifteen days—she hadn’t come to see him once.

She certainly had a backbone.

Lu Xixiao’s lips curved into a slight sneer as he scoffed.

The taxi played the usual tacky radio broadcast, with the female host’s affected voice and exaggerated, forced laughter.

Lu Xixiao lowered the window, letting the cold wind tousle his hair as he idly browsed through his phone.

He paused when he opened his photo gallery—there was still a picture of Zhou Wan.

It was taken on his birthday after Zhou Wan had given him a photo frame.

His comment about using the frame for her photo had just been casual teasing at the time; Lu Xixiao hadn’t even printed this picture.

In the photo, the young woman wore a startled expression, her eyes wide.

She usually maintained a calm, plain expression, so this captured moment of surprise was rare—looking at it longer, it was quite endearing.

“Driver,” Lu Xixiao spoke up, “is there a photo studio nearby?”

“Photo studio? There’s one next to Second Middle School, but that’s in the opposite direction from your address.”

“That’s fine, let’s go to the photo studio first,” Lu Xixiao said. “Thank you.”

*

Early morning at school, an incident occurred.

A first-year female student was caught dating, and her parents were called in. While such matters weren’t particularly rare in high school, the girl’s mother’s reaction was extreme—the moment she arrived at school, she immediately slapped her daughter. The words she hurled were especially harsh, creating a loud scene with her abuse that was unbearable to hear, until finally the teachers had to step in to mediate.

At school, news like this spread quickly.

It was said the girl came from a single-parent household, living with her mother but raised by her grandmother.

Her mother was a public elementary school teacher with a fierce temper who placed too many expectations on her daughter, hoping she would achieve great success.

“How awful,” Gu Meng said. “That mother wasn’t even around while her daughter was growing up, yet she puts so much pressure on her. Coming to school just to hit her—if I were that girl, I’d be so embarrassed I’d want to transfer schools.”

Another girl nearby turned to join the conversation: “I was on the third floor at the time and heard her mother’s scolding. I’ve never heard anyone curse so viciously before, as if that wasn’t even her daughter.”

The homeroom teacher rapped sharply on the board, and everyone fell silent.

“You’ve all probably heard about today’s incident,” the homeroom teacher said from the podium. “You’re all at a crucial stage in high school. Dating is something you can do freely in college when no one will interfere, but right now you need to rein in those thoughts and focus on your studies!”

The teacher’s gaze swept from left to right across the room. “Let me be clear—the school is cracking down on student relationships lately. If you’re caught, your parents will be called in.”

Their class had several couples secretly dating, and people’s eyes inadvertently drifted toward them.

Zhou Wan kept her head down when suddenly her phone vibrated in her desk drawer.

She rarely received messages during school hours and had forgotten to set it to silent.

She hurriedly took out her phone to switch it to silent mode.

A message from “6” had arrived.

Zhou Wan paused.

6.

Lu Xixiao?

They hadn’t been in contact for a long time.

She opened it.

[6: Lunch together?]

Zhou Wan’s fingers hesitated, uncertain.

She didn’t know why Lu Xixiao was reaching out to her again. He hadn’t been coming to school these days, and she’d thought he’d already found a girlfriend and had no time for her anymore.

[Zhou Wan: I’m at school, can’t leave at lunch.]

[6: I’m here too.]

“…”

There were already many classmates who misunderstood their relationship, and with the homeroom teacher just warning about the school’s strict policy on this matter, Zhou Wan didn’t want to invite unnecessary trouble.

[Zhou Wan: Would dinner work? After the competition class ends around six o’clock.]

[6: Fine.]

After the fourth period Literature class ended.

Zhou Wan went to the cafeteria with Gu Meng.

Because of Lu Xixiao’s earlier message, Zhou Wan kept an eye on her surroundings. He never wore the school uniform and would stand out in a crowd, but she couldn’t spot him.

After finishing lunch, Gu Meng went to the school store.

“Wan Wan, do you want bubble tea?”

She shook her head.

Gu Meng bought herself a hot pearl milk tea, and they walked back to class together.

As December approached, the early plum blossoms in the school garden had bloomed, red and white intermingled, releasing a faint sweet fragrance into the air.

“Hey, isn’t that Lu Xixiao?” Gu Meng suddenly elbowed Zhou Wan, whispering, “Why did he come to school today?”

Zhou Wan looked up.

Lu Xixiao wore a black jacket, his brows slightly furrowed. The pale winter sunlight fell on his face, making his skin appear even more coldly white. He looked impatient and weary as if he’d just woken up.

As if sensing something, Lu Xixiao raised his head and looked toward Zhou Wan.

He tilted his head slightly toward her, about to walk over, when suddenly a scream erupted from the crowd around them—

“Look at the roof!”

People below raised their heads to see a person standing on the rooftop—a female student in school uniform. Her clothes billowed in the strong wind, making her appear increasingly unsteady and causing people’s hearts to race with anxiety.

“Who is that?!”

“Is she going to jump?!”

“Quick, get a teacher!”

“I think it’s Xue Xi!”

Zhou Wan stood frozen in shock, only hearing the discussions around her saying that Xue Xi was the student who’d been caught dating this morning.

She also heard people in the crowd saying the girl was typically introverted and withdrawn, pessimistic when facing problems, and had depression.

Zhou Wan saw Lu Xixiao suddenly turn and quickly head up the stairs.

She instinctively ran after him.

“Wan Wan!” Gu Meng called after her, but Zhou Wan had no time to respond.

Lu Xixiao’s strides were long and fast; Zhou Wan couldn’t keep up. By the last flight of stairs, she was completely out of breath. The door to the roof platform was open, its security chain broken.

Zhou Wan’s hair whipped wildly in the wind as she struggled to catch her breath and ran forward.

Lu Xixiao stood at the doorway, his face even paler than before, brows tightly knitted, having to brace himself against the wall with his hand to keep from sliding down, the veins standing out clearly on the back of his hand.

Zhou Wan remembered—he was afraid of heights.

But she hadn’t expected Lu Xixiao would be the first to rush to the roof to save someone.

…

The wind howled fiercely on the rooftop, and the sunshine was so bright it was hard to keep one’s eyes open.

Lu Xixiao clenched his jaw, trying his best to stand straight and walk forward, but his mind kept returning to the image of his mother jumping from a rooftop years ago.

It had been a similarly sunny day—looking up into the sun, unable to open his eyes, unable to see faces.

Following a dull “thud,” everything before his eyes had been stained with blood.

The scene in his mind was like a sealing curse, preventing him from moving his feet or lifting his head, even rendering him unable to make a sound.

His whole body was cold, trembling imperceptibly.

At that moment, he heard hurried footsteps behind him.

But Lu Xixiao had no strength to turn and look, his head dizzy, consciousness unclear.

Until the next second, when a warm palm firmly gripped his hand, and someone stood in front of him, blocking out the harsh sunlight.

He caught the distinctive floral scent of laundry detergent that was uniquely Zhou Wan’s.

The young woman’s small frame stood before him, slight yet resolute, her hair tied up, revealing a fair nape.

Zhou Wan gripped his hand tightly.

His unsteady heart gradually returned to its normal rhythm after a moment of trembling.

“Xue Xi,” Zhou Wan called softly, remembering the name she’d heard earlier.

The girl had already climbed over the roof’s railing and was sitting on it. Due to years without maintenance, it creaked ominously, the sound grating, making people fear it might break and fall at any moment.

Hearing Zhou Wan’s voice, the girl turned around.

She knew of Zhou Wan, through the honor roll listings and recent school rumors.

But she and Zhou Wan weren’t acquainted and had never spoken before.

Zhou Wan didn’t dare approach rashly, her heart racing: “You’re still so young, only in your first year. There’s still so much wonderful life ahead waiting for you. Come down first, don’t stay there, it’s dangerous.”

The girl remained unmoved, turning back to look at the crowd gathering below—students and teachers alike.

“I’m not like you. My grades are poor, and I’m not as pretty as you,” Xue Xi laughed self-deprecatingly. “I don’t have the kind of future and life that you have. My mother is overbearing and controlling. She hits and insults me whenever I don’t do what she says. In her eyes, I’m just her possession. I don’t want to live like this anymore.”

Zhou Wan paused briefly.

Then she said quietly: “Do you envy me?”

Xue Xi glanced at Zhou Wan, then at Lu Xixiao behind her—he was the popular figure that all the school’s girls talked about.

“Of course,” Xue Xi said. “I envy everyone.”

When people remain immersed in one emotion for too long, they become unable to escape it, forever lost in that alley.

Zhou Wan said: “My father passed away from illness when I was ten, and my mother abandoned me and left home that same year. All these years, I’ve lived with just my grandmother. She has a serious illness and relies on dialysis to stay alive each month. She’s too old for a transplant, and we don’t know how long she can hold on.”

“All these years, I’ve found ways to earn money and win scholarships by myself, so my grandmother wouldn’t have to work so hard.”

Something was compelling in Zhou Wan’s eyes that made others calm down. Her voice was very soft and mild, not deliberately depicting her hardships, just stating facts plainly.

“Do you think I can see my future and life? I don’t even dare to have dreams, don’t know where I’m heading, and have thought about giving up everything just like you. But I don’t want to disappoint my father and grandmother, so I’ve worked hard to get to where I am now.”

Xue Xi looked at Zhou Wan silently, calming down.

Zhou Wan: “So no matter what, at least you can live beautifully for yourself. The world we see now is too small. In a few years, perhaps we’ll see a broader world, have different perspectives, and futures we can’t even imagine right now.”

Zhou Wan slowly approached her, gradually extending her hand.

“Xue Xi,” she said softly, “hold on a little longer.”

The girl raised her hand halfway, still hesitating.

More people gathered below, and teachers had run up too. Someone shouted, “Her mother’s here!” Xue Xi’s mother and teachers rushed up to the top floor, bursting out onto the roof.

Xue Xi suddenly withdrew her hand, clutching the stainless steel railing. The railing swayed, making a sharp, piercing sound.

“Don’t come any closer!” Xue Xi screamed.

Her mother, face streaked with tears, collapsed to the ground at this movement, begging her not to jump.

Zhou Wan glanced back at her mother.

Next to her mother stood a boy—the one who had been caught dating Xue Xi.

“Xue Xi,” Zhou Wan turned back, “talk things through properly with your mother.”

“It’ll be the same,” Xue Xi shook her head, crying. “It’s always the same. As soon as I come down, she’ll hit and scold me again. She just doesn’t understand!”

“But what about your boyfriend?” Zhou Wan suddenly asked.

Xue Xi fell silent, looking at the panicked young man with reddened eyes.

Zhou Wan: “If you jump from here today, have you thought about him? Whether it was real or not, he’ll become one of the reasons behind your suicide.”

“More importantly, if you jump in front of him like this, he’ll carry that shadow with him for the rest of his life.”

At this point, Zhou Wan suddenly paused, her heart skipping a beat.

Shadow.

She had never thought about why Lu Xixiao had a fear of heights.

He wasn’t afraid of anything else, so why was he specifically afraid of heights? Why had he rushed up to save someone despite this fear? And why had he turned pale and cold, unable to move?

Inadvertently, she seemed to have glimpsed another of Lu Xixiao’s secrets.

Zhou Wan looked back.

Many people had gathered on the rooftop now, with chaos below. The firefighters had arrived, and crying and shouting mixed.

Lu Xixiao stood there, expressionless, his brows still slightly furrowed.

In this situation, no one noticed him in the corner, and no one knew he had been the first to arrive there.

A bitter feeling spread through Zhou Wan’s heart.

She turned back to look at Xue Xi again, carefully observing her expression: “You know some shadows can never be erased. Come back, Xue Xi, everything can start anew.”

The world is vast, and the future is distant.

Xue Xi stared at Zhou Wan with reddened eyes.

Suddenly, she crouched down, standing on that narrow rooftop edge, and began to sob.

Zhou Wan walked to her side, bent down, and finally grasped her cold hand.

At that moment, her mother and the teachers rushed forward together, pulling her back from the railing.

Zhou Wan was pushed aside by the crowd. Cheers erupted from below, and the wind on the roof was so strong, the sunlight so piercing, that everything seemed covered in an unreal layer of light and shadow.

Zhou Wan looked back at Lu Xixiao and slowly walked toward him.

No one noticed them.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan took his hand, looking at the sweat on his forehead, and asked softly, “Are you alright?”

His voice was hoarse when he spoke as if exhausted: “Mm.”

Zhou Wan helped him down the stairs. Only after descending two floors did his complexion finally ease somewhat.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan’s mind was a bit confused, not knowing what to say to comfort him. “She didn’t jump.”

“Mm.”

“We saved her together,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Lu Xixiao turned his head, meeting her eyes—clear to the bottom, calm and gentle, like an undisturbed lake.

He silently looked at Zhou Wan for a while, then averted his gaze and said quietly: “Let’s go.”

Zhou Wan paused, watching his retreating figure.

The young man’s frame was tall and straight-backed, returning to that unbreakable appearance, showing no trace of the vulnerability and panic from the rooftop moments ago.

*

Such an incident at school was bound to cause a sensation.

After an all-staff meeting, teachers told students not to spread the news outside school to minimize the incident’s impact, while Zhou Wan was singled out for praise.

If she hadn’t seen Lu Xixiao running up the stairs, Zhou Wan might not have reacted so quickly, and besides, Lu Xixiao had been the first to arrive there.

Zhou Wan had wanted to tell the teachers that Lu Xixiao had gone up with her to save the student.

But she worried some people at school might connect it to his mother’s situation, and Lu Xixiao probably didn’t want to be involved in such an incident, so in the end, Zhou Wan said nothing.

As for the aftermath, it was said that Xue Xi’s mother had hugged her daughter while crying, apologizing repeatedly, and finally began taking her daughter’s psychological issues seriously, deciding to temporarily withdraw her from school for treatment.

Before leaving school with her mother, Xue Xi packed her schoolbag and came to find Zhou Wan to thank her.

“No need to thank me,” Zhou Wan gave her a gentle smile. “Take care of yourself, see you next time.”

“Don’t know if there will be a next time,” Xue Xi said. “After treatment, I might transfer schools, and start fresh in a new environment.”

Zhou Wan nodded in agreement but paused before asking: “What about your boyfriend…”

“I just talked with him, we both decided to separate for now.” Xue Xi shrugged and smiled. “He was born into a very happy family and has a sunny and warm personality, which might be why I liked him. But actually, we weren’t suited for each other, and this incident was too embarrassing. I don’t want to continue like this. If there’s a future, I hope it’ll be after I’ve recovered, meeting again in a more relaxed state.”

Perhaps what had driven Xue Xi into that dead end wasn’t the forbidden romance, but countless straws piled on her back, and today was just the final one that broke it.

Zhou Wan watched her leave through the school gates.

The sunlight was still dazzling.

She wondered aimlessly, if one day she reached that point herself, what would be her final straw?

…

All afternoon, Zhou Wan hadn’t seen Lu Xixiao again.

Passing by Class 7’s door, she secretly glanced at his seat—empty.

He had left again. She wondered if he still remembered their dinner plans.

At five o’clock, the dismissal bell rang, and everyone headed home with their bags full of homework and gossip.

Zhou Wan stayed with Jiang Yan for another hour of physics competition training.

The competition instructor specially hired by the school had also heard about today’s incident and asked Zhou Wan what happened. She explained everything.

The teacher asked: “I heard from your physics teacher that you talked that girl down?”

“Mm.”

“Thank goodness, otherwise such a young life would have been too tragic to lose.”

Jiang Yan interrupted the topic: “Teacher Zhang, how do you solve this problem?”

“Which one?” Teacher Zhang leaned over. “Let me see.”

Since Zhou Wan had quit her job at the game center and devoted more time to studying, her competition scores had improved notably. Yesterday’s test paper was even 8 points higher than Jiang Yan’s.

So Jiang Yan studied even more diligently, staying in his seat and solving problems except for meals and bathroom breaks. Even today’s big incident at school hadn’t affected him at all.

After an hour, Jiang Yan stayed to work on more problems while Zhou Wan left first.

The school was very quiet at 6 PM, with third-year students in evening self-study.

Zhou Wan walked with her head down, out the gate and a few steps further, when she noticed a pair of shoes in her peripheral vision.

She paused and looked up.

Lu Xixiao was leaning lazily against a tree trunk with a cigarette between his lips. Hearing movement, he looked up, his eyelids creating a sharp, narrow crease.

Seeing Zhou Wan, he straightened up slightly, removed the cigarette, and asked quietly: “What do you want to eat?”

Zhou Wan walked up to him: “Anything is fine.”

“Korean BBQ?”

Zhou Wan nodded: “Okay.”

*

A new Korean BBQ restaurant had just opened next to the school.

Lu Xixiao didn’t bother choosing dishes, directly ordering a set meal for two plus two signature dishes. The food came quickly, filling the cart beside them.

The server asked if they needed help grilling, but Zhou Wan didn’t want to trouble others, so she thanked them and declined them, grilling herself.

She rarely ate Korean BBQ, but when she went with classmates, she was always in charge of grilling and was quite skilled at it.

Lu Xixiao sat across from her watching her grill, occasionally sipping his ice water.

The young girl’s face was flushed from the heat, her eyelashes lowered. He just noticed that Zhou Wan had very long eyelashes, casting dense shadows under the overhead light.

After a while, Lu Xixiao spoke: “That’s enough, eat first.”

“You eat first.” Zhou Wan used the tongs to put meat in his bowl. “Let me finish grilling this.”

Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue and took the tongs from her hand.

“Do you know how?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Yeah.” He put all the grilled meat from the plate into Zhou Wan’s bowl.

After that, Lu Xixiao did most of the grilling while Zhou Wan ate, and soon she said she was full.

Lu Xixiao looked up: “Really full?”

“Mm.”

“Then let’s go.”

There was still a lot of meat left ungrilled. It would be a waste to throw it away, so while Lu Xixiao went to pay, Zhou Wan got a takeout box to take it with them.

Walking out of the restaurant, Zhou Wan handed him the box: “You can put this in your fridge. It’s getting cold, you can cook it in a hotpot yourself, but eat it soon.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t take it, glancing at her and laughing softly: “Don’t have a pot.”

“You have one in your kitchen, you can use the induction cooker,” Zhou Wan remembered seeing one before.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow but still didn’t reach for it, his lips curving up slightly, but without humor—more like self-mockery.

Zhou Wan paused, then said: “On the weekend, I can come over and we can eat it together.”

“Oh.” Lu Xixiao took the takeout box and then nodded toward the convenience store across the street. “Buy some water.”

He walked into the store, expertly taking two bottles of mineral water from the shelf and paying.

Zhou Wan didn’t go in, waiting at the store entrance. When he came out, Zhou Wan was sitting on a small swing nearby, swaying gently.

She tilted her head back slightly, hands gripping the swing’s ropes, toes off the ground, her profile fair and soft. Lu Xixiao stood watching her for a while, his Adam’s apple moving slightly.

“Zhou Wan.”

She stood up, returning to his side: “Ready to go?”

Lu Xixiao opened one of the water bottles and handed it to her. Zhou Wan thanked him and took a sip, her pink lips collecting water droplets like a watercolor painting being blurred.

Lu Xixiao looked away, frowning slightly, then looked back at her.

After a while, he said quietly: “Why don’t you ask?”

“Ask what?”

“About today.”

Surprised he would bring it up himself, Zhou Wan paused, looking into his eyes: “About your fear of heights?”

Lu Xixiao looked down at her from his height, his expression indifferent, impossible to read his emotions.

Zhou Wan just quietly looked up at him, her gaze calm yet firm.

After a long moment, Lu Xixiao suddenly turned his head and smiled.

His laugh was low and magnetic, muffled, with a nasal quality, as if resonating from his chest.

“People who know too much might get silenced,” he said with a smile.

Zhou Wan was indeed different from everyone else.

She didn’t talk much, and when they were together, it was mostly silent, each doing their own thing, with barely any communication, but Zhou Wan understood him best. Most times, he didn’t need to say anything—she just understood.

At noon, she had told Xue Xi that if she jumped, her boyfriend would carry an indelible shadow for the rest of his life.

After saying that, she had turned to look at Lu Xixiao, her expression startled, with a hint of disbelief and sudden realization.

At that moment, Lu Xixiao knew she had figured out why he had a fear of heights.

The feeling was strange.

He didn’t like people prying open his wounds, but Zhou Wan didn’t do that—she had only seen the scab.

The dim streetlights overlapped, shadow and light intertwining, slowly shifting with the clouds drifting across the sky, gradually merging, blurring the edges of their shadows until they were indistinguishable.

Lu Xixiao pulled out a cigarette, and lowered his head, shielding it from the wind with one hand as he lit it.

His cheeks hollowed slightly as he took a deep drag, then exhaled, saying quietly: “I developed my fear of heights after my mother jumped to her death.”
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Though she had already guessed this, hearing Lu Xixiao say it himself still made Zhou Wan pause.

She hadn’t expected him to be so direct.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together before asking: “Why?”

The swing swayed gently as Lu Xixiao and Zhou Wan sat side by side—the boy in his black jacket and the girl in her blue and white school uniform, as young and free as the wind.

Zhou Wan felt as if a door was slowly opening before her.

*

Twenty-some years ago, Lu Xixiao’s mother came from one of the most prominent families in Pingchuan City. His maternal grandparents had been influential figures—one in politics, the other in arts and culture—making them a respected family of scholars who could hold their heads high.

Meanwhile, under the old master Lu’s leadership, the Lu family business had become one of the earliest and most prosperous enterprises to establish itself in Pingchuan City.

Lu’s mother, Shen Lan, had once met Lu Zhongyue at an event in her youth.

One had to admit that the young Lu Zhongyue had been handsome and striking, with no shortage of admirers.

Shen Lan fell in love at first sight, harboring secret affection. Her mother soon noticed and, knowing the Lu family’s wealthy background and promising future, and seeing that Lu Zhongyue was indeed talented and accomplished, began deliberately arranging opportunities for them to meet.

Gradually, the two families became acquainted.

The final matchmaking was initiated by old master Lu himself, who said the two young people seemed compatible and suggested arranging their marriage.

In that era, although free love was already common, marriages between great families were still often arranged by elders, with both parties’ consent.

Shen Lan immediately blushed, looking at Lu Zhongyue with a mixture of charm and shyness.

Lu Zhongyue was looking at her too, and when their eyes met, he gave Shen Lan a gentle smile.

Thus, an unprecedented grand wedding was held in Pingchuan City. Old master Lu was particularly pleased with Shen Lan, appreciating her temperament and understanding his son’s personality. He knew Shen Lan was the most suitable match for him, hoping that she could guide his son with occasional suggestions to help him become more accomplished.

In others’ eyes, Lu Zhongyue and Shen Lan were perfectly matched—equal in status, talented and beautiful, a match made in heaven.

Shen Lan saw it the same way.

After marriage, Lu Zhongyue took over the company while Shen Lan stayed at home, occasionally attending art exhibitions to pass the time.

Life was sweet and satisfying.

Within a year, Shen Lan became pregnant.

Old master Lu was overjoyed, personally arranging people to take care of Shen Lan’s daily needs. During that time, Lu Zhongyue was very busy with work, often returning home late, but Shen Lan remained content, marveling at the miracle of nurturing life.

And so, under her anticipation, Lu Xixiao was born.

The following years passed peacefully and elegantly, as Shen Lan was a very refined woman.

Young Lu Xixiao grew up well-mannered and polite under her upbringing, earning praise from relatives and friends. The usually stern old master Lu had absolutely no resistance when it came to his grandson, often grimacing in pain as little Lu Xixiao tugged at his beard and hair.

Everyone said Shen Lan was blessed, everyone envied her happiness.

But turning points always arrive without warning.

Immersed in her happiness, Shen Lan had never doubted Lu Zhongyue, never wondered why he worked increasingly late and came home increasingly late.

Until that day, when a woman unexpectedly shattered her beautiful illusion.

She saw Lu Zhongyue with another woman at a jewelry store while shopping at the mall.

Shen Lan froze in place, countless thoughts flashing through her mind.

Who was this woman? Had Lu Zhongyue been unfaithful? How far had it gone? When had it started? Should she get divorced? What about little Xiao?

But the truth was always worse than her imagined rock bottom.

A small boy suddenly ran over, hugging Lu Zhongyue’s leg, calling him “Dad” in a childish voice.

Judging by his height, he was about the same age as Ah Xiao.

Shen Lan suddenly collapsed to the ground, her mind blank. Mall staff ran over to help her up, but she couldn’t summon any strength.

When she finally managed to stand, Lu Zhongyue and the mother-son pair were gone.

Later, Lu Zhongyue made an excuse about a business trip, saying he’d be away for three days. Shen Lan didn’t confront him.

When Lu Zhongyue returned home three nights later, only Shen Lan sat in the living room. He asked where Ah Xiao was, and she said she’d sent him to his grandmother’s house, as she needed to discuss something with him.

With extreme calmness, she took out divorce papers, and with extreme calmness, said she wanted a divorce.

Even though she had spent those three days crying until her eyes were swollen and red, more disheveled than she’d ever been in her life.

“Divorce?” Lu Zhongyue couldn’t believe it. “What’s wrong?”

“The division of marital assets is written in the agreement. I don’t want to fight with you everything is split equally, with just one condition: Ah Xiao stays with me.”

Only then did Lu Zhongyue believe that Shen Lan was serious.

This woman, who had been so compliant since their marriage, truly wanted to divorce him.

“Why?” Lu Zhongyue asked.

Shen Lan looked up, her eyes red, filled with painful resolution: “Don’t you know what you’ve done?”

Lu Zhongyue’s heart sank, but he still wouldn’t admit it.

Shen Lan’s chest heaved with anger, her whole body trembling as she pulled out a stack of photos from her bag and threw them at Lu Zhongyue.

They were all photos from the past three days of him at the beach with a woman and a child.

Shen Lan had thought Lu Zhongyue was having an affair, but she never imagined everything would be a thousand times worse than she could have imagined—

That woman was named Jiang Wensheng, Lu Zhongyue’s girlfriend from university.

That child was called Jiang Yan, the son she had with Lu Zhongyue.

His birth date was even a few months earlier than Ah Xiao’s.

At that moment, Shen Lan finally understood what had kept Lu Zhongyue so “busy” during her pregnancy.

Old master Lu had disapproved of Jiang Wensheng, but no one knew that Lu Zhongyue had never broken up with her, and had even fathered a child with her.

Shen Lan had thought her perfect marriage was completely shattered at this moment, reduced to its most disgraceful state.

She realized she had been the intruder between Lu Zhongyue and Jiang Wensheng.

Lu Zhongyue stared at those photos for a long time before saying: “I won’t agree to divorce. I can separate from her.”

If Shen Lan had been from an ordinary family, Lu Zhongyue might have agreed to the divorce, but she wasn’t—and Lu Qilan was constantly watching for his mistakes.

Shen Lan was highly valued by old master Lu, and if they really divorced and she took Lu Xixiao away, Lu Qilan would truly have leverage against him.

Shen Lan collapsed onto the floor mat, laughing bitterly: “You can separate from her, but you both have children now.”

“Lan Lan,” Lu Zhongyue said, “She didn’t tell me about the pregnancy, and by the time I knew, it was too late for an abortion, so there was no choice but to have the child. I promise that child will never appear before Ah Xiao.”

Hearing this, Shen Lan wanted to laugh.

She had thought that despite all the obstacles, Lu Zhongyue must have stayed with that woman because he deeply loved her.

Only now did Shen Lan understand what a cold and heartless person Lu Zhongyue was—he didn’t love Jiang Wensheng, and similarly, he didn’t love her either.

“Save these explanations for your father,” Shen Lan wiped away her tears, maintaining her last shred of dignity, left the divorce papers, and left home.

Later, it was said this incident had enraged old master Lu so much that he nearly stripped Lu Zhongyue of his authority.

But considering his grandson, old master Lu still swallowed his pride and brought Lu Zhongyue to visit the Shen family, trying to persuade Shen Lan to stay.

Although Shen’s parents felt sorry for their daughter, in that era, divorce was considered shameful in the older generation’s eyes, and they were inclined to give Lu Zhongyue another chance.

Old master Lu promised that the illegitimate child would never enter the Lu family’s door, and Lu Zhongyue would never see that mother and son again. No matter what happened, Lu Xixiao would forever be his only grandson.

Shen Lan leaned back on the sofa, looking out the window, giving no response, silently refusing.

And what about young Lu Xixiao at that time? He stood outside the door, hearing everything.

At that moment, he understood that Lu Zhongyue had betrayed Shen Lan and had an illegitimate son.

Shen Lan was determined to divorce, but fate had other plans. Half a month later, she suddenly felt nauseous and unwell. A hospital check-up revealed she was pregnant, already three months along.

She had always been physically delicate, and an abortion at three months could easily cause permanent damage.

Her parents opposed the abortion, and the Lu family repeatedly came to beg forgiveness and reconciliation.

Finally, the proud Shen Lan surrendered.

But such submission went against her heart. Throughout the pregnancy, she remained depressed. After ten months of pregnancy, she suffered severe bleeding during delivery, a difficult birth, barely surviving.

Shen Lan had nearly died, and after that brush with death, she became a completely different person from who she’d been ten months before, entirely lifeless.

…

Hearing such a story made Zhou Wan’s heartache.

She was someone who had lived through hardship, with her only happy memories being those childhood moments with her father.

But Shen Lan was different—born privileged, wanting for nothing, with loving parents, cherished by all, someone everyone saw as blessed and fulfilled, yet suddenly found herself in such circumstances. The fall was truly dramatic.

“Then what happened?” Zhou Wan asked softly.

Lu Xixiao took a sip of water: “Though her life was saved, both she and my sister had poor health, and were often sick afterward.”

Zhou Wan paused, hearing for the first time that Lu Xixiao had a sister.

“I was in elementary school then. When my sister was four, she couldn’t attend school due to her health, so grandfather hired a home tutor.”

He held the water bottle with both hands, his tone steady but slightly hoarse, “But my mom became increasingly depressed, sometimes not leaving her bedroom for days. Lu Zhongyue couldn’t stand her being like that, found it oppressive, and gradually stopped coming home. My mom stopped caring too.”

Zhou Wan didn’t know what to say, only feeling how pitiful and tragic it all was.

A tragedy of helplessness.

Fate kept pushing the exhausted Shen Lan forward, step by step toward the abyss.

Lu Xixiao stared at the circles of light cast by the street lamp on the ground: “Until one day when I came home and saw my mother strangling my sister.”

“What?”

Zhou Wan’s heart sank heavily, leaving her almost speechless. “Why?”

“Don’t know, like she was having a fit.”

Lu Xixiao remained very calm, but this calmness made it feel even more abnormal and frightening. “I rushed over to stop her, and she let go quickly, then cried and hit herself, saying she was wrong.”

“Was she… sick?”

“Maybe.”

Lu Xixiao paused, then continued, “But it was only that one time, at least that I discovered.”

“Later, when my sister was five, she developed a high fever, over forty degrees, nearly falling into a coma. She stayed in the hospital for two days, then suddenly passed away.”

Zhou Wan let out a soft breath.

Lu Xixiao’s lips twitched: “My mom couldn’t accept it. She took my sister’s ashes and jumped from a building. She was gone too.”

Dust rose, then settled.

All grievances and entanglements ended with that resolute leap.

“That day, Lu Zhongyue finally came home. I probably hadn’t seen him for months by then, but I didn’t stay. Grandfather wanted me to live in the old mansion, but I refused and went to my maternal grandparents’ house.”

Lu Xixiao looked at a dark cloud in the sky: “But watching their child die before them, my grandparents grew thinner day by day, and within two years, they both passed away too.”

“After that, I moved alone to where I live now—it was where my mom liked to live before she married.”

Zhou Wan could hardly imagine how Lu Xixiao had endured it all at such a young age.

His sister, mother, grandmother, grandfather—they all left one by one.

And he became displaced, never truly settling in one place.

Before these tragedies, he too had been the cherished son of a wealthy family, showered with love and full of promise.

For some reason, at this moment, Zhou Wan thought of the first time she went to his house to find him.

The day before had been the anniversary of his mother’s death, and he had stayed home alone, refusing to see anyone or go out.

Because she mentioned his mother, she had angered him.

He had also seen through her impure motives for approaching him and told her to leave.

At that moment, Zhou Wan had indeed decided to end this misunderstanding, apologized to him, and walked to the door. Just as she pressed the handle, Lu Xixiao suddenly called out to her.

“Zhou Wan.” His voice was deep and hoarse, like the wild weeds in the yard.

He sank into the sofa, looking up at the ceiling, closing his eyes briefly before conceding, “Zhou Wan, I’m hungry.”

He must have been lonely.

And afraid of being left alone again.

That’s why the proud Lu Xixiao would say such words.

Zhou Wan sniffed quietly, casually reaching out to hold his hand, very lightly—a slight movement would break free, but Lu Xixiao didn’t move, letting her hold on.

“Lu Xixiao,” she said softly, “my father once told me that kind people go to heaven when they pass away. Your mother is watching over you, always by your side.”

She mentioned his mother again.

But this time Lu Xixiao didn’t get angry.

Such words might only comfort children, but Zhou Wan truly didn’t know what else could console him.

Lu Xixiao laughed softly: “Forget it, seeing me like this now would only upset her more.”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

She thought, if this were true, her father would probably be heartbroken seeing her too.

She had learned to lie, to manipulate, to pretend.

But after she died, she probably couldn’t go to heaven, wouldn’t see her father—perhaps that was better, to spare him the heartache.

The swing swayed as Lu Xixiao stood up: “Let’s go.”

The night was quiet, the tree branches bare.

Lu Xixiao didn’t call a taxi, so Zhou Wan walked with him, passing a bus stop where she tugged at his sleeve: “Shall we take the bus?”

“No coins.”

Zhou Wan felt her pocket: “I have some.”

Behind them, a training institute’s advertisement board cast blue-white light on Lu Xixiao, surrounding him in a halo that outlined his youthful figure.

After waiting about ten minutes, bus route 52 arrived.

Zhou Wan put two coins in the fare box.

The last bus of the night was nearly empty, and they sat in the second-to-last row, Zhou Wan by the window.

The carriage was quiet as Zhou Wan recalled his words, still feeling that bitter ache.

She remembered seeing Lu Xixiao having that nightmare, his brows tightly furrowed, large beads of sweat on his forehead, face pale, hands clutching the blanket with visible veins, trembling words escaping his lips—

“Mom, don’t.” His voice was fragile. “Please… don’t jump…”

When had he become angry that day? Zhou Wan tried to remember what she’d said.

The last words seemed to be… no matter where she is now, at least she loved you.

When she said those words, Lu Xixiao’s expression had changed.

Zhou Wan paused in thought.

The bus passed four stops before halting.

Lu Xixiao stood first and got off.

Zhou Wan followed behind him, then suddenly called out: “Lu Xixiao.”

He turned, his eyes dark.

“I know it might not be appropriate for me to say this…” Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, “but I still want to ask—you must know your mother was sick then, right?”

He didn’t speak.

“Your mother was just sick, that’s why she lost control and almost hurt your sister, and because she was sick, she was in too much pain and left you alone. None of this changes the fact that she loved you.”

Zhou Wan looked at him earnestly, “She just had a dome over her, one she couldn’t break free from, couldn’t see you outside of it, that’s why she made that decision.”

When she decided to jump, no one appeared behind her like they did for Xue Xi today.

If someone had been there at that moment, calling out Lu Xixiao’s name, Zhou Wan believed she wouldn’t have jumped.

She had just walked into a dead end, everything before her turning black, unable to see anything.

Lu Xixiao stared at her for two seconds, then looked away, saying quietly: “Mm, I know.”

Perhaps she was overthinking it, but Zhou Wan still felt relieved.

Reaching the entrance of the residential complex, Zhou Wan waved to him: “I’ll head in first then.”

“Mm.”

The wind was too cold, and Zhou Wan urged him to get home quickly before jogging inside.

Suddenly, Lu Xixiao called out from behind: “Zhou Wan.”

She stopped and turned, her hair windblown and messy across her face: “What is it?”

“Want to date?”

Lu Xixiao’s eyes were pitch black as he looked directly at her, the dim street lights softening his sharp edges, spreading into a gentle tenderness.

“With me.”

Zhou Wan froze, her expression bewildered.

Not hearing her answer, Lu Xixiao didn’t rush, standing still and quietly watching her.

She never imagined Lu Xixiao would say such things to her.

She’d heard other girls say that Lu Xixiao had never actively confessed to any girl before—his previous girlfriends had all pursued him, and he’d accept if they were pretty, reject if they weren’t.

So Zhou Wan thought they would just continue like this.

Until one day when Lu Xixiao grew tired of her or found a new girlfriend.

Reason told Zhou Wan she should reject Lu Xixiao.

They were from different worlds, worlds apart.

She couldn’t handle Lu Xixiao, couldn’t keep up with him.

She was only 16, had to prepare for the physics competition, had to prepare for college entrance exams, had to earn money, had to take care of her grandmother—she couldn’t afford any mistakes.

Moreover, since her grandmother couldn’t have surgery, she no longer urgently needed that three hundred thousand, no longer needed to use Lu Xixiao to threaten Guo Xiangling.

But Zhou Wan heard herself asking:

“If I date you, will it make you happy?”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows, standing five meters away from her, hands in his pockets, looking casual and relaxed as he smiled lightly: “Probably.”

Zhou Wan could see the bottomless abyss before her eyes.

One nod and she would fall.

Her motives for approaching Lu Xixiao hadn’t been pure—that was something that could never be changed.

Once exposed, she would be beyond redemption.

Lu Xixiao would be furious and would do as he’d said before—if someone betrayed him, he would kill them.

Can’t be with Lu Xixiao.

Can’t be with Lu Xixiao.

Absolutely cannot.

Zhou Wan told herself over and over in her heart.

…

“Okay,” she said softly.

But she still wanted to make Lu Xixiao happy.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 28
Zhou Wan unlocked the door and entered, reflexively reaching to switch on the light. Only as she pressed the switch did she remember the bulb had broken last week, and she hadn’t had time to replace it.

But in the next moment, the light came on.

Unlike the harsh white light from before, this was a soft yellow glow.

Zhou Wan paused—grandmother must have changed it.

Looking up at the light, the soft yellow glow spread out, illuminating the dark room, and creating a warm feeling. She pressed her lips together, unconsciously smiling.

Grandmother was already asleep, so Zhou Wan went straight to her bedroom.

She’d been out all day and hadn’t had a chance to do her homework yet.

Zhou Wan took out her test papers from her backpack and sat at her desk to look at the problems. After solving a few questions, her mind drifted back to Lu Xixiao’s expression from earlier.

After she had nodded and agreed, Lu Xixiao lowered his head and smiled.

Then he stepped forward, came up to her, his dark eyes downcast as he looked at her and raised an eyebrow: “Girlfriend?”

Zhou Wan froze, her face involuntarily growing warm.

She had never dated before.

She hadn’t even really observed how others dated, though she had seen Lu Xixiao with his previous girlfriends a few times.

Those girls would often act coy with him; sometimes he would smile, and sometimes he would grow impatient.

He probably didn’t like girls who were too clingy, but since they were girlfriends, he couldn’t be too cold either.

After pausing for a few seconds, Zhou Wan followed his lead, lowering her eyes and responding softly: “Boyfriend.”

Lu Xixiao laughed again, patting her head: “Go on inside.”

His laugh had a slightly teasing tone, but Zhou Wan still felt relieved, as if she had passed some kind of interview.

Just as she was thinking about this, her phone vibrated.

[6: Made it home.]

Lu Xixiao had never told her before whether he’d made it home or not.

But… how should she chat with a boyfriend?

After hesitating, Zhou Wan replied: [Have you gone to sleep?]

[6: Still early.]

[6: What are you doing?]

[Zhou Wan: Doing homework.]

[6: Keep at it.]

Was that… the end of the conversation?

Zhou Wan stared at her phone for a long while, but Lu Xixiao didn’t reply again. She lowered her eyelids, and after thinking for a long time, still sent: [Are you angry?]

After ten minutes, Lu Xixiao finally replied with a voice message.

The young man’s voice was clear and crisp, with a hint of mixed laughter: “Just took a shower. I’m only telling you to do your homework, do you think I get angry over nothing all the time?”

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but grumble internally that he did get angry easily.

But of course, she didn’t dare to send her true thoughts.

Just as she was considering what to reply, Lu Xixiao sent another voice message.

“It’s getting late, you should do your homework first, or you’ll have to stay up late.”

Zhou Wan looked at the pile of test papers before her—it would probably take until after midnight to finish them all, so she sent Lu Xixiao an early “Good night.”

[6: Good night.]

He replied quickly.

When Zhou Wan put down her phone and looked up, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror.

Her soft black hair was loose, her cheeks had a faint blush, and her nose was red from the cold wind outside earlier. Her lips were curved upward, and her eyes held a smile too.

She was startled, suddenly feeling that this version of herself seemed rare—the smile reaching her eyes.

She shook her head, forcing herself not to daydream, and buried herself in her work.

Zhou Wan solved problems quickly, but it still took two hours to finish. After putting away her schoolbag and taking a shower, she came out to find an unread message on her phone.

—Guo Xiangling.

The moment she saw this name, Zhou Wan felt a chill run through her body, her heart skipping a beat.

Since asking for 150,000 yuan last time, Guo Xiangling hadn’t contacted her, and Zhou Wan had thought she would never have any connection with Guo Xiangling again.

[Guo Xiangling: Can I call you?]

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, darkness gathering in their depths as she silently stared at the message.

If it had been yesterday, or even tomorrow, seeing this message wouldn’t have been so painful. But today, she had just gotten together with Lu Xixiao.

Her fingers slowly tapped on the keys, replying: [Yes.]

Very soon, Guo Xiangling called.

This time there were none of the previous insincere pleasantries—she no longer called Guo Xiangling “Mom,” and Guo Xiangling pretended to call her “Wan-wan.”

Guo Xiangling got straight to the point: “Can your grandmother have the surgery?”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

Guo Xiangling understood this wordless answer: “Since she can’t have the surgery, do you still need that money you threatened me for last time?”

Zhou Wan knew Guo Xiangling was certain she wouldn’t ask for it again.

She wasn’t a greedy person; she had only wanted it for her grandmother’s treatment.

Zhou Wan took a deep breath and said slowly: “No need. I won’t ask you for the remaining 150,000, so don’t contact me anymore from now on.”

“What about you and Lu Xixiao?”

Zhou Wan paused, her gaze falling on the peach plush toy by her bed: “I haven’t broken up with him.”

“You’re still together?!” Guo Xiangling’s voice became shrill with disbelief. “Zhou Wan, you promised me you wouldn’t let his father know about this.”

“I only promised I wouldn’t go to Lu Zhongyue. I never promised to break up with Lu Xixiao, and besides, you never gave me the full 300,000 we originally agreed on.”

“You little slut!” Guo Xiangling was furious, spitting out words without restraint, “Slut! Ungrateful bitch!”

Hearing these words, Zhou Wan’s face remained expressionless, not even blinking.

Guo Xiangling ground her back teeth and lowered her voice: “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for Lu Xixiao. Hah, you think there could ever be anything between you? Strictly speaking, you should call him brother—Zhou Wan, you’re my daughter, you’re his step-sister! His sister!”

Zhou Wan felt her whole body go cold, her knuckles white from gripping the phone.

Guo Xiangling laughed coldly: “You didn’t know, did you? Lu Xixiao once had a real sister, but she died. I heard he was quite upset about it. What do you think he’ll feel when he finds out you’re his sister too? He’s Old Master Lu’s most beloved grandson—think about what future you could have after offending him.”

Zhou Wan couldn’t listen anymore and hung up.

Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking; she couldn’t even hold the phone steady. It fell to the ground with a heavy “thud.”

She sat on the bed curled up into herself, hugging her legs and burying her face, her heart pounding unstably.

After a long time, Zhou Wan slowly calmed down.

She kept telling herself.

Lu Xixiao would never know about any of it.

He wouldn’t be hurt by any of this.

She had already decided not to use Lu Xixiao to get revenge on Guo Xiangling. Given Lu Xixiao’s relationship with Lu Zhongyue, Lu Zhongyue would never know about their relationship, and would never know of her existence.

One month, two months, Lu Xixiao would eventually tire of her.

Then she would leave, and everything would return to normal.

This matter would sink into the sea, becoming a secret known only to her and Guo Xiangling, never to see the light of day again.

All of this started because of her, so naturally, it should end with her, giving it a decent ending.

She just wanted Lu Xixiao to be a little happier during this time—that would be enough. It would be her way of making it up to him.

Yes, that’s right.

It would be like this.

Nothing would go wrong.

Nothing could go wrong.

*

“Come on, everyone back to your seats. Class starts in three minutes, but first I’ll talk about the monthly exam,” the homeroom teacher rapped on the doorframe as she walked to the podium.

At the mention of the monthly exam, the classroom erupted in groans.

Last week’s monthly exam questions were very difficult. Most people hadn’t had time to finish their integrated science and mathematics papers, leaving several questions completely blank.

“The highest score in our grade is still from our class—706 points!”

Everyone turned to look at Jiang Yan, marveling that he wasn’t human enough to score over 700 on such difficult papers.

The homeroom teacher continued with a smile: “Second place is also from our class—701 points!” So the gazes shifted to Zhou Wan.

It was always like this with every test: Jiang Yan and Zhou Wan, forever first and second in the grade.

The homeroom teacher observed everyone’s expressions, and then said: “I see Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan looking quite calm, but why are the rest of you grinning so much? What’s the point? Will they share their scores with you when it comes to the college entrance exam? You don’t study yourselves, but you’re quite good at rejoicing in others’ good grades.”

Everyone: “…”

The homeroom teacher waved two grade slips: “Come on, Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan, come get these.”

Zhou Wan stood up and went forward, took hers, then heard the teacher say: “Not easy, Zhou Wan, the eternal second has finally turned things around.”

Zhou Wan froze, looking at the final column on the grade slip—706.

She had scored 706 points; she was in first place this time.

The faint smile on Jiang Yan’s face froze as he stared at his grade slip in disbelief.

The students below erupted again.

“What? First place is Zhou Wan this time?”

“Gods battling it out!”

“Damn, we’re witnessing history!”

The homeroom teacher smiled: “This test was indeed difficult. Getting over 700 points wasn’t easy. Both of you keep working hard—anyway, I arranged for you two to be desk mates so you can supervise and encourage each other.”

Back at her seat, Zhou Wan glanced sideways at Jiang Yan.

He had already taken out test papers from each subject and was carefully comparing them with his grade slip.

By evening, the grade rankings were posted.

Everyone noticed that first and second place had switched positions this time.

This normally wouldn’t be worth much discussion, but Zhou Wan was Lu Xixiao’s rumored girlfriend.

Soon people began discussing it on the school forum.

[A genius is still a genius, even dating doesn’t affect their grades.]

[This isn’t just dating not affecting grades—her grades went up after getting dumped!]

[Is Zhou Wan’s brain even human? Look at Lu Xixiao’s previous girlfriends—which one didn’t cry and make a scene after getting dumped? They all lost weight.]

[Come to think of it, Zhou Wan didn’t seem to have any reaction after the breakup.]

[Don’t assume they broke up—I saw them eating together at the barbecue restaurant yesterday, they’re still together.]

[Holy crap? That’s even more terrifying—it’s been over a month since Lu Xixiao was first seen waiting for Zhou Wan at the school gate, right? Has Lu Xixiao ever dated anyone for more than a month?!]

…

Zhou Wan read through the posts.

Nobody knew that she and Lu Xixiao had only officially gotten together yesterday.

Today was just the second day.

However, on the second day of dating, school was almost over, and they hadn’t chatted at all.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t even come to school today.

Zhou Wan didn’t know what frequency of chatting would be normal after starting to date, so she thought she’d just contact him after school.

The dismissal bell rang.

Zhou Wan packed up her things and went to physics competition class with Jiang Yan.

All the teachers had finished going over the monthly exam papers today. Previously, Jiang Yan had almost always gotten perfect scores in integrated science and math, but this time he hadn’t done well in math, which was why he came in second.

Zhou Wan had looked at his wrong answers—strangely, they weren’t the hardest problems but were careless mistakes, which wasn’t like the usually meticulous Jiang Yan at all.

“Jiang Yan,” Zhou Wan asked, “have you not been sleeping well lately?”

Jiang Yan pressed his brow: “Yeah, I’ve been staying up late recently.”

“If you had performed normally in math, you would still be in first place,” Zhou Wan said. “We’re only in the second year—there’s still more than a year until the college entrance exam. Don’t be too nervous.”

Jiang Yan glanced at her and nodded: “Mm.”

After a while, he added: “Zhou Wan, I’m not jealous that you got first place.”

Zhou Wan turned to look at him.

“I told you long ago that you’re very smart. If you gave it your all, I wouldn’t be your match. So in my eyes, you’re a banner, pushing and inspiring me to study hard and not fall behind.” Jiang Yan said, “Of course, it’s not easy to hold onto first place, which is why I have to work extremely hard.”

“With your current grades, you can get into a top program at a prestigious university. First or second place isn’t that important.”

In Zhou Wan’s view, rankings weren’t important—what mattered more was comparing with yourself. As long as you hadn’t regressed compared to your past performance, that was good enough.

“You don’t understand.” Jiang Yan gave a small laugh. “First place is first place—second place is nothing. It’s even more like that in society.”

Zhou Wan thought about it. She didn’t need others to remember her, so she didn’t care whether she was first or not.

Perhaps it was because Jiang Yan grew up in that kind of family.

In his understanding, Shen Lan was the one in the spotlight enjoying wealth and status, while his mother Jiang Wensheng could never stand in the sun.

So he cared so much about fame and fortune, wanted so badly to succeed, wanted one day to let Jiang Wensheng live a life of luxury, and wanted one day to return to the Lu family with dignity and gain Lu Zhongyue’s recognition.

But in this matter, the real culprit was Lu Zhongyue.

Jiang Yan didn’t hate Lu Zhongyue but instead hated Lu Xixiao and Shen Lan, who were also victims.

Although Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan had been friends for many years, at this moment, she still felt indignant and grieved on Lu Xixiao’s behalf.

He was the one who suffered the most.

He had done nothing wrong, didn’t even have a chance to make choices, helplessly ending up in his current situation—but who would sympathize with him or speak up for him?

Zhou Wan thought she could finally understand Lu Xixiao’s personality now.

He was starved for love, afraid of being alone, didn’t like being by himself, but also didn’t like noise.

He bound himself tightly, never giving anyone a real chance to enter his heart.

That’s why he had so many fair-weather friends and dated so many girls, but very few people truly understood him.

Once someone became too proactive or aggressive, he would feel his territory was being invaded, would become irritated, would grow to detest them, and would want to shake them off.

…

After the competition class ended, Zhou Wan walked out of school with Jiang Yan.

Suddenly, her gaze froze as she saw Lu Xixiao standing in the distance.

She smiled faintly and quickly walked toward him, but Jiang Yan suddenly called out to her.

Zhou Wan knew what he wanted to say, but this time she didn’t give him the chance. She turned back to wave at Jiang Yan and said decisively: “See you Monday.”

Lu Xixiao watched the girl in her school uniform run up to him, clean and pure from head to toe. He cast a casual glance at Jiang Yan before looking away and putting his hand on Zhou Wan’s shoulder.

“What do you want to eat?” he asked.

“Anything is fine.”

Lu Xixiao was picky, but all the restaurants he took her to were delicious.

This time it was a Japanese restaurant.

These Japanese restaurants were all very expensive. Zhou Wan had only eaten the kind of sushi that could be delivered, so she followed Lu Xixiao’s example of how to eat.

The fish was tender, melting in her mouth.

The foie gras was also tender.

She just wasn’t used to the wasabi.

Midway through, Jiang Fan called. There was loud music in the background as he urged Lu Xixiao to come.

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes: “Not coming.”

“Boss Xiao, you haven’t been here in ages. We’re all lonely night after night, waiting just for you,” Jiang Fan said in an affected tone.

Lu Xixiao pressed his lips together in disgust: “Get lost.”

He hung up after saying that.

Zhou Wan asked: “You’re not going?”

“We’ll see.” Lu Xixiao took a few sips of his cold drink. “What are you doing later?”

Dating meant spending time and effort together, Zhou Wan thought.

Though it meant staying up late to do homework after going home.

“I’m not doing anything. If you want to go, I can go with you.”

Lu Xixiao looked up, raising an eyebrow: “They’re at KTV. You want to go?”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together and nodded.

He laughed softly: “Then let’s go.”

Zhou Wan watched him laugh. Lu Xixiao was very handsome when he smiled, his eyes and brows relaxing. Those usually blank and indifferent eyes showed rare ripples of emotion, and he looked lazy and casual, radiating charisma.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but lift the corners of her mouth in a faint smile too.

Lu Xixiao must be happy right now, right?

After finishing dinner, they went downstairs. Lu Xixiao stood at the counter to pay, and Zhou Wan glanced at the receipt—she was shocked to see they had spent over a thousand.

Zhou Wan had never eaten such expensive food before.

While Lu Xixiao was calling a car, she couldn’t help saying: “Lu Xixiao, could we not come here to eat in the future?”

He turned his head: “Not good?”

“It’s very good,” Zhou Wan said softly. “But it’s too expensive.”

His expression remained normal: “Then we’ll try somewhere else next time.”

Zhou Wan nodded: “I’ll transfer you the money later.”

“What money?”

“The meal cost. It’s too expensive—let’s split it.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Zhou Wan, that’s not something you need to worry about.”

She didn’t understand, staring up at Lu Xixiao blankly.

He finished calling the car and put his phone back in his pocket, then bent down close to her.

Zhou Wan instinctively leaned back slightly, eyes widening as she looked at Lu Xixiao’s face up close, his scent filling her nose.

His voice was deep, carrying a teasing smile: “What you should worry about is keeping an eye on my money, making sure I don’t spend it on other girls.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, and after three seconds, a blush crept up her cheeks.
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The KTV was dimly lit, with the polished floor tiles reflecting the ceiling lights.

Zhou Wan followed Lu Xixiao inside.

This was her first time in such a place. She felt it was some kind of entertainment venue and couldn’t help feeling timid, carefully observing her surroundings while staying close behind Lu Xixiao.

Knowing the group would order alcohol, Lu Xixiao ordered juice for her to be delivered later.

At the entrance to the private room Jiang Fan mentioned, Lu Xixiao turned back: “It’s not too late to leave now.”

The music was loud, muffling his voice through the door.

Zhou Wan hadn’t heard clearly: “Huh?”

Lu Xixiao leaned down, moving close to Zhou Wan’s ear to repeat himself.

His warm breath brushed against her ear, making the thin skin there flush instantly.

Zhou Wan blinked: “It’s fine.”

Lu Xixiao curved his lips and pushed open the door.

When the group saw Zhou Wan, they all stood up, enthusiastically saying “Sister-in-law” should sit in the middle.

Zhou Wan quickly waved her hands, saying she couldn’t sing and would rather sit at the side.

Lu Xixiao let her have her way, sitting beside her as well.

After the incident last time when Zhou Wan accidentally drank alcohol during dinner, no one pressured her to drink this time. Among the dozen or so people in the room, only Zhou Wan held a glass of juice.

Seeing how reserved and well-behaved their “little sister-in-law” was, they even put out their cigarettes, afraid that any negligence might anger Lu Xixiao again.

Lu Xixiao leaned back on the sofa, one hand holding his drink, the other arm around Zhou Wan’s shoulders.

He half-leaned against Zhou Wan, his collar loose, revealing his slender collarbone and Adam’s apple, his black hair neat, perfectly fitting into such an environment.

Zhou Wan was uncomfortable with such intimate gestures, her entire spine stiff as she forced herself to sit straight.

But she still allowed Lu Xixiao to hold her, not moving away.

She guessed that with Lu Xixiao’s perceptiveness, he could certainly sense her discomfort, but he was taking pleasure in her awkwardness, enjoying seeing her like this.

During this time, someone mentioned: “By the way, Sister-in-law, heard you got first place in the monthly exam?”

Others joined in with compliments.

“Sister-in-law is amazing, all hail the study god.”

“Sister-in-law is like a cultural oasis coming to reform our cultural desert.”

“Hahaha, then Sister-in-law being with Boss Xiao is like a desert reclamation project.”

…

Lu Xixiao laughed too, turning his head to ask: “First place?”

“Mm.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Zhou Wan blinked and swallowed, saying softly: “Didn’t feel like there was anything worth mentioning.”

“Teacher Zhou is so modest,” Lu Xixiao teased.

The words “Teacher Zhou” sounded particularly playful in his voice, flirtatious and teasing.

Zhou Wan didn’t respond.

After that, Lu Xixiao had some drinks, and chatted for a while, but didn’t stay long before taking Zhou Wan’s hand and standing up: “We’re leaving first.”

“Leaving so early?”

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth: “The good student needs to go study.”

The group responded with knowing “ooh”s, their expressions suggestive.

“Then we’ll leave too, these songs aren’t worth singing anyway,” Jiang Fan said. “Let’s continue somewhere else.”

So everyone left the private room.

Outside, when the cold wind hit her, Zhou Wan realized she had taken off her scarf earlier and left it in the room.

“I’ll go back for a moment,” she said.

Lu Xixiao asked what was wrong.

“Left my scarf.”

“I’ll go,” he said, turning back inside.

Zhou Wan waited outside with the other young men. She was still reserved, but they weren’t shy at all, occasionally asking her random questions.

At this moment, another person walked up, greeting Jiang Fan with a smile: “What a coincidence, you’re here too.”

Jiang Fan high-fived him: “We were just about to leave.”

“Boss Xiao didn’t come today either?”

“He came, just went back up, we’re waiting for him.” The young man looked about their age but probably wasn’t from Yangming High School—Zhou Wan hadn’t seen him before.

The young man noticed her gaze and looked over, raising his eyebrows and smiling at her: “Oh? You’ve got a beauty here and didn’t invite me?”

The others froze, about to say this was “Boss Xiao’s” girlfriend and not to be messed with.

But he was already pulling out his phone, giving no chance for intervention: “Little sister, let’s get to know each other, be friends.”

Jiang Fan moved to stop him, but by then Lu Xixiao had already come down with the scarf.

A girlfriend needed her boyfriend to protect her—Jiang Fan silently mourned for his friend for three seconds and withdrew his hand, not interfering.

The young man caught sight of Lu Xixiao and greeted him excitedly.

Lu Xixiao gave a faint “mm,” his gaze falling on the phone that was almost thrust in Zhou Wan’s face.

The young man looked at Zhou Wan again, smiling: “Don’t be so stingy, just getting to know each other.”

Zhou Wan glanced at Lu Xixiao.

He had no expression, standing there with his hands in his pockets, chin slightly raised, gaze calm.

Zhou Wan thought about it—this young man seemed to know Lu Xixiao, probably a friend.

So… at least she shouldn’t let his friend be embarrassed, right?

Zhou Wan raised her hand, took his phone, and began entering her phone number.

Everyone immediately fell silent, holding their breath.

They all inwardly marveled—Sister-in-law was something else, truly extraordinary.

Lu Xixiao’s brows furrowed slightly, his lips curving in a cold smile. His jaw clenched, teeth grinding slightly, his jawline tense, emanating a sharp coldness.

He said nothing, walking straight through the crowd and leaving.

Zhou Wan froze, watching his back.

“Lu Xixiao.”

He ignored her.

Zhou Wan hadn’t even finished entering the number. She hurriedly pushed the phone back to the young man and ran after Lu Xixiao: “Lu Xixiao!”

*

The young man was bewildered.

He was completely confused, having no idea what had just happened.

Jiang Fan patted his shoulder, sighing: “Brother, you’re cannon fodder.”

“Huh?”

“That girl you were hitting on? She’s your sister-in-law.”

“…”

The young man’s mind went blank. After a long while, he couldn’t help cursing: “What the hell? Why didn’t you say so?”

“Did you give me a chance to say it?”

“Then why didn’t Boss Xiao stop me when I asked for her number? He just watched his girlfriend give me her number?” The young man felt extremely wronged. “Wait, Sister-in-law gave me her number right in front of Boss Xiao—was she playing me? Is she cunning? Deliberately making Boss Xiao jealous?”

Jiang Fan punched him: “She doesn’t have your dirty thoughts.”

“But still.” He gradually came to his senses. “Even if she’s Boss Xiao’s girlfriend, so what? He’s not usually that petty. I was just making conversation, I didn’t do anything.”

“Haven’t you noticed?” Jiang Fan said. “Compared to his previous girlfriends, their relationship dynamic is reversed.”

“…”

That’s right—before, it was always Lu Xixiao being approached, with those girls getting jealous and angry.

And when those girls were approached, Lu Xixiao did not react at all.

The young man had a sudden realization and asked quietly: “So, I’m done for?”

Jiang Fan glanced at him: “You’re done for.”

“…”

“Unless—”

“Unless what?”

“Unless our sister-in-law can cheer up Ah Xiao, you might still live.”

“…”

The young man’s vision darkened. “With that temper? Who could cheer him up?”

Jiang Fan laughed gleefully at his misfortune: “So I suggest you book a hospital bed in advance.”

*

Zhou Wan chased a long way before finally catching up to Lu Xixiao.

She grabbed his sleeve, panting heavily, unable to even straighten her back, breathless: “Lu Xixiao, don’t walk so fast.”

Lu Xixiao looked down at her: “Zhou Wan, you’re quite bold, daring to flirt right in front of me.”

Flirt.

Such a serious accusation.

Zhou Wan felt like a huge pot had been dropped on her head.

“I didn’t,” she tried to catch her breath and explain. “I just thought he was your friend, and I didn’t want him to lose face in front of so many people.”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to listen and turned to leave.

Zhou Wan was exhausted but continued to chase after him.

“Lu Xixiao.” She softened her tone. “I didn’t know you would be angry. I won’t do it again.”

Lu Xixiao suddenly stopped, and Zhou Wan almost crashed into his back, quickly stepping backward.

“Come here,” he frowned at her movement.

Zhou Wan hurriedly walked up beside him.

Lu Xixiao continued walking, but at least he had slowed down.

His aura remained cold. Zhou Wan quietly walked beside him, feeling quite wronged herself, and couldn’t help muttering softly: “Being with you is like being with a tiger.”

She said it very quietly, like a soft mumble, not expecting Lu Xixiao to hear.

“Insulting me?” Lu Xixiao said.

Zhou Wan immediately shut up, pretending to be completely unaware, shaking her head.

“I heard you.”

Zhou Wan lowered her head: “Sorry.”

Lu Xixiao laughed coldly: “Acting well-behaved again.”

“…”

They took a taxi home.

At the entrance to the residential area, Zhou Wan asked softly: “Lu Xixiao, are you still angry?”

“Yep.”

“…”

Zhou Wan was quite good at comforting children, but she didn’t know how to comfort Lu Xixiao. She could only apologize again, “I’m sorry.”

“Is sorry enough?” He raised an eyebrow. “You try to make me a cuckold and just say sorry?”

This accusation was getting more and more outrageous. Zhou Wan’s eyes widened when she heard it.

“I didn’t,” she corrected, then explained, “I just didn’t know how to date, and thought I should give it to him in that situation.”

“So I have to teach you how to date?” he asked rhetorically.

Zhou Wan said nothing.

“Fine.” Lu Xixiao nodded as if being generous. “I’ll teach you.”

“What?”

“When your boyfriend is angry, just saying sorry isn’t useful. You need to do something practical.”

Zhou Wan looked at him with clear eyes, asking: “What practical thing?”

Lu Xixiao looked at her for a while, then leaned forward with a light laugh, moving closer to her.

He had drunk some alcohol earlier, and his breath carried a warm alcoholic scent as it enveloped her.

Zhou Wan instinctively felt unsafe and leaned back slightly, but her feet seemed nailed to the ground, unable to move. Her pupils dilated unconsciously as her doe eyes stared at him blankly.

Lu Xixiao leaned in even closer, raising his hand to hold Zhou Wan’s chin, lifting it playfully as he leisurely observed her expression.

After a while, he smiled: “For example—”

His thumb brushed across Zhou Wan’s lip, pressing gently back and forth.

“Give me a kiss, and I’ll forgive you.”
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Lu Xixiao’s words were truly malicious.

“Kiss me and I’ll forgive you.”

As if Zhou Wan had committed some great error.

Had she been less clear-headed, she might have fallen for his twisted logic. But Zhou Wan was too clever for that. Even though her face was burning so hot it was making her head fuzzy, she hadn’t let his sophistry confuse her.

Her face flushed red as she stared incredulously at the culprit before her, opening her mouth: “You—”

Zhou Wan was so shocked by his shamelessness that she couldn’t speak.

Lu Xixiao didn’t feel he was being excessive at all, raising an eyebrow: “I what?”

“Shameless.” Zhou Wan gathered her courage and couldn’t help but scold him.

As soon as the word left her mouth, that courage deflated like a punctured balloon. She didn’t even dare look at Lu Xixiao’s face, immediately lowering her head.

Unexpectedly, Lu Xixiao laughed instead of getting angry. He forcefully lifted Zhou Wan’s chin, pinching her cheek: “I’ve spoiled you too much, now you dare to scold me?”

His grip was rough and careless.

Zhou Wan’s cheeks reddened even further, the color looking almost blood-red.

She didn’t dare complain about the pain, just stood straight and took her “punishment” obediently.

Looking at her like this, Lu Xixiao figured the little girl was probably cursing him in her head. She was good at using that face of hers to act innocent and deceive people.

He snorted and released her, lightly scolding: “Get lost and go home.”

Zhou Wan didn’t move, looking up at him again: “Are you not angry anymore?”

Lu Xixiao gave a light laugh: “You scold me and still want me to not be angry?”

“…”

He had a point.

Zhou Wan was completely at a loss, not knowing what else she could do to appease him.

Lu Xixiao seemed to have run out of patience, lifting his chin: “Go home. Don’t blame me if you catch a cold.”

…

When she got home, Grandmother was sitting in the living room watching TV.

“Wan-wan, you’re back.” Grandmother stood up. “Have you eaten? Should I make you some wontons?”

“I’ve already eaten, Grandmother.”

Zhou Wan put down her backpack, not daring to get too close, afraid the smell of smoke and alcohol from the KTV would be noticed. “How are you feeling today?”

“Very good, I’ve been feeling well lately, no discomfort at all, don’t worry.”

After chatting with Grandmother for a while, Zhou Wan went to her room.

As soon as her bedroom door closed, she leaned against it and let out a long sigh.

Lu Xixiao was too much for her to handle.

He was too casual and willful.

Zhou Wan had thought that dating Lu Xixiao just meant staying by his side and keeping him happy would be enough. Only today did she realize that being a couple wasn’t that simple.

But she really couldn’t do those things he asked for.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, looking at her feet.

She wondered how long Lu Xixiao would maintain interest in someone like her.

*

Lu Xixiao rarely felt in such a good mood, but after getting home and showering, he still hadn’t received a single message from Zhou Wan. He wondered if his words earlier had scared her.

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth and put down his phone.

After a while, Jiang Fan called.

Lu Xixiao answered: “What?”

Jiang Fan was laughing uncontrollably on the other end: “Did I interrupt your romantic evening?”

“Stop talking nonsense.”

“Alright, alright, my bad, I’ll stop.” Jiang Fan laughed apologetically. “Is sister-in-law beside you?”

“She went home.”

“Not bad, our sister-in-law managed to appease you in less than an hour?”

Lu Xixiao snorted: “As if she knows how to appease anyone.”

“Still fighting?”

Though he said this, Jiang Fan could tell Lu Xixiao was in a decent mood. Even if he hadn’t completely gotten over it, most of his anger was gone. “Take it easy. Only someone with Zhou Wan’s good temper could put up with you. Don’t go too far and drive her away.”

“As if she’d dare.” Lu Xixiao lit a cigarette, tossing the lighter on the table.

“Oh, listen to you, showing off your relationship to me?” Jiang Fan’s laughter grew more inappropriate. “Don’t forget I was the one who first thought Zhou Wan was pretty. You’re the one who stole her away.”

Lu Xixiao exhaled a cloud of smoke, narrowing his eyes: “Jiang Fan, your bones itching?”

“Fine, fine, I’m running my mouth.” Jiang Fan said, “But seriously, this relationship is different from your previous ones. Don’t tell me you prefer the obedient type?”

“She’s obedient?”

“Isn’t she?”

Lu Xixiao sneered: “It’s all an act. She could eat you up and not leave a single bone.”

*

The next day, Saturday.

Zhou Wan woke up early, first accompanying Grandmother to the hospital, then going to the library alone.

Getting up early was difficult this season, and there weren’t many people in the library. Zhou Wan found a spot in the corner and took out her physics competition problems to work on.

Many physics problems used similar methods. Once you found the key, they weren’t very difficult to solve.

Zhou Wan could easily solve most problems, only occasionally encountering ones she couldn’t figure out and needed to check the solutions.

By noon she didn’t want to bother going home for lunch, so she ordered delivery for Grandmother and bought herself a cup of instant noodles from the library’s convenience store to fill her stomach.

After finishing the instant noodles, Zhou Wan thought for a moment and sent Lu Xixiao a message.

[Zhou Wan: Have you eaten?]

Lu Xixiao didn’t reply until three in the afternoon.

[6: Just woke up.]

“…”

Who knew what time he’d gone to sleep last night?

[6: At home?]

[Zhou Wan: Studying at the library.]

[6: Want dinner?]

[Zhou Wan: Where?]

[6: Up to you]

[Zhou Wan: I know a good clay pot restaurant.]

[6: What time are you done? I’ll pick you up.]

[Zhou Wan: No need to trouble yourself, I can go there myself.]

[6: What time.]

“…”

Zhou Wan rested her chin on her exercise book and replied: [Four thirty.]

After solving a few more problems, when the clock hand reached “20”, Zhou Wan packed up her bag and went downstairs.

Walking out of the library entrance, she saw Lu Xixiao sitting on the steps smoking.

His outstanding appearance drew glances from passing female students.

Zhou Wan quickly ran over: “Lu Xixiao.”

He turned around and stood up.

“Why didn’t you message me when you arrived?” Zhou Wan asked, “How long have you been waiting?”

Lu Xixiao glanced at her, saying flatly: “Two hours.”

“…”

It hadn’t even been two hours since he woke up.

Was he still angry…

Zhou Wan hurriedly caught up to his pace: “That clay pot restaurant is very close, we can walk there.”

“Mm.”

More silence.

Zhou Wan was someone who could handle silence well, not finding it unbearable or awkward, but this silence stemmed from Lu Xixiao’s anger.

But the method to make him not angry…

Zhou Wan pursed her lips, lowering her head to hide her chin and mouth in her coat collar.

That method, she really couldn’t do it.

“Lu Xixiao.” She broke the silence.

“Mm.”

“When you were angry about things like this before, did those girls always appease you that way?”

“What?”

Zhou Wan had trouble saying it, pausing for a moment before speaking softly: “You know… kissing you.”

Lu Xixiao suddenly stopped walking, staring at her for a good while before tugging at the corner of his mouth without emotion: “None of them had your guts, daring to make me jealous.”

“Were you jealous?”

“…”

Lu Xixiao’s face darkened: “Shut up.”

Zhou Wan: “…”

*

Before dating, Zhou Wan only knew from others and the internet that some girls would show a bit of temper in relationships called “acting up.”

After dating, she realized this “acting up” wasn’t limited to gender.

After finishing the clay pot meal, Lu Xixiao called a car.

Zhou Wan got in and only realized after a while that they weren’t heading home.

“Where are we going?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Where I took you last time,” Lu Xixiao said. “The motorcycle place.”

Zhou Wan made a sound of acknowledgment and sat back quietly.

It was the same small shop, but today there were many people and vehicles outside. Zhou Wan followed Lu Xixiao out of the car, and as soon as they entered, she saw those rough-looking boys from last time, who greeted her with smiles: “Long time no see, little sister.”

Lu Xixiao looked up: “What’s with the fake familiarity?”

Yellow Hair laughed: “I called her little sister last time too, how come I can’t today?”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered with him, picked up Zhou Wan’s backpack, and led her to a table in the corner: “You can study here.”

Zhou Wan was startled: “Ah?”

Lu Xixiao looked at her: “There’s a race inside, I’m going to watch. You stay here.”

“I can go with you.”

“You don’t like it anyway.” Lu Xixiao said flatly, “When’s the physics competition?”

“Next March.”

Lu Xixiao made a sound of acknowledgment: “Study then, I won’t corrupt you.”

Lu Xixiao quickly lifted the roller shutter and went inside. The roar of engines and cheering shouts came from within, diminishing somewhat as the shutter came down.

Zhou Wan was someone who could focus well, not easily disturbed by such an environment, and quickly buried herself in solving problems.

After finishing a unit of problems, Yellow Hair came over with a box of strawberries: “Have some, little sister. Studying takes brain power.”

Zhou Wan quickly waved her hands, saying she didn’t need any.

Yellow Hair sighed: “If only your boyfriend had even a tenth of your politeness.”

“…”

Yellow Hair laughed: “Alright, no joking. Eat up, it’s from the shop anyway, doesn’t cost anything.”

“But you still have to pay for inventory.”

“Oh right, no wonder A-Xiao said your grades were good. I almost forgot I needed to stock up. I was wondering why I haven’t made any money running this shop for so many years.”

“…”

“Eat up, eat up. After you finish them, when A-Xiao comes out, I can charge him a hefty sum.”

“…”

Zhou Wan felt that Lu Xixiao’s friends were all quite peculiar characters.

As Yellow Hair spoke, he very casually sat down across from Zhou Wan, looking ready to start chatting with her.

“Little sister, how old are you?”

“16.”

Yellow Hair slapped the table: “That beast!”

“…I just started school early, we’re in the same grade.”

“Same grade…” Yellow Hair laughed, “That phrase sounds a bit odd when paired with A-Xiao, he barely goes to school, right?”

“Mm, he hasn’t gone these past few days.”

“A-Xiao used to be good at studying, very smart.”

Zhou Wan was startled.

Yellow Hair looked at her expression: “Surprised?”

Zhou Wan asked: “Was this before his mother passed away?”

This time it was Yellow Hair’s turn to be startled: “Not bad, little sister, you even know about that. You’re something else.”

“…”

“I met A-Xiao during that period after his mother passed away. He came to my shop to buy things. That kid was a beast from childhood, giving me attitude when buying my stuff. I forgot what trivial thing it was about, but anyway, I got into a fight with him.”

“I’m three years older than him, and at that age, I was quite a bit taller, so I gave him a good beating. Scared that little brat so much he cried and called me big brother on the spot.”

Zhou Wan felt this story probably had some artistic embellishment.

Lu Xixiao losing a fight was possible, but crying and calling him brother on the spot was completely impossible.

“When my dad found out about this, he dragged me to apologize to him. Feeling sorry that he was all alone, we brought him home for dinner. Who knew that shameless punk would end up staying at our place.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Then what?”

“Then we became friends through fighting, and later he started racing motorcycles with me.” Yellow Hair said, “He was smart, good at studying back then, learned racing quickly too, and had guts.”

Zhou Wan looked toward the roller shutter: “I didn’t expect so many people to be into this.”

“Usually there aren’t many people, today’s because there’s a competition with prize money. First place gets ten thousand yuan. If A-Xiao competed, that championship would be his, but he’s not interested.”

“How old was Lu Xixiao when you met?”

“Elementary school.” Yellow Hair thought for a moment, indicating a height with his hand, “About this tall, maybe third grade.”

Third grade.

All those changes happened so early.

Yellow Hair was chatty and continued: “During those few days he stayed at my place, I saw his test papers, they were Olympic math problems, really difficult. Made my dad depressed, he’d scold me every day for being useless.”

“Actually, until middle school, his grades were always good, easily in the top ten of his grade just by taking the tests. Later his grandparents passed away too, and he seemed to have a big fight with his dad and moved out to live alone. After that, he rarely went to school, just messed around all day.”

Just then, Lu Xixiao suddenly came out: “What are you telling her again?”

Yellow Hair immediately made a shushing gesture to Zhou Wan, turning to say: “I was just seeing what problems your girlfriend was working on.”

Lu Xixiao snorted: “As if you could understand them.”

“Huh, like you could understand them either.”

“Even if I can’t understand them, she’s still mine.” Lu Xixiao somehow got fired up.

Zhou Wan: “…”

Yellow Hair waved his hand: “Get lost, just looking at you is annoying.”

Lu Xixiao ignored him, asking Zhou Wan: “Done studying?”

“Yes.” Zhou Wan quickly packed up her backpack.

“Then let’s go.”

Yellow Hair: “Really leaving? Isn’t the race not over yet?”

“Bunch of trash, nothing worth watching.”

“…”

Talking to him was infuriating.

No idea how his girlfriend put up with him.

Yellow Hair shot Zhou Wan a sympathetic look.

*

On the way back, Zhou Wan’s mind was full of what Yellow Hair had said earlier.

Although Zhou Wan didn’t believe studying was the only path forward—perhaps this was true for her, but for someone from a wealthy background like Lu Xixiao, it wasn’t.

Still, she felt it was such a waste that someone who had once had such good grades had been gradually beaten down by reality to reach this point.

He should have been shining.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan turned her head to ask, “Are you coming to school on Monday?”

“Why?”

“Nothing.” Zhou Wan paused, “Just asking.”

He answered carelessly: “We’ll see.”

Zhou Wan: “Won’t you need to take the college entrance exam in the future?”

He laughed: “What, want me to study hard?”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, hooking his lips maliciously: “Studying needs rewards, otherwise I’m not interested.”

Zhou Wan asked: “What rewards?”

Lu Xixiao’s pupils glowed amber under the streetlights as he laughed lazily, his tone playful: “For example, improving by a few ranks means I get to kiss you?”

Zhou Wan’s whole body stiffened.

She never expected studying could be connected to this.

Zhou Wan’s face was a complete mess of red as she turned away, really unable to bear it: “Lu Xixiao!”

But he just laughed.

As if he’d found something incredibly amusing, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably with laughter.

“Are you cursing me in your head again?”

Zhou Wan didn’t speak.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand, wrapped it around Zhou Wan’s shoulders, and pulled her forcefully into his arms, firmly gripping her neck, and forcing her to lift her chin.

He looked down at her from close range, raising an eyebrow: “Getting bolder and bolder seems like you still have some misunderstandings about me. Think I’m a pushover?”

Zhou Wan’s face grew redder and redder as she awkwardly struggled: “Lu Xixiao, let go of me first.”

“My girlfriend, I’ll do whatever I want with you.” He spoke like a complete thug.

The young man’s oppressive aura grew heavier.

The difference in strength between Zhou Wan and him was too great, she couldn’t break free at all.

Even if he were to lower his head and kiss her now, Zhou Wan couldn’t escape.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan awkwardly avoided his eyes, her breath and voice trembling as she tried to reason with him, “We just got together, this is too fast.”

“We’re together but can’t kiss?”

Lu Xixiao had never been someone who liked such intimate gestures, but seeing Zhou Wan like this made him unable to resist teasing her.

“Then how long until it’s not too fast?”

“At least… at least… a year.” Zhou Wan randomly named a safe period.

In a year, Lu Xixiao would no longer like her.

He gave a light laugh, his tone flippant: “A year? Could have a child by then.”

Zhou Wan doubted her ears: “What?”

Lu Xixiao looked at her.

The little girl’s round doe eyes were wide with shock and astonishment.

Afraid he’d angered her, Lu Xixiao pressed his lips together and laughed: “Nothing.”

The arm constraining her neck finally loosened, and Zhou Wan quickly stepped to the side, straightening her collar and smoothing her disheveled hair.

Lu Xixiao watched her for a moment, then asked: “What did Yellow Hair tell you earlier?”

“…Nothing.” Zhou Wan kept her head down, “I just think that someone as smart as you if you studied seriously, could get into a good university.”

“What, want me to go to the same place as you?”

“Not really.” Zhou Wan maintained a safe distance from him, saying softly, “I just feel that this is how you should have been.”

The casual smile on Lu Xixiao’s face faded slightly when he heard her words. He took a drag of his cigarette and said lazily: “Get into university, and then what?”

“Then you could leave this place.”

Lu Xixiao’s eyelashes lowered, his jaw tightening as he remained silent.

“I think you’re a very free person, you shouldn’t be trapped here by the past, and you shouldn’t have to walk the conventional path others forced upon you.”

Mainstream ideas of success and achievement—when applied to Lu Xixiao, Zhou Wan felt they were incompatible and cliché.

He should be wild, should go explore, should walk paths with no visible end or destination.

He didn’t speak, and they continued walking along the quiet street.

Reaching the entrance to the residential area, Lu Xixiao stopped and smiled indifferently: “Forget it.”

Zhou Wan looked up at him.

His lips were curved but there wasn’t much smile in his eyes, which were dark.

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to persuade him, or how to comfort him.

Those wounds originated from too long ago, and even though Zhou Wan could glimpse a corner of them now, it was like scraping poison from bones—not so easy to heal.

“I’m going in,” Zhou Wan said goodbye. “Good night.”

“Mm.”

She walked a few steps inside, then suddenly stopped and turned back.

Lu Xixiao was about to ask “What’s wrong,” but before he could speak, Zhou Wan suddenly ran toward him.

The young girl’s slender waist was outlined by the wind as she ran, her soft black hair bouncing, the unique scent of laundry detergent on her body hitting him like a surging wave.

In the instant Zhou Wan threw herself into his arms, Lu Xixiao’s mind went blank, only managed to hold the cigarette in his fingers away so it wouldn’t burn her.

After just two seconds, Zhou Wan let go of him and stepped back.

She kept her head down, her face red to her neck.

“Lu Xixiao.” She didn’t dare look up at him, keeping her head lowered, “That thing you said… I really can’t do it, can we just do this instead?”

Lu Xixiao silently ground his teeth, feeling like something had scratched his heart with tiny claws.

Zhou Wan’s voice was barely audible: “If you study hard, I’ll just hug you, okay?”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, feeling an itch in his throat and heart.

“That hug was too short, couldn’t feel anything,” he said.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled as she kept her head down and stepped forward again, opening her arms.

This time the hug lasted three seconds.

Her face was even redder.

Lu Xixiao estimated that the temperature could probably burn his hand now.

He laughed, his voice magnetic and deep, using a deliberate and malicious tone: “Just this? Then I think I’m still getting the short end of the deal.”
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Zhou Wan didn’t know if Lu Xixiao was getting the short end of the deal or not, but either way, she saw him at school on Monday.

He was wearing his school uniform.

Zhou Wan rarely saw him in uniform.

During Monday’s flag-raising ceremony, over thirty class formations were arranged on the field.

Lu Xixiao stood at the back of Class 7, looking like he hadn’t fully woken up, his expression weary and exhausted, eyelids drooping. The school uniform hung loosely on his frame, the zipper not properly pulled up, revealing his sharp, beautiful collarbones and outlining his straight, clean shoulder lines.

Zhou Wan heard girls discussing how Lu Xixiao had come to school that day and was wearing his uniform.

They said it proved clothes look good on the right person—even such an ugly uniform looked youthfully vibrant on Lu Xixiao.

Zhou Wan lowered her head, pressing her lips together to control her smile.

The principal was giving a speech at the podium.

No one’s mind was really on it though—today was Christmas Eve, and tomorrow was Christmas.

These holidays were especially popular at school. Everyone had already bought various pretty greeting cards over the weekend, and now they were whispering about the cards and gifts they’d received.

Zhou Wan had received quite a few cards too.

She had a good personality and was well-liked by her classmates.

However, this year’s cards were mostly from girls, with no boys giving her any—probably because of Lu Xixiao, they all kept their distance.

After the flag-raising ceremony, classes returned to their rooms in order.

Gu Meng linked arms with Zhou Wan, saying: “It would be nice if it snowed tomorrow, that would give it a Christmas atmosphere.”

“Did the weather forecast say it would snow?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Of course not!” Gu Meng said, “Qiaoxi hasn’t had snow these past two years. If it snows, it’s usually around New Year’s, not this early.”

Zhou Wan remembered what Lu Xixiao had said before: “Seems like it’s a warm winter this year.”

Gu Meng sighed and said: “I have to get into a northern university!”

Zhou Wan laughed: “Just to see snow?”

“And for the central heating!”

Walking upstairs back to the classroom, Zhou Wan suddenly paused, frowning slightly as she asked Gu Meng in a low voice: “Meng-meng, do you have any sanitary pads?”

“Oh, you got your period?” Gu Meng immediately felt her pocket, “I have some in my backpack.”

Zhou Wan got a pad from the classroom and quickly went to the bathroom.

Her periods were often irregular, sometimes more than a month apart, less than a month, but every time it came she felt very uncomfortable—stomach cramps, backache, and feeling especially cold.

Zhou Wan changed her pad and sighed.

She hated getting her period in winter the most.

The school bathrooms had no hot water. Zhou Wan rinsed her hands with cold water, shivering, and quickly dried them and stuffed them in her pockets. Her lower abdomen felt swollen and painful as if something was trying to pull her internal organs down.

Walking out of the bathroom, she ran into Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao looked at her and frowned: “Why do you look so pale?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “It’s nothing.”

Lu Xixiao, ignoring the passing students around them, raised his hand and placed the back of it against Zhou Wan’s forehead—not hot, very cold.

“Got a cold?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “Really, it’s nothing.”

He deepened his voice: “Zhou Wan.”

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to explain to him, feeling embarrassed.

Lu Xixiao grabbed her wrist: “Let’s go to the infirmary.”

“No need, Lu Xixiao…” Zhou Wan pulled her hand back, “Really, I’m fine.”

She couldn’t pull free from him. With no choice, she looked around, and seeing that all the other students had gone, finally said quietly: “I just… got my period.”

Lu Xixiao paused, looked at her for a moment, released her hand, and asked softly: “Does it hurt?”

“It’s okay, just a bit uncomfortable.”

The class bell rang just then, and Zhou Wan quickly waved goodbye to Lu Xixiao, enduring her stomach discomfort as she ran back to class.

Chinese class.

Zhou Wan took out the greeting cards from her drawer. Modern Christmas cards were becoming increasingly elaborate, mostly three-dimensional with bright colors.

Zhou Wan carefully read through them one by one, then wrote reply cards.

At the last one, she held her pen and paused for a while.

For Lu Xixiao’s card, what should she write?

After thinking for a moment, she lowered her head and wrote carefully—

Lu Xixiao, Happy Christmas Eve and Merry Christmas.

Wishing you happiness every day, smooth sailing, and success in everything.

Zhou Wan tucked the card into her textbook and put it on her desk, planning to give it to him after school.

*

The third period was PE class. Because of her period, Zhou Wan didn’t have to run, but after being blown by the cold wind for dozens of minutes, she felt increasingly unwell, her hands and feet ice-cold.

When the class bell rang, Zhou Wan returned to the classroom and found a bag stuffed in her desk when she went to get her next textbook.

She was startled and pulled it out.

Inside the bag was a steaming cup of red date and brown sugar tea, along with a hot water bottle.

Gu Meng happened to see it as she walked over and exclaimed softly: “Wan-wan, who gave you this?”

“I don’t know either.”

“Must be Lu Xixiao!” Gu Meng said, “Besides Lu Xixiao, who else would dare try to curry favor with you now?”

“…”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, still feeling this wasn’t like something Lu Xixiao would do, and said softly, “I’ll ask him later.”

[Zhou Wan: Did you put those things in my drawer?]

[6: Mm.]

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, feeling something unusual spread through her heart.

[Zhou Wan: Thank you.]

[6: Still have competition training after school today?]

[Zhou Wan: Yes, until the competition in March next year, there’s training every day.]

[6: I’ll wait in the classroom, come find me after class.]

[Zhou Wan: Okay.]

…

At six in the afternoon, training ended.

Zhou Wan took out the greeting card for Lu Xixiao from her desk and put it in her pocket.

When she reached Class 7’s door, the empty classroom had only Lu Xixiao, sleeping with his head on the desk. Outside the window, it had already grown dark, and with no lights on, the classroom felt especially desolate.

Zhou Wan walked in and gently pushed his arm.

“Lu Xixiao.”

After a while, he straightened up, frowning, looking very irritated.

Zhou Wan fell silent.

After another two minutes, Lu Xixiao ran a hand through his hair and looked at Zhou Wan. The irritation in his eyes lessened somewhat, his voice still hoarse: “Finished?”

“Mm.”

He sat up straight, and Zhou Wan saw his textbook spread on the desk, completely blank, without any notes.

Zhou Wan: “Did you study today?”

He raised an eyebrow: “Couldn’t understand it.”

“…” Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, “Then next time I’ll give you my notes.”

Lu Xixiao curved his lips: “Alright.”

He stood up, picking up Zhou Wan’s backpack from her shoulder—it was heavy, weighing down his hand.

As he stood, Zhou Wan glimpsed his drawer stuffed full of greeting cards and Christmas apples.

She was startled.

Lu Xixiao noticed her gaze and said carelessly: “Don’t know who put them there.”

Must be from girls who liked him.

Every year during these holidays, Lu Xixiao’s drawer would mysteriously fill up with all sorts of gifts.

Zhou Wan blinked, saying softly: “Oh.”

She clutched the greeting card for him in her pocket—a simple Christmas card with a Christmas tree on the cover, completely unable to compare with those elaborate, thoughtful cards in his drawer.

“Let’s go,” Lu Xixiao said.

Zhou Wan made a sound of agreement, the card in her pocket ultimately remaining there.

She felt something strange in her heart, uncomfortable.

Firstly, she felt her prepared card was too simple, and not presentable, and secondly, Lu Xixiao had already received so many cards—she didn’t want hers to be lost among them.

If that was the case, she’d rather not give it at all.

Walking out of the school gate, Lu Xixiao asked: “Still feeling unwell?”

“Hm?”

He didn’t explain, just looked at her.

Zhou Wan realized what he meant and lowered her head, biting her lip: “Much better.”

Walking alongside Lu Xixiao, she asked, “Are we going to get dinner?”

“Mm.”

“Where?”

“My place.”

Zhou Wan was startled.

Lu Xixiao lowered his head, carelessly playing with his phone as he casually explained: “Remember the takeout from the barbecue restaurant last time? It’ll go bad if we don’t eat it soon.”

*

Zhou Wan was more familiar with the layout of Lu Xixiao’s kitchen than he was. She took out the induction cooker and tableware, then got the packaged refrigerated food from the fridge, checking that everything was still fresh.

“Do you have rice?” Zhou Wan asked, “There’s no rice yet.”

“Probably not.” Lu Xixiao sat down at the dining table. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d sat here with someone else. “I’ll order takeout.”

The delivery arrived quickly, and the hot pot lamb and meatballs on the induction cooker were also ready.

Zhou Wan picked up one to eat—it still tasted good.

Lu Xixiao ate faster than her, and after finishing, he lit a cigarette.

Zhou Wan glanced at him, wanting to tell him to smoke less, but ultimately didn’t say anything.

She scooped up her last spoonful of rice and asked: “Lu Xixiao, are you still eating?”

“No more.”

She took the initiative to clear the dishes, bringing them to the kitchen to wash.

After washing for a while, Lu Xixiao came in, walking straight to her side and reaching to turn the faucet in the opposite direction: “Don’t know how to adjust the hot water?”

“…I thought there wasn’t any hot water.”

Lu Xixiao leaned against the counter beside her, watching her wash dishes.

After a while, he suddenly made an irritated “tch” sound, grabbed Zhou Wan’s arm to pull her aside, then rolled up his sleeves, his dry, pale hands reaching into the murky dishwater.

His hands weren’t used to housework. Zhou Wan tugged at his sleeve: “Let me do it.”

His school uniform was rolled up to his elbows, hair falling over his forehead, and his profile clean and flowing. He had a cigarette between his lips, the ash getting a bit long—as he spoke, it fell onto his sleeve before being brushed away.

“Go study.”

The young man moved efficiently, wiping the bowls clean.

The soft light in the narrow kitchen fell around him, creating an illusion of warmth in everything.

Zhou Wan hesitated but still turned to leave the kitchen.

She wiped the dining table clean, then went to the sofa to take out her test papers.

The coffee table was low, the perfect height for doing problems while sitting on the carpet.

As she picked up her pen, Zhou Wan noticed small, faint red spots appearing on the back of her hand from touching the cold water, but they were already fading.

When Lu Xixiao finished washing dishes and came out, he saw the little girl curled up, sitting on the floor doing homework.

So small.

“There’s a table,” he said.

Zhou Wan looked up at him, smiling: “It’s fine, I like it this way.”

Lu Xixiao let her be, not bothering her further.

He played with his phone by himself.

Zhou Wan finished one test paper, turned to look at Lu Xixiao, and asked: “Don’t you have homework?”

Only after asking did she realize he hadn’t even brought his schoolbag home.

Zhou Wan thought for a moment: “Lu Xixiao, let me teach you math first.”

He raised an eyebrow, staring at Zhou Wan without speaking, lounging lazily on the sofa with one long leg bent. After a while, he laughed lightly: “Studying is fine, but no credit.”

Zhou Wan paused, then immediately blushed.

Lu Xixiao knew she understood.

After hesitating for half a minute, Zhou Wan awkwardly and reluctantly got up, walked in front of Lu Xixiao, bent down, and hugged him very lightly.

“Is that okay?” Zhou Wan asked.

He smiled and sat up straight, looking very generous: “Okay.”

Zhou Wan felt that suggesting to teach him was like lifting a rock only to drop it on her foot.

She took out her math textbook from her bag: “Final exams are coming up soon, this book covers the exam content for the math final. I’ll start teaching you from the first unit.”

Lu Xixiao watched her profile.

He knew Zhou Wan had good grades, but only now did he realize that when she was doing something she was good at, her demeanor was completely different from usual.

Very confident and determined.

It was as if peeling away her gentle, mild exterior revealed those inner qualities—resilience, strength, and persistence.

She taught very thoroughly, breaking down even the simplest points into tiny pieces to explain. After finishing a lesson’s concepts, she found corresponding problems from the exercise book for Lu Xixiao to solve.

Lu Xixiao twirled his pen, looked at the problems for a while, and then wrote several formulas on the paper.

The formulas were correct.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, corners of her mouth turning up, a faint smile spreading in her eyes: “Now plug in the numbers.”

Lu Xixiao was indeed clever, and quick to understand.

He soon calculated the answer to that problem.

Zhou Wan picked two more problems that weren’t so basic, and he quickly solved those too.

“Lu Xixiao,” her eyes curved, smile making her pupils shine brightly, “you’re smart.”

He stared at her for a while, slightly dazed, and laughed: “Trying to coax me into studying more, huh?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “You are very smart. If you study seriously, it won’t take long to see your grades improve.”

Zhou Wan used the opportunity to teach Lu Xixiao to review for finals herself. By the time they finished the first three lessons of the first unit, it was getting late.

“It’s late, I should go.”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao stood up.

Zhou Wan stopped him: “Don’t walk me back, it’s too cold outside. I’ll run home, I’ll be there right away.”

“It’s too late.”

After their time together, Zhou Wan’s impression of Lu Xixiao had changed again—she wasn’t as afraid of him as before.

Hearing this, she smiled again, praising: “Lu Xixiao, you’re really good.”

His movement of putting on shoes paused as he looked at her: “Don’t friend-zone me.”

“…”

Zhou Wan wrapped her scarf tightly, walking with Lu Xixiao in the winter wind.

The wind made her stomach feel heavy and uncomfortable again.

Approaching the residential complex entrance, they were struck by flashing blue and red lights. Zhou Wan looked up to find an ambulance parked at the entrance.

The usually quiet entrance was unusually noisy at this hour.

She frowned slightly, somehow feeling anxious at the sound of the ambulance.

She unconsciously quickened her pace. A neighbor auntie spotted her and immediately waved, calling out: “Wan-wan! Your grandmother fainted, quick, come here!”

Zhou Wan’s mind went blank with a “whoosh.”

She rushed over to see her grandmother already on a stretcher, being loaded into the ambulance.

The neighbor’s auntie explained: “Property management said there’d be a power outage tomorrow, I wanted to bring your grandmother some candles, but then I found her collapsed in the living room. Scared me to death.”

Life is unpredictable.

This might be the only constant rule in this world.

Zhou Wan’s hands and feet went cold as she looked at her grandmother’s pale face, her heart crawling with dread.

All sorts of bad thoughts invaded her mind, unable to make any sound, only tears falling continuously.

“Zhou Wan.” A voice penetrated all barriers, entering her ears.

Her ice-cold hand was covered by a warm temperature.

Lu Xixiao gripped her hand tightly, staring into her eyes, his voice deep: “Zhou Wan, stay calm.”
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Lu Xixiao’s voice seemed to traverse a thousand mountains and rivers, wading through waters to take root deep in her heart like a pillar steadying the sea, finally bringing Zhou Wan’s rationality somewhat back.

Now was not the time to be helpless.

Zhou Wan roughly wiped away her tears with the back of her hand and climbed into the ambulance alongside Lu Xixiao.

The nurse performed emergency checks and treatment on grandmother: “High fever, likely caused by flu.”

As the weather turned cold, a new wave of flu had once again swept across the city.

“What should we do? My grandmother is elderly – won’t a high fever be dangerous?” Zhou Wan asked, holding back her tears.

“Young lady, don’t worry. We’re almost at the hospital. We’ll do a comprehensive examination first,” the nurse reassured her.

Lu Xixiao wrapped his arm around Zhou Wan’s shoulders, pulled her into his embrace, and said softly, “Nothing will happen.”

Zhou Wan’s tears fell again after being wiped away: “It’s all my fault. I knew grandmother would endure discomfort without saying anything, yet I didn’t even notice she had a high fever and wasn’t feeling well.”

…

Grandmother was wheeled away for examination.

Zhou Wan sat outside, lost and helpless.

When nervous, she would unconsciously pick at her fingers. By now her fingertips were raw from her scratching. Lu Xixiao noticed and sat down beside her, taking her hand in his.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan’s voice trembled, “Today is Christmas Eve.”

“Mm.” His voice was deep, “That’s why nothing will happen to your grandmother.”

Zhou Wan’s head felt foggy, unable to think clearly about anything. Lu Xixiao suddenly asked, “Are you thirsty?”

“What?”

She looked up at Lu Xixiao’s dark eyes, realizing what he meant, and shook her head.

He raised his hand, running his index finger knuckle across her dry lips: “They’re chapped.” He quickly withdrew his hand and stood up, “I’ll go buy water.”

After Lu Xixiao left, only Zhou Wan remained in the corridor.

She lost all sense of time passing. After what seemed like forever, the nurse finally came out and said the grandmother wasn’t in any life-threatening danger – it was inflammation caused by high fever combined with uremia complications. She needed to be hospitalized for IV fluids.

Zhou Wan’s tightly wound nerves finally relaxed. She thanked the nurse.

Grandmother was settled into an IV room. Zhou Wan sat by the bed holding grandmother’s hand, calling out to her softly several times without response.

“Your grandmother is probably just sleeping now. It’s fine, let her rest,” the nurse said. “Just press the call button when this IV bag is finished.”

Zhou Wan nodded and thanked her again.

Grandmother was elderly and tormented by various complications.

She would have minor ailments every few days. Afraid of worrying Zhou Wan, she often kept them hidden – enduring what she could, until days like today when she couldn’t anymore.

She sat by the hospital bed for a while before remembering Lu Xixiao.

She sent Lu Xixiao a message saying she was in the IV room but received no reply. After hesitating, Zhou Wan went to look for him.

The convenience store was just across from the hospital.

Zhou Wan had just walked out of the hospital entrance when she saw Lu Xixiao’s back. He was wearing his school uniform today, his figure particularly eye-catching.

Zhou Wan ran a few steps forward, calling out: “Lu Xixiao.”

He turned around: “Mm.”

Only after Zhou Wan stopped behind him did she notice there was a black sedan parked in front of him. The back door was open, and an elderly man with white hair but still vigorous spirit leaned out.

Lu Xixiao bent down to support his arm: “Careful.”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly as she vaguely understood – this elderly man before her must be Old Master Lu.

The old man looked at Zhou Wan for a while, his manner both genial yet emanating authority: “Xiao’er, is this your classmate?”

Lu Xixiao said flatly: “My girlfriend.”

Zhou Wan froze.

Old Master Lu punched his shoulder, half-laughing half-scolding: “You rascal.”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, politely greeting him: “Hello, Grandfather.”

“Ah, hello hello.” Old Master Lu was cheerful, and asked further, “Why are you at the hospital?”

Zhou Wan answered: “My grandmother is sick.”

“Oh, how is she now? Is there anything I can help with?”

Zhou Wan hurriedly waved her hands: “No need, Grandfather. She’s getting an IV now, nothing serious.”

“Alright, you’re Xiao’er’s classmate – if you need any help, just let me know.”

Old Master Lu was different from what Zhou Wan had imagined.

In her imagination, the patriarch of such a grand family would necessarily be strict, meticulous, and serious without smiles. But in reality, Old Master Lu had no airs about him.

Zhou Wan didn’t dare look at him, keeping her eyes lowered as she thanked him again.

Although she didn’t look much like Guo Xiangling, she felt guilty, still afraid that Old Master Lu’s sharp eyes might see through something.

“Alright, stop fussing,” Lu Xixiao said lazily. “Hurry up and go.”

“You’re not coming up with me?” Old Master Lu asked.

Lu Xixiao gave a noncommittal “mm.”

Old Master Lu looked at him somewhat reproachfully but ultimately said nothing. After all, what happened in the past was his son’s fault.

“Xiao’er, when you have time, you should still go home more often to keep your father company. Why must father and son remain completely estranged?”

Lu Xixiao’s mouth twitched slightly, but he didn’t speak.

Just then, the elevator ahead descended to the first floor with a “ding” as it opened.

Zhou Wan’s steps suddenly faltered – Guo Xiangling walked out of the elevator, running over to eagerly call out to Old Master Lu: “Dad.”

Zhou Wan’s reaction was too obvious; Lu Xixiao noticed and glanced at her.

“What’s wrong?”

Zhou Wan forced a smile and shook her head: “Nothing.”

At this moment, Old Master Lu was no longer as genial as before. He made a sound of acknowledgment and asked: “How is Zhongyue?”

“It’s just that the weather suddenly turned cold and he caught a chill. Lu did have surgery recently, so with his weakened immune system, he developed a fever,” Guo Xiangling said. “Dad, why did you come to the hospital so late?”

“I had a physical examination scheduled and thought I’d check on him,” Old Master Lu said. Then he turned back to Zhou Wan and added, “The temperature has indeed dropped quickly lately, with lots of people catching colds and fevers. By the way, young lady, what’s your name?”

Following Old Master Lu’s gaze, Guo Xiangling finally noticed Zhou Wan.

Her face immediately turned pale.

She naturally assumed this was all Zhou Wan’s calculated scheme, and her eyes blazed with venom and hatred.

Zhou Wan was young and no longer wanted to be entangled in this.

She didn’t know if Old Master Lu had investigated Guo Xiangling, or if he knew her name. She remained silent, afraid to answer.

Lu Xixiao thought she was still shocked by her grandmother’s fainting earlier and hadn’t recovered. He placed his hand on her shoulder and answered for her: “Zhou Wan.”

Old Master Lu nodded and instructed Guo Xiangling to speak with the hospital staff later and take good care of Zhou Wan’s grandmother.

Guo Xiangling gritted her teeth, forced a smile, and agreed “Okay.”

…

After everyone left, Lu Xixiao watched Zhou Wan for a while, then reached out to poke her cheek: “What are you spacing out about? Lost your soul?”

“No.”

In a corner he couldn’t see, Zhou Wan clenched her fists, forcing herself to calm down again. “Are you not going up to see him?”

“No.”

“My grandmother is fine now, getting her IV,” Zhou Wan looked up at him. “Thank you for coming with me. It’s late, you should go rest.”

Lu Xixiao could certainly hear the change in Zhou Wan’s tone.

It had become formal and stiff, like when they first met.

He raised an eyebrow and reached out to grip her chin, lifting it. With drooping brows and eyes, he looked her up and down frivolously for a moment before laughing: “Meeting my grandfather scared you silly.”

Zhou Wan’s heart slowly settled back into place.

Earlier when Lu Xixiao had said her name, Old Master Lu’s expression hadn’t changed – he probably didn’t know who she was.

She pressed her lips together: “Why did you just tell your grandfather I’m your girlfriend?”

“Aren’t you?” Lu Xixiao pinched her face. “He quite likes you – not easy to win over that old man.”

His tone was unruly and reckless.

“Really?” Zhou Wan mumbled.

“He just likes obedient-looking little girls,” Lu Xixiao said carelessly. “Got fooled by your appearance.”

Zhou Wan turned her head without responding.

Back in the IV room.

Lu Xixiao put the bag he was carrying on a nearby table, took out a bottle of mineral water, opened it, and handed it to Zhou Wan.

She thanked him and took a sip.

Lu Xixiao kept her company for a while, then took out his cigarette pack and leaned close to her ear, saying softly: “Going out for a smoke.”

“Mm.”

Grandmother’s current IV bag was small and almost empty now. Zhou Wan looked up at the IV bottle, waited a moment, and then got up to find the nurse.

As she pushed the door open, someone suddenly crashed into her head-on.

Zhou Wan let out a light cry, stumbling backward. She barely managed to steady herself. The hot soup had spilled on her, but fortunately only on her jacket without scalding her skin.

The person had bought takeout from outside and was trying to enter to eat. They immediately took out napkins, apologizing while trying to help Zhou Wan clean up.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Zhou Wan said. “I’ll go wash it off.”

Zhou Wan called the nurse, changed the IV bag, and took off her dirty school jacket. Suddenly she noticed that the bag Lu Xixiao bought from the convenience store contained not just water, but also a pack of sanitary pads.

Her gaze lowered, looking at it for a moment. Her face felt hot as her lips turned up slightly.

She opened it, took out a pad, and went to the bathroom.

*

Coming out of the bathroom stall, Zhou Wan stood at the sink.

Looking at herself in the mirror, her eyes were still slightly red, and fatigue had deepened the creases of her double eyelids.

She rested her arms on the marble counter, letting out a soft breath as she lowered her head to wash her face.

After shaking the water off her hands, just as she was about to turn and leave, she was suddenly pushed from behind.

“Zhou Wan!” Guo Xiangling glared at her viciously, pointing at her with a light pink manicured finger. “What did you promise me before? I gave you 150,000 yuan, and you said you wouldn’t let the Lu family know!”

Zhou Wan, already feeling dizzy, almost fell to the ground from her push.

Face pale, she supported herself against the counter: “Today was an accident. I didn’t expect to meet his grandfather.”

“You think you can fool the old master just because you’re a little girl?!”

Guo Xiangling ground her teeth, apparently driven nearly mad by today’s events. “Now he’s seen us pretending not to know each other. If one day he finds out you’re my daughter, who knows how we’ll die! Daring to deceive him – looks like you don’t want to live!”

Zhou Wan clenched her fists, struggling to sort through her chaotic thoughts.

She looked up, staring intently at Guo Xiangling without avoiding her gaze, speaking word by word: “If you know this, you shouldn’t be looking for me now. Aren’t you afraid of being seen?”

Guo Xiangling stepped forward in her high heels, grabbing Zhou Wan’s collar, saying lowly: “Zhou Wan, don’t think you can control me with your little tricks. You haven’t crossed as many bridges as I have roads.”

Zhou Wan’s expression remained unchanged; she even smiled slightly.

For a moment, Guo Xiangling seemed to see Lu Xixiao’s shadow in her daughter.

Her voice was so gentle it carried no pressure as she said softly: “Whether or not that’s true isn’t up to you to decide. After all, I am your daughter.”

Guo Xiangling narrowed her eyes: “You like Lu Xixiao, don’t you?”

Zhou Wan bit down hard on her teeth, saying nothing.

“Since you like him,” Guo Xiangling released her collar, dusting off her hands, “are you willing to tell him the truth? Let him know you’re his stepsister?”

“Do you love Lu Zhongyue?” Zhou Wan looked at her and asked.

Guo Xiangling was stunned.

Zhou Wan said: “I told you, I’m your daughter. Naturally, I take after you.”

Zhou Wan washed her hands again, methodically drying them. She calmly looked directly at Guo Xiangling and said quietly, “I told you before, I won’t go looking for Lu Zhongyue. As long as you don’t come bothering me and Grandmother again. Otherwise, even if it means exposing everything and dying with you, I will destroy you.”

…

Suddenly, a voice came from not far to the side – “Zhou Wan.”

The young man stood there, brows slightly furrowed, his eyes cold enough to kill, looking toward them with an unfriendly expression.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 33
The moment Zhou Wan heard Lu Xixiao’s voice, she felt chills run through her entire body from head to toe.

She turned her head to look.

The young man was still frowning, watching her without saying a word.

Seeing her not move, he finally clicked his tongue impatiently: “Come here.”

Zhou Wan didn’t know how long he had been standing there, or whether he had heard her conversation with Guo Xiangling.

His aura was intensely cold. Even after walking up to him, Zhou Wan didn’t dare speak first, keeping her head lowered in silence.

Lu Xixiao gripped her chin and lifted her face: “Running off everywhere, and now you’re giving me attitude.”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, instinctively looking up at him.

That look was urgent and focused, with light in her eyes, as if containing unspoken words.

Lu Xixiao’s heart inexplicably softened at that look. His displeasure fading, he wrapped an arm around Zhou Wan’s shoulders and walked toward the exit, ignoring Guo Xiangling behind them.

The hospital was still crowded even late at night.

Various low-decibel but chaotic noises intermingled together.

Zhou Wan let him lead her quickly for several steps before remembering to explain: “I wasn’t running off, I just went to the bathroom and ran into her when I came out.”

“What did she say to you?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan remained silent.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Did she bully you?”

“No.”

“Really?”

Zhou Wan didn’t dare look directly at him, keeping her eyes down as she tried to sound casual: “Didn’t you say I just act obedient? How could she bully me?”

Lu Xixiao chuckled, reaching up to roughly ruffle her hair: “So what were you two talking about just now?”

Zhou Wan paused, then spoke with lowered eyes: “She just asked me to convince you to go see your dad. Nothing else.”

Lu Xixiao made an “oh” sound, expressionless, then took off his jacket and put it around Zhou Wan: “Where’s your clothes?”

“I got them dirty earlier so I took them off.” Zhou Wan tried to refuse, “You wear it, I’m not cold.”

He didn’t bother arguing with Zhou Wan. Before she could put her arms through the sleeves, he directly zipped up the jacket, wrapping her up completely like a cape.

Zhou Wan looked up at him, blinking.

His eyelashes lowered as he looked at her in this state. After a while, he turned his head and smiled: “How tall are you?”

Zhou Wan wore his jacket with the hem nearly covering her knees. She puffed her cheeks and said: “One meter sixty.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Really?”

“…”

Zhou Wan put on a serious face and said firmly: “Yes.”

“How much do you weigh?”

“Last time I checked I was about 39 kilos, not sure about now.”

He frowned slightly: “Too thin.”

“It’s fine since I’m not very tall,” Zhou Wan said.

Back in the IV room, Zhou Wan tucked in her grandmother’s blanket and felt her forehead. It wasn’t as hot as before, and color had returned to her face.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan said, “you should go home now.”

“It’s fine,” he said with a casual, bored expression. “Nothing to do at home anyway.”

Zhou Wan paused, saying nothing more.

Earlier she had carelessly hung the dirty jacket on the back of a chair, soup dripping onto the seat. Lu Xixiao grabbed some tissues and bent down to clean them.

“Let me do it,” Zhou Wan said.

He quickly cleaned it up and lifted the dirty jacket. Something slipped from the pocket.

Red and green base colors.

It was the Christmas card she had meant to give to Lu Xixiao.

Zhou Wan’s heart jumped. She quickly went to pick up the card but was too late – he had already picked it up, the thin card held between his fingers.

He wore a lazy smile, playful and frivolous as he drawled out each character: “To… Lu… Xi… xiao.”

Though it was just an ordinary Christmas card, when spoken in his magnetic voice, it somehow seemed like something improper.

Zhou Wan unconsciously blushed. “For me?” he smiled.

“…Mm.”

He opened it. Inside was written:

Lu Xixiao, Happy Christmas Eve and Merry Christmas.

Wishing you happiness every day, smooth sailing, and success in everything.

The handwriting was elegant, each stroke written with great care.

Lu Xixiao looked at it for a while, then smiled and said: “Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, you think one card is enough?”

“…”

Zhou Wan couldn’t help pouting: “You have so many cards in your desk drawer anyway, and you’ll get more tomorrow.”

Lu Xixiao seemed to freeze for a moment, then smiled even more deeply: “So those were cards.”

“…”

“I never looked at them.”

Realizing Lu Xixiao was explaining himself to her, Zhou Wan’s face grew even hotter.

She shouldn’t care so much about how many cards Lu Xixiao received or whether he read them.

But now her heart softened, becoming like a vessel filled with melting honey, making her whole being feel light and floaty.

“Oh,” Zhou Wan said flatly.

“If you don’t like it,” Lu Xixiao said lazily, “come to my classroom tomorrow and throw all those cards away yourself.”

Zhou Wan looked serious: “They’re people’s sincere feelings, it wouldn’t be right to throw them away.”

Lu Xixiao burst out laughing.

As if he’d heard an especially funny joke, his dark eyes held laughter as his shoulders shook. He nodded, teasing: “Yes, Teacher Zhou’s lesson is well taken.”

“…”

This was a mockery.

Like having her true feelings exposed, Zhou Wan looked at him with a red face.

In his laughing eyes she saw four words – “Keep pretending then.”

“…”

Having thoroughly enjoyed Zhou Wan’s flustered appearance, Lu Xixiao was finally satisfied. He stopped teasing her, waving the card between his fingers as he said: “Thank you, Teacher Zhou.”

Zhou Wan watched him carefully refold the card and put it in his pocket.

She finally couldn’t help lowering her head to smile.

After smiling, she suddenly remembered Guo Xiangling’s words earlier – “You like Lu Xixiao, don’t you?”

Zhou Wan finally understood why those girls, even knowing what kind of person Lu Xixiao was, knowing that playboys rarely change their ways, still insisted on running into that wall, even willing to crash until their heads split open before giving up.

Lu Xixiao just had that ability.

When he was intimate, he made you feel like the whole world was in your embrace, easily making your head spin.

Everything happened silently, but the prey had already fallen into the trap, killed from a thousand miles away.

But she couldn’t be like this.

Zhou Wan felt as if her soul had split in two.

One soul was attracted to him, happy or sad because of his every action and gesture; the other soul watched coldly from the side, observing all this inevitable happening, occasionally reminding her not to fall for his illusion of gentleness.

*

The IV room was filled with the smell of disinfectant mixed with various food smells brought in by patients’ families, creating an unpleasant combination.

Grandmother had finished three bags of IV fluid, with just one left.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao went outside together to get some fresh air.

They stood by the railing of the hospital’s third-floor terrace. He rested his elbow on the railing, back slightly bent, casually leaning as he smoked, the smoke swirling before being blown away by the cold wind.

Like a richly colored poster, every frame was particularly beautiful.

“Lu Xixiao, my grandmother’s IV is almost done, but she’ll need more tomorrow. She’ll need to stay in the hospital for a couple of days. You should go home first.”

He spoke with the cigarette between his lips, making his voice muffled: “Mm.”

Zhou Wan gripped the cold railing with both hands, her hair tousled by the wind as she looked at the scenery opposite.

From this height, she could see the nearby pedestrian street, with its grey-white brick walls and staggered, aged rooftops.

The street was mostly filled with young people wearing Christmas-themed clothes.

Many vendors were selling beautifully packaged Christmas apples. Some stores were having Christmas promotions, with employees dressed as Santa Claus handing out flyers and candy on the street.

“When I was nine, it snowed on Christmas in Pingchuan City,” Zhou Wan said. “It was the earliest first snow I remember there.”

Lu Xixiao flicked his cigarette ash, trying to recall the past along with her words, but had no such memory.

He never celebrated Christmas, finding it pointless.

He smiled carelessly: “You remember it so clearly.”

“Mm, it was the last Christmas I spent with my father.”

Lu Xixiao paused, turning to look at her.

The young woman’s profile was fair and gentle, black hair curling around her neck, her bright black eyes gazing into the distance, tender and focused, with a hint of light in them.

“Lu Xixiao, did you believe in Santa Claus when you were little?” Zhou Wan asked softly.

“No.”

“I believed in Santa Claus until I was nine.”

Zhou Wan glanced at Lu Xixiao, meeting his gaze. She smiled, “Pretty silly, right? Still believing at nine years old.”

“Every Christmas I would make a wish, write it on paper, and put it in my stocking on Christmas Eve. My dad said Santa Claus would ride his reindeer-drawn sleigh to collect every child’s wishes, then fulfill the wishes of good children on Christmas night.”

“Sometimes wishes came true, sometimes they didn’t. I asked my dad why – was it because I wasn’t good enough?”

“My dad said it was because it hadn’t snowed that year, so Santa’s sleigh couldn’t come.”

Reaching this point, Zhou Wan smiled with curved eyes, “Thinking about it now, it’s amazing I believed such excuses.”

Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her, listening intently.

It was clear that Zhou Wan had grown up surrounded by love.

She had been carefully protected, which was why, despite her intelligence, her childlike innocence had been preserved enough to believe such clumsy excuses.

“So when it snowed that Christmas, I was especially happy and excited, believing my wish would come true.”

Lu Xixiao asked: “What was your wish?”

“I wished for my dad’s cough to get better quickly.”

“Did it come true?”

“No,” Zhou Wan lowered her eyes. “After Christmas, his cough got worse and worse. Because he worried about the cost, he kept putting off going to the hospital. Later we found out it was lung cancer.”

Lu Xixiao remained silent for a moment, not asking for more details, but instead asked: “What about now?”

“What?”

He exhaled a cloud of smoke, his voice low and husky: “What’s your Christmas wish this year?”

Zhou Wan smiled: “I’m sixteen now, I’ve long known there’s no Santa Claus.”

“What if there was?” He turned his head, his gaze steady and determined in the night scene. “What would your wish be?”

Her biggest wish at that moment was for her grandmother to be healthy and live a long life.

But Zhou Wan knew such wishes were impossible to fulfill.

When she was little, if she made such intangible wishes – like growing five centimeters taller next year, or her parents getting along without fighting – they never came true.

But sometimes when she wished for something concrete, like a box of chocolates or a pretty new schoolbag, it would come true immediately.

Zhou Wan thought for a moment, then said casually: “Well… I want a bicycle.”

Lu Xixiao tapped off his cigarette ash, smiling: “Christmas only comes once a year and just a bicycle?”

*

After spending some time in the wind on the terrace, Lu Xixiao smoked two cigarettes, and they returned to the IV room.

Grandmother had finished all four IV bags but hadn’t woken up. She needed to stay for further observation, so Zhou Wan planned to spend the night at the hospital and told Lu Xixiao to go home first.

The streets late on Christmas Eve weren’t as quiet as usual.

Lu Xixiao walked alone down the street with an unlit cigarette between his lips.

The wind outlined his tall, striking figure even more distinctly, causing many passing girls to turn their heads to look at him repeatedly.

Reaching a crosswalk, the light was red. Lu Xixiao took out his phone and called Jiang Fan.

“Xiao,” a predictable noise came from his end, “didn’t you say you weren’t coming?”

“I’m not. Just need to ask you something,” he tilted his neck, watching the numbers jumping on the red light. “That place you mentioned for buying bicycles – where is it?”

“Why are you buying a bicycle?”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Never mind that.”

“I’ll send you the shop owner’s WeChat in a bit, you can go buy it tomorrow.”

“Not possible today?”

“Come on, have you seen what time it is? At this hour, only the apple sellers are still awake.”

Lu Xixiao hung up, and soon Jiang Fan sent him the bike shop owner’s WeChat. He paused for a moment, didn’t add it, but instead opened navigation to search for nearby bike shops.

The crosswalk light turned from red to green and back again.

Lu Xixiao stood still in the same spot, many people coming and going around him.

Like a scene from a Wong Kar-wai film.

He called each bike shop one by one but received only closed-for-business responses.

This late, not a single bike shop was still open.

*

The next morning, Zhou Wan was woken by her grandmother.

“Wan Wan?” Grandmother squinted against the sunlight and white room, asking with furrowed brows, “Where is this?”

“Grandmother, you’re finally awake. You had a high fever yesterday, we’re in the hospital,” Zhou Wan held her hand. “Yesterday the doctor said they needed to see how you are today. If the fever’s gone down, just one more IV should do it. How are you feeling? Still uncomfortable?”

“High fever?”

Zhou Wan put on a serious face: “Yes, Grandmother, I’ve told you so many times – if you’re not feeling well, you must tell me. You can’t keep it to yourself. You suddenly fainted last night and we had to call an ambulance. You nearly scared me to death.”

Grandmother smiled with guilt and tenderness, stroking Zhou Wan’s hair: “I didn’t feel particularly unwell, thought it was just a normal cold.”

“Thank goodness you’re okay, otherwise I don’t know how I’d go on living.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” Grandmother patted the back of her hand. “Our Wan Wan is so clever, you’ll get through anything life throws at you just fine.”

Zhou Wan leaned down, gently laying on her grandmother and hugging her, her cheek against her chest as she said softly: “I don’t care, you have to stay healthy and stay with me.”

“Alright, alright, grandmother will try her best,” Grandmother said with a smile.

Soon, the duty doctor came to take her temperature again. She still had a slight fever and would likely need IVs for two more days.

Grandmother, worried about the extra expense, tried to insist on going home after this bag finished, but Zhou Wan firmly refused. Finally, she gave in and agreed to stay one more day in the hospital.

At seven in the morning, after calling her head teacher to request leave, Zhou Wan prepared to go home to gather some toiletries to bring back.

The morning streets were already bustling with neatly dressed office workers and students hurrying about.

The trees along the road were covered in small colored lights, many of which had flickered out after the night.

Taking the bus home, at the stop outside the arcade, Zhou Wan had just gotten off when she saw one of the brothers who used to work the morning shift at the arcade, leaning against the advertisement board dozing, looking extremely tired.

Zhou Wan walked over and called out: “Brother, did you just get off work?”

“Zhou Wan?” He rubbed his eyes, then said, “Don’t mention it. Being a holiday, the arcade was so busy last night, turned the night shift into a morning shift.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Your relief should be here now, right? Go home and get some good rest.”

“Yeah, I’ll die if I don’t sleep soon.” He paused, suddenly remembering something. “Oh right, someone won our arcade’s grand prize yesterday.”

Zhou Wan froze.

“It was a handsome guy, who came alone too. Must have been around four in the morning when he left. I was sleeping there when he woke me up to claim the prize,” the brother said. “Though it was strange – someone that good-looking spending the holiday alone.”

He seemed about to say more, but the bus came. He got up, said “goodbye” to Zhou Wan, and boarded the bus.

Even after the bus had driven away, Zhou Wan remained in a daze.

–“I’m sixteen now, I’ve long known there’s no Santa Claus.”

–“What if there was? What would your wish be?”

–“Well… I want a bicycle.”

–“Christmas only comes once a year, and just a bicycle?”

The way Lu Xixiao looked when saying these words seemed still before her eyes, his voice lingering in her ears.

A red glow at his fingertips had shrouded his features in the clamorous night and cigarette smoke, his gaze steady, lips curved in a casual smile, appearing so nonchalant.

That person… it couldn’t have been him, right?

He hated trouble so much, how could he spend until four in the morning on a bicycle?

Besides, he didn’t believe in Santa Claus at all and looked down on celebrating Christmas.

Zhou Wan kept telling herself this.

But her steps home grew faster and faster until she was running.

The cold wind whipped past her ears, sharp enough to strip flesh from bone.

She ran until she was out of breath, taking the stairs up to the third floor, her low ponytail completely coming loose to fall around her cheeks, like a little madwoman.

She stood at the third-floor landing, staring fixedly at the doorway.

A beautiful new bicycle stood at the entrance.

Zhou Wan’s vision kept being obscured by her white breath, blocking the bicycle from view before clearing again.

At this moment, Zhou Wan couldn’t take a single step.

It was as if a priceless treasure had appeared before her, and she was afraid getting any closer would break the spell.

After a long time, Zhou Wan finally slowly approached, walking to the bicycle’s side.

A note was clipped to the bell.

She opened it to see Lu Xixiao’s handwriting, bold and flowing.

–Wan Wan, Happy Christmas Eve and Merry Christmas.

Wan Wan.

Not Zhou Wan.
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A person’s handwriting reveals their character.

When Zhou Wan saw the handwriting on the paper, Lu Xixiao’s image immediately appeared in her mind.

The young man was carefree and unrestrained, playing through life, untameable like a distant star that remained forever out of reach no matter how far one stretched.

Yet this same young man had written on the paper—Wan Wan.

Lu Xixiao had never called her that before.

This was the first time.

Wan Wan.

In the past, when her father pretended to be Santa Claus and prepared gifts for her, he would also write, Wan Wan.

Zhou Wan stared at the paper for a long while, then slowly broke into a smile.

After smiling for a moment, her nose suddenly felt sour, and an indescribable bitterness swept over her, almost overwhelming her.

She stood there, head lowered, pressing her palms firmly against her eyelids.

When all emotions had settled, her expression returned to normal.

Pushing her bicycle inside, Zhou Wan called Lu Xixiao.

It rang several times without answer, and as she listened to the ringing, it took her a while to remember that Lu Xixiao had just gone to sleep not long ago.

Just as she was about to hang up, the other end was answered.

“Hello?” His voice was hoarse, clearly still half-asleep, carrying traces of morning grumpiness.

“Did I wake you up?” Zhou Wan asked softly.

He didn’t answer, only asking: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Zhou Wan’s finger rested on the bicycle handlebar, tracing the outline of the bell, “Thank you for the gift, I like it.”

“Oh, you saw it?” He laughed hoarsely, “I thought you wouldn’t see it until tonight.”

Zhou Wan felt moved but didn’t know how to express it at this point.

Lu Xixiao sat up in bed, took a sip of water, and his throat finally felt a bit better.

“What, this time you didn’t think it was from Santa Claus?” he teased.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “I’m not that naive anymore, I’m grown up now.”

“Zhou Wan, there isn’t a Santa Claus in this world.”

His voice was deep, yet brought comfort to the listener, “But I’m here.”

I’m here, so I’ll be the one to make your wishes come true.

We’re not living in a fairy tale, and we can no longer believe in fairy tales.

But I’m willing to create the illusion of a fairy tale for you so that for just a moment, you can return to those carefree days of the past.

*

Over the next few days, Zhou Wan sometimes went home early to take care of her grandmother and sometimes had dinner with Lu Xixiao.

He started coming to school more frequently, though sometimes he would still sleep in and only arrive in the afternoon, waiting until Zhou Wan finished her physics competition training before leaving together.

Zhou Wan would make time every day to tutor him on previously taught content. When Lu Xixiao was sleepy, he would listen half-heartedly; when alert, he was much more cooperative and would complete the homework Zhou Wan assigned him.

Before they knew it, it was December 31st.

The last day of the year.

It happened to be a Friday.

By evening, the students had lost all interest in studying and were making plans to celebrate the New Year together, talking about a newly opened hot pot restaurant that was supposedly delicious.

Gu Meng turned around: “Wan Wan, they’re saying they’re going to watch fireworks at Xi Bridge tonight, want to come?”

“I have something to do today, can’t go.”

“What is it?” Gu Meng blinked, “Oh—are you going to be with Lu Xixiao?”

Beside them, Jiang Yan’s grip on his pen paused.

Zhou Wan smiled: “No, I need to accompany my grandmother for a hospital check-up.”

“Oh, all right then.” Though Gu Meng was somewhat disappointed, she didn’t say much more, turning to ask, “Jiang Yan, are you going?”

“I’m not going either,” Jiang Yan said, “I’m having dinner with my dad tonight.”

Gu Meng pouted: “But it’s New Year’s Eve, what’s so special about eating with your dad.”

Gu Meng turned back dejectedly, and after a moment’s hesitation, Zhou Wan turned her head and asked softly: “Is it… Lu Zhongyue?”

“Mm.”

“Just the two of you?”

Jiang Yan was quiet for a moment before saying: “I don’t know either.”

Zhou Wan turned back, staring at the test paper on her desk for a while before taking out her phone to ask Lu Xixiao.

[Zhou Wan: Do you have plans tonight?]

[6: No.]

[6: Why?]

Earlier, Lu Xixiao had asked about her evening plans, and Zhou Wan had told him she needed to accompany her grandmother to the hospital.

Zhou Wan pressed her cheek against the cold desk surface, closed her eyes briefly, let out a breath, and replied: [Nothing.]

Along with the New Year’s holiday came piles of homework. Zhou Wan didn’t let Lu Xixiao wait for her after school; after her physics competition training ended, she carried her heavy backpack and walked out with Jiang Yan.

Just as they left the teaching building, she saw a black car parked at the entrance.

Her steps suddenly halted: “I need to go back to the classroom.”

Jiang Yan asked: “What’s wrong?”

“Forgot to take some test papers, I’ll go get them.”

“Oh.” Jiang Yan said, “Then I’ll head off first?”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan turned back into the teaching building, watching as Jiang Yan walked to the black car.

Lu Zhongyue got out of the car, smiling as he took Jiang Yan’s backpack, turning his head to ask a few caring questions, looking just like any other good father in the world.

But Zhou Wan found it laughable.

He had hurt his wife and young daughter, and his son had completely cut ties with him, yet here he was pretending to be a good father.

If he truly cared about Jiang Yan, that would be one thing, but in reality, he couldn’t even let Jiang Yan return to the Lu family.

Only after the car had driven far away did Zhou Wan come out.

Only her bicycle remained in the bike storage, and Zhou Wan retrieved it and rode home.

…

The hospital was full of infants in winter, with the vast hall filled with children’s crying.

By the time Zhou Wan finished accompanying her grandmother for the check-up, it was already dark outside.

Fortunately, the examination results showed nothing serious, and Zhou Wan could finally relax.

“Grandmother.” Zhou Wan said, “What would you like to eat? I’ll go buy something.”

“Don’t waste money, anything simple will do,” Grandmother said.

Zhou Wan smiled: “It’s the last day of the year, we can eat something nice.”

“Does Wan Wan want to eat dumplings?” Grandmother said, “We still have some dumpling wrappers in the fridge, shall we make dumplings?”

“Sure.” Zhou Wan’s eyes curved into a smile, saying, “But can your body handle it?”

“It’s not strenuous work, we can sit while making them, and didn’t the doctor say grandmother’s constitution is still quite good?”

Zhou Wan had planned to go to the market alone to buy some pork and Chinese cabbage for the filling, but grandmother insisted on going together, saying walking would be good exercise.

So they went to the market together to buy some meat and vegetables.

Back home, Zhou Wan chopped the filling while grandmother prepared the dumpling wrappers.

They had made dumplings like this before, so they were quite skilled at it.

Zhou Wan’s dumplings were small and delicate, with beautiful pleats.

They chatted while making dumplings, filling an entire large plate. Grandmother put some in the pot to cook, and the rest were stored in plastic containers in the refrigerator for future breakfasts.

Soon, the dumplings floated to the surface and were scooped into bowls.

Zhou Wan prepared a dipping sauce and ate one.

Grandmother asked: “How is it?”

She smiled with full cheeks: “Delicious.”

“If it’s good, eat more.” Grandmother smiled too, “Being a bit plump helps with immunity.”

“My immunity is great, I haven’t gotten sick at all this winter.”

After finishing the dumplings, Zhou Wan cleaned up the dishes and sat in the living room to watch TV.

She rarely watched TV, so her grandmother was curious and asked why she was watching today.

Zhou Wan: “I want to keep you company today.”

“Why keep an old woman company?” Grandmother laughed, “On a day like this, shouldn’t you be out having fun with your classmates?”

“Mm, I heard there’s going to be a fireworks show at Xi Bridge, they seem to have gone to watch together.”

“You should go watch too, why stay with grandmother?” Grandmother stroked Zhou Wan’s head, “Don’t we see each other every day after school? You’re always keeping me company.”

At this moment, Zhou Wan opened her Moments feed.

The first post was from Jiang Yan, a photo he had just posted.

In a Western restaurant, with exquisite dishes and soft lighting, showing a glimpse of Lu Zhongyue’s gray suit above.

Someone commented below, saying his father knew how to celebrate New Year’s Eve, as this restaurant cost several thousand yuan per person.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes.

She exited Moments and sent Lu Xixiao a message.

[Zhou Wan: What are you doing?]

Lu Xixiao sent a photo.

In the dim background, a row of liquor bottles under blue spotlights.

Probably at a bar.

[6: With Jiang Fan and others.]

Before she could reply, Lu Xixiao called her.

Zhou Wan paused: “Grandmother, I’m going to take a call.”

She went back to her bedroom before answering softly: “Hello?”

Lu Xixiao’s end was quite noisy, with booming music and chattering voices drowning out even his casual laugh: “Have you eaten?”

“Just finished.”

“What did you eat?”

“Dumplings, we made them ourselves.”

He raised an eyebrow: “You even know how to make dumplings?”

“It’s very simple, as long as they don’t fall apart in the water.” Zhou Wan said, “What about you?”

“Going to eat later.”

Zhou Wan looked at the time, it was already past nine: “Then drink less alcohol, or your stomach will hurt.”

Lu Xixiao chuckled: “Oh.”

After a pause, Zhou Wan said softly: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“Happy New Year.”

He paused.

Just for a second, but in the noisy background of the phone call, that one-second pause seemed infinitely extended, making the silence feel heavy.

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao’s voice still carried that familiar lazy smile, “Happy New Year, Wan Wan.”

After hanging up, Zhou Wan’s mind still lingered on that second of silence.

It was as if he didn’t even know today was December 31st, or rather, he didn’t care.

Such holidays held no meaning for him.

Every day was the same, passing one after another.

He immersed himself in the noise of pleasure and entertainment, passing his days in apparent revelry.

But he remained detached from the excitement, his heart cold, his eyes calm, never truly becoming part of it.

…

Zhou Wan walked out of the bedroom, and grandmother asked: “Who were you talking to?”

She lowered her head, not daring to look at her grandmother directly: “Just a classmate.”

Grandmother smiled kindly: “Did they invite you to go play?”

“No, we just chatted a bit.” Zhou Wan sat back down on the sofa, watching the TV drama that was playing, a seventy-episode family ethics drama.

Her gaze was on the TV, but she couldn’t take in anything she saw or heard.

Grandmother watched her discreetly from the side, smiling knowingly: “Wan Wan, go play with your classmates, friends are important too, and since tomorrow’s a holiday, you can keep grandmother company tomorrow.”

Zhou Wan hesitated for a moment, then looked up to meet her grandmother’s smiling eyes.

“Then—” feeling guilty, Zhou Wan’s face unconsciously turned red, “I’ll go out for a bit, I’ll be back soon.”

“Mm, go ahead.” Grandmother stroked her hair, “Wear your scarf, don’t catch a cold.”

Zhou Wan changed her clothes and put on her scarf, then turned back at the door to take a box of dumplings from the fridge, cooked them and put them back in the box, stuffed them in her bag, and quickly left.

After boarding the bus, Zhou Wan remembered to send Lu Xixiao a message.

[Zhou Wan: I’m coming to see you now.]

[Zhou Wan: Is that okay?]

[6: Weren’t you supposed to accompany your grandmother to the hospital?]

[Zhou Wan: We’ve finished already.]

[6: I’ll come to you.]

[Zhou Wan: I’m already on the bus, just wait for me there for a bit.]

[6: Alright.]

The streets were very congested today, and the bus moved slowly, constantly braking. Zhou Wan kept lurching forward with the momentum until she started feeling carsick.

She opened the window, and the cold wind finally helped ease her nausea.

Forty minutes later, she finally arrived.

Zhou Wan got off the bus; the bar was just across the street.

She could see Lu Xixiao standing at the entrance from afar, leaning against the wall lazily, a cigarette between his lips, playing with his phone. The screen’s light reflected off his high, straight nose bridge, sharp and clean-cut.

Zhou Wan looked at him, paused for a moment, then ran towards him.

Lu Xixiao heard footsteps and looked up, smiling when he saw her.

The girl was wearing a thick down jacket, bundled up completely, a red scarf wrapped around her small chin, her face flushed white and red from the cold wind, like a piece of cream-filled candy.

“Why did you suddenly come?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan didn’t know why she had suddenly decided to find him.

Her cheeks were rosy from the cold, her nose tip pink. Instead of answering his question, she said: “Why are you waiting outside? Aren’t you cold?”

“Didn’t feel like staying inside alone.”

“Did they leave so early?”

Lu Xixiao stubbed out his cigarette: “Jiang Fan had something at home, and I’m not close with the others, didn’t feel like staying with them.”

Zhou Wan paused, then felt glad she had come.

Otherwise, Lu Xixiao would have spent the last day of the year alone.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand to touch her cheek, saying softly: “Where to?”

“You haven’t had dinner yet, right?”

“No.”

Zhou Wan’s hand tightened on her bag strap.

She had left in a rush earlier, thinking dumplings would be more fitting for New Year’s Eve, but had forgotten how picky Lu Xixiao was about food. The dumplings would be cold by now, and he definitely wouldn’t want to eat them.

“Is there anything you want to eat?” Zhou Wan asked.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Didn’t you already eat?”

“I can keep you company while you eat.”

“Forget it, I’m not hungry, we’ll figure it out later.”

Zhou Wan frowned, about to say that wasn’t good for his stomach when Lu Xixiao asked: “Where do you want to go for New Year’s?”

“My classmates said there will be fireworks at Xi Bridge today.”

There would be plenty of food vendors there too, so he could get something to eat.

“Let’s go then.”

He spoke calmly, seemingly not excited about the holiday atmosphere at all, going only to accompany Zhou Wan.

Xi Bridge was far from here, so Lu Xixiao hailed a taxi.

As they approached Xi Bridge, they could see the streets becoming noticeably more crowded with people and cars. In the distance, the bridge sparkled with lights, and red lanterns hung from the street lamps.

The taxi got stuck in gridlocked traffic, and the driver turned around saying: “Young man, why don’t you get off here? It’s too congested, and the meter fare to the bridge won’t be cheap.”

Lu Xixiao agreed, paid, and got out with Zhou Wan.

He was wearing a black jacket with what appeared to be just one layer underneath. Zhou Wan asked: “Aren’t you cold?”

He looked down at her: “Not cold.”

Zhou Wan didn’t quite believe him.

How could he not be cold-wearing so little?

She reached out from her long sleeve and held Lu Xixiao’s hand.

Surprisingly, it wasn’t cold at all, even warmer than hers.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, a magnetic laugh resonating from his throat, his expression playful: “Zhou Wan, you’re quite smooth.”

Zhou Wan paused, instinctively looking up at him.

Under his teasing, flirtatious gaze, she couldn’t help blushing again, explaining: “I just wanted to check if your hands were cold.”

“Oh.” He nodded leisurely, “Is that so?”

Zhou Wan was telling the truth, but his teasing made it sound like a poor excuse.

“…”

Knowing she couldn’t win against him, Zhou Wan simply looked away, deciding not to talk to him anymore.

“Are you angry?”

“No.” Her voice was mumbled.

Lu Xixiao laughed again: “So, were my hands cold?”

“Warmer than mine.”

“Really?” He dragged out the word, teasing mischievously, looking incredibly wicked. Then he reached for Zhou Wan’s sleeve, “Let me feel.”

Like peeling an orange, he extracted Zhou Wan’s hand from her down jacket sleeve, held it, and put it in his pocket.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

She instinctively turned to look at Lu Xixiao.

He was tall, so she had to look up at him.

From her angle, the young man’s profile was smooth and clean-cut, looking at the river and bridge in the distance. His bone structure was so perfect it seemed divinely crafted, one corner of his mouth curved up in a wicked smile.

Zhou Wan’s heart suddenly skipped a beat and then started beating rapidly.

Her hand was being held in his pocket, and Zhou Wan didn’t pull away, letting him hold it.

Soon, her palm became as warm as his.

Many people were walking on the street, mostly young people, all heading toward Xi Bridge.

Tonight’s fireworks show had been well-advertised, drawing an especially large crowd, making it quite cramped.

After walking for a while, they could see the bridge was packed with people, completely shoulder-to-shoulder. Zhou Wan looked around and spotted some snack vendors.

“Are you hungry?” she asked Lu Xixiao again.

“Not hungry.”

Knowing his irregular lifestyle, sometimes waking up in the afternoon, he might not have eaten anything all day. Zhou Wan took it upon herself to get him something to fill his stomach.

“Let’s go look over there.” Zhou Wan pointed to one of the stalls selling chicken wing rice rolls.

Lu Xixiao walked over: “What do you want?”

“Honey chicken wing rice roll.” Zhou Wan said slowly, “But one portion is too big, I can’t finish it alone and it would be wasteful, why don’t you share it with me?”

Lu Xixiao made a sound of agreement, bought a chicken wing rice roll, and also bought a cup of bubble milk tea.

“Aren’t you having any?” Zhou Wan asked.

“I don’t like drinking this.”

Zhou Wan held the milk tea while Lu Xixiao carried the chicken wing rice roll. When they turned to find a place to sit, they discovered all the plastic tables and chairs outside were occupied.

Lu Xixiao looked around and led her to some steps nearby.

This area was dimly lit, with few people around.

It was like a natural barrier separated them from the crowd, with noise and bustle on one side and quiet darkness on the other.

He took off his jacket and threw it on the steps, put his arm around Zhou Wan as they sat down, opened the takeout box of chicken wing rice rolls, and handed the chopsticks to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan held her milk tea, saying: “I’ll eat later, you eat first.”

Lu Xixiao smiled, giving her a knowing look: “Setting me up, huh?”

Zhou Wan paused, and blinked, pretending not to understand: “What?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t expose her, opened the disposable chopsticks’ packaging, peeled the chicken wing skin, and picked up some rice.

It wasn’t good, the rice was half-cooked. Lu Xixiao put it down after a few bites.

Zhou Wan looked at him: “Not good?”

“No.”

“Then, do you want to buy something else?”

“No need.”

All the vendors nearby were small food stalls, their food was all similar, and Lu Xixiao wasn’t used to it.

Zhou Wan puffed her cheeks but didn’t say anything more, continuing to drink her milk tea.

The warm milk tea made her whole body feel cozy.

Suddenly, Lu Xixiao asked: “What’s in your bag?”

She had placed her bag by her feet, and the dumpling container was visible inside.

Zhou Wan paused for a moment and made a soft “ah” sound, but Lu Xixiao had already bent down to take out the box of dumplings, raising his eyebrows.

Zhou Wan felt a bit embarrassed: “I was worried you’d be hungry, thought about bringing them for you to eat.”

“You made these?”

“Most of them, some were made with my grandmother.”

Lu Xixiao opened the container and picked up a dumpling with his chopsticks. Zhou Wan tried to stop him: “Don’t eat them, they’re cold now, they definitely won’t taste good.”

He put a dumpling directly in his mouth.

Indeed, they were cold, and the dumpling skin was a bit hard, but the filling was very flavorful and packed full.

Zhou Wan watched his expression: “Are they edible?”

Lu Xixiao chewed the dumpling skin, saying: “Better than that chicken wing rice roll.”

He said it reluctantly.

But Lu Xixiao continued eating one after another until he finished all the dumplings in the box.

Zhou Wan was self-aware enough to know that her dumplings were only ordinary at best, not particularly delicious, especially now that they were cold.

She hadn’t expected Lu Xixiao to eat them all.

“Let’s go,” Lu Xixiao stood up, “the fireworks are about to start.”

Zhou Wan followed him as they continued walking toward the bridge, finally finding a good spot by the river with an open view, perfect for watching the fireworks.

She rested her hands on the riverbank railing, catching Lu Xixiao pressing his hand against his stomach from the corner of her eye, his brows slightly furrowed.

Probably from eating too many cold dumplings, they must be sitting heavily in his stomach.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but laugh softly.

“What’s so funny?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan didn’t dare tell him the real reason, just smiled at him.

The young woman’s eyes were bright, her smile radiant. Zhou Wan usually had a gentle, pure appearance without any edge, but at this moment she was exceptionally brilliant. Lu Xixiao looked at her, his heart settling for a moment, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

She smiled and said: “Lu Xixiao, it’s almost the new year.”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao unconsciously smiled too, “Do you have any New Year’s wishes?”

“Are you going to be Santa Claus again?”

“I’ll be your boyfriend.”

That’s right, Santa Claus wasn’t real.

Lu Xixiao was real.

Just as he said, there isn’t a Santa Claus in this world, but I’m here.

The smile in Zhou Wan’s eyes grew deeper, her eyes sparkling, but then she seemed to suddenly think of something, and her smile stiffened, the joy fading a bit.

“That’s okay,” Zhou Wan said softly, “I’m already very happy now.”

…

Suddenly, a cheer erupted from the crowd.

“Wow–!”

Hundreds of firework columns shot into the sky simultaneously, lighting up the entire night, then blooming and falling in the darkness.

It was like a romantic tragedy, countless fireworks rising, countless fireworks blooming, countless fireworks falling, disappearing into the horizon, but immediately followed by more columns of light, rising, blooming, falling.

Zhou Wan tilted her head back, watching intently.

“Lu Xixiao,” her eyes were bright, “look quickly.”

Amidst the cheers and exclamations, Lu Xixiao took Zhou Wan’s hand again.

Zhou Wan paused, turned to look at him, and after a moment, she gave him a brilliant smile.

In that smile, Lu Xixiao felt his whole body go numb, electricity spreading up from his spine, his temples throbbing like being pricked by needles.

Zhou Wan smiled so wide her eyes became crescent moons: “It’s so beautiful.”

Lu Xixiao looked at her, unable to look away.

He just kept looking.

Hundreds and thousands of people around them were looking up at the sky, but only he was looking at Zhou Wan.

The brilliant fireworks cast different colors across Zhou Wan’s face.

After a while, he lowered his eyes and smiled: “Mm.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 35
After New Year’s Day, they officially entered the final sprint phase for end-of-term exams.

With citywide final exams approaching, teachers were going all out distributing and grading test papers.

Zhou Wan was preparing for both the final exams and the March physics test, keeping incredibly busy. She only managed to spare one hour after school each day to tutor Lu Xixiao.

Soon, it was the end of January – time for final exams.

Because she had ranked first in the last monthly test, Zhou Wan’s seat was assigned to the first position in the first examination room.

Lu Xixiao, on the other hand, hadn’t taken the last test at all, so he was assigned to the very last seat in the last examination room.

Usually, the unified exam papers weren’t particularly difficult, but this year was an exception. The difficulty level across all subjects was notably high, especially mathematics. Many students didn’t even have time to look at the last big question before reaching the submission deadline.

After the two days of final exams ended, everyone collapsed in their seats, wailing about how badly they’d done, saying they wouldn’t be able to enjoy the New Year properly and their New Year’s money would be reduced.

Before the winter break officially began, there was still an all-school assembly to attend.

Hundreds of students gathered in the large classroom, entering class by class.

When Class One entered, Class Seven was already seated. Zhou Wan spotted Lu Xixiao sitting in the corner, his eyes half-closed, looking both weary and impatient.

She couldn’t help but smile to herself.

After everyone was seated, the principal went up to speak.

He merely reminded them about various precautions during the winter break, and safety issues, and urged everyone not to forget about studying during the holiday, as there would be a start-of-term exam when school resumed next year.

Amidst a chorus of groans, the principal finally announced the end of the meeting – winter break had begun.

Zhou Wan followed the crowd out of the large classroom when Lu Xixiao suddenly called her name from behind: “Zhou Wan.”

She paused mid-step and turned around.

The surrounding classmates all secretly observed them, whispering among themselves.

The gossip was mainly about how they’d been together for quite a while now and still hadn’t broken up.

Zhou Wan moved to the side to wait for Lu Xixiao: “What is it?”

“Are you free later?”

“Yes, why?”

“It’s Yellow Hair’s birthday. He asked me to invite you along.”

Zhou Wan was startled: “Is that the one from the supermarket…?”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao said, “Want to go? If not, we don’t have to.”

“Sure.” Zhou Wan smiled. “Should we head there directly later?”

“Mm.”

“Then I’ll go back to the classroom first to sort out my things.”

Lu Xixiao smirked, looking languid as he patted her head: “Take your time, no rush.”

Zhou Wan wasn’t used to such intimate gestures at school. She instinctively stepped back, touching her hair, and said softly: “I’ll go first then.”

“Mm.”

…

The winter holiday homework came in stack after stack, too much to fit in her school bag. Zhou Wan only packed some of it, putting the rest in a paper bag to carry.

She waved goodbye to her friends nearby, exchanging “Happy New Year” and “See you next year” greetings.

Just as she left the classroom, the homeroom teacher suddenly called out: “Zhou Wan, come here for a moment.”

Zhou Wan followed the teacher to a deserted corner of the corridor.

“I reminded you before that this is a crucial period. You need to plan well for your future, and know what’s important and what isn’t.”

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat.

She realized the teacher must have seen her talking with Lu Xixiao earlier.

The teacher continued: “I know you’re a good student, which is why I haven’t particularly restricted you even after hearing those rumors around school. But this winter break is especially important for you. You must focus all your attention on the upcoming national physics competition. If you do well there, your future will be bright.”

The homeroom teacher was an open-minded person.

Knowing that Zhou Wan was conscientious and that it hadn’t affected her studies, she only gave gentle reminders about the matter.

“I understand, Teacher Chen.” Zhou Wan replied earnestly. “I’ll prepare well.”

*

Lu Xixiao stood outside the school gate. Zhou Wan saw him from afar and ran over: “Have you been waiting long?”

“Not long.”

Lu Xixiao took her schoolbag and paper bag, raising an eyebrow, “Is this all homework?”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan asked, “What about yours?”

“Didn’t take it.”

“The winter break is almost a month long. You’ll forget everything if you don’t practice,” Zhou Wan advised.

Lu Xixiao curved his lips, casually saying: “I’ll come back for it in a few days.”

Zhou Wan figured he was probably just making an excuse to avoid her nagging.

“Lu Xixiao, should we buy a gift?” Zhou Wan asked.

“No need to be so formal.”

But Zhou Wan still felt uncomfortable going empty-handed, so when they passed a bakery, she went in to choose a small cake.

Taking the bus to the supermarket, Zhou Wan followed Lu Xixiao inside.

As soon as the roller door was lifted, they smelled the rich hot pot aroma filling the space. They had set up a split pot on an induction cooker.

Seeing her, Yellow Hair stood up and greeted her with a smile: “Little sister’s here?”

This was Zhou Wan’s third time meeting Yellow Hair, and she still didn’t know his real name. Lu Xixiao only called him by his nickname, while he enthusiastically called her “little sister” every time.

Last time he’d mentioned he was three years older than Lu Xixiao, which meant he was also older than her.

Out of politeness, Zhou Wan returned a smile and said: “Happy birthday, big brother.”

Lu Xixiao’s footsteps halted. He turned his head, then reached out to pinch Zhou Wan’s face and pull it, speaking in an unfriendly tone: “What are you calling him?”

Throughout their relationship, Lu Xixiao had rarely gotten angry with her, except for that time when they first got together and someone had tried to hit on Zhou Wan.

His tone was usually either flat or amused.

Hearing this sudden change in his tone, Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, blinking at him.

Beside them, Yellow Hair was laughing so hard he couldn’t stand straight.

The induction cooker was placed on a folding wooden table that was already unstable. With his hand on the table, as he laughed, it kept shaking, nearly causing the hot pot soup to spill over.

“I’m telling you, Xiao,” Yellow Hair said between fits of laughter and coughs, “Are there people as petty as you?”

Zhou Wan belatedly realized that the “big brother” greeting had annoyed him.

But besides “big brother,” she didn’t know what else to call him.

Yellow Hair tried to smooth things over: “I’m four or five years older than our little sister, what’s wrong with calling me brother? You used to call me brother too when you were younger and better behaved. Ah, those were the days.”

Lu Xixiao shot him a cold look: “Get lost.”

Yellow Hair enjoyed stirring up trouble: “Little sister, look at his nasty temper! Break up with him quick!”

“…”

Zhou Wan felt she hadn’t done anything wrong but had somehow incurred Lu Xixiao’s displaced anger.

She let him continue pinching her face while reaching out to hold his other hand that hung by his side.

Lu Xixiao didn’t pull away, but he didn’t grip back either. His expression remained displeased as he said coldly: “Huang Ping.”

“What?”

“His name.”

So not only did he have yellow hair, he was surnamed Huang.

Zhou Wan understood and obediently corrected her address: “Brother Huang.”

Yellow Hair laughed: “Why does that sound kind of gangster? Not as nice as ‘big brother.'”

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes to look at her: “I told you to call him by his name.”

“…”

Zhou Wan opened her mouth but still couldn’t bring herself to do it, feeling it would be disrespectful to address him so directly.

She stood on her tiptoes and leaned closer to whisper: “He’s older than me, it’s not polite to use his name.”

“You’re mine, and it’s fine to call other men ‘brother’?”

“…Isn’t it normal to call someone ‘brother’ when they’re older?” Zhou Wan couldn’t help but mumble.

“Exactly, exactly.” Yellow Hair continued to fan the flames, pointing at Lu Xixiao, “Your mind’s in the gutter, and you still dare bully our little sister.”

“…”

Zhou Wan wanted to cover Yellow Hair’s mouth to stop him from talking.

In the end, she would be the one who had to coax Lu Xixiao if he got angry.

Lu Xixiao let out a light snort, ignoring him as he walked over and heavily placed the cake he was carrying on the table: “Eat the cake and shut up.”

Yellow Hair dramatically raised his voice with an “Oh ho”: “This cake must be little sister’s idea, right?”

Zhou Wan said: “We bought it together.”

“Come on, he’s not that thoughtful.” Yellow Hair spoke gravely to Zhou Wan, “Little sister, with men, you can’t let them walk all over you like a soft persimmon. You need to learn some tricks. As the saying goes, tricks are what keeps love alive. You need to act up occasionally to keep him on his toes.”

Zhou Wan thought to herself that Lu Xixiao was already difficult enough – if she started acting up too, they’d probably fight every day.

Lu Xixiao leaned against the chair beside them, arms crossed, coldly watching him corrupt Zhou Wan with his twisted logic.

Zhou Wan didn’t dare voice her thoughts, only curved her eyes in a smile without truly agreeing.

The others came over with hot pot ingredients, all greeting Zhou Wan.

Though they were using their induction cooker for the hot pot, the ingredients were abundant – lamb, beef, shrimp, and all sorts of varieties.

The guys drank beer while Zhou Wan picked a lemon-flavored drink from the supermarket shelves.

The cake that Lu Xixiao had thrown on the table had fallen apart, looking crooked and messy. Zhou Wan managed to cut it into several portions to share with them.

Lu Xixiao had known them for many years, so their conversation was more casual.

Zhou Wan, not being good at socializing, didn’t join their topics of conversation. She just focused on eating the cake. The cream was soft and not too sweet, exactly the texture she liked best, and she quickly finished her portion.

Lu Xixiao, holding a cigarette in one hand, glanced down at her and moved his untouched piece of cake in front of her.

Zhou Wan turned her head, still pressing the plastic fork in her mouth: “You’re not eating?”

Lu Xixiao watched her for a moment before saying: “No, too sweet.”

“This one isn’t very sweet.”

“I don’t like cake in general.”

Zhou Wan scraped some cream into her mouth and said: “I’ll get fat after eating these two pieces.”

“You should put on some weight.”

As he spoke, he leaned slightly forward, close to Zhou Wan’s ear, his hot breath falling on her earlobe, mixed with a faint scent of tobacco and alcohol, unconsciously raising her body temperature by several degrees.

In the crowd, his casual intimate whispers to her seemed especially affectionate.

Zhou Wan’s ears burned hot. Feeling that continuing to talk with him would reveal her feelings, she lowered her head and concentrated on eating the cake.

They stayed until nine in the evening when it was time to close up.

Zhou Wan had eaten so much cake she could barely sit straight.

“Not staying a bit longer?” Yellow Hair asked.

“No,” Lu Xixiao tilted his head toward Zhou Wan. “Need to take her home first.”

*

Walking out of the supermarket, the bone-chilling winter wind hit them head-on. Zhou Wan zipped up her jacket and pulled up her down coat’s hood to cover her ears.

Lu Xixiao looked down and noticed a bit of cream still at the corner of her mouth.

“On your mouth,” he raised his chin to indicate.

“What?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t repeat himself. Instead, he reached out, using the back of his index finger to wipe away that bit of cream from the corner of her mouth.

Then, very naturally, he brought it to his lips and licked it off.

Zhou Wan watched his actions, unconsciously widening her eyes, and then her face rapidly heated up, turning red down to the base of her neck.

Lu Xixiao had done it without thinking.

Although in the past he would never have done something like this, at the moment of doing it, he truly hadn’t thought anything of it.

Seeing Zhou Wan’s reaction, Lu Xixiao smiled: “Such thin skin, and we haven’t even kissed yet.”

Zhou Wan looked away, not picking up his thread of conversation.

Lu Xixiao suddenly bent down, looking into her eyes at close range.

His entire face was flawless, holding up under any angle, and even more heart-stirring the closer he got.

Zhou Wan could hear her own heart thumping loudly.

“We’ve been together for almost two months now.”

As Lu Xixiao spoke, he lifted his index finger to tip her chin up, his gaze falling directly on her lips. “Still won’t let me kiss you, isn’t that a bit stingy?”

“Who gets like that after just two months…”

In Zhou Wan’s eyes, kissing was an extremely intimate thing, just thinking about it made her embarrassed.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Ask around who hasn’t kissed after two months together.”

Zhou Wan felt she couldn’t move at all, her entire being controlled in his hands, heat rising bit by bit like small flames surrounding her, making even breathing difficult.

Lu Xixiao’s fingers holding her chin also became burning hot, stroking lightly, each touch seeming ambiguous, carrying an intensely invasive feeling.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan’s voice trembled slightly, “don’t do this.”

He smiled, pulling at the corner of his mouth: “I’ve noticed you always use my full name when you call me.”

His index finger poked her dimple, speaking deliberately slowly: “Didn’t you say you should call those older than you ‘brother’? I’m older than you too, why are you so impolite with me?”

Zhou Wan explained to him: “We’re in the same grade, it’s just that I started school earlier.”

“Really won’t kiss?” he suddenly asked again, completely righteous about it.

“…”

Lu Xixiao’s gaze was dark and intense, staring straight at her lips like a lion focused on its prey. He drawled lazily: “Call me ‘brother,’ and I won’t kiss you.”

Call him brother.

Suddenly, Guo Xiangling’s words flashed through Zhou Wan’s mind—

Truthfully speaking, you should call him brother.

Zhou Wan, you’re his step-sister! You’re his sister!

Lu Xixiao once had a real sister, but she died. How angry would he be if he knew you were also his sister?

Once you offend him, think about what future you could have.

…

Zhou Wan’s face grew even redder, but this time it wasn’t from shyness, but shame.

She couldn’t bring herself to say it.

Lu Xixiao leaned in again, getting even closer to her, half threatening and half teasing: “Call me brother.”

Zhou Wan’s neck stiffened, her mind suddenly in complete chaos.

Looking back from today, her original plan had long since gone awry, one wrong step leading to another. When she told Lu Xixiao “My name is Zhou Wan,” she never imagined it would come to this point.

She was backed into a corner, with young love before her and an abyss behind.

She didn’t want this.

The more Lu Xixiao pressured her, the more she felt she had done wrong.

Completely and utterly wrong.

It was far too late to pull back now.

Suddenly, Zhou Wan lowered her head, her voice barely audible: “I don’t want to.”

That kind of address made her feel shameful and embarrassed, like being nailed to a pillar of shame.

Lu Xixiao didn’t care whether she called him that or not.

Although he didn’t like her calling others that way, Lu Xixiao didn’t have any particular preference about it and was used to Zhou Wan calling him by his full name, which sounded fine to him.

So, he just gave a light laugh and stepped forward, bending down.

Just as he was about to touch her lips, Lu Xixiao caught sight of tears on her face.

He paused his movement and lifted her face.

The young girl was crying silently, tears falling drop by drop, looking as miserable as could be.

“What’s wrong?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan’s voice was choked, as thin as a kitten’s, “Don’t force me like this.”

Lu Xixiao felt he had mostly been teasing her, and it hardly counted as forcing.

Moreover, before they were together, he had said many worse things to Zhou Wan, and at most, she would just blush, never to the point of crying.

But seeing the young girl crying so miserably before him, his mind heated up, and he had no time to investigate the cause and effect.

“I was wrong,” Lu Xixiao cupped her face, his thumbs wiping away her tears. “I won’t do this anymore, okay?”

But the gentler he was, the more upset Zhou Wan felt, the more she felt she was terrible.

She sobbed, her tears falling even harder.

Lu Xixiao didn’t know how to comfort her, having never comforted a girl before.

He simply pulled Zhou Wan into his arms, speaking softly by her ear: “I was a jerk, don’t cry anymore.”

Zhou Wan sniffled, trying hard to control her crying voice, staying in Lu Xixiao’s embrace for a while before coming out.

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes to observe her expression.

The young girl had cried until her nose and the corners of her eyes were red. After sniffling for a while, she couldn’t help but yawn.

He deliberately tried to make her laugh: “How did you get tired from crying? Want me to carry you home?”

As he spoke, he turned around and crouched in front of Zhou Wan, “Get on.”

“I can walk myself,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Lu Xixiao directly lifted her by the backs of her knees onto his back, bouncing her once, and turned his head to ask: “Carry you home?”

“It’s too far,” Zhou Wan mumbled softly. “Too tiring.”

Lu Xixiao chuckled: “Then do you want to take the bus or a taxi?”

“The bus.”

So he carried Zhou Wan toward the nearby bus stop.

Zhou Wan’s face rested beside his neck, with only the sound of the fierce wind around them.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan called his name softly by his ear.

“Mm?”

“I’m sorry.”

She knew Lu Xixiao hated it most when girls cried in front of him, and he hadn’t done anything wrong just now, yet had to bear her emotions for no reason.

“What are you sorry for?”

Zhou Wan paused: “Dating me… is it very boring?”

Being resistant to intimate gestures, having a dull personality, not knowing how to act properly.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow and laughed: “It’s passable.”

“Will we… separate one day?” Zhou Wan asked softly.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t unfamiliar with such questions from girls. Many girls around him would worry and ask similar questions.

Usually, when a girlfriend asked this, guys would readily promise that of course, they wouldn’t, spouting a bunch of unrealistic promises.

But Lu Xixiao never gave such guarantees.

He couldn’t make promises.

Life was so long, with so many variables, who could see what the future would hold?

The only constant in this world was that — everything was constantly changing.

So even though Lu Xixiao was very clear that his feelings for Zhou Wan were different from all those other girls before, at this moment he still couldn’t give a definite answer.

He smiled lightly: “Don’t know.”

“Then if we separate someday.”

Zhou Wan’s voice was very faint, different from all his previous girlfriends’ reactions to his answer, calm as if she had long anticipated that future day.

This feeling made Lu Xixiao uncomfortably furrow his brow.

“Let’s never contact each other again, okay?” Zhou Wan said.

Never contact again.

I will leave your life from then on.

If I’m lucky, you’ll never know that secret, never be hurt or enraged by it.

Lu Xixiao’s hands supporting Zhou Wan’s knees paused, his brow furrowing even more, but Zhou Wan didn’t see it.

For some reason, her showing such “understanding” and “non-attachment” didn’t make Lu Xixiao feel relieved, but instead made him increasingly irritated.

He lightly ground his teeth, his tone as distant as a stranger’s: “Fine.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 36
As the year drew to a close, the festive atmosphere in Pingchuan City grew stronger.

Along with the bustling New Year spirit came the final exam results.

At eight in the morning, Jiang Yan, as class monitor, dropped a bombshell in the class group chat—the school-wide final exam rankings.

Zhou Wan opened it.

First place, Jiang Yan, 704 points.

Second place, Zhou Wan, 702 points.

Once again, they were the only two in the school to break the 700-point barrier.

Zhou Wan continued scrolling down, carefully examining each entry, when suddenly her finger paused, her gaze falling on one particular line, and her lips curved into a smile.

380th place, Lu Xixiao.

Out of 500 students in the second-year science track, he had improved by over a hundred places.

Zhou Wan immediately took a screenshot of that score entry and sent it to Lu Xixiao.

He didn’t reply until the afternoon, with a voice message.

His voice was still hoarse, probably having just woken up, carrying a hint of a smile: “Teacher Zhou taught well.”

From the first day of winter break until just before the New Year, Zhou Wan spent almost every day in the library. After quickly finishing her winter break homework, she immersed herself in preparing for the approaching physics competition. Jiang Yan occasionally came to the library too, and they would study together.

When Lu Xixiao had nothing to do, he would wait for her outside the library in the evening and they would have dinner together afterward.

Because of this, Jiang Yan and Lu Xixiao had met several times. Though Jiang Yan disliked it, he had no right to say anything to Zhou Wan, while Lu Xixiao completely ignored Jiang Yan.

New Year’s Eve.

Grandmother went to the market early, buying some window decorations and fun characters.

That day, Zhou Wan didn’t go to the library. She helped Grandmother clean up, paste window decorations, and hang fu characters. The house was transformed, bright red everywhere, looking vibrant and energetic.

In the evening, they had a hotpot at home.

Outside, neighbors were setting off firecrackers and fireworks with their children. It was extremely lively, with the sky constantly lit up by brilliant colors that reflected through the windows onto everyone’s faces.

Grandmother was in a good mood today and had some warm rice wine, which was rare for her.

Zhou Wan clinked glasses with Grandmother and said with a smile, “Grandmother, I wish you good health and a long life in the new year.”

Grandmother smiled in response: “Then Grandmother hopes our Wan Wan will be healthy and happy. You’ve been working so hard preparing for the competition lately. I also wish our Wan Wan will achieve good results in the competition.”

“I definitely will.” Zhou Wan rested her chin on her hand, her eyes filled with deep joy, bright and sparkling. “Grandmother, you’ve never been to B City, right?”

“How would Grandmother ever have had that chance?”

“If I get first prize in the competition, I can get direct admission to the university in B City. Then I’ll take you there by plane,” Zhou Wan looked outside and said, “I heard that city is especially big, with people everywhere and skyscrapers all around.”

“That would be wonderful. Then Grandmother will wait for Wan Wan to take me there.”

After dinner, Grandmother watched some TV. The rice wine made her drowsy, and after a while, she couldn’t stay awake any longer. She went to bed without staying up until midnight.

Zhou Wan also returned to her bedroom.

She didn’t turn on the lights; the glow of fireworks was enough illumination.

She quietly watched the scene outside.

The bustling outside made it seem as if they were in two different worlds.

After a while, Zhou Wan took out her phone.

[Zhou Wan: Lu Xixiao, Happy New Year.]

[6: Happy New Year.]

[Zhou Wan: What are you doing?]

[6: Nothing much.]

Zhou Wan paused: [Weren’t you supposed to be home?]

She had asked Lu Xixiao before about his New Year’s Eve plans.

He said everyone would return to the old mansion every year to spend New Year with Old Master Lu.

[6: Left.]

[6: Fought with my dad.]

[Zhou Wan: Where are you now?]

He didn’t answer this question, only asking: [Can I call?]

Zhou Wan went to close her bedroom door and replied: [Yes.]

Soon, a call came through.

When she answered, she could hear wind and mixed firecracker sounds from his end; he was indeed outside. Zhou Wan secretly breathed a sigh of relief. On a day like this, she didn’t want Lu Xixiao to be alone—being with his friends was better than being lonely.

“What are you doing?” His voice was hoarse.

“Nothing, just sitting here.” Zhou Wan frowned slightly. “Do you have a cold?”

“It’s fine.” Lu Xixiao said, “Watching TV with your grandmother?”

“No, Grandmother’s already asleep. I’m sitting here alone, lots of people are setting off firecrackers outside the complex, I’m watching them.”

Lu Xixiao was quiet for a few seconds, then softly said: “Zhou Wan.”

“Mm?”

“Want to see snow?”

Zhou Wan was taken aback: “I checked the weather forecast, there won’t be snow for the next seven days.”

He chuckled lightly: “Want to see snow?”

“…Yes.”

The moment she said this word, Zhou Wan’s heart suddenly began racing.

She suddenly remembered what Lu Xixiao had said to her long ago—

“Wonder if it will snow this year.”

“It won’t, it’s a warm winter.” “You like snow?”

“Mm, don’t you?”

“Too noisy.”

“I think it’s clean.”

“Then let’s go see snow at the end of the year.”

“But you said there won’t be snow this year.”

Then, Lu Xixiao glanced at her, the youth’s expression full of the boldness and abandon unique to his age, and he said: “If I say I can let you see it, then naturally you’ll see it.”

On the other end of the phone, Lu Xixiao laughed softly.

At the same time, Zhou Wan finally clearly heard the background noise on his end—the sound of firecrackers popping, gradually matching with those on her side, accompanied by her increasingly pounding heartbeat.

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat as she got up and leaned against the window.

She saw that not far away, behind all the festive scenes, Lu Xixiao sat alone under a tree, a crimson glow at his fingertips, looking completely out of place with the whole world.

Yet he was getting closer and closer to Zhou Wan’s world, merging with it.

Even at this moment, Zhou Wan found it hard to believe.

She even wondered if her eyes were playing tricks on her, making her see Lu Xixiao.

“Lu Xixiao, where are you?” Her voice trembled with her breathing.

He still didn’t answer but seemed to guess that Zhou Wan had already seen him.

The youth’s voice was magnetic and deep, detached and distant from all the surrounding festivities. The world was reduced to just the two of them, and his words were meant only for her ears.

He said: “Zhou Wan, let’s go see snow.”

…

Zhou Wan was usually smart and composed, but at this moment, she didn’t stop to think about how Lu Xixiao could show her snow when the weather forecast said there wouldn’t be any. She just instinctively grabbed her coat and ran downstairs.

She put on her coat while rushing down, not even having time to zip it up.

As if afraid of letting Lu Xixiao wait there for even one more second.

In the community’s open space, some neighbors greeted her, but Zhou Wan didn’t have time to return their greetings, sprinting toward the street outside.

Sure enough, Lu Xixiao was sitting there.

Hearing the hurried footsteps, he looked up, saw Zhou Wan, and then smiled.

“Why are you like a little madwoman?” He raised his hand to smooth her messy hair.

Zhou Wan looked up at him, panting.

Getting into the taxi, Lu Xixiao asked the driver to drive quickly to Pingchuan Station.

The trees outside flew past in a blur, leaving only bare shadows.

They ran the whole way, and after getting out of the taxi, Lu Xixiao took Zhou Wan’s hand and ran to the ticket counter.

The youth, catching his breath, asked for two tickets to K City.

The ticket seller said the high-speed rail and express train tickets for Spring Festival were long sold out, but they were lucky—two standing-room tickets had just been returned for a regular train.

“We’ll take these two.” Lu Xixiao paid and took the two light blue tickets from the seller’s hand, K-series green train tickets.

Just then, the station’s broadcast announced that passengers for train K83 should proceed quickly to check their tickets, as the ticket gate would soon close.

The ticket seller urged them to hurry. The station was especially crowded on New Year’s Eve.

Lu Xixiao pulled Zhou Wan as they ran through the crowd.

Zhou Wan looked up at him as they ran. The youth’s loose black hair bounced lightly, white breath visible as he panted. His coat was open, the zipper clanging rhythmically against the stainless steel railings as he ran.

They managed to get through ticket check in the last few seconds, with the inspector shouting at them to keep running as the train was about to depart.

After sprinting the whole way, they made it onto the train just before the doors closed.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao leaned against the train door, catching their breath.

Zhou Wan hadn’t exercised like this in a long time, and with the cold weather, her throat felt like it was filled with ice cotton, but she couldn’t help smiling.

Everything that just happened felt like eloping in a movie.

Abandoning everything without care, heading to a new city together.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her: “What are you smiling about?”

Zhou Wan continued smiling and shook her head.

“Just getting on a train with me like this, aren’t you afraid I’ll sell you off?” Lu Xixiao said.

Zhou Wan looked at him with smiling eyes: “Not afraid.”

The carriage was packed with people, mostly migrant workers carrying large and small bags heading home for the New Year. Train attendants pushed carts selling sunflower seeds, popcorn, and mineral water. The carriage was filled with various smells, and there wasn’t even a proper place to stand.

But Zhou Wan still felt happy.

She hadn’t been this happy in a long time.

Lu Xixiao kept Zhou Wan sheltered on the inside, preventing her from being bumped by people pushing carts back and forth.

The green-skinned train moved through the darkness.

Compared to high-speed and express trains, regular trains were much slower.

Zhou Wan was used to sleeping early, and despite her excitement, her eyelids gradually grew heavy.

“Sleepy?” Lu Xixiao asked, looking at her.

Zhou Wan struggled to keep her eyes open: “I’m fine.”

Lu Xixiao bought a blanket from the train attendant and spread it on the floor: “Sit and rest for a while.”

They sat close together, and though Zhou Wan tried to stay awake a bit longer, she soon fell asleep, her head tilting onto Lu Xixiao’s shoulder.

Lu Xixiao usually stayed up late and was a light sleeper, unable to sleep in such a noisy carriage.

He kept one arm around Zhou Wan’s shoulders, letting her rest against him. From his angle, he could only see the girl’s high, delicate nose tip.

The carriage had air conditioning and wasn’t too cold.

But people get cold easily while sleeping, so Lu Xixiao carefully took off his coat and covered Zhou Wan with it.

Zhou Wan vaguely sensed this in her sleep but was too tired to open her eyes.

She had a dream, and at the end of it was Lu Xixiao, standing casually and boldly below the apartment building.

…

When Zhou Wan woke up, she was dazed for a while before realizing everything wasn’t a dream. She had suddenly boarded a northbound train with Lu Xixiao to see snow.

The crowded carriage had quieted down, with those without seat tickets sleeping on the floor.

Suddenly, Lu Xixiao’s voice came from beside her.

“Awake?”

Zhou Wan paused, looked up, and saw Lu Xixiao’s face up close.

He seemed tired too, the creases of his eyelids deeper, looking weary and exhausted, his voice carrying a lazy tone.

“Aren’t you going to sleep?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Can’t sleep.”

“What time is it?”

“Three in the morning,” Lu Xixiao said, “We’re almost there.”

Three in the morning, and here she was with Lu Xixiao on a train to an unfamiliar city.

Everything about this journey was filled with mystery and romance.

“So it’s already the new year now?” Zhou Wan’s eyes suddenly brightened.

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao smiled, one arm still around her shoulders. They sat close together as his deep, magnetic voice resonated near her ear, “Happy New Year, Wan Wan.”

“Happy New Year,” Zhou Wan copied his friends’ way of addressing him, “A-Xiao.”

The train’s broadcast came on then, drowning out Lu Xixiao’s soft laugh.

—Ladies and gentlemen, the train will soon arrive at K Station. Passengers disembarking at K Station please prepare your luggage. Happy New Year to everyone.

The sounds of people rustling with their luggage filled the air.

A few minutes later, the train stopped at K Station.

The green sign cast a dim light as Lu Xixiao held Zhou Wan’s hand as they got off.

K City was much colder than Pingchuan City. Even indoors, one could feel the biting cold. Lu Xixiao draped the clean side of the blanket over Zhou Wan’s shoulders to block the wind.

Nearby, a mother was telling a father to tug their child’s collar tighter to prevent catching a cold.

The child woke up on his father’s shoulder, crying loudly from the tiring, bumpy journey, his sharp cries piercing the night’s silence.

The father comforted him, saying they’d be home soon, and if he behaved, he could have one New Year’s wish.

The child said between sobs: “Can I get a Transformer?”

The father smiled and said: “Sure, but you can’t cry anymore, okay?”

The child immediately closed his mouth and stopped crying.

Zhou Wan tugged at the corners of her mouth in a smile.

Following the crowd, they went through the ticket check again and headed outside.

From far away, Zhou Wan could see everything was white. Roofs, tree trunks, and cars were all covered in thick snow; the entire city seemed blanketed in it.

This was Zhou Wan’s first time seeing such heavy snow, and her steps became lighter as she walked quickly forward.

“Wow.”

She ran to the railing, looking at the snow scene before her.

It was much heavier than the heaviest snow she remembered in Pingchuan City.

Lu Xixiao didn’t like snow.

So he wasn’t looking at the snow but at Zhou Wan.

She radiated an unmistakable joy throughout her whole being.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?” His voice was unusually gentle.

Zhou Wan remembered the child and his father from earlier.

She smiled and asked: “Do you have any New Year’s wishes?”

“I want to kiss you.”

At such direct words, Zhou Wan froze, looking up at him in surprise.

Lu Xixiao looked back at her, his eyes half-lidded, his gaze lowered, changing from an initially light, smiling look to something deeper. Then he stepped forward, holding Zhou Wan’s slender waist and pulling her close. Zhou Wan leaned back instinctively, her back touching the railing.

She could feel the intense presence radiating from Lu Xixiao.

Her mind told her the current situation required caution.

She knew that if she pushed him away, Lu Xixiao wouldn’t force her, though it might take some time to console him.

But this rational voice was just shouting in her head while she couldn’t move her feet or raise her hands.

Perhaps it was because the day was too cold.

Perhaps the unfamiliar city had clouded her judgment.

Or perhaps she simply really liked Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao only gave her a few seconds to refuse.

Then he gently lifted Zhou Wan’s chin and bent down to kiss her.

Their first kiss was filled with nervousness.

Zhou Wan even forgot to close her eyes, seeing snowflakes falling from the sky and Lu Xixiao’s black eyelashes. Her heart was racing as if it would leap from her chest.

After a while, Zhou Wan felt breathless and tried to step back for fresh air. Lu Xixiao drew back slightly and smiled softly.

“Zhou Wan.”

His voice was hoarse as he placed gentle kisses and whispered, “I like you so much.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 37
This was probably the first time in their two months together that Lu Xixiao had told her he liked her.

Zhou Wan froze, and before that sweet joy could reach her heart, she suddenly came to her senses, remembering they were still at the station.

The late-night station is full of people coming and going.

She suddenly struggled, pushing Lu Xixiao away.

Lu Xixiao looked down at her.

The young girl’s cheeks were bright red, her eyes moist from the kiss, her lips wet and rosy, silently testifying to his actions moments ago.

She seemed to notice the moisture on her lips and unconsciously licked them.

Lu Xixiao’s eyes darkened as he reached for Zhou Wan again.

Zhou Wan frantically pushed him away while trying to hide her face, stammering: “N-no, Lu Xixiao, there are so many people.”

Lu Xixiao laughed and kissed her forehead: “Such a shy one.”

She held Lu Xixiao’s hand: “Can we go outside first?”

Taking the escalator out of the station, Zhou Wan finally stepped into the soft snow.

She crouched down, scooping up some snow to play with in her palm.

After a while, her hands developed small red spots from the cold. Seeing this, Lu Xixiao stopped her from playing, threw away the snow in her hands, and brushed her palms clean.

“We’ll buy gloves tomorrow for you to play,” Lu Xixiao said, “Let’s find a hotel to sleep first.”

Zhou Wan froze.

Hotel, sleep.

It was early morning, and they did need to sleep.

But she hadn’t thought of this initially and suddenly felt uncertain.

Lu Xixiao saw her expression and smiled: “What’s wrong? You were kissing me earlier, now you don’t want to take responsibility?”

“What?” Zhou Wan’s cheeks flushed pink. “…What are you talking about?”

Lu Xixiao was in an excellent mood as he opened his phone to search for nearby hotels.

There weren’t many taxis on the street during New Year’s, but the nearest hotel was only a ten-minute walk from the station.

Along the way, Lu Xixiao kept stealing kisses from Zhou Wan, turning the ten-minute walk into twenty.

Zhou Wan had never seen him so clingy before. In her impression, Lu Xixiao was always the one who remained composed and casual in relationships. She felt both embarrassed and happy.

She didn’t reject his kisses. Though Lu Xixiao could feel her body tensing at such intimate actions, still unfamiliar with them, she still tilted her chin up and let him kiss her.

She didn’t know how to respond to the kisses, but every trembling breath was perfect.

Lu Xixiao held her and kissed her by the frozen river, his fingertips brushing her face: “Why so obedient suddenly?”

Zhou Wan lowered her head, blushing, and said softly: “Let’s go inside, it’s a bit cold.”

The hotel was right behind them.

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Why such a hurry?”

His tone was playful and ambiguous, carrying unclear implications.

Zhou Wan grew more flustered.

Walking into the hotel, there was only one drowsy woman at the front desk who barely managed to stay awake to say: “Double bedroom, 361 per night.”

Zhou Wan’s footsteps faltered.

Lu Xixiao glanced down at her, chuckled, and took out their ID cards from his pocket—he had kept Zhou Wan’s ID card since buying the train tickets.

Zhou Wan tugged at his sleeve, wanting to refuse.

Then she heard Lu Xixiao ask: “Do you have two separate rooms?”

The woman paused, looking them over again. They indeed looked very young, like students, especially the girl with her pink-tinged cheeks. Though she often saw university couples coming here, she instinctively felt they were different.

“Single rooms are 200 per night.”

Lu Xixiao made a sound of acknowledgment: “That’s fine, two rooms.”

As the woman entered their ID information, she mumbled: “I thought you two were a couple, both so good-looking. Are you siblings?”

Zhou Wan’s thumb pressed hard against her index finger as her body tensed.

“No,” Lu Xixiao lit a cigarette, unusually willing to engage in small talk, “She’s my girlfriend.”

“Then why stay separately?”

Lu Xixiao put his arm around her shoulders: “Because my girlfriend is young.”

The woman smiled: “Surprising to see someone your age being so considerate of your girlfriend. You’re a good man.”

“Can’t help it, we’re exhausted. If we shared a room tonight, we wouldn’t get any sleep,” Lu Xixiao bantered carelessly with a roguish air.

The woman smiled knowingly and handed over two key cards: “Third floor, I’ve arranged adjacent rooms. Take the elevator and turn right.”

“Alright, thanks.”

The hotel’s decor wasn’t fancy or refined. The elevator was covered with various posters and advertisements, with a mirror in front.

As soon as the elevator doors closed, Lu Xixiao pulled Zhou Wan into another kiss.

“Mmph—” Zhou Wan hit him, “Lu Xixiao!”

He kissed her lips tenderly.

Feeling her compliance, Lu Xixiao moved to kiss Zhou Wan’s ear, his tongue tracing the blue veins visible through her skin. Zhou Wan trembled slightly at the intimate gesture.

She couldn’t take it and began struggling vigorously.

But she was no match for Lu Xixiao’s strength.

In desperation, Zhou Wan bit down on Lu Xixiao’s collarbone.

A faint red mark immediately appeared on his collarbone; if she had bitten harder, it might have drawn blood.

The pain finally restored some of Lu Xixiao’s rationality. He pulled his collar aside and looked down: “Quite a fierce bite.”

Zhou Wan leaned against the wall, trying to stay as far from him as possible, saying angrily: “Who told you to act like that!”

The young girl’s eyes had reddened; she was truly upset.

Lu Xixiao felt mischievous but remembered how she had cried the last time he teased her too much. He pressed his lips together, swallowing the teasing words that had been about to come out.

“I’m sorry,” he gently stroked Zhou Wan’s ear, watching the tip grow redder under his palm, and smiled, “Forgive me, okay?”

Zhou Wan felt his apology lacked sincerity entirely.

As soon as the elevator doors opened, she ran out.

Only after getting three meters away did Zhou Wan turn with a stern face and say seriously: “I’m going to sleep.”

Lu Xixiao was amused by her expression and raised the key cards: “How will you sleep when I have the keys?”

“…”

“Come here,” Lu Xixiao said leisurely, “I won’t kiss you.”

“…”

Zhou Wan slowly shuffled to his side.

Lu Xixiao took her hand, walked to the door, checked the room number, and swiped the card.

As Zhou Wan entered the room, he stepped in as well. Zhou Wan was startled and immediately grabbed his arm: “What are you doing?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t answer, walking straight in and turning on his phone’s flashlight to check every corner of the room: “This hotel probably doesn’t inspect much, I’m checking for hidden cameras.”

Zhou Wan paused.

He came out after checking the bathroom, turned off the flashlight, and flicked her forehead playfully, his voice teasing: “What were you thinking, young lady?”

“…”

“Your mind’s in the gutter,” Lu Xixiao said deliberately, “And you have the nerve to act suspicious of me.”

“…”

Zhou Wan pushed him by the arm toward the door, and out into the hallway. As she was about to close the door, she suddenly paused and looked at him through the narrow gap, saying softly: “Good night.”

“Mm.” He smiled, “Good night.”

Only Zhou Wan remained in the room.

The hotel’s soundproofing wasn’t very good; she could hear Lu Xixiao’s slippers shuffling across the floor next door and the sound of running water from his bathroom.

Having slept on the train earlier and now in a new environment, Zhou Wan couldn’t fall asleep right away.

She walked to the window to look at the snowy scene outside.

The station was near the city’s outskirts, where facilities weren’t well-developed and it wasn’t prosperous, but this didn’t diminish the beauty of the snow. The world was quiet, wrapped in silver.

Zhou Wan took out her phone and took a photo.

Opening WeChat Moments, she saw many friends had posted New Year photos—food, fireworks, or selfies.

Zhou Wan opened the snow scene photo, thinking about posting it, but then realized her classmates would surely ask where there was such heavy snow and who she went with. After hesitating, she set the post to be visible only to herself and typed:

[I like you so much.

Lu Xixiao, Happy New Year.]

Send.

This snowfall was a secret between her and Lu Xixiao.

And this Moments post was her secret.

In northern cities, it was still dark at seven in the morning.

The temperature was low, and even the air they breathed in was cold.

Zhou Wan woke up and called her grandmother first.

Not wanting her to worry, Zhou Wan didn’t tell her she was in K City, only saying she had gone out for something.

She had always been obedient, so her grandmother didn’t ask many questions, just reminding her not to catch cold.

After hanging up, Zhou Wan sat alone against the headboard.

There was no sound from the next room; Lu Xixiao probably hadn’t woken up yet.

Around ten in the morning, sounds came from next door.

Zhou Wan got up too, brushed her teeth, washed up, got dressed, and soon, the doorbell rang.

Zhou Wan saw Lu Xixiao through the peephole, opened the door, and smiled: “Good morning.”

“Been up for a while?” Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, his eyelids still drooping, “You’re in such a good mood.”

Zhou Wan looked at the dark circles under his eyes: “Did you not sleep well?”

“Too close to the station, the noise kept me from sleeping much.”

“Do you want to sleep more?”

“Never mind,” Lu Xixiao ruffled her hair, “Didn’t I promise to take you to play in the snow?”

There was a mountain ski resort nearby.

Lu Xixiao checked out and took Zhou Wan to the ski resort, where they rented two sets of ski suits, goggles, and skis.

On New Year’s Day, the ski resort was crowded with young people who came together and parents bringing their children.

“Do you know how to ski?” Zhou Wan asked.

“A little bit.”

When he was young, Shen Lan had taken him skiing in the north, and seeing that he liked it, would often bring him during New Year’s.

After Shen Lan passed away, Lu Xixiao never came again.

However, Lu Xixiao had always been naturally gifted at sports, and it didn’t take long for him to get familiar with it again.

As for Zhou Wan, she fell several times as soon as she got to the snow.

Fortunately, the thick ski suit protected her from getting hurt. Lu Xixiao stood beside her laughing, helping her up, then watching her fall again.

Looking at other couples nearby, the boys were all afraid their girlfriends would fall, holding their hands while skiing.

None were like him.

Eventually, Zhou Wan got angry, sat on the ground, and threw a handful of snow at him.

The loose snow fell on Lu Xixiao’s hair and shoulders. He wasn’t annoyed at all, instead smiling even more broadly, looking delighted at her misfortune.

“Want me to teach you?” His tone was lazy, “Kiss me once, and I’ll teach you how to ski.”

Zhou Wan looked away, muttering softly: “No way.”

She struggled to get up on her own, only to fall again after skiing a few meters.

Lu Xixiao smoothly skied to her side and stopped. He looked handsome in his ski suit and goggles, the white snow reflecting sunlight making his skin appear even paler.

He crouched down next to Zhou Wan: “Not hurt?”

“Not hurt.”

He raised an eyebrow, unusually yielding: “Alright, stop falling. Just let me kiss you once and I’ll teach you.”

He lowered the difficulty for Zhou Wan, from active to passive.

Lu Xixiao leaned in closer, and Zhou Wan supported herself with her arms behind her and leaned back, creating distance. He slid forward and fell into the snow.

Zhou Wan’s eyes curved in laughter.

“You…” Lu Xixiao pinched her cheek hard, “Getting bolder and bolder.”

He didn’t rush to get up, instead pulling Zhou Wan closer by the waist and biting her lip.

It was a bit forceful, and Zhou Wan winced in pain, hitting his arm with her fist. He chuckled: “Now you’re getting violent.”

“You bit me first.”

“Did it hurt?” Lu Xixiao touched her lower lip, “Let me see.”

As he moved to kiss her again, Zhou Wan pushed him away firmly. There were too many people around, and she didn’t have Lu Xixiao’s thick skin to ignore others’ gazes.

“You said just once,” Zhou Wan protested softly.

Lu Xixiao had never been one to lose his head over such things, nor had he ever been particularly enthusiastic about them, but somehow with Zhou Wan, he couldn’t help himself.

But the young girl was shy and would get upset if pushed too far, so Lu Xixiao stopped, helped her up, and properly taught her how to ski.

Although Zhou Wan wasn’t naturally athletic, she was a quick learner, and soon she could manage to ski a short distance by copying his movements.

The feeling of wind passing her ears was wonderful.

Before she was a pure expanse of white.

No painful past, no dark calculations.

Zhou Wan let herself slide down the slope, gaining speed as the wind grew stronger.

She didn’t see the protruding rock under the snow. Suddenly, her ski board tilted at an angle, and she couldn’t control the direction or speed, heading straight for some bushes.

“Zhou Wan!”

Lu Xixiao quickly skied toward her, and seeing she was about to crash into the bushes, he lunged forward, grabbing her as they both fell into the snow.

He protected her head with one hand, his back hitting a rock hard, making him grunt in pain.

Zhou Wan came to her senses from the shock and immediately asked: “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Zhou Wan reached to feel his back: “Did you hit your bone? I heard a sound.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t get up, letting Zhou Wan reach around from the front to touch his back, making it seem like she was embracing him. He chuckled, not minding the pain, and said leisurely: “Just a bump.”

“Why did you suddenly rush over like that?” Zhou Wan’s nose stung slightly, “If I fall, I fall. What if you had hit your head?”

He hadn’t stopped her from falling all those times before.

Because he knew the snowy ground wouldn’t hurt.

But in such a dangerous situation, he rushed over without hesitation to protect her.

“If I got hurt, you’d take care of me,” Lu Xixiao pinched her face, “Then you’d have to spend more time with me instead of going on dates with others at the library.”

“What are you saying?”

Zhou Wan was annoyed at his lack of seriousness but also felt touched, “Then I’ll spend more time with you during the rest of winter break.”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Never mind, aren’t you about to have your competition?”

Zhou Wan paused: “Then after the competition is over.”

“Okay.”

Lu Xixiao discreetly moved his ankle, which was slightly sprained but not serious. He got up and asked, “Want to ski more?”

Zhou Wan didn’t dare, afraid of causing him trouble again, and shook her head.

It was already two in the afternoon when they left the ski resort. They found a local restaurant for a late lunch, wandered around for a while, and when evening came, took a taxi to the station.

They weren’t as lucky as before; there were no train tickets available, so they bought tickets for an intercity bus instead.

Though slower, it had the advantage of not having to take detours, and the time to get back to Pingchuan City was about the same.

They sat side by side, with Zhou Wan by the window.

Lu Xixiao had barely slept for two days, and soon after getting on the bus, he unusually fell asleep in such an environment.

Zhou Wan sat very straight, keeping her back stiff to make it more comfortable for him to lean on her shoulder.

The bus drove along the highway.

An orange sun was setting on the horizon, softening everything in its glow, making the world seem incredibly gentle.

Zhou Wan’s lips curved slightly as she took out her phone to photograph the sunset.

Then she paused, glanced down at Lu Xixiao, pressed her lips together, and switched to the front camera.

She carefully held the phone further away, trying not to move her shoulder to avoid waking Lu Xixiao.

The phone screen showed both of them. Lu Xixiao looked sharp even in sleep, like a sword, his features clean and fierce, but leaning on her shoulder, his bangs falling forward, softening those angular lines. Her eyes curved unconsciously as she pressed the shutter button, capturing the moment.

After taking the photo, she suddenly felt shy and guilty, quickly putting away her phone to look out the window.

…

It was nine o’clock when they returned to Pingchuan City.

Everything was as it had been, just as she remembered, but Zhou Wan felt those few hours had stretched as long as several months, yet were as romantically fleeting as an ephemeral bloom.

Lu Xixiao walked Zhou Wan home.

Outside her complex, he tilted his chin: “Go on in.”

Zhou Wan said softly: “You get some rest too.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan walked a few steps forward, entering the building. She looked back.

Lu Xixiao was still standing there, tall and straight, his expression distant.

That lonely aura had returned around him.

She couldn’t move her feet anymore, hesitated for three seconds, then turned and ran quickly back to Lu Xixiao.

He stood still, raising an eyebrow: “Why did you come back?”

Zhou Wan didn’t answer, running straight up to him, gently pulling down his collar, standing on tiptoe, and giving him a light kiss on the corner of his mouth.

To be precise, “bumped” would be a more accurate word.

Lu Xixiao’s lips went numb from the impact, his whole body freezing as tiny electric currents spread from his spine and fingertips throughout his body.

She lowered her head, face bright red, saying softly: “Good night, Lu Xixiao.”

Then she ran back like the wind, leaving only her red ears and neck visible.

By the time Lu Xixiao came to his senses, she had already disappeared into the building.

…

Zhou Wan had never done anything so bold before.

She ran to her front door before stopping, breathing heavily as she opened the door and went in.

Grandmother was watching TV and looked up at her state with a smile: “Why are you running so fast? Was a wolf chasing you?”

Zhou Wan was too out of breath to speak, pouring herself a glass of water and gulping it down.

Back in her bedroom, she thought about what she had just done, feeling embarrassed to the point of regret, thinking she had made a complete fool of herself.

Suddenly, her phone vibrated.

It was a voice message from Lu Xixiao.

Without listening, she knew it must be another teasing comment.

Zhou Wan’s face was too hot to listen.

After five minutes, when her heartbeat finally calmed down a bit, she played the voice message.

The youth’s voice was magnetic, carrying a depth and seriousness rare for his age, he said:

“Zhou Wan.”

“Spend every New Year with me from now on.”

He rarely spoke in such a serious tone, and Zhou Wan’s heart started racing again, like a heated chocolate lava cake, the sweetness spreading from her heart.

She ran to the window.

Lu Xixiao was still standing there, and after a while, he finally started walking in the direction of his home.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 38
Lu Xixiao never made promises about the future to anyone and never spoke of it forever.

This was the first time.

When he said those words, even he was stunned for a moment.

Zhou Wan, spend every New Year with me from now on.

I want to have you here every year.

I don’t like this world, and I have no aspirations for the future, but if you’re by my side each new year, I think I might develop some interest in what’s ahead.

The question Zhou Wan had asked him a few days ago—today, he seemed to want to change his answer.

“Lu Xixiao, will we ever separate?”

“I don’t know.”

“But I hope we never separate.”

*

After New Year’s Day, everyone was bustling about visiting relatives and friends for New Year greetings.

Even Lu Xixiao was forced by Old Master Lu to return home several times.

Zhou Wan, however, had fewer visits to make since her grandmother had borrowed money from relatives when Zhou Jun passed away, and they’d had little contact in recent years, leaving her with some peaceful days.

Zhou Wan received his call while at the library. She took her phone and ran outside before answering, “Hello?”

His voice was casual: “What are you doing?”

“I’m at the library,” Zhou Wan said softly. “What about you?”

“At the old house.” He clicked his tongue impatiently. “So annoying.”

Zhou Wan laughed: “Are there many relatives?”

“I barely know any of them. Why should I give New Year greetings to strangers?”

Zhou Wan tried to soothe him: “Come on, just bear with it for a while, you can leave soon.”

“Have dinner with me tonight.”

“Okay,” Zhou Wan agreed.

Just then, a voice came from Lu Xixiao’s end, seemingly a household servant, asking what he wanted for dinner.

Lu Xixiao said he wouldn’t be eating there.

Old Master Lu, who happened to walk in, heard this and asked why.

He lounged on the sofa, legs crossed, speaking lazily: “Having dinner with my girlfriend.”

Zhou Wan’s ears burned upon hearing this: “What are you saying?”

Fortunately, Old Master Lu understood his grandson’s personality. Getting this deity to come home for lunch was already quite an achievement and showed respect for him, so he didn’t say anything more.

After hanging up, Zhou Wan studied for a while longer until she received Lu Xixiao’s text saying he’d arrived, then quickly packed her things.

Jiang Yan turned to look at her: “Leaving so early today?”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan smiled. “Going out for dinner.”

Jiang Yan frowned slightly but said nothing.

Zhou Wan hurried downstairs and saw Lu Xixiao from afar. She ran over: “Why are you wearing so little again?”

“Not cold.” Lu Xixiao took her backpack. “What do you want to eat?”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment: “Korean BBQ.”

Korean BBQ would be warming.

They found a Korean BBQ restaurant, and just as they finished eating, Jiang Fan called asking if he wanted to play cards tonight.

These days, Lu Xixiao rarely participated in their activities, mostly drinking and karaoke, which he had little interest in, so Jiang Fan seldom invited him anymore.

Before Lu Xixiao could refuse, Jiang Fan said: “We need a fourth player, waiting for you.” Then he hung up.

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth and put down his phone.

Zhou Wan asked: “Are you going?”

“Do you want to go?” Lu Xixiao said. “If you don’t want to, we won’t.”

“I’m okay with it.”

Zhou Wan didn’t want him to lose contact with those friends. Though many were just drinking buddies, getting together occasionally wasn’t bad—at least it was lively.

“I’ll go with you,” Zhou Wan said.

*

Lu Xixiao followed the address Jiang Fan gave and went upstairs.

As soon as they opened the private room door, everyone started complaining about how hard it was to get him to come out these days, and upon seeing Zhou Wan behind him, they teased him about being so clingy since getting a girlfriend.

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to argue, just laughed and sat down.

He didn’t play cards often, only a few times when bored before. However, his card shuffling was quite impressive, his long, slender fingers making the fluid movements look even more handsome.

After arranging his cards, he turned to ask: “Do you know how to play?”

“I know the rules,” Zhou Wan learned from watching Guo Xiangling play cards and mahjong when she was young.

“Want to try?”

Zhou Wan quickly waved her hands: “I’ve never actually played.”

The others joked: “Come on, sister-in-law! Xiao Ge has money! If you lose, it’s on him—let us earn some New Year’s money!”

“New Year’s money is fine,” Lu Xixiao said with a cigarette in his mouth, his voice husky as he laughed lazily, “Just call me daddy first.”

Everyone cursed and laughed.

When it was his turn, he threw down a pair, then asked Zhou Wan in a low voice: “If you lose, it’s on me. Want to try?”

“I’ll watch first,” Zhou Wan said quietly. “I might have forgotten how to play.”

She sat quietly behind Lu Xixiao watching him play.

The table beside them was full of fruit—strawberries, blueberries, honeydew melon. Zhou Wan ate the fruit in small bites.

Suddenly, Lu Xixiao turned his face and opened his mouth.

Zhou Wan paused, removed the leaves from a strawberry stem, and put it in his mouth.

The group of guys made an “ay” sound, frowning with exaggerated disgust: “That’s enough, stop being lovey-dovey during New Year’s.”

Zhou Wan lowered her head, blushing.

Lu Xixiao laughed shamelessly, then glanced at Zhou Wan again and warned: “That’s enough, if you annoy her, you’ll all leave on your knees.”

Zhou Wan: “…”

Making it sound like she had such a bad temper.

When in fact, he was the one who got angry easily.

His words were incredibly intimate and indulgent.

Even though they knew Zhou Wan was special, being Lu Xixiao’s longest-lasting girlfriend, hearing him speak like this still surprised them.

This wasn’t like the Lu Xixiao from before.

So they couldn’t help but look at Zhou Wan with new respect.

Looking at this seemingly docile and obedient young woman, they had to admit she had some skill to have Lu Xixiao so well-behaved.

One round ended, with wins and losses fairly even, though Lu Xixiao won more.

He stood up, pulling Zhou Wan to sit down: “Just play casually, don’t worry about losing.”

“I’ll try not to lose too much for you,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Zhou Wan’s hands were small, barely able to hold the cards, and she arranged them slowly. The others weren’t in a hurry, waiting for her to finish arranging, but once the actual game started, they gradually realized something was off.

Zhou Wan played her cards swiftly, having planned her moves, and even seemed to predict what they would play, without any hesitation.

Lu Xixiao watched from the side, raising an eyebrow.

First round, Zhou Wan won.

Everyone praised her for being secretly skilled, and Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, saying it was just luck, she had good cards.

Her cards were indeed good, but after a few more rounds, everyone noticed something wasn’t right.

Her plays were too precise, each card played perfectly countering the next player, and the fewer cards she had, the more accurate her plays became.

The young woman was completely focused while playing, very serious and earnest.

Soon she had accumulated a large pile of chips, finishing a round in just twenty minutes.

Jiang Fan had no chips left. Looking at the cards, he paused and asked: “Zhou Wan, can you count cards?”

Zhou Wan hesitated, then nodded: “I can roughly remember which cards have been played.”

“…”

They had thought she’d never played cards before and planned to win some money from Lu Xixiao.

But they’d forgotten she was a math genius who could score perfect marks.

After several more rounds, Zhou Wan won quite a bit more.

Lu Xixiao watched from the side and chuckled: “Looks like you came here to make money for me.”

They didn’t play very late before Lu Xixiao stood up to leave. His friends tried to keep him, saying the winner couldn’t call it quits.

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “I need to send her home first.”

“Fine, but come back after to continue playing!” someone said. “Now that sister-in-law isn’t playing, we might have a chance to win some money!”

Lu Xixiao left holding Zhou Wan’s hand.

“Are you coming back later?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Mm, why?”

“Don’t stay out too late, it’s not good for your health to stay up.”

He smiled: “I know.”

In the taxi, Zhou Wan’s phone buzzed with a transfer from Lu Xixiao: “What’s this?”

“Your winnings.”

“I was just playing for you for a while.”

“We agreed,” he squeezed Zhou Wan’s palm. “If you lose, it’s on me; if you win, it’s yours.”

Zhou Wan hesitated: “Maybe you should return the money to them. You’re all classmates, it was just for fun, it doesn’t feel right taking their money.”

Lu Xixiao simply took her phone and pressed confirm on the transfer.

His gaze lifted slightly as he noticed her contact name for him.

“6?”

As if a secret had been discovered, Zhou Wan’s mind went blank, stammering: “Well, since your surname is Lu, it’s the Chinese number 6, so I changed it to that.”

Getting such a nickname out of nowhere, Lu Xixiao asked with amusement: “Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

“I changed it a long time ago.”

Zhou Wan explained quietly, “It was when I first added you. I was too embarrassed to save your name, afraid someone might see it, so I changed it to this.”

“Afraid someone might see.” He raised an eyebrow. “Am I that shameful?”

Zhou Wan glanced at him and said: “Because you had many ex-girlfriends. If people saw it and word got around, it would attract hatred.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Zhou Wan, you’ve learned to turn things around on me now.”

Zhou Wan mumbled: “…It’s true though.”

“Jealous?”

Zhou Wan paused, not answering.

In this relationship, what right did she have to be jealous?

But thinking about it, although Lu Xixiao was indeed popular with girls, Zhou Wan hadn’t worried or felt jealous about it since they got together.

His personality was casual yet cold, and he never showed special interest in other girls. As for his past relationships, he had ended them all cleanly.

Even before, although Lu Xixiao changed girlfriends quickly, he never got involved with other girls simultaneously.

When she didn’t answer, Lu Xixiao took it as confirmation.

In the past, he hated it most when girls got jealous for no reason, but now he felt quite good about it.

He ruffled Zhou Wan’s hair, saying casually: “From now on, just you.”

*

In a blink, it was the fourteenth day of the lunar new year, the end of winter break, time to return to school.

During the last two days of break, Zhou Wan didn’t go to the library but went to Lu Xixiao’s home to help him catch up on most of his winter vacation homework.

As soon as they returned to school, Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan were called by their teacher.

“Next month you’ll be going to City B for the national competition. You both prepared well during the break, right?”

Jiang Yan said he and Zhou Wan often studied together at the library during winter break.

“That’s good, I knew you two would be the least of my worries,” the physics teacher said. “Make sure you rest well these days, don’t get sick. We’ll take a flight to City B the night before. The school will arrange the tickets, and I’ll go with you.”

Coming out of the office, the winter sun was bright outside, warm and pleasant.

…

That evening, as usual, Lu Xixiao drove her home, and Zhou Wan bought some noodles for her grandmother on the way.

Outside the residential complex, Lu Xixiao held her and kissed her for a while before letting her go home.

Just like any other clingy couple.

Zhou Wan ran upstairs and pushed open the door: “Grandma, haven’t you had dinner yet?”

She went to the kitchen and got a bowl to pour the noodles in.

“Have you eaten?” Grandmother asked.

“I ate outside.”

“Why did you buy so much? Can’t finish it.”

“It’s okay, save the leftovers.” Zhou Wan handed over the chopsticks.

Grandmother sat at the dining table to eat the noodles but put down her chopsticks after just a few bites, saying she couldn’t eat anymore.

She had barely touched the noodles, hardly showing any signs of having eaten. Zhou Wan paused and asked: “Grandma, don’t you want the noodles?”

“No, it’s not that. Grandma is very full,” she smiled. “Maybe because I ate a lot during the New Year period, I’ve been feeling full lately.”

“Next time tell me what you want to eat, and I’ll buy it for you.”

“Okay.” Grandmother stroked Zhou Wan’s hair. “Wan Wan, aren’t you going to a competition soon?”

“Mm, next month.”

“I heard A-Yang next door saying this morning that she’s going to the temple next month. I’ll get you a blessed charm from the Wenchang Bodhisattva to help you do well in the exam.”

Zhou Wan smiled, her eyes curving: “No need! It’s such a long trip, you’ll get tired. I’ve prepared for so long, I’m sure I’ll do well.”

“Eh.” Grandmother drew out the sound, her tone rising in disapproval, “You’re you, and the Bodhisattva is the Bodhisattva. This is about having heaven, earth, and human factors all aligned.”

“Alright.” Zhou Wan gave in. “But take a taxi there, don’t take the bus. Your legs aren’t steady, and the bus is too bumpy.”

“Grandma knows. Now go study.”

Zhou Wan made an “mm” sound and took her backpack to her bedroom.

Grandmother sat alone in the living room, lowering her eyes to look at the barely touched bowl of noodles before her. After a pause, she picked up another piece with her chopsticks and put it in her mouth, but after chewing a few times, acid surged up from her stomach, and she spat it out.

It had been like this for several days.

Everything else felt fine, with no particular discomfort anywhere.

But food had no taste—she couldn’t sense sweet, sour, bitter, or spicy. She had no appetite and could only force herself to eat, but even a little extra would make her vomit immediately.

She’d heard people say that when someone becomes weak enough, this is how it is before death.

Even taste disappears.

Uremia would lead to many complications in its final stages. Though dialysis could barely maintain life, the body had already been worn down to just an empty shell, everything inside rotted and hollow.

No one knew which complication would threaten life on any given day.

That’s what Dr. Chen had told her last time.

Grandmother hadn’t let them tell Zhou Wan—she needed to focus on her studies.

Grandmother sat alone at the dining table, crying silently.

Not for herself, but for her Wan Wan.

On the wall calendar before her, one day in March was circled with a carbon pen—the day of Zhou Wan’s exam.

A good score would secure admission to a good university.

Less than a month to go.

Her Wan Wan had suffered for so many years and finally could see the light at the end of the tunnel.

*

The following days continued as usual.

Each day was spent largely preparing for the physics competition. Other teachers also understood the importance of this competition and indicated that Zhou Wan and Jiang Yan could ease up on other subjects to focus entirely on competition preparation.

After school, Zhou Wan sometimes brought food home to eat with her grandmother, but her grandmother always ate very little, though perhaps it was just because of the cold weather.

Sometimes she’d order takeout and eat at Lu Xixiao’s place, studying there while he played on his phone nearby, occasionally being pulled by Zhou Wan to study a bit.

Soon, February ended.

March arrived.

“Have you lost weight recently?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan touched her face: “I don’t know, I haven’t weighed myself.”

“I can tell by hugging you.”

Lu Xixiao reached out with his long arms and pulled Zhou Wan into his embrace, holding her waist until the young woman was red-faced and flustered before finally letting go, commenting seriously, “You have lost weight.”

“…”

“I’ll take you out for something good today.” Lu Xixiao held her hand. “Put some meat back on.”

Zhou Wan laughed softly: “Okay.”

Lu Xixiao took her to a restaurant that was expensive just from its facade.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but tug at his sleeve: “Are we eating here?”

“Mm.”

“Isn’t it very expensive?”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Well, since you’ll be making it big after your exam, I’m bribing you first—you’ll have to support me in the future.”

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan said softly, “Let’s go somewhere else.”

“What, don’t want to support me?” he teased. “Planning to default?”

“No…”

Before Zhou Wan could say more, Lu Xixiao pulled her inside, telling the attendant, “Table for two.”

“…”

Once seated, Lu Xixiao ordered dishes, mostly seafood, with prices that hurt to look at.

Zhou Wan simply stopped looking, letting him order. After a pause, she said: “For our competition, if we get first prize, besides the guaranteed admission, there’s also prize money.”

He raised an eyebrow: “Oh?”

“If I can win it, I’ll treat you to dinner.”

Lu Xixiao chuckled: “Deal.”

Just then, the restaurant door opened, and the staff chorused “Welcome!”

The manager smiled eagerly, saying: “Mr. Lu, why didn’t you call ahead? We could have prepared for you.”

“It’s fine, just here for dinner, keep it casual.” It was Lu Zhongyue’s voice.

Zhou Wan froze, instinctively looking at Lu Xixiao.

He merely lifted his eyelids slightly, showing no emotion.

Zhou Wan looked back to see Lu Zhongyue and Jiang Yan walking in.

Jiang Yan saw her too, his gaze pausing, but he neither said nor did anything.

When the staff asked where they’d like to sit, Jiang Yan answered: “Over there.” He pointed in the opposite direction.

Lu Zhongyue hadn’t noticed them.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan watched his expression. “Should we go somewhere else?”

“It’s fine.” He tugged at the corner of his mouth indifferently. “Don’t worry about it.”

The restaurant had many diners, but in such an environment everyone was quiet, with only low-volume conversations and the crisp sound of cutlery against plates.

Zhou Wan could faintly hear Jiang Yan and Lu Zhongyue’s voices.

Lu Zhongyue asked about his studies, occasionally punctuated by the man’s laughter.

It was clear that Jiang Yan pleased him greatly, and Jiang Yan was deliberately trying to make Lu Zhongyue happy—he wasn’t usually this talkative.

Suddenly, Lu Zhongyue’s phone rang, and he answered: “Xiangling.”

Zhou Wan’s hand holding the chopsticks froze, her back stiffening.

“Mm, I’m… with A-Bian.” Lu Zhongyue said into the phone. “Come join us then, the food hasn’t arrived yet.”

He didn’t ask Jiang Yan’s opinion, and after hanging up told him: “Your aunt is coming too.”

Jiang Yan’s smile froze for an instant before returning to normal: “Great, I haven’t met Auntie yet.”

Guo Xiangling was coming.

Zhou Wan felt as if she’d been doused with ice water, even breathing became difficult.

She and Jiang Yan had been at the same school since junior high. Though in different classes, they had quite a bit of interaction since they were always first and second in rankings, so they’d known each other for a long time.

Once during a school event that required parents to attend, Zhou Wan had listed Guo Xiangling’s number as her contact, and the homeroom teacher had called her to come.

At that time, Jiang Yan had seen Guo Xiangling.

But so many years have passed since then…

He probably wouldn’t remember, right?

Zhou Wan’s face went pale as she gripped her chopsticks.

Lu Xixiao picked up some crab meat for her: “What are you thinking about?”

She came back to herself, shaking her head: “Nothing.”

“Don’t like it?”

“No, it’s delicious.”

Lu Xixiao stared at her for a moment, then calmly looked away: “Let’s go when you’re full.”

There was still much food on the table, and leaving so much at such high prices was wasteful.

But Zhou Wan didn’t want to see Guo Xiangling here.

If Jiang Yan recognized her…

Zhou Wan didn’t dare think further.

So she put down her chopsticks: “Mm.”

Leaving the restaurant, Lu Xixiao hailed a taxi to take Zhou Wan home.

The entire way was silent, neither speaking.

She could sense that Lu Xixiao seemed unhappy, but didn’t know how to bring it up.

The longer this matter was dragged out, the more it became like paper holding fire—one wrong move and it would ignite completely.

Zhou Wan reached out, silently taking his hand, and squeezing it.

Lu Xixiao looked down at her, seeing the young woman trying to make amends, and didn’t reject her gesture, smiling as he ruffled her hair: “Get some rest early.”

“Mm, good night, Lu Xixiao.”

After watching Zhou Wan enter the building, Lu Xixiao turned to go home.

*

At home, Lu Xixiao leaned back on the sofa, wearily looking up at the ceiling as he lit a cigarette and exhaled a long breath.

He was a clever person, able to see through Zhou Wan’s emotions at a glance.

It had been like this since they first met—Lu Xixiao had known early on that she was playing docile and simple, had seen through her deliberate approach to him, but at some point, he’d stopped dwelling on these things.

No matter what had initially brought her to approach him, as long as she was by his side now, it was enough.

Zhou Wan didn’t speak of it, and he never pressed.

Similarly, Lu Xixiao knew something was wrong with her state just now.

At first, when Lu Zhongyue entered, Zhou Wan was only worried about affecting him, so she carefully observed his reactions, but from some point, Zhou Wan’s emotions suddenly changed, becoming somewhat overwhelmed.

When had it started?

Lu Xixiao frowned, thinking back.

Yes—

It was when Lu Zhongyue answered that call from Guo Xiangling.

Suddenly, many past fragments flashed through Lu Xixiao’s mind.

That night, when they encountered Guo Xiangling’s car on the road, Zhou Wan had been panicked.

Later at the hospital, when Zhou Wan saw Guo Xiangling, her whole body had notably stiffened.

Also, he had once seen Zhou Wan and Guo Xiangling talking at the sink in the bathroom.

…

Everything seemed to be pulled together by a hidden thread.

Lu Xixiao had never doubted Zhou Wan’s feelings for him.

He’d dated many times and seen different ways girls expressed love. Though Zhou Wan’s way was different from those direct approaches, her eyes shone when she looked at him.

She would take him to the amusement park on his birthday, earnestly giving him birthday wishes.

She would firmly hold his hand when his acrophobia acted up, standing before him like a warrior.

She would accompany him to another city at dawn to see snow, afraid he’d be lonely.

Zhou Wan truly did like him.

Yet, she seemed to have never thought about staying with him forever.

She had even calmly anticipated that day.

Just as she had said:

“If we separate someday.”

“Let’s never contact each other again, okay?”

Zhou Wan had secrets.

Lu Xixiao closed his eyes briefly, his brows tightly knitted, holding back a smoldering fire as he slowly let out a breath.

*

All evening, Zhou Wan was uneasy.

Not knowing if Jiang Yan had recognized Guo Xiangling.

But Jiang Yan hadn’t contacted her, so perhaps he hadn’t.

Being on guard like this everywhere made Zhou Wan feel extremely tired. She had thought about whether to tell Lu Xixiao everything, to apologize and confess.

But with Lu Xixiao’s proud nature, if he knew this was all just a setup, he would surely explode with rage and never speak to her again.

Zhou Wan had once hoped that when everything settled, Lu Xixiao could hate her openly and clearly.

But now, she couldn’t bear to part with him.

Take it one step at a time.

Like drinking poison to quench thirst.

Knowing it was poison, yet continuing to drink.

The next day at school, when Zhou Wan arrived at the classroom, Jiang Yan was already in his seat. He just looked at her once, saying “morning” as usual.

Zhou Wan relaxed: “Morning.”

She thought this matter had escaped danger once again, but that evening.

The dismissal bell rang, and students gradually left.

Only the two of them remained in the classroom.

“Zhou Wan.”

Jiang Yan turned to look at her, his voice low and deep, “Do you know what you’re doing?”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 39
Zhou Wan abruptly looked up at him.

Jiang Yan’s gaze was calm. He had thought about this all night and day, long exhausting the initial shock he felt when he first saw Guo Xiangling.

Zhou Wan paused, then said softly, “So you know everything.”

“So you knew all along that your mother is with him now.” Jiang Yan’s eyes widened in disbelief. “And yet you and Lu Xixiao still…”

“He doesn’t know,” Zhou Wan interrupted Jiang Yan. “Only I know. I knowingly chose to be with Lu Xixiao despite this.”

“Why?”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes.

“Why, Zhou Wan?” Jiang Yan frowned deeply. “You’re not this kind of person.”

“What kind of person do you think I am?”

After all this time bearing this secret alone, she finally erupted, “Obedient, well-behaved, without temper? So even though Guo Xiangling betrayed my father, abandoned me, and refused to help my grandmother in her time of need, I’m supposed to just stand by and watch her live her happy life without doing anything?”

At this moment, Jiang Yan felt like he didn’t recognize the Zhou Wan before him. “…You did this deliberately?”

“Yes.”

Zhou Wan gripped the spine of her book tightly, her knuckles turning white, “I just couldn’t stand seeing her happy, so I deliberately got close to Lu Xixiao, wanting to use this to make the Lu family drive her out. This is the kind of person I am, always have been.”

“But you’ve been with Lu Xixiao for some time now, how…” Jiang Yan paused, leaving the rest unsaid.

“Because…” Zhou Wan turned away her gaze and said, “I don’t want to hurt him.”

Because Lu Xixiao liked her more than she had originally thought.

Jiang Yan was stunned, then frowned: “Paper can’t wrap up fire – don’t you understand this principle? How could you possibly keep this from him forever? He’ll find out someday.”

Zhou Wan’s heart felt like it had been weighed down by a massive stone, sinking deeper and deeper, as if falling into an endless darkness.

These days, she had been deceiving herself, convincing herself that there must be a way to keep Lu Xixiao from finding out.

But ultimately, outsiders see more clearly, and Jiang Yan pointed out the obvious in the most straightforward way.

“Jiang Yan.” Zhou Wan looked at the darkening sky outside the window. “Have you told Lu Zhongyue?”

“Of course not.” He frowned: “I may not like Lu Xixiao, and I’m very aware that this situation could benefit me, but Zhou Wan, you’re a very important friend to me.”

“Thank you. Whatever happens next, I deserve it.”

No matter how angry Lu Xixiao gets, no matter what he does to her.

Zhou Wan gathered up her physics papers and stood, saying softly: “Let’s go, it’s time for class.”

*

She hadn’t contacted Lu Xixiao all day, and he hadn’t come to find her either. As the competition training was about to end, Zhou Wan sent Lu Xixiao a message.

[Zhou Wan: Are you still at school?]

[6: No, something came up.]

Zhou Wan’s gaze fell on these few words Lu Xixiao had sent, and her eyes stung with tears.

This is what they mean when they say people are never satisfied.

After training ended, Zhou Wan packed up her schoolbag and left school, calling her grandmother on the way to ask what she wanted to eat, bought it outside, and returned home.

But in the end, Grandmother barely ate anything before putting down her chopsticks.

It had been like this for several days now.

At first, Zhou Wan thought it was just poor appetite, but after so many days, grandmother had barely eaten anything, becoming thin and frail, her complexion getting worse and worse.

“Grandmother, after we finish eating, let’s go to the hospital,” Zhou Wan said.

“Why go to the hospital?”

“You can’t keep not eating like this, it will cause health problems. Let’s go get checked to see what’s wrong.”

With age, hospital visits have become increasingly frequent.

Grandmother didn’t want to trouble Zhou Wan anymore, especially since she was about to go to her competition.

“This is just what happens when you get old,” Grandmother said with a smile. “They won’t find anything wrong in the examination.”

But in the end, she couldn’t refuse Zhou Wan, and they went to the hospital together.

*

In a dark, dim alley, electrical wires tangled overhead.

Lu Xixiao had his foot planted on Luo He’s shoulder, his expression cold and emotionless as he looked down at him from above, an intense murderous aura surrounding him.

Luo He’s shoulder bone was being crushed to the point of breaking, and he writhed on the ground, howling in pain.

Lu Xixiao released him, then grabbed his face and lifted it: “If you dare say another word about Zhou Wan, I won’t let you off.”

Luo He’s mouth was full of blood, his teeth stained red, a horrifying sight. He was truly fearless, refusing to back down even now. He spat out a mouthful of bloody saliva and said in a hoarse voice: “Never thought I’d see the day you’d become such a romantic.”

Lu Xixiao stared at him silently.

Luo He laughed almost maniacally: “What makes her so special that you think so highly of her? Is it because she’s good in bed? Well then, maybe I should try her out next time.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Lu Xixiao exploded in rage, suddenly lunging forward and raining punch after punch on Luo He’s face.

His eyes were dark with fury, disregarding all consequences. Blood sprayed from Luo He’s face with each hit.

Seeing that this would end in death if it continued, Jiang Fan rushed over and wrapped his arms around Lu Xixiao’s waist, using every ounce of strength he had to finally pull him away.

“Luo He.” Lu Xixiao’s voice was cold even in his fury. “If you dare touch her, I will kill you.”

Earlier at the bar, they had been drinking.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t participated in these kinds of activities for a long time, and Jiang Fan found it strange that he would come, only sensing that his mood was off.

He guessed they might have argued.

As bad luck would have it, Luo He was sitting in the booth next to them.

Several guys were talking crudely, and eventually, the conversation turned to Zhou Wan, saying things that would make anyone who heard them feel disgusted.

Lu Xixiao immediately grabbed a bottle and went over.

Without any warning, he raised the bottle and smashed it over Luo He’s head, then dragged him straight out of the bar.

The chaos finally ended.

Jiang Fan lit a cigarette and handed it to Lu Xixiao: “Where’s Zhou Wan?”

Lu Xixiao gave a cold laugh: “Don’t know.”

“…”

So they did fight.

Fighting with her while still risking his life for her.

Lu Xixiao looked at another guy’s arm where blood was dripping from his fingertips: “What happened?”

The guy cursed and spat: “That sneaky bastard next to Luo He pulled a knife. It’s not serious.”

Lu Xixiao himself had many injuries of various sizes, and though they weren’t bleeding, taking off his clothes would reveal large bruises that would be painful to look at.

He didn’t care about himself, but his friends had been injured because of him.

“Let’s go to the hospital to get it checked,” Lu Xixiao said with the cigarette between his lips as he stood up. “That cut’s not shallow.”

Getting into the taxi, the driver hesitated when he saw their state – clearly thugs who had just been in a fight, with blood stains on their clothes. He wanted to refuse them, but Lu Xixiao took out his wallet and silently pulled out several bills, handing them over.

The driver grimaced: “Fine, get in. Where to?”

“Hospital.”

Lu Xixiao sat in the front passenger seat and rolled down the window. The howling wind messed up his hair, and the blood on his face had dried into a long streak.

His thoughts were somewhat chaotic.

Like a tangled ball of thread that, no matter how he tried to untangle it, only led back to Zhou Wan.

Those things he had once chosen not to think about, not to care about – once exposed and laid bare, they could no longer be ignored.

He stared blankly at the night scenery outside the window, his gaze unfocused.

After a while, feeling extremely irritated, he took out his phone and called Zhou Wan.

She answered quickly: “Lu Xixiao.”

Her voice was soft, but somehow miraculously soothed some of the irritation in his heart.

“Mm.” He lowered his eyes and said flatly: “What are you doing?”

Grandmother had just finished her examination, and while all her indicators were mostly normal, she hadn’t eaten much lately, leaving her body weak. She needed to get a nutrition injection.

Zhou Wan stood at the pharmacy counter. The examination was already done, and not wanting to worry Lu Xixiao needlessly, she smiled and said: “Nothing much. Are you out somewhere?”

Just then, the taxi stopped outside the hospital, and the driver said: “We’re here.”

Lu Xixiao got out and closed the car door: “Mm.”

The surrounding sounds were somewhat chaotic, and Zhou Wan thought he must be out having fun with friends.

“Then enjoy yourself,” Zhou Wan said. “Don’t drink too much.”

Lu Xixiao’s face remained cold as he tugged at the corner of his mouth: “Got it.”

After hanging up, Jiang Fan smiled and patted Lu Xixiao’s shoulder: “What’s up, did you and Zhou Wan fight?”

“No.”

It really couldn’t be called a fight.

With Zhou Wan’s personality, who could even get into a fight with her?

“Then what’s with that attitude?” Jiang Fan raised an eyebrow. “Weren’t things good between you just recently?”

Even if he had grown tired of her, it shouldn’t be like this now.

As they were talking, Lu Xixiao suddenly stopped in his tracks. Jiang Fan looked up in surprise and followed his line of sight, only to see Zhou Wan not far away, having just finished getting her prescription.

Jiang Fan had been standing nearby during that phone call earlier and had heard most of the conversation.

When Lu Xixiao asked what she was doing, she said “Nothing much.”

Their companion was quite tactless – upon seeing Zhou Wan, he eagerly waved his injured, bleeding hands and called out: “Sister-in-law!”

Hearing the voice, Zhou Wan instinctively looked over.

Her steps faltered.

Then she saw the blood stains on Lu Xixiao’s clothes, the bruise across his nose bridge, and the blood marks on the back of his hand.

She frowned and ran over: “What happened to you?”

Lu Xixiao looked at her and said flatly: “Why are you here?”

“Brought grandmother over.” Zhou Wan paused slightly. “Everything’s fine now.”

“Oh.”

Zhou Wan carefully examined his injuries: “Lu Xixiao, did you get into a fight?”

“It was Luo He,” the companion, not sensing the awkward atmosphere, said loudly. “Damn it, he’s got guts but no spine. Next time I’ll fucking kill him!”

Jiang Fan tried to smooth things over: “Earlier at the bar, Ah Xiao heard…”

“Jiang Fan.” Lu Xixiao suddenly cut him off. “You guys go in first.”

After speaking, he grabbed Zhou Wan’s arm and walked outside.

Zhou Wan stumbled as she was pulled along, but her mind and eyes were filled with concern for his injuries. As she stumbled forward, she tried to reach for his hand to get a better look at his wounds.

“Lu Xixiao…”

Zhou Wan’s voice trembled, both worried and angry. “Why did you get into another fight?”

Lu Xixiao’s irritation exploded into rage. He suddenly stopped and turned around, looking down at her, his eyes full of impatience and fury.

“Whether I fight or not is none of your business.” Lu Xixiao sneered. “Zhou Wan, who do you think you are?”

Zhou Wan froze.

Her hand, suspended in mid-air, stayed there for a moment before slowly lowering.

Lu Xixiao regretted those words the instant they left his mouth.

But seeing Zhou Wan’s lowered hand, his face grew cold again, and through gritted teeth, he asked once more: “Tell me, who are you to me?”

“I’m sorry.” Zhou Wan lowered her head. “But please go see a doctor first, okay?”

Lu Xixiao turned his head and gave a cold laugh.

He would have preferred if Zhou Wan got angry at him, hit him, cursed at him – anything.

But after he said such harsh words, she could still apologize to him kindly.

Zhou Wan had never truly considered him her boyfriend.

No temper, no emotions – it was more like she didn’t care about him at all, so there was no need to get angry, no need to waste emotions on him.

They would separate eventually anyway.

She had anticipated and accepted it all long ago.

She wore that purest, most innocent face while doing the most despicable things.

As if it was all just for momentary pleasure, just to enjoy a brief happiness.

Perhaps this was karma for all his past misdeeds, finally catching up to him.

Lu Xixiao closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath.

“Zhou Wan.”

She kept her head down: “Mm.”

“When I asked what you were doing, why didn’t you tell me you were at the hospital?”

Zhou Wan paused: “Because the examination was already done, and nothing was wrong, so I didn’t want to say anything and make you worry.”

It wasn’t originally a serious matter.

But at this moment, this small thing was infinitely magnified, continually building upon Lu Xixiao’s suspicions.

“Yesterday when I asked what you were thinking about, you said nothing. Fine, if you don’t want to tell me, I won’t ask. Today it’s the same thing – do you even consider me your boyfriend? You won’t tell me anything, you keep everything to yourself, and no one can get in. Zhou Wan, is this how you date someone?”

Zhou Wan had noticed Lu Xixiao’s unhappiness yesterday but hadn’t expected it to ferment to this point.

She looked up at him with reddened eyes.

The young man’s gaze was downcast, his eyes filled with utter disappointment, coldness, and irritation.

For someone like Lu Xixiao, winning hearts came easily.

And for someone who had once been treated gently by him, how could they not feel hurt seeing his current expression?

Her eyes were forced red with blood, the tip of her nose flushed pink, her eyelashes damp.

Lu Xixiao was still irritated, but seeing her like this made his heart soften. His fingers at his side twitched slightly.

Compromising, he thought, forget it, whatever she’s thinking about doesn’t matter, as long as she stays by his side, he couldn’t be bothered to care about anything else.

Just as he was about to bend down to wipe Zhou Wan’s tears, she suddenly lowered her head and said softly: “Lu Xixiao, do you not want to be with me anymore?”

Lu Xixiao paused, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

Zhou Wan didn’t even dare look up at him, afraid of seeing that cold, distant expression again.

She tried hard to keep her voice from trembling: “If you want to break up with me, then we…”

“Zhou Wan.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t let her continue, cutting her off coldly.

But if Zhou Wan had been more careful at that moment, she would have noticed his urgency, his fear that she would say those words, that things would reach a point of no return.

“You…”

He was too angry to continue, holding back his fury as he let out a breath, turning his head to look elsewhere. “Forget it, do whatever you want.”

*

It was half an hour later when Grandmother finished her nutrition drip.

“Wan Wan, are you cold?” Grandmother asked at the hospital entrance.

“Not cold,” Zhou Wan said.

Grandmother grabbed her hand and exclaimed, “Oh my! Your hands are so cold and you say you’re not cold? With exams coming up soon, you can’t catch a cold!”

Grandmother immediately tucked her hand inside her padded jacket, continuously rubbing the back of her hand to warm it up.

Zhou Wan’s dark eyelashes trembled slightly.

A sudden bitterness welled up in her nose, her heart aching sharply. She could only force her eyes wide open, desperately holding back the bitter feeling.

“Grandmother,” Zhou Wan said, “let’s go home.”

Back home, Zhou Wan took a shower and sat at her bedhead.

By the bed still sat the peach butt doll that Lu Xixiao had won for her.

She stared at it for a while.

Remembering Lu Xixiao’s expression from earlier.

After saying “Forget it,” he had turned and left, never looking back.

A tear fell without warning, finally breaking through her forced composure.

She raised her hand to cover her eyes, but still couldn’t stop the tears – hot droplets sliding through her fingers.

Winter was always a heartbreaking season.

She didn’t even dare cry loudly, tightly gritting her teeth, the trembling notes of her voice immediately suppressed as soon as they emerged, leaving only the faint, broken sobs of someone in ultimate pain and sorrow.

That night, Zhou Wan didn’t remember when she fell asleep.

She only remembered that her pillow was wet, her eyes aching with soreness. In her half-dreaming state, she had a dream.

She dreamed of many years ago when she was little when her father passed away, then dreamed of Guo Xiangling dragging her suitcase away from home, of grandmother’s first fainting spell…

For some reason, from childhood to now, she could never hold onto the things she cared about, they always had to leave her.

At the end of that dream, she was in the game arcade. In the dim light, surrounded by the sounds of arcade machines, Lu Xixiao pulled out a pack of cigarettes from the shelf and tossed it on the counter, glancing at her and raising an eyebrow: “What’s your name?”

He was bathed in that unique radiance of youth – vibrant, bold, unrestrained, reckless, proud.

Just like that summer thunderstorm.

Intense, yet brief.

It had soaked her completely, and just when she had finally gotten used to it, the rain stopped, leaving only desolate winds.

Leaving her alone and sick, unable to rise.

In the very end, Lu Xixiao was just like that thunderstorm.

Winter had come, and she still couldn’t keep him.
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Rumors spread throughout the school that Lu Xixiao and Zhou Wan had broken up.

Lu Xixiao had always been open about his relationships, never caring about others’ gazes. But now when he saw Zhou Wan at school, he no longer went over to find her.

The school forum buzzed with activity again.

[I said it before – how could someone like Lu Xixiao possibly reform? A breakup was inevitable.]

[But Zhou Wan was with him for quite a while, right? Seems like she lasted the longest.]

[I have to say Zhou Wan has a backbone. After breaking up, she didn’t beg Lu Xixiao to get back together, unlike his previous girlfriends.]

[What’s the point of begging? When has begging Lu Xixiao to get back together ever worked? You’d just end up humiliated.]

…

In the following days, Lu Xixiao simply stopped coming to school, reverting to his old ways.

The bar’s dim lighting added to the ambiguous atmosphere.

He sat among the crowd but couldn’t blend into the noisy, murky environment. He remained cold and distant, out of place in the bar, yet became the most eye-catching sight.

Soon, a girl came over with a drink: “Can I borrow a seat here?”

When a beautiful woman makes a request, naturally it can’t be refused.

Others quickly moved to make space for her.

“Can I sit there?” The girl pointed to the spot next to Lu Xixiao, making her intentions clear.

The others hesitated briefly, but thinking that Zhou Wan hadn’t appeared for several days and they had probably broken up, they gave up the seat next to Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao finally looked up, his eyelids drooping as he carelessly swept his gaze over the girl before withdrawing it and returning to his drink.

The girl rested her chin on her hand, her eyes full of affection as she raised her delicate brows: “Handsome, isn’t it boring drinking alone?”

She moved her glass over, gently clinking it against Lu Xixiao’s.

Lu Xixiao continued drinking until he finished his glass, setting it down on the table, still ignoring her.

The girl showed no sign of embarrassment or dismay: “Can I get your contact info?”

“Not interested.”

These were Lu Xixiao’s first words to her, his voice magnetic but cold.

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

Lu Xixiao ground his teeth but didn’t speak.

The girl had seen too many who acted aloof in such pleasure-seeking entertainment venues, most just playing hard to get. Where would you find so many true romantics, especially when the man before her had dated quite a bit?

She smiled, looking at Lu Xixiao with a blink, speaking in an ambiguous tone: “Your girlfriend must be very beautiful to deserve you. How do I compare to her in looks?”

She was indeed beautiful, strikingly so, with captivating fox-like eyes.

“Compared to her—”

Lu Xixiao suddenly laughed.

The emotion was unreadable, but it was his first laugh of the evening.

His smile made him even more handsome, both roguish and alluring, the line from his profile to his Adam’s apple smooth and sharp, but his words weren’t quite as pleasant.

“You’re far from her level.”

The girl froze.

Probably never having been rejected so bluntly, her face darkened. All interest is gone, she stood up and left.

The others exchanged glances.

Jiang Fan asked: “Xiao, you haven’t broken up with Zhou Wan?”

Lu Xixiao looked up: “Who told you we broke up?”

“That’s what everyone’s saying. I thought you two had a fight at the hospital a few days ago and split up.”

“No.”

“Then…”

Jiang Fan wanted to ask more, but Lu Xixiao had no interest in dissecting his love life in front of so many people. He stood up directly, “I’m leaving.”

After leaving the bar, Lu Xixiao walked alone through the neon-lit streets. After a while, he couldn’t help taking out his phone and dialing Zhou Wan’s number.

After several rings.

A cold mechanical female voice announced that the number you have dialed is temporarily unavailable.

Lu Xixiao’s face darkened further as he gave a cold laugh.

Zhou Wan did have a backbone, doing exactly what she said.

Said she wouldn’t contact him and didn’t contact him.

Lu Xixiao hailed a car and went to Huang Ping’s place.

As soon as the supermarket’s rolling door opened, Huang Ping saw him and immediately called out: “Our little sister is here!”

Lu Xixiao clicked his tongue in annoyance.

Yellow Hair also noticed Zhou Wan wasn’t behind him today: “Where’s little sister?”

“Who the fuck is your little sister?” His tone was irritated.

Yellow Hair looked at his expression and smiled: “What’s wrong, fought?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak, just grabbed a pack of cigarettes from the shelf.

Yellow Hair: “Did you upset her with that nasty temper of yours? Serves you right! This is exactly how you should be treated!”

“She wants to break up with me,” Lu Xixiao suddenly said, his voice very faint.

At these words, Yellow Hair was stunned.

Although he’d never seen Lu Xixiao bring any other girls to his place besides Zhou Wan, he’d heard plenty about his romantic exploits. He’d never heard of him being dumped before.

“You broke up?”

“No.” After a pause, Lu Xixiao frustratedly ran his hand through his hair, “I don’t know.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao was just too used to being dominant in relationships, like a fish in water, coming and going freely, unbound. Now that he’d hit a hard case, he’d never learned how to bow his head or how to win someone back.

“So you two fought?”

“Sort of.”

“Why?”

Lu Xixiao lit another cigarette and briefly told Huang Ping about what happened that day.

“She was just worried about making you worry, it’s not like she was secretly hanging out with other guys.” Huang Ping concluded, “Since when did you become so petty? Did you tell her everything you did before?”

Lu Xixiao sneered: “I’ve never lied to her.”

“This isn’t lying, this is… what’s that thing called.” Huang Ping slapped the table, “A white lie!”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“…”

Huang Ping was amused enough to laugh, “No, seriously, if my girlfriend was as petty as you, making a big deal out of everything, I’d want to break up too.”

“That’s not all I’m angry about.”

“Then what is it?”

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes, exhaling smoke, saying softly: “She’s hiding something from me.”

Huang Ping was startled, recalling Zhou Wan’s gentle and sweet demeanor, somewhat surprised, letting out a “ho”: “Wouldn’t have guessed it, our little sister turns out to be a little sister with secrets.”

Lu Xixiao gave him an expressionless look, and Huang Ping finally got serious: “What’s she hiding?” As soon as he asked, he realized it was a stupid question: “Oh, if you knew then it wouldn’t be called hiding.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao leaned back in his chair, hands in his pockets, tiredly resting his head against the iron chair, the overhead fluorescent light too harsh for his eyes.

“If I wanted to know her secret, I definitely could find out,” Lu Xixiao said quietly, “But I’m afraid.”

“There’s something you’re afraid of?”

“Bro.” Lu Xixiao suddenly called him this way.

Lu Xixiao had only called him this when he was small, like a street urchin freeloading food at his place. After growing up a bit, he only called him “Huang Ping” or “Yellow Hair.”

Huang Ping paused, finally becoming serious: “Mm.”

Lu Xixiao just stared at the fluorescent light overhead, his voice very faint, as calm as if he were just asking if someone had eaten.

“I did think about studying hard and going to university in the same city as her.”

Huang Ping looked at Lu Xixiao in silence for a long while.

As if seeing again that little boy who used to get perfect scores on every test.

“But after knowing her secret, you can’t be together?” Huang Ping frowned, “Is what she’s hiding that serious?”

“I don’t know.”

Lu Xixiao pulled at the corner of his mouth in a smile, past traces of evidence floating through his mind, connecting into a blurry line. His smile faded, “Maybe it is that serious.”

“Then pretend you don’t know, wait until she wants to tell you herself.”

Huang Ping said, “Xiao if you like her that much, you can’t keep drifting along like this anymore. I know how smart you are – if you study properly, you’ll make something of yourself in the future.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak.

Huang Ping continued: “I also know you hate your family, but even though you’ve moved out now, you still can’t escape them. If Zhou Wan stays with you, she’ll also be controlled by your family. Is that what you want for her?”

Lu Xixiao thought of his mother.

Shen Lan had been controlled by the Lu family from beginning to end – at first, prevented from divorcing by Lu Zhongyue and the old master, then later bound hand and foot by the Lu family’s two children, breaking down step by step until reaching that kind of ending.

Huang Ping: “If you want to protect her, you need to be strong enough to stand in front of her. Then no matter how big that secret is, you’ll be the one making the decisions. As long as you like her, no one can separate you two.”

Zhou Wan had been running a fever since Friday evening, her whole body burning in a haze, drifting through countless dreams, waking up crying from those fragmented nightmares time and again.

It felt like being trapped in that suffocating, unusually humid plum rain season.

She had taken medicine early, bundled up under thick blankets, and slept for a long while. When she woke up, her limbs finally had some strength again.

Early in the morning, her physics teacher called to ask how she was doing.

Zhou Wan took a sip of water, and cleared her throat: “Much better.”

Her voice did sound much better – last night she could barely speak at all.

This high fever had come on fiercely, but the timing couldn’t have been worse. The exam in City B was on Monday, and tomorrow morning the school had arranged for her and Jiang Yan to fly there.

The physics teacher told Zhou Wan to rest well, stay relaxed, and not study anymore – she’d prepared enough that she would do well if she just performed normally.

Zhou Wan made a sound of agreement.

After hanging up, Zhou Wan noticed she had a missed call from Lu Xixiao from last night.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, her eyelashes trembling lightly, her fingertip hovering over the screen for a long while, but she didn’t call back.

Since that night, Lu Xixiao hadn’t contacted her again.

Continuing to entangle with Lu Xixiao would only make things worse.

Better to end it here.

Just as she had once said – if they ever broke up, they should never contact each other again.

She washed her face, her head finally clearer. As she changed clothes and walked out of her bedroom, she happened to see her grandmother changing shoes at the door, carrying a cloth bag.

“Grandmother?” Zhou Wan called out.

Grandmother immediately walked over quickly: “How are you feeling, any better?”

“Much better. After another night’s sleep, I should be fine.”

Grandmother felt Zhou Wan’s forehead – indeed it wasn’t as hot anymore. She finally sighed in relief, “I made some porridge, it’s still in the pot. Remember to eat some later, then take your medicine and get back under the covers.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan asked, “Are you going out?”

“As I mentioned before, I’m going to the temple to burn some incense, and pray for your exam the day after tomorrow.” Grandmother said, “I’ll be back soon.”

“It’s such a long way though, do you need to go?”

“It’s not far at all.” Grandmother smiled, “For my Wan Wan to do well, this is nothing.”

“Be careful on the way then, call me when you get there.”

“I will.” Grandmother rubbed Zhou Wan’s hair, changed her shoes, and opened the door. As she closed it, she reminded her again, “Remember to eat the porridge!”

The house was left with just Zhou Wan again.

She sat alone at the dining table wearing a thick jacket, spooning up the porridge.

She had cried too much these past few days. Now her eyes were sore and couldn’t produce any more tears, her eye sockets quite swollen, but at least she could blame it all on the fever without having to think up excuses.

She quietly looked at the bowl of porridge before her, taking small sips.

When she reached the bottom, she suddenly lowered her head, pressing her hand against her chest.

She kept her eyes down, her eyelashes trembling rapidly as she struggled to steady her chaotic, hurried breathing.

She couldn’t even cry anymore, but why did her heart still hurt so much?

She lowered her head, burying her face deep in the crook of her arm, murmuring to herself in a tiny voice: “I’m sorry, Lu Xixiao… I’m sorry.”

This was all her fault. She had brought this on herself.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t touched his phone all day.

The young man stood before the motorcycle race track wearing a sleek racing suit, red and white alternating, making him look dashing. His expression was faint, emotionless as he looked at everything before him.

Lu Xixiao had always disdained to participate in any of the track races at Huang Ping’s place. This was his first time.

Not for any reason except to win first-place prize money.

He knew Zhou Wan needed money – her grandmother needed medical treatment, she had tuition to pay, expenses everywhere.

She’d temporarily quit her job at the arcade because of the physics competition and would need to find part-time work again after it was over.

Lu Xixiao didn’t lack money, but that money was from the Lu family.

Zhou Wan definitely wouldn’t want to take his money, so at least he could give her the money he earned himself.

At seventeen or eighteen, Lu Xixiao truly didn’t have the ability, as Huang Ping had said, to protect Zhou Wan from all harm.

But at least he could try to make things a little easier for her, a little happier.

Huang Ping walked up behind him, patting Lu Xixiao’s shoulder: “Still haven’t gone to find our little sister?”

“I’ll wait until she comes back from the exam.”

Lu Xixiao looked into the distance, saying softly, “When she comes back, I’ll have won first place. At least then she’ll know I can earn money on my own too.”

With a whistle blast, the race was about to begin.

Lu Xixiao was tall with long legs, looking even more striking and handsome in the racing suit.

He mounted the bike, pulled down his helmet, looking ahead silently and calmly.

With a long “beep—” several racing bikes shot out from the starting line.

The wind howled in his ears as Lu Xixiao took the lead.

He thought, that when Zhou Wan returned, when the race was over, he would go find her.

Whether to beg her to stay or plead for forgiveness.

Tell her how much he likes her.

Tell her that from now on he’ll behave well, study hard, take the college entrance exam, and go to university together.

Tell her that he doesn’t care about anything else anymore, from now on it would just be the two of them.

…

The race track was filled with the roar of engines and the sharp sound of brake pads grinding.

The same sound of brakes screeched in a dark alley—

A man delivering takeout on his motorcycle saw an elderly woman with white hair collapsed by the road in the distance. He parked his bike and ran over quickly.

There was a puddle of water on the ground, the old woman’s face had fallen into it, and her hair and collar were soiled.

“Ma’am?” The man shook the old woman’s shoulder, “Are you alright? Wake up!”

But the old woman’s face was pale, with no response at all.

The man frantically dialed 120, his hands shaking as he encountered such a situation for the first time: “Hello, is this 120? There’s an old lady who’s collapsed by the road here…”

Pingchuan Airport was bustling with people on Sunday morning.

Jiang Yan stood outside security with his suitcase while the physics teacher anxiously tried calling Zhou Wan, but couldn’t get through.

He was covered in nervous sweat, stomping his foot: “Why isn’t she answering at such a crucial time? The plane’s about to take off.”

The physics teacher turned to Jiang Yan, “Jiang Yan, you go in first, I’ll keep trying to contact her.”

Jiang Yan frowned: “Could something have happened on the way?”

“Don’t worry about that, just go in first.” The physics teacher pushed him toward security, waving repeatedly for him to hurry, “Don’t worry, even if Zhou Wan is late she can change her flight. You go on ahead.”

Watching Jiang Yan go through, the physics teacher called the homeroom teacher to ask if they had Zhou Wan’s parents’ phone numbers.

“I’ll give you her grandmother’s number,” the homeroom teacher was just as anxious.

The physics teacher hurriedly said: “I already have her grandmother’s, I’ve tried it too, and no one’s answering that either!”

“Wait a moment.” The homeroom teacher quickly pulled up the student records, “Zhou Wan’s mother’s number is registered, but her parents divorced long ago, she doesn’t live with her mother.”

“Give it to me anyway, we’ve got to try everything.” The physics teacher got Guo Xiangling’s number and immediately dialed: “Hello, is this Zhou Wan’s mother?”

Guo Xiangling paused.

These days she had been worried about this very thing, afraid of letting something slip. She simply said “Wrong number” and hung up.

Many years later, when Zhou Wan looked back.

The turning points of her life.

One was in the arcade when she told Lu Xixiao: “Zhou Wan – the ‘Wan’ that means to draw a bow like a full moon.”

The other was this day.

The day that made her deviate from her original path in life, drifting further and further away.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 41
Zhou Wan had an absurd dream about running a marathon. In the dream, she was running on an endless road, everyone desperately racing forward, no one daring to stop, as if some terrible monster would catch them if they did.

She struggled forward with the surging crowd.

But she was too exhausted.

Countless people passed her, leaving her behind.

Then suddenly someone gripped her hand from behind.

Zhou Wan couldn’t see his face, but he felt a gust of wind, pulling her along, pushing her forward.

Yet as they ran, he too disappeared.

Though everyone was running in the same direction, Zhou Wan suddenly felt lost, unable to see clearly, unable to understand anything.

Should she keep running?

Where was she running to?

Zhou Wan stopped, standing still amid the surging crowd, looking back.

Logic told her not to stop, to keep running, but she was knocked down and had no strength to get up.

She watched as the road behind her burst apart with soil and gravel, like a scene from an apocalyptic movie, quickly spreading to beneath her feet.

She fell rapidly, wind whistling in her ears.

Among it was the phrase “Zhou Wan, spend every New Year with me from now on,” but it was quickly torn to shreds by the violent wind until nothing could be heard.

She plunged into an abyss of no return.

…

“Beep―”

Black seawater flooded into the bedroom.

Zhou Wan jolted awake from her sleep, answering the phone: “Hello, are you Huang Xuefen’s granddaughter? This is the City People’s Hospital.”

Zhou Wan sprang up from her bed.

An extremely ominous feeling welled up inside her.

“Yes,” she quickly said, not hesitating for a moment as she got out of bed, “I’m coming right now, please treat my grandmother first, I’ll come to pay the medical fees immediately.”

Zhou Wan grabbed a coat and threw it on over her nightgown, not even taking time to change her pants, slipping on cotton slippers as she ran out of the bedroom.

There was a pause on the other end of the line, then a gentle voice meant to comfort: “I’m sorry, we did everything we could.”

*

Zhou Wan had thought she would never be ready to face this day.

But in reality, she was much calmer than she had imagined.

She changed her clothes properly, took a taxi to the hospital, and didn’t cry at all along the way.

At the hospital, there were many people by the elevator, but she even had the strength to take the stairs.

Grandmother lay there quietly, peaceful and serene, as if she were just sleeping.

The nurse explained that her grandmother had suffered a sudden myocardial infarction, a complication of uremia. She had collapsed on the street and was found by a passerby who called 120, but unfortunately, there were no vital signs by the time she reached the hospital.

It was too sudden.

Someone perfectly fine one moment, gone the next from a heart attack.

That morning when grandmother left, Zhou Wan hadn’t even properly said goodbye.

She lowered her eyes, made a soft sound of acknowledgment, and asked quietly: “Is the person who brought my grandmother here still around? I’d like to thank them.”

The nurse, seeing such an unusual reaction for the first time, was taken aback. Sensing something wasn’t right with Zhou Wan’s state, she studied her carefully and said: “It was a delivery rider, but they had orders to deliver and already left.”

Zhou Wan nodded: “Could I have some time alone with my grandmother?”

“Of course.”

The nurse turned to leave, but at the doorway, she suddenly remembered something and came back, “Oh right, these are your grandmother’s belongings.”

Zhou Wan turned to look.

The nurse opened her palm, revealing a yellow sachet.

The nurse said: “Your grandmother was still clutching it tightly when she was brought to the hospital.”

It was… the blessing sachet grandmother had gone to the temple to get for her today.

To pray that her Wan-wan would get good grades and that her Wan-wan would have a smooth, happy, and blessed life.

Zhou Wan took it: “Thank you.”

The nurse left, gently closing the door behind her. Only Zhou Wan remained in the room.

She looked down at the sachet.

She looked for a long time until her eyes grew sore and bloodshot.

“Grandmother.”

She crouched down, looking at Grandmother on the bed.

“Why did you leave me alone too?”

She clutched the sachet tightly, pressing her lips together firmly, and continued: “But I can carry on by myself, don’t worry, you can see Father now, you’ve missed him.”

Zhou Wan paused, her nails digging deep into her flesh, almost drawing blood. She lowered her head and said in an extremely quiet voice: “But I miss him too, and I’ll miss you.”

…

After saying goodbye to their grandmother, Zhou Wan contacted the funeral home.

There were many things to prepare, so Zhou Wan didn’t stay long at the hospital, returning home instead.

The house was completely dark. Zhou Wan turned on the lights, looking at the emptiness before her. Nothing had changed, yet somehow everything felt infinitely more desolate.

She walked into grandmother’s bedroom and opened the wardrobe.

She took out a light gray sweater, planning to dress Grandmother in it for the cremation.

This sweater was bought for grandmother last year with her scholarship money, but grandmother had been too frugal to wear it, barely using it even now.

She kept her eyes lowered, maintaining her composure throughout.

Even when she found the insurance policies in her grandmother’s drawer while sorting through her belongings, she didn’t shed a tear.

All those insurance policies were in her name. Zhou Wan had never known how grandmother, who couldn’t read, had managed to buy these, or what thoughts she’d had while doing so.

After she was gone, her Wan-wan would truly be alone.

She could only try her best to make life a little smoother for her Wan-wan.

In the dim bedroom light, Zhou Wan’s face held only a faint trace of moonlight, her entire body shrouded in shadow, making her appear fragile and insubstantial.

Yet she didn’t cry, didn’t show any expression at all.

But this calmness was more terrifying. Beneath her unruffled exterior, something seemed to have long since lost its balance, teetering on the edge, about to collapse.

*

After two days of competition, Lu Xixiao won first place as expected, with a prize of twenty thousand.

Some related clubs had noticed him and wanted to invite him to join, but he declined without interest. He put the envelope containing the stack of bills in his pocket while dialing Zhou Wan’s number, but it was powered off.

Lu Xixiao frowned slightly and kept dialing.

“Enough already.” Huang Ping leaned his arm on the counter, gleefully saying, “Told you not to wait until now to contact her. You had to wait until you won the prize, and now she’s even angrier. You’ll probably have to get down on your knees and beg for forgiveness.”

“She went to another province for a competition, she prepared for so long, I didn’t want to disturb her at this time.” Lu Xixiao said quietly, still looking down and messaging Zhou Wan, “She might still be on the plane.”

On his way home, passing by Zhou Wan’s community, he looked up in that direction. All the lights were off, completely dark, probably because she hadn’t returned yet.

He called again, but still no answer, so he switched to sending messages.

[6: Are you back?]

Under the streetlight, the tall youth stood straight.

He looked down, continuing to type: Let me know when you land.

He paused, then deleted it all, opening the flight app to search for flights between Pingchuan City and City B. There were two evening flights in total, one at eight o’clock and one at midnight.

There was still time to make it.

Lu Xixiao took a taxi directly to the airport.

He stood at the crowded arrival exit, thinking about what to say when he saw Zhou Wan.

It was his first time lowering his head in a relationship, he had no experience and didn’t know how to apologize. He rehearsed several times in his head, scrapping and rewriting, feeling unusually nervous.

Afraid that Zhou Wan was truly angry, afraid that Zhou Wan wouldn’t forgive him.

He knew he had a bad temper, sometimes couldn’t control his emotions, and had a rigid backbone that wouldn’t bow or compromise, which led to the current situation.

As long as Zhou Wan still liked him, that was enough.

Nothing else mattered. At their age, just liking each other was sufficient.

Lu Xixiao had thought he would spend his whole life playing around, he had never truly loved anyone, never truly cared about anyone.

He knew clearly that if there was one person who could enter his heart in this lifetime, it could only be Zhou Wan.

He stood at the arrival gate, watching passengers from flight after flight emerges, hugging, holding hands, and kissing their waiting loved ones, leaving with faces full of smiles.

From seven-thirty until midnight, the airport crowds changed several times.

Now the people coming and going were all weary-faced travelers waiting for red-eye flights.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t sure which flight Zhou Wan would take. He pressed his dry eyes and checked the flight schedule again, there was still one at two in the morning.

He went to the smoking room for a cigarette, then came out to continue waiting.

But even when the sky began to show signs of dawn, he still hadn’t seen Zhou Wan.

Perhaps she had returned in the afternoon.

Lu Xixiao called her again, still powered off.

He frowned, not knowing if Zhou Wan simply hadn’t noticed her phone or if she was deliberately ignoring him.

For some reason, he felt uneasy.

He walked out of the airport and hailed a taxi: “To Yangming High School.”

The driver looked at him through the rearview mirror, smiling: “Eyes all red from staying up, and still going to school? High school students have it tough these days.”

Lu Xixiao returned a polite smile: “No, my girlfriend’s angry, going to make up with her.”

The driver raised an eyebrow dramatically: “Oh? Puppy love?”

“Mm.”

“Don’t the teachers at your school mind?”

Lu Xixiao made casual conversation to pass time, casually saying: “My girlfriend has good grades, I benefit from that, don’t get lectured.”

The driver laughed: “Those good students at your Yangming can get into Qinghua University, right?”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao lowered the car window for some air, and tugged at the corner of his mouth, “My girlfriend can get in through recommended admission.”

*

The taxi stopped at the school gate. The security guard, seeing it was Lu Xixiao, didn’t stop him for not wearing a uniform – it was already impressive enough that this troublemaker was coming to school.

Lu Xixiao ran all the way upstairs, heading straight for Class 1, Grade 2.

His hair was disheveled from running, and he was breathing lightly, Zhou Wan’s seat was empty, but Jiang Yan was in the classroom, so she must have returned.

He knocked on the door and asked: “Is Zhou Wan here?”

The classroom was very quiet.

People whispered and discussed.

In the end, it was Jiang Yan who stood up, coldly eyeing Lu Xixiao: “You don’t know where Zhou Wan is?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak, tilting his head slightly.

“She never went to the competition, no one could contact her all weekend.” Jiang Yan walked forward, facing Lu Xixiao directly in the corridor outside the classroom. He pulled up the corner of his mouth, showing a contemptuous, mocking smile, “Didn’t you break up with her? Why are you looking for her now?”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered by the provocative tone in his voice, his mind spinning with the earlier words.

No one could contact her all weekend.

Zhou Wan hadn’t gone to the competition.

She had prepared day and night for so long, yet didn’t go to the competition at all.

“What happened to her?” Lu Xixiao struggled to steady his voice.

Jiang Yan didn’t want to tell Lu Xixiao.

But now Zhou Wan was unreachable, and he was helpless. However, perhaps… Lu Xixiao had a way.

After all, Zhou Wan had once told him that she had fallen for Lu Xixiao.

“Her grandmother passed away,” Jiang Yan said.

Lu Xixiao’s mind exploded with a deafening “buzz.”

He knew all too well how important grandmother was to Zhou Wan – she was her only remaining relative in this world, her last family member.

He didn’t know what Zhou Wan would be like after losing her grandmother, or what she might do.

He didn’t say another word, didn’t have time to say anything, just turned and sprinted down the stairs.

His raised coat tails caught the morning sunlight, fracturing the originally gentle scene.

*

Zhou Wan didn’t know how she’d gotten through these three days. She could barely feel herself alive, just moving mechanically, arranging her grandmother’s funeral matters. Neighbors came to help, and Zhou Wan thanked them one by one, forcing herself not to cry even once.

At night, she was alone in the room again.

The pitch-black night wrapped her in bone-chilling cold, drowning her.

She sat alone on the floor, leaning against the sofa, completely deflated.

She hadn’t changed clothes for three days, hadn’t washed her face, and had barely eaten anything. During the day she rushed about making arrangements, at night she just sat like this, unable to sleep, losing dozens of hours staring into space.

Until this day, when grandmother was cremated.

Everything was over.

On her way home, Zhou Wan passed by the market and bought some ribs and winter melon, thinking of making winter melon and rib soup.

She made a pot but only managed a few spoonfuls before losing her appetite. Zhou Wan sat back down by the sofa, having been awake for dozens of hours, her consciousness becoming fuzzy, not knowing if she was asleep or awake.

A strange smell permeated the air, like gas, but Zhou Wan had no strength to get up, so she closed her eyes and let it be.

She was just too tired, too exhausted to care about the smell spreading through the air or notice the urgent knocking at the door.

…

When Lu Xixiao kicked open the door, he immediately smelled the strong gas odor.

In that instant, a hundred thoughts flashed through his mind, but he couldn’t grasp any of them.

The room was pitch black, curtains were tightly drawn. Lu Xixiao had run from school, covered in sweat, breathing heavily, exhaling clouds of white breath in the cold winter air.

It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, and then he saw Zhou Wan sitting on the floor, leaning against the sofa, seemingly asleep.

Lu Xixiao stumbled as he ran to her, regaining his balance awkwardly. He fell to his knees before Zhou Wan, cradling her face.

“Zhou Wan! Zhou Wan!”

No response.

Lu Xixiao frantically opened the windows and ran to the kitchen to shut off the gas.

Returning to Zhou Wan’s side, he grabbed a nearby bottle of mineral water, unscrewed it, and forced it into her mouth.

His hands wouldn’t stop trembling.

Suddenly, Zhou Wan choked, raising her hand to knock away the water bottle.

The bottle fell between them, the remaining water gurgling out, soaking her and wetting Lu Xixiao as well.

“Zhou Wan!” Lu Xixiao gripped her shoulders, staring into her eyes.

Zhou Wan opened her eyes hazily, seeing Lu Xixiao but showing no particular surprise. Her voice was hoarse beyond recognition: “Why are you here?”

“How could you…”

Lu Xixiao’s hands were shaking, his voice trembling, still in shock and fear from when he’d kicked open the door. He glared at Zhou Wan with red eyes, “How could you…!”

His breathing rose and fell violently, carrying an uncontrollable tremor.

Zhou Wan blinked slowly, coming to her senses, and said softly: “I wasn’t trying to kill myself.”

Lu Xixiao suppressed his anger in a low voice: “If I’d come any later, you would have died from gas poisoning.”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, belatedly realizing the smell in her dream had been gas.

But she didn’t feel afraid in retrospect, even thinking that if it had happened that way, it might have been a relief.

“I just… had no strength to get up,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Lu Xixiao reached out to pull her arm. She was like cotton, completely without strength, limp as he lifted her onto the sofa.

Lu Xixiao finally got a clear look at Zhou Wan’s face.

Bloodshot eyes, dark circles reaching her chin, sunken cheeks, and disheveled hair.

In just a few days, she had become almost unrecognizable from weight loss.

Lu Xixiao had never seen Zhou Wan like this.

He frowned and walked over to turn on the light. Zhou Wan, who hadn’t seen daylight in so long, raised her hand to shield her eyes, watching through her fingers as Lu Xixiao went to the bathroom and came out with a wet towel.

His face was dark as he lifted Zhou Wan’s head without a word, wiping her face none too gently.

Zhou Wan didn’t even have the strength to raise her hand in refusal, so she let him.

After washing her face, Lu Xixiao went to pour a cup of hot water, forcing her to drink.

Zhou Wan didn’t even have the appetite for water, turning her face away in refusal. Lu Xixiao grabbed her face: “Drink it all.”

“No.”

He pressed down on Zhou Wan’s lower lip, forcing her mouth open: “Don’t make me force you.”

Knowing he would find a way to make her drink, Zhou Wan looked at him once, took the cup, and gulped it down in one breath while holding her breath.

Zhou Wan threw the empty cup aside, collapsing back onto the sofa, arm across her face, saying softly: “You should go.”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t stand seeing Zhou Wan like this.

Even though Zhou Wan had never been particularly sunny or positive before, she had never been defeated like this. She had always carried a gentle yet powerful strength.

Not like this.

She shouldn’t be like this.

“Zhou Wan.” Lu Xixiao frowned, calling her name, “Get up.”

“Why?”

“I’m taking you out to get some sun, you’re going moldy.”

“No, I’m tired.”

“Outside, you can sleep leaning on me.”

Zhou Wan turned her head toward the back of the sofa, her voice still soft, but still saying: “No.”

Lu Xixiao pulled at her arm trying to get her up, but Zhou Wan refused, struggling and resisting. Lu Xixiao used more force to pull her up directly.

Zhou Wan seemed to use her life’s only moment of rebellion at this instant, forcefully shaking off Lu Xixiao’s hand, and with this action, she lost balance and fell back onto the sofa.

She bounced slightly, hair covering her face.

Lu Xixiao’s face darkened, determined not to let Zhou Wan continue like this in this room: “Zhou Wan if you keep going like this, how can your grandmother rest in peace?”

Just as he grabbed her wrist, Zhou Wan violently shook him off, all her remaining vitality bursting forth at this moment.

She shouted in an almost tearing scream: “Then what can I do!”

Zhou Wan’s eyes were dry and blood-red, her features all showing signs of imminent collapse, heart-wrenching, “What can I do, I’m only 16!”

After that thunderous outburst, her voice gradually quieted.

That single cry had exhausted all her strength. Curled into a tiny ball on the sofa, she hugged her knees, buried her face, and made whimpers that were suppressed to the extreme.

Lu Xixiao’s heart felt like it was being shredded by countless needles.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan suddenly called out, as light as a dying kitten.

His Adam’s apple bobbed: “Mm.”

Zhou Wan seemed to have finally broken through that point of tears. For the first time in these days, she finally cried.

Her breathing was chaotic and rapid, sobbing uncontrollably, her shoulders shaking, her fingers gripping her pants so tightly they turned white, trembling unstoppably.

“Lu Xixiao, I don’t have you anymore… and now I don’t have grandmother either.”

Her face was covered in tears, even her hair strands wet with tears, “I have nothing left… why, why is my life like this.”

Zhou Wan recalled the dream from that night.

Finally understanding what that absurd marathon in her dream meant.

It had a name, called life.

Everyone was running forward, Zhou Wan stopped and was shattered by the surging crowd, and then the earth and gravel burst forth, the road beneath her feet cracked and collapsed, and she fell into the abyss.

She cried brokenly, unable to form complete sentences.

Tears surged forth.

As if trying to shed all the tears she hadn’t cried these days at once.

Lu Xixiao knelt before her, holding her hand.

Suddenly, something hot and wet fell, landing on the back of her hand.

“Wan-wan.”

He hugged Zhou Wan, patting her back rhythmically, whispering in her ear, “I’m sorry, I was a jerk last time, treating you badly.”

…

“I’m sorry I haven’t been with you these days.”

…

Like someone who had traversed thousands of miles alone, trudging forward in solitude, finally finding a place to lean on.

Zhou Wan sobbed heartbrokenly in Lu Xixiao’s arms.

And Lu Xixiao told her again and again, tirelessly: “Wan-wan, I’m here, I’ll always be here.”

“At least, I’ll accompany you as you grow up, grow up together with you.”

No matter what happens in the future.

Just look back.

You’ll find I’ve always been by your side.
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Zhou Wan gradually calmed down under Lu Xixiao’s deep, low voice. She was still crying, but no longer hysterical.

Lu Xixiao didn’t try to console her, just gently patted her back, letting her cry.

His shoulder became wet over and over again.

Zhou Wan had once seen something online about how crying was detoxifying. All the tears from these days were released in this outburst, and that stone blocking her heart finally became somewhat smoother, its edges less sharp.

“Wan-wan.”

Lu Xixiao was still kneeling on the floor, not knowing how long he’d been there, his knees numb.

He wiped the tears from Zhou Wan’s face, and kissed her cheek, “Are you hungry? Want to eat something?”

Zhou Wan didn’t feel hungry, but she nodded anyway.

After releasing her suppressed emotions, she finally became more clear-headed, realizing that in that moment earlier, she might have truly had thoughts of ending her life.

She didn’t want that, so she needed to go out for a walk.

“Then let’s go,” Lu Xixiao said.

“Wait,” Zhou Wan sniffled, “I want to change clothes.”

She hadn’t bathed or changed clothes for three days.

Zhou Wan went into the bedroom, showered, washed up, and changed into clean clothes.

She came out and looked at Lu Xixiao: “Let’s go.”

They went to that noodle shop again.

Uncle Kang had also heard about Zhou Wan’s grandmother and offered his condolences, which Zhou Wan thanked him for.

Uncle Kang even gave her three liang of noodles for the price of two. Though Zhou Wan had little appetite, she understood his kindness and forced herself to eat quite a bit.

After eating, they went to the supermarket next door.

Lu Xixiao bought a bottle of water, opened it, and handed it to Zhou Wan.

She didn’t say much along the way, and Lu Xixiao wasn’t talkative either, just quietly keeping her company.

Returning home in the evening, Lu Xixiao went to open all the curtains and windows. Dust motes danced in the sunset’s rays.

He went to the kitchen, checking again why there had been a gas leak earlier.

Probably some problem with the pipes. Though it could be fixed, Lu Xixiao wasn’t comfortable letting Zhou Wan continue living here alone. It would trigger memories, and he worried something might happen again.

“Wan-wan.”

“Mm.”

“Come stay at my place.”

Zhou Wan paused her movements, turning to look at him.

Lu Xixiao said: “You can move back when you’re feeling better. Stay at my place these days, there’s a room available, it’s just sitting empty anyway.”

“Okay.”

Lu Xixiao hadn’t expected her to agree so easily. When he looked at Zhou Wan again, she was already sitting on the sofa, head turned to watch the sunset painting everything outside.

Quiet, heavy, and fragile.

Lu Xixiao walked into Zhou Wan’s bedroom without a word, pulled out a suitcase from the cabinet, and took out all her winter clothes from the wardrobe, throwing them into the suitcase.

Zhou Wan didn’t have many clothes; they fit perfectly in one suitcase.

He found another bag and threw in various toiletries and daily necessities.

“Anything else you need to take?” Lu Xixiao came out to ask.

Zhou Wan looked at the things in the bag: “That’s about it.”

“Mm, then let’s go,” Lu Xixiao said, “If you’re missing anything, I’ll come back for it later.”

“Thank you,” Zhou Wan said softly.

The sun was setting, clouds burning in the sky, painting the entire horizon in rich colors like a vivid oil painting.

Lu Xixiao pulled the suitcase with one hand, the bag hanging from its handle.

His other hand held Zhou Wan’s as they walked silently toward home.

…

Lu Xixiao’s house had many rooms, but they hadn’t been lived in for a long time.

He checked the blankets in the guest room closet; they all had a musty smell from lack of sunning, unusable.

“You sleep in my room tonight,” Lu Xixiao said.

Zhou Wan looked up: “What about you?”

“I’ll sleep in the guest room.”

Zhou Wan frowned slightly, wanting to refuse, but knowing Lu Xixiao wouldn’t change his mind once decided, and lacking the energy to argue, she just nodded and said: “Okay.”

After dinner, Lu Xixiao went out alone.

He went to the mall to buy a new blanket and pillow, then to the furniture store next door to buy Zhou Wan new pajamas and slippers.

After buying everything, he hurried home.

The whole trip took less than half an hour.

When he got home, Zhou Wan was sitting and staring into space again.

Lu Xixiao’s steps faltered, and he paused, quietly steadying his breathing without showing it.

“Wan-wan.”

Zhou Wan turned to look at him.

“You haven’t been resting well these days, go to bed early tonight.”

She nodded like a mechanical doll: “Okay.”

*

Lu Xixiao set his alarm for 6:30 AM, thinking if Zhou Wan wanted to go to school, he’d accompany her.

At 6:30, he woke up right on time. It was still dark outside. After a quick wash-up, he left the bedroom. Zhou Wan’s door was still closed, with no movement.

He went over quietly, gently turning the doorknob.

In the darkness, Zhou Wan lay on her side, back to the door, black hair spread across the bed, seemingly still asleep.

Lu Xixiao didn’t wake her, quietly retreating.

Zhou Wan was too exhausted; this was her first sleep since her grandmother’s passing.

Perhaps it was the change in environment allowing a temporary escape from those memories, or perhaps it was the bed carrying Lu Xixiao’s familiar scent.

When she woke, the sky was still gloomy.

Zhou Wan sat up in bed and looked at the time – one o’clock in the afternoon.

She changed out of her pajamas and went to open the curtains.

It was raining, no wonder it was so dark.

Zhou Wan left the bedroom, didn’t see Lu Xixiao, walked further out, turned, and saw his silhouette in the kitchen, which was full of smoke and a burnt smell.

She paused: “Lu Xixiao?”

He turned: “You’re awake.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan walked over, “What are you doing?”

“Bought takeout, it got cold, wanted to heat it for when you woke.” Hearing her approaching footsteps, Lu Xixiao immediately pulled her wrist back, “Stay back.”

“…”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together lightly, “Let me.”

It could have been done simply in the microwave; Zhou Wan didn’t know what Lu Xixiao had done to make such a mess of the kitchen.

She tried to salvage the situation, but Lu Xixiao couldn’t stand watching anymore, pulling her wrist toward the door: “Forget it, it’s all inedible now, let’s order something else.”

Zhou Wan sat at the dining table, watching Lu Xixiao look down at his phone choosing restaurants.

He selected one and showed Zhou Wan his phone: “Want to eat this?”

“Sure.”

After eating, it was still raining outside.

The rain fell steadily, endlessly, the sky as dark as night.

Lu Xixiao put the takeout bags in the outside garbage bin and came back: “What do you want to do now?”

“Don’t know.”

“Want to go to school?”

Zhou Wan paused, her eyes moving slightly, then shook her head: “Don’t want to.”

“Alright.” Lu Xixiao didn’t say or ask anything more.

But he couldn’t let Zhou Wan continue like this, doing nothing. With nothing to do, she’d just overthink things. He needed to find her something to do. After a while, Lu Xixiao said: “Play games with me.”

Not a question, but a statement.

Zhou Wan nodded compliantly.

He brought his phone, and sat beside Zhou Wan, opening a game app he hadn’t touched in a long time.

Zhou Wan sat next to him, feet up on the sofa, arms hugging her legs, quietly watching him play.

After two rounds, Lu Xixiao asked: “Have you played before?”

Zhou Wan shook her head.

Then seeing Lu Xixiao was focused on the screen and couldn’t see her gesture, she spoke: “No.”

When the initial loading finished, Lu Xixiao handed the phone to Zhou Wan: “Try it.”

“I don’t know how.”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “I’ll teach you.”

Zhou Wan took the phone, pressing the “Start” button. After watching Lu Xixiao play two rounds, Zhou Wan knew some basic operations but wasn’t skilled yet, and was soon “mobbed” by others.

Lu Xixiao reached out, wrapping his arm around her shoulders, virtually embracing her from behind, his chin resting in the crook of her neck, his long, bony fingers lightly covering the back of her hand, guiding her finger movements.

He whispered in her ear: “Like this―”

Zhou Wan paused, her dark lashes trembling.

His magnetic voice was by her ear, his scent in her nose, a clean shower gel smell, no tobacco.

“You haven’t been smoking lately?”

Lu Xixiao chuckled at her lack of focus on the game, while continuing to guide her fingers, saying: “No, forgot about it.”

The round ended with Lu Xixiao helping her turn defeat into victory.

He maintained his previous position, putting down the phone, one hand loosely holding Zhou Wan’s waist while leaning forward to reach for the cigarette pack on the coffee table.

Zhou Wan had to lean forward with him.

“You mentioning it makes me want to smoke.” He put a cigarette between his lips, suddenly pausing before lighting it, asking, “Can I?”

Zhou Wan nodded.

She watched a spark of fire reflect in her pupils as he lit up. His cheeks hollowed slightly as he took a deep drag, then turned his head, sharp jawline defined, exhaling smoke to the side.

“Does smoking help you forget your troubles?” Zhou Wan watched him intently.

“Not really.”

“Then why do you still smoke?”

“Stress relief.”

Zhou Wan held out her hand: “Can I have one?”

Lu Xixiao looked at Zhou Wan through the blue-white smoke, raising an eyebrow: “No.”

Zhou Wan withdrew her hand: “Then I want to drink.”

She was allergic to alcohol; the last time she’d drunk a little, she’d broken out in red hives.

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth, pulling out another cigarette: “Better stick to smoking.”

Zhou Wan reached for it, but he suddenly raised his hand, keeping it from her reach.

Zhou Wan looked at him.

Lu Xixiao said: “Just this one.”

“Okay.”

Zhou Wan took the cigarette, copying his actions by putting it to her lips.

Lu Xixiao cradled the back of her head, suddenly leaning in to light her cigarette with his own.

Zhou Wan took a drag, the cigarette tip glowing red.

She was still copying Lu Xixiao, but it was her first time smoking, and she inhaled too hard, immediately choking her throat, making her cough violently until her eyes watered.

“How is it?”

Zhou Wan’s face was red as she shook her head.

Lu Xixiao pulled the cigarette from her, stubbing it out in the ashtray: “Now you know what it tastes like, don’t smoke anymore.”

Zhou Wan coughed for a long time before stopping, but her tears wouldn’t stop. She leaned back into Lu Xixiao’s embrace, head resting on his shoulder, arm covering her eyes.

She choked out: “But I feel so bad, my heart keeps hurting… would smoking make it hurt less…”

Lu Xixiao grabbed her face, turning her head toward him, kissing her.

His lips and teeth were full of rich tobacco taste, his breath and tongue carrying a slightly bitter flavor, surrounding Zhou Wan. That sharp and spicy sensation seemed to seep through her pores.

Lu Xixiao held her face, overwhelming Zhou Wan with an undeniable sense of invasion.

After a long time, Lu Xixiao finally released her.

Their breaths intertwined, impossible to tell which was his and which was Zhou Wan’s.

He stared into Zhou Wan’s eyes, saying softly: “Have you heard this saying?”

“What?”

“Your grandmother has just stepped out of time, becoming the most basic components of the universe – molecules and atoms, slowly rebuilding into other things around you. In the future, the tree that shelters you from wind and rain will be her, and the sweater that protects you from cold will be her. She’s only disappeared as your grandmother, but actually, she’ll be everywhere from now on.”

Zhou Wan fell silent.

“Grandmother will always be with you in the future, at any time, in any form.” Lu Xixiao whispered in her ear, his voice gentle yet firm, “And so will I.”

*

In the following days, Zhou Wan didn’t go to school, so Lu Xixiao stayed home with her every day. He kept his phone on silent, barely looking at it, isolating themselves from the world together.

They slept until they naturally woke, sometimes ordering takeout, or going out to eat.

Lu Xixiao tinkered with an old tape player Shen Lan used to use, went to the video store to rent some old movie discs, and in the evenings they’d curl up in the room with the curtains drawn watching movies.

At night, sometimes they’d go out to wander around the supermarket or mall, sometimes stay home playing games.

Zhou Wan was kept busy every day, making things somewhat bearable.

That Sunday, Zhou Wan came out of the bedroom and Lu Xixiao was unexpectedly not there.

On the dining table was a still-warm breakfast and a note in Lu Xixiao’s handwriting.

It read: Gone out for a bit, back later, call me if you need anything.

Zhou Wan picked up the note, folded it in half, put it in her pocket, and sat down to eat breakfast.

…

Too much had happened recently.

Zhou Wan had completely forgotten that today was March 25th, her birthday.

Lu Xixiao had ordered the cake last night. He still hadn’t found the right time to give Zhou Wan the twenty thousand yuan he’d won from the motorcycle competition.

Originally, he didn’t want her to struggle so much, thinking she could use it for her grandmother’s medical treatment. Afraid of triggering painful memories, he hadn’t given it to her yet, and now it could be used to buy her a birthday present.

Lu Xixiao had received countless gifts but was bad at giving them.

He wandered around the mall but couldn’t find a suitable birthday gift, a gift for her 17th birthday.

Remembering how few winter clothes she had when he’d packed her suitcase, Lu Xixiao bought her several pieces of clothing, and under the enthusiastic sales assistant’s recommendation, bought a matching black down jacket for himself – Zhou Wan’s was white.

Carrying several bags out of the mall, he still felt that just giving clothes wasn’t enough, wasn’t meaningful enough.

Wandering on the street, he suddenly stopped, seeing large black illuminated letters spelling “TATTOO” on a sign.

Looking up, the shop’s name was “Nan Nan.”

Though the name sounded gentle and romantic, the overall black, grey, and white color scheme and powerful strokes made it stand out.

Lu Xixiao stood there for a few seconds before walking in.

“Welcome.” One of the staff stood up, “What would you like to get?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak, instead looking at the display wall covered in various tattoo designs.

The shop often got customers like this, not tattoo enthusiasts, usually acting on impulse or wanting something for personal commemoration.

Li Yan took an album from the shelf: “You can look through this first.”

Lu Xixiao took it, thanking her.

Just then, a blue-haired woman emerged from the back room, thin and capable-looking, but with a distinctly Jiangnan air about her, a contradictory existence like the shop’s name.

While removing her gloves and throwing them in the trash, she said: “Li Yan, go ahead and do the tattoo inside, I’ll handle this.”

“Okay.”

Xu Zhinan walked to the counter, looked at Lu Xixiao, and asked: “Decided what you want?”

“I want to tattoo characters.”

“Sure, what characters?”

“Zhou Wan.”

Xu Zhinan paused slightly, as if remembering something, then came back to herself, smiled, and said: “Your girlfriend’s name?”

“Mm.”

Many couples came to get their names tattooed, usually together, to commemorate their current passionate love.

But she’d also seen too many who regretted it after breaking up, wanting to remove or cover up their ex’s name.

Out of kindness, Xu Zhinan always warned before tattooing that once it’s done, if you regret it later, removal is very painful and might not be completely successful – it becomes part of your flesh and blood forever.

Lu Xixiao had come alone, so Xu Zhinan didn’t need to worry about wording. Seeing how young he was, she directly reminded him, asking if he was sure, suggesting he could use a symbolic design instead.

Lu Xixiao gave a light laugh, appearing casual and indifferent: “I’m sure.”

“Alright,” Xu Zhinan asked, “Where do you want it?”

Lu Xixiao thought for a moment: “Collarbone.”

“The collarbone area has thin skin and little flesh, it will hurt more.”

“Mm.”

Xu Zhinan took out a drawing board, and wrote “Zhou Wan” in the corner, considering what font would look best for these characters when Lu Xixiao asked: “Can I write it?”

Xu Zhinan paused, and handed him the board: “Sure.”

Lu Xixiao wrote down – Zhou Wan.

He didn’t try to write it particularly neatly, just his normal handwriting, the strokes of “Zhou” flowing smoothly, the final stroke of “Wan” drawn very long.

Not particularly artistic, but genuine.

Like a seventeen or eighteen-year-old youth, clean as mountain wind, pure as white snow.

Without pretense, openly offers his true heart, even that touch of boldness and willfulness carrying a uniquely youthful romance.

Lu Xixiao wanted to write “Zhou Wan” by hand and carve it into himself.

Merge it into his blood.

He still didn’t believe in forever.

He didn’t believe anything could remain unchanged forever and found it hard to imagine two people staying together forever.

But if it was Zhou Wan, he was willing to use the most foolish method to bind himself to her forever, merged into bone and blood, inseparable.

This wasn’t a 17th birthday gift for Zhou Wan.

This was a promise he made to himself on Zhou Wan’s 17th birthday, known only to him.

Though I don’t believe in it, I’m willing to try with all my might.

…

Xu Zhinan applied anesthetic for Lu Xixiao, printed out his handwritten “Zhou Wan,” placed it on his collarbone, and began outlining with focused attention.

The tattoo needle pricked into his skin rapidly, spreading fine pinpricks of pain throughout his body.

Lu Xixiao didn’t make a single sound of pain throughout.

Li Yan finished covering up the previous customer’s tattoo in the back room, came out to look, and immediately laughed: “This side getting a girlfriend’s name, that side covering up an ex’s name.”

Xu Zhinan glanced at her, saying softly: “Li Yan.”

Li Yan immediately made a zipping motion across her lips, sat beside Xu Zhinan, and casually asked: “Handsome, how long have you been with your girlfriend?”

Lu Xixiao never kept track of such things, thought for a moment, and said: “Four or five months.”

Li Yan raised her eyebrows: “Surprising, a handsome guy like you being such a romantic.”

Getting your girlfriend’s name tattooed after just four or five months.

Lu Xixiao looked at her, understanding what she meant, tugged at the corner of his mouth, and laughed: “No one’s forcing you to be mute.”

“…”

This kind of tattoo was done quickly. Xu Zhinan checked it over, confirming it matched his handwriting, removed her gloves, and stood up, explaining all the aftercare instructions to Lu Xixiao.

Finally, Xu Zhinan said: “I hope you and your girlfriend find your way.”

“Thank you.” Lu Xixiao paid and left the tattoo shop.

*

On his way home, Lu Xixiao picked up the birthday cake and bought some food.

Arriving home, Zhou Wan was sitting on the sofa watching a movie, heard him and said: “You’re back.”

She turned her head, saw all the bags Lu Xixiao was carrying, paused, and got up to help him, “Why did you buy so much?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t let her take them, put them directly on a nearby table, and gave her the two bags of clothes.

“For me?” She was surprised.

“Mm.”

“Why did you buy so much.” Zhou Wan blinked, feeling her nose tingle, and said softly, “Lu Xixiao, don’t be so good to me.”

“Today’s special.” Lu Xixiao lightly flicked her forehead, “Forgot?”

“What?”

“Zhou Wan.” He chuckled.

Zhou Wan fell silent at his laughter and magnetic voice.

Lu Xixiao said: “Happy seventeenth birthday.”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

He said it with utmost seriousness, like a forceful wind bringing Zhou Wan strength – seventeen-year-old Zhou Wan, you must be happy.

…

Lu Xixiao drew the curtains, turned off the lights, and lit the birthday candles.

This was the first time Zhou Wan heard him sing, his voice deep and steady, like a gentle whisper in her ear, singing Happy Birthday.

The room was lit by the warm candlelight.

Even this winter day felt much warmer.

Zhou Wan didn’t know why, but while her lips were smiling, her eyes grew red.

Lu Xixiao was just too good to her.

So good that she didn’t dare think about the future, loving him while hating herself.

“Make a wish, Zhou Wan,” Lu Xixiao said.

She pressed her palms together, closed her eyes, and before the flickering flame in the darkness, sincerely whispered: “I hope Lu Xixiao will always have everything go his way, and become who he wants to be.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “It’s your birthday, why make a wish for me?”

“I don’t have any other wishes.”

Zhou Wan truly had no other wishes.

What she wanted couldn’t come true, and she didn’t want anything else.

“Make another one.”

Zhou Wan thought for a while, still couldn’t think of anything: “Can I… owe you one?”

“Sure.” Lu Xixiao smiled, “I’ll be here anyway, tell me when you think of it.”

I’ll make your wish come true.

Zhou Wan blew out the candles, and when the light went out, the room fell into darkness.

She got up to turn on the lights, but Lu Xixiao caught her hand, guiding it to his body, near his collarbone.

Lu Xixiao had originally thought getting her name tattooed on himself would be a birthday gift, and his promise to 17-year-old Zhou Wan.

But at this moment, he felt too shy to pull down his collar to show her.

It felt deliberate and affected.

A feeling similar to hesitation when nearing home spread through him.

So Lu Xixiao just held Zhou Wan’s hand, placing it below his collarbone, which still ached faintly.

He spoke in the darkness, saying softly: “Zhou Wan, you have wings.”

You can fly.

Once, in her diary, Zhou Wan had compared herself to a kite – even if made in the shape of a soaring eagle, it could never escape the controlling string behind it.

Once it flew too far, it would be pulled back, repeatedly tugged back and forth.

Zhou Wan paused, her hand resting on his collarbone involuntarily curling.

Her fingertips brushed over the name beneath his sweater.

“You can fly freely wherever you want to go, and I’ll be the mountain where you can rest.”

They were two people abandoned by the world.

Meeting by chance, carving out a new small world at the edges.

Lu Xixiao’s voice was level and mild, yet heavy and firm: “Zhou Wan, happy 17th birthday.”

“We still have our future ahead of us, nothing is set in stone yet, and everything can still be changed.”

“So it’s okay, Zhou Wan. Everyone experiences loss, feels pain, cries, breaks down, but all of this will pass.”

“And I will light candles, and accompany you until you reach the brightly lit path.”

*

— The nights of life aren’t so bad; the darker the night, the more beautiful the moon and stars become.

Just like the youth gazing at her now.

Brave, forthright, and bold.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 43
After her birthday, Zhou Wan finally turned on her phone which had been powered off for a long time due to a dead battery.

Countless messages and missed calls flooded in at once, causing the phone to lag for quite a while before recovering.

Zhou Wan read through them one by one, responding to each.

At the bottom, she saw Lu Xixiao’s message from ten days ago.

She pursed her lips and asked, “Did you come looking for me at the airport last time?”

“Yes.”

“How long did you wait?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t hide it from her: “Until the next morning.”

Zhou Wan was stunned, finding it hard to imagine how Lu Xixiao, who everyone saw as proud and arrogant, would willingly wait for her all night. She lowered her head and said softly, “I’m sorry.”

“Since you know you’re sorry, you should change,” Lu Xixiao seized the opportunity. “Don’t do this again in the future.”

Zhou Wan nodded obediently, saying okay.

That evening, the pitter-patter of rain sounded outside the window again – early spring always brought frequent light rain.

Lu Xixiao sat on the sofa, embracing Zhou Wan’s waist from behind, his tone slightly irritated: “It’s raining again.”

Zhou Wan turned her head: “You don’t like rainy days?”

“No.”

“It should clear up tomorrow,” Zhou Wan said, then after a pause, she called softly, “Lu Xixiao.”

“Hmm?”

“Tomorrow, I want to go back to school.”

He smiled and ruffled Zhou Wan’s hair: “Okay.”

Zhou Wan hadn’t been to school for about ten days. During this time, various teachers, Gu Meng, and Jiang Yan had called her several times and sent many messages, but she hadn’t received them because her phone was off.

As soon as she walked into the classroom in the morning, Gu Meng rushed over and hugged her waist: “Wan Wan, I was so worried! Later, Jiang Yan and I went to your house to look for you but couldn’t find you!”

Zhou Wan smiled and patted her back, saying gently: “I’m sorry for making you worry.”

Back at her seat, Jiang Yan also smiled: “You’re finally back.”

“Mm.”

Though Zhou Wan had been absent for so many days, her desk was still clean, probably thanks to Jiang Yan’s help. In the upper left corner was a tall stack of blank test papers from these days.

So for the next few days, Zhou Wan buried herself in catching up on homework.

Although the physics teacher felt it was a pity Zhou Wan didn’t participate in the competition, given the circumstances, there was nothing to be done. In the end, nothing was mentioned; the teacher just patted her shoulder and said: “Don’t worry, with your grades, you can get into the school you want just with the basic scores.”

After school, Lu Xixiao would wait for her at their classroom door to go home together.

Initially, some people gossiped about this, but after a couple of days, no one said anything anymore.

In the evening, Zhou Wan would study in the living room, with Lu Xixiao sitting beside her, also with a book open in front of him.

She assigned him to preview homework, and after finishing her work, she would give him two corresponding questions to solve – all basic ones, which he always got right.

Occasionally, Jiang Fan would call asking him to come out.

Lu Xixiao flatly refused: “Not going.”

“Are you hiding a sweetheart at home or what? Why are you cooped up at home every day?”

Lu Xixiao dropped two words: “Studying.”

Jiang Fan’s jaw dropped, thinking Lu Xixiao must be desperate to make up such a lame excuse to avoid going out.

After hanging up, he tossed his phone aside and continued reading.

Suddenly, he noticed Zhou Wan’s gaze on him and turned to look at her.

Zhou Wan rested her cheek on her hand and smiled softly at him.

His heart fluttered at her smile, and he raised an eyebrow: “What is it?”

“You like this-” Zhou Wan’s eyes curved as she tilted her head to look him up and down, saying, “You’re quite well-behaved.”

“I’ve always been well-behaved.”

He was the complete opposite of “well-behaved” in every way, and Zhou Wan let out a light scoff.

“What are you scoffing at?” Lu Xixiao pinched and kneaded her face. “Isn’t your boyfriend well-behaved enough?”

“You’ve been quite good lately,” Zhou Wan let him squeeze her face as she smiled and said, “If you keep studying like this until senior year, you should be able to get into a decent university.”

“Will you go to City B?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“I don’t know,” Zhou Wan said, “I’m not sure if I can get in with just the basic scores.”

“You definitely can,” Lu Xixiao said, “So I need to study hard too, otherwise we’ll have to do long-distance in the future.”

Zhou Wan paused, then turned her head and smiled slightly, saying nothing.

The mid-term exams came in mid-April.

The night before the exam, they were studying at home as usual. At nine o’clock, Zhou Wan yawned, and Lu Xixiao turned to her: “Tired?”

“No,” Zhou Wan rubbed her eyes, “Just a bit tired from looking at problems.”

“Then let’s go for a walk outside.”

“Huh?”

Zhou Wan had finished her review, but Lu Xixiao still had a lot left to study.

He smiled: “Can’t get fat in one meal. Let’s go out for a bit to clear our minds.”

They wore the matching jackets Lu Xixiao had bought at the mall last time – Zhou Wan in white, Lu Xixiao in black – and walked out together.

Without realizing it, they walked past Zhou Wan’s house. The cherry blossoms on both sides of the street had bloomed, a sea of pink and white, with many petals blown to the ground by the wind, creating a beautiful carpet.

“Wait,” Zhou Wan said, “I want to get my bicycle.”

The bicycle Lu Xixiao had won for her at the arcade on Christmas.

“Okay.”

Zhou Wan went upstairs, and returning home made her heart ache again. She lowered her eyes and pushed the bicycle out without a word.

Lu Xixiao helped her carry the bicycle downstairs. Noticing her mood, he stroked her hair and asked with a smile: “Where do you want to go?”

“Anywhere.”

Lu Xixiao swung his long legs over the bike and rang the bell: “Then I’ll take you for a ride in the wind.”

Tonight’s wind was quite strong, brushing through the blooming cherry blossom branches, scattering tiny petals, some landing on Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao’s heads.

She held his waist, sitting on the bicycle’s back seat, tilting her head up slightly to feel the wind on her face.

Lu Xixiao rode aimlessly through the quiet streets.

Before they knew it, they arrived near Huang Ping’s supermarket.

“Want to go in?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Okay.”

He parked the bicycle at the supermarket entrance and pulled open the curtain to go in.

Huang Ping didn’t know about what had happened in Zhou Wan’s family. Seeing them come together, he smiled and said: “Oh, so you’ve made up?”

Zhou Wan paused, then smiled at him.

Huang Ping said: “Little sister, you don’t know how upset Lu Xixiao was when you two had that fight. He was cold-faced and even gave me attitude.”

Zhou Wan looked at Lu Xixiao, who showed no embarrassment at being exposed, just smirked and lit a cigarette while sitting to the side.

“Come on, tell brother, how did this punk win you back?” Huang Ping asked teasingly.

Before Zhou Wan could answer, Lu Xixiao said: “That’s enough.”

Having had his fun, Huang Ping asked cheerfully: “A few people are playing inside, want to take a look?”

“No,” Lu Xixiao exhaled smoke, “There’s a young lady here.”

Zhou Wan volunteered: “I don’t mind, you can go look.”

Huang Ping let out a long hiss: “No, no, little sister, have you forgotten the dating advice I gave you last time? You can’t be so understanding, you need to make trouble for him, that way he’ll always think about you.”

“Don’t teach her bad habits,” Lu Xixiao grabbed a lighter from the shelf and threw it at Huang Ping.

In the end, Lu Xixiao didn’t go in to look, just sat there chatting idly with Huang Ping.

Zhou Wan got some oden and sat nearby eating while watching the rerun variety show on the small TV on the refrigerator.

Midway through, Lu Xixiao got up to use the bathroom.

Huang Ping bit into a crab stick from the oden and called out: “Hey, little sister.”

“Hmm?”

“Don’t let Xiao’s appearance fool you, he’s the most faithful person. Once he’s decided, it might be for life.” Huang Ping said, “He used to do those terrible things simply because he never truly cared about anyone, but you’re different now, he likes you.”

Zhou Wan froze.

Her fingertips unconsciously tightened, pressing into her palm, leaving a crescent-shaped mark.

“Last time when you two fought, he was really upset. Though this kid’s been spoiled by girls because of his looks all these years, and sometimes his temper is bad and he’s not good at comforting people.”

“But that time he told me he wanted to study hard, to go to university in the same city as you later, and wanted to be able to take care of you on his own. I told you before, right? He never cared about car races, but that time he participated just to win the prize money for you, so you wouldn’t have to work part-time jobs so hard.”

Zhou Wan’s dark lashes trembled.

She thought of the clothes Lu Xixiao bought her on her birthday.

“Xiao lost his mother very early, and he’s practically estranged from his father. Before, when I watched him going down the wrong path, I had no way to persuade him, so when I heard him say he wanted to study hard, I was really happy.”

Huang Ping said, “So, little sister, Xiao only has you now, be good to him.”

The more Huang Ping spoke, the harder Zhou Wan’s fingertips pressed into her palm, almost drawing blood.

“What are you telling her again?” Lu Xixiao came out from the back.

Huang Ping winked at Zhou Wan: “Teaching my little sister how to handle you in the future.”

Lu Xixiao patted Zhou Wan’s head: “I’ve told you several times, don’t pay attention to him.”

With mid-terms tomorrow, Lu Xixiao didn’t stay long at Huang Ping’s, riding the bicycle to take Zhou Wan home.

Zhou Wan hugged his waist, her face pressed against his back, her mind full of what Huang Ping had just said.

She didn’t know when things had started developing in a direction she couldn’t control.

She liked Lu Xixiao.

Yet she didn’t want Lu Xixiao to like her too much.

The more Lu Xixiao liked her, the more she felt she didn’t deserve his affection.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Hmm?”

“I’m sorry,” Zhou Wan suddenly said.

“Sorry for what?”

Zhou Wan opened her mouth, wanting to tell him everything.

Tell him she was a girl with dark, heavy thoughts, that all this was her long-planned scheme, that she wanted revenge on Guo Xiangying – his stepmother, her birth mother.

But when the words reached her lips, she couldn’t say them.

Zhou Wan turned her face slightly, her forehead against Lu Xixiao’s back, her nose stinging with pain and heartache.

She didn’t want to hurt Lu Xixiao, but no matter what, she would end up hurting him, unavoidably.

Lu Xixiao turned his head: “Zhou Wan?”

She silently wiped her wet eyes on his back: “Mm.”

“Why are you suddenly saying sorry?” Lu Xixiao laughed casually.

“I always trouble you, make you worry,” Zhou Wan let out a breath, saying softly, “And make you give me rides home.”

He chuckled: “I’m happy too.”

The mid-term exams were over the next two days.

The results came out the following day, and Lu Xixiao went to look at the grade rankings on the bulletin board for the first time.

Second place, Zhou Wan.

Seeing this line, Lu Xixiao lowered his head and smiled slightly.

He continued looking and found his name on the fourth sheet.

235th place, Lu Xixiao.

These days Zhou Wan had briefly taught him all the math, physics, and chemistry within the exam scope, so he did well in these subjects. What dragged him down were Chinese and English.

Jiang Fan also saw his name and his mouth gaped wide enough to fit an egg: “Holy shit, did you cheat?”

Lu Xixiao let out a derisive laugh.

“Wait, you’ve been studying these days?” Only now did Jiang Fan believe what Lu Xixiao had said before.

He raised an eyebrow: “Yeah.”

“Why?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t need to study – he could have everything easily without doing anything. His family background was enough to support him in living a carefree life forever.

Lu Xixiao glanced at Jiang Fan and said softly: “Because I don’t just want to date her.”

I want to guard her, protect her. Want my girl to live without worries from now on, with only happiness and joy left in her life.

Jiang Fan was stunned.

He knew Zhou Wan was different, and knew that Lu Xixiao liked her, but this was the first time he truly realized just how serious Lu Xixiao was about Zhou Wan.

It’s not the innocent ones entering the mundane world you need to worry about, but the playboys who finally settle down.

That day after school, Lu Xixiao took Zhou Wan out to eat, celebrating their good exam results.

He now properly wore his school uniform every day. Spring had come, and they’d changed into fresh blue and white spring uniforms. As they walked, many girls kept turning to look at Lu Xixiao and discuss among themselves.

Zhou Wan noticed this, puffed her cheeks, and pulled his sleeve to whisper in his ear: “A lot of girls are looking at you.”

Lu Xixiao was long used to such attention and hadn’t paid much mind, but hearing this, he raised an eyebrow: “Jealous?”

Zhou Wan paused: “No way.”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Why won’t you admit it?”

“…”

He used to find such unexpected jealousy very annoying, but with Zhou Wan, he found it interesting.

“Then how about this, cover my face with your hand so they can’t see me,” he drawled teasingly, “Or better yet, just keep me locked up at home where only you can see me.”

“…”

This guy never missed a chance to act up.

Zhou Wan couldn’t take it anymore. Red-faced, she raised her hand and covered his face, pushing him away before walking quickly ahead.

Lu Xixiao stepped back with the push, then started laughing heartily, his shoulders shaking, before running up to wrap an arm around Zhou Wan’s shoulders and bending down to her ear to demand in mock seriousness: “How dare you hit me?”

“…”

The two found a restaurant in the mall for dinner.

“Anything you want to buy?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“No,” Zhou Wan said, “You?”

“Then come with me to look at some clothes.”

Spring had come, and it was time to buy some spring clothes, and also get a few outfits for Zhou Wan.

Knowing she definitely wouldn’t accept if he bought them directly for her, Lu Xixiao picked out several unisex pieces that could be worn by either gender, ordering them one or two sizes smaller when paying, planning to say they didn’t fit him so she could wear them.

Lu Xixiao was tall with long legs and good bone structure and looks – everything suited him, looking even better on him than on the models.

He changed into a white hoodie, and while he was adjusting it, Zhou Wan caught a glimpse of something near his collarbone.

Zhou Wan’s gaze paused: “What’s that?”

“Hmm?”

She poked the spot below his collarbone through the clothes: “Here.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Pull it down and look at yourself.”

“…”

Zhou Wan’s movement halted as she sensed the mischief in Lu Xixiao’s words. Too embarrassed to follow his suggestion, she mumbled, “No way.”

Lu Xixiao chuckled softly, in no hurry.

After all, a tattoo was a lifetime thing.

No matter how long it took, those two characters would stay there.

He bent down to kiss her lips and pinched her ear: “Well, in a few years, you’ll be able to see it.”

“Why?”

He laughed, bending down to her ear, deliberately lowering his voice to tease: “By then our Wan Wan will be grown up, and we can do grown-up things, right?”

Zhou Wan blinked in confusion.

“For example-” Lu Xixiao drawled leisurely, his tone playful, “Taking off my clothes.”

He spoke just loud enough for those nearby to hear, including the saleswoman standing beside them.

The saleswoman understood immediately and started smiling.

“…”

Zhou Wan’s face instantly turned bright red.

How could he, how could he say such things so openly in broad daylight…!

Zhou Wan refused to engage with him anymore, stepping back with her red face and stiff neck, trying to maintain composure: “I’m going to the bathroom.”

Lu Xixiao, pleased with his successful teasing, laughed happily: “Alright, I’ll wait here.”

Watching Zhou Wan walk away, Lu Xixiao laughed again and asked the saleswoman to package the clothes he’d tried on in women’s sizes.

Zhou Wan walked into the bathroom and leaned against the stall wall, taking quite a while for her wildly beating heart to finally calm down somewhat.

Lu Xixiao was really…

Zhou Wan’s little bit of experience was nothing compared to his.

These days living at his house, he’d been so well-behaved, never making any inappropriate moves or saying any inappropriate things, almost making Zhou Wan forget what kind of person he was.

Although Lu Xixiao would never force her and would respect her, just hearing those words made her face and ears burn – she couldn’t handle it.

Zhou Wan covered her face with her hands, truly embarrassed.

For the moment, she also forgot about what was on his collarbone, thinking it was probably just a birthmark or something similar.

She stayed for a long time until the heat finally faded from her face. Just as she was about to leave, she heard the sound of high heels outside, and someone entered the stall next to her.

Zhou Wan smelled a familiar perfume and frowned.

It wasn’t until she went outside to wash her hands that she remembered the perfume was identical to what Guo Xiangying wore.

At the same time, Guo Xiangying’s voice came from the stall as she talked on the phone.

“Yes, that old woman finally died. That illness dragged on for so many years, who knows how much money was wasted.”

“She even wanted to have a transplant surgery before, really don’t know why she was making such a fuss at her age. So afraid of death, not thinking about making things easier for the younger generation at all. Didn’t she know that at her age, dying earlier would reduce the burden on her precious granddaughter?”

The person on the other end said something, and Guo Xiangying laughed mockingly.

“Fortunately I called the old woman that night, otherwise they really would have swindled me to death. That ungrateful girl wanted 300,000 for her grandmother’s treatment as if my money grows on trees.”

“Good thing the old woman was still clear-headed enough to tell the doctor herself she didn’t want the surgery.”

…

“150,000 is fine, consider it money spent to cut ties, better than being blackmailed every time they need money in the future.”

“It’s finally over now, just that she’s still with that Lu family’s son, which makes me uneasy. I’m worried the Lu family might find out about this someday.”

…

The cold water ran over Zhou Wan’s hands.

Her mind was filled with Guo Xiangying’s words.

Fortunately, I called the old woman that night, otherwise, they really would have swindled me to death.

…

What exactly had she said to Grandmother?

Zhou Wan also remembered hearing the nurses talk about how when her father was diagnosed with late-stage cancer, Guo Xiangying immediately agreed to give up treatment.

It was the same.

It was the same again.

Using the same old trick again.

After their father’s death, she took her grandmother away in the same way.

Zhou Wan gripped the sink with both hands, her eyes slowly turning bloodshot.

She could feel herself slowly losing control, slowly breaking down, those dark and poisonous thoughts spreading again, consuming her completely.

Like poisonous snakes flicking their tongues, coiling around her, constraining her, then dragging her down bit by bit, shattering her.

If at this moment, Lu Xixiao hadn’t been waiting for her outside.

If at this moment, she had a knife in her hand.

Zhou Wan wasn’t sure what she might do.

But just then, her phone vibrated.

[6: Why so long, are you okay?]

Zhou Wan suddenly broke free from her previous trance, her whole body covered in a cold sweat.

Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

[Zhou Wan: Coming out.]

She turned off the water and walked out of the bathroom.

Lu Xixiao had been smiling, but seeing her pale face, his smile immediately vanished and he quickly walked over, bending down: “What’s wrong?”

“Suddenly feel a bit nauseous.”

He raised his hand to feel her forehead temperature – not hot, but ice cold instead.

“Then let’s go to the hospital now,” Lu Xixiao said.

“It’s fine,” Zhou Wan shook her head, “Let’s go home, I’m a bit tired.”

“Okay.”

Lu Xixiao held her hand – it was also cold. Looking down, he saw the red rash had appeared again; who knew how long she’d been running it under cold water?

Lu Xixiao rubbed her hand between both of his, bringing it to his mouth to breathe on it so it would warm up quickly.

Zhou Wan’s mind was in chaos.

She didn’t want to get involved in those things anymore, but she was inevitably being pulled back in.

Why did she have to suffer all this?

Why did it have to be her?

As Lu Xixiao held her hand crossing the street, Zhou Wan couldn’t help thinking viciously about why Guo Xiangying couldn’t just get hit by a car and die.

She’d done so many evil things, why wasn’t she the one suffering retribution?

Why wouldn’t she just die?

…

Back home, Lu Xixiao found a thermometer in the cabinet and handed it to Zhou Wan: “Take your temperature.”

Zhou Wan took it and put it under her tongue.

She sat quietly to the side, next to the clothes Lu Xixiao had bought earlier, while he was on his phone looking up what to do about nausea.

Zhou Wan absently touched the clothes, suddenly catching sight of one of the tags.

Size S.

Her fingers paused, and she checked the other tags.

Five or six pieces of clothing, all size S.

Lu Xixiao certainly couldn’t wear size S, and Zhou Wan knew without thinking about who these clothes were bought for.

Lu Xixiao looked at the time: “That should be enough.” He took out the thermometer and checked – 37 degrees, normal temperature.

He secretly sighed in relief and was about to urge Zhou Wan to go to bed when she suddenly moved closer.

Her cool, slender arms wrapped around his neck, and without warning, Zhou Wan tilted her head up and kissed his lips.

This kiss carried a sense of urgency and desperate resolve.

Cold and trembling.

Zhou Wan’s kiss had no technique to speak of, but those chaotic breaths and audible heartbeats were enough to bewitch the heart.

Lu Xixiao’s whole body tensed, feeling electricity course through his nerves.

He placed one hand on the back of Zhou Wan’s head, calling softly between kisses: “Zhou Wan?”

She kept her eyes closed, her eyelashes trembling non-stop, and said softly: “I like you so much.”

I like you so much.

But why, why did I have to fall for you, of all people?
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Lu Xixiao noticed something was off with her, but at this moment he couldn’t focus on that.

He held the back of Zhou Wan’s head, his long fingers threading through her hair, making her tilt her head back as he kissed her with overwhelming intensity.

Their breaths intermingled as intimacy spread between them.

Even though they were already so close, it still didn’t feel close enough.

Lu Xixiao wrapped his arm around Zhou Wan’s waist, pulling her onto his lap. Her back pressed against the dining table as she passively accepted, completely immersed in his kiss.

Lu Xixiao felt like perhaps he was the one with the fever – his whole body burning hot, his reason dangerously close to being consumed by the heat.

Zhou Wan’s waist was slim, and she smelled of fragrant shower gel.

Winter had passed, and with the heavy coats gone, Lu Xixiao could even feel the curved indent at her waist.

He couldn’t help but apply some force, his fingertips firmly tracing the curve of her waist.

But it wasn’t enough. Deep in the moment, he couldn’t even control his movements.

He pulled Zhou Wan tightly into his arms, his fingers lifting the hem of her clothes.

When his burning fingertips touched her, Zhou Wan’s whole body froze for a moment, her back going straight, but she didn’t struggle or resist at all.

Lu Xixiao could feel her discomfort, but she was forcing herself to accept it.

His eyes darkened another shade, his Adam’s apple bobbing as his clenched jaw carved out an unusually sharp jawline.

Just then, the thermometer rolled off the table and shattered on the floor.

Lu Xixiao suddenly came to his senses, realizing what he was doing.

His eyes were deep and dark as he forced himself to pull away. Taking a deep breath, he fixed Zhou Wan’s clothes and lifted the young girl to the side.

Zhou Wan saw the broken thermometer on the floor, mercury scattered in small beads, and instinctively bent down to clean it up.

Just as she reached out, Lu Xixiao caught her hand, his voice hoarse: “Don’t touch it.”

Zhou Wan paused and withdrew her hand.

Lu Xixiao went to the kitchen for a cloth, crouched down to clean up, and threw it in the trash.

After washing his hands, he pulled Zhou Wan into his arms again, but this time made no further moves, just kissed her nose and asked with a smile: “Why suddenly throw yourself at me like that?”

Zhou Wan sniffled: “Those clothes, you bought them all for me?”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “You figured it out that quickly?”

“Don’t be so good to me.” Zhou Wan pressed her forehead against his shoulder, head lowered, and said softly, “You’re so good to me, I don’t know how to repay you.”

“What just happened wasn’t bad.”

Lu Xixiao smiled and tilted his head, “Trading a few pieces of clothing for your initiative, I’d say I came out ahead.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao patted her head: “It’s late, didn’t you say you were tired? Go to sleep.”

Watching Zhou Wan return to her room, Lu Xixiao sat alone in the living room and lit a cigarette.

Now that he was calm and clear-headed, Lu Xixiao could better sense Zhou Wan’s unusual behavior. Before, she would blush for ages even from a single kiss, but just now, even with how far he went, she forced herself to endure without saying anything.

It was like… she was making some kind of desperate decision.

…

After his shower, Lu Xixiao stood in front of the mirror.

The tattoo on his collarbone was vivid, its edges reddened from the hot water, just like Zhou Wan’s wet, reddened eyes.

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he lowered his head and cursed under his breath.

The next morning, Zhou Wan planned to visit the hospital first, then go to school.

“Why go to the hospital?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“To find my grandmother’s previous doctor,” Zhou Wan kept her head down as she ate breakfast, not looking at him. “He took good care of grandmother during her years of illness, I want to go thank him.”

“Okay,” Lu Xixiao didn’t suspect anything. “I’ll go with you.”

Zhou Wan looked up at him and smiled: “Okay.”

They bought a bouquet outside the hospital, and Zhou Wan turned to Lu Xixiao: “There’s a soup dumpling place nearby, it’s really good.”

“Want to eat some?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Mm.” Zhou Wan looked at him, blinking slowly, “But the queue is usually really long, it’s hard to buy any. Don’t know if we can still get some at this hour.”

“I’ll go check,” Lu Xixiao said, “You go ahead to the hospital.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan carried the flowers into the hospital alone and went to Dr. Chen’s office.

Dr. Chen stood up when he saw her: “Wan Wan, why are you here?”

“Grandmother’s death was sudden, and I wasn’t in a good state before, so I hadn’t come to thank you.” Zhou Wan placed the sunflower bouquet on Dr. Chen’s desk. “You’ve taken care of Grandmother all these years and always cared about me too, thank you.”

“No need for thanks, this was all my duty.” Dr. Chen looked at Zhou Wan and said, “Wan Wan, you’ve lost a lot of weight.”

Zhou Wan lowered her head and smiled: “I didn’t have much appetite for a while, but it’s much better now.”

“You’re still very young, you must stay strong. Your grandmother wouldn’t want to see you like this from heaven.”

Zhou Wan’s eyes burned as she nodded.

After a while, she said: “Dr. Chen, I want to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“Back then, was my grandmother not suitable for kidney transplant surgery?”

Dr. Chen paused.

Zhou Wan caught every subtle expression on his face. Her eyelashes trembled as her heart started to ache again. “It was my grandmother who told you not to do the transplant surgery, wasn’t it?”

“Wan Wan.” Dr. Chen sighed, “You were only 16 then, the surgery would cost hundreds of thousands. Your grandmother just didn’t want you to go down any wrong paths for money.”

Zhou Wan lowered her head as tears fell on the back of her hand, unable to speak.

Worried she would be unable to let this go, Dr. Chen added gently: “Besides, there wasn’t a matching kidney donor then. Later when we did find a good match, your grandmother’s condition had deteriorated too much, and surgery was no longer recommended.”

“So, Wan Wan, don’t blame or feel guilty about yourself. Sometimes, some things just can’t be changed, you did your best.”

She wiped her tears away forcefully and made a sound of acknowledgment.

“I understand, Dr. Chen,” Zhou Wan stood up. “I’ll be going now.”

Zhou Wan washed her face in the bathroom and walked out of the hospital to see Lu Xixiao coming towards her. The sunlight poured down generously, surrounding him as if he were walking on rays of light.

He walked up to Zhou Wan and held up the bag of soup dumplings in front of her: “Got them.”

Zhou Wan smiled and said thank you.

She ate two herself and left the remaining three for Lu Xixiao.

…

When they returned to school, English class was in session. Zhou Wan had asked Gu Meng to request leave for her in the morning, and the English teacher waved her in.

Jiang Yan turned his head and asked softly: “Where did you go?”

“Went to the hospital.”

“Are you sick?”

“No.” Zhou Wan smiled at him, “Just went to see the doctor who treated my grandmother.”

Jiang Yan nodded and gave her the class notes from the two-morning classes she’d missed.

Zhou Wan paused and said: “Thank you.”

“I checked the physics competition answers, you did well, and should have a chance at getting recommended admission.”

“Really?” Zhou Wan was genuinely happy for him, “Congratulations!”

“So for the next year or so, do your best, Zhou Wan. It’s just taking a different path, the result will be the same.”

“Mm.”

The English teacher was going over the midterm exam paper. Zhou Wan had nearly perfect scores, only losing a few points on the composition, so she didn’t listen to the explanation. After copying Jiang Yan’s notes, she turned to look out at the bright sky through the window.

The more she looked, the sadder she felt.

After half a minute, she turned back: “Jiang Yan.”

“Mm?”

“Can you give me Lu Zhongyue’s phone number?”

Jiang Yan was startled: “What do you want that for?”

“Can I not answer that?” Zhou Wan bent down, lying on her desk. “It’s just that, sooner or later, I need to make a clean break.”

Jiang Yan hesitated for a long time, then said: “I can give it to you, Zhou Wan. Keeping this hidden isn’t the solution, but don’t do anything that will hurt yourself.”

“Okay,” Zhou Wan said, “Thank you, Jiang Yan.”

Jiang Yan wasn’t sure what Zhou Wan was planning to do.

But he could guess – probably to confess that she was Guo Xiangying’s daughter, then break up with Lu Xixiao, ending this absurd mistake.

Deep down, Jiang Yan was happy to see her break up with Lu Xixiao.

They weren’t meant for each other in the first place, and shouldn’t have gotten entangled because of these things.

He wrote Lu Zhongyue’s phone number on a sticky note and handed it to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan memorized the number, then tore up the note and threw it in the trash.

The dismissal bell rang throughout the campus.

Class 1’s last period had been changed to math, and they were still going over the last problem on the test paper.

Lu Xixiao waited in the hallway outside Class 1, his backpack slung over one shoulder, both hands resting on the windowsill as he leaned there, looking casual yet eye-catching.

Since Zhou Wan returned to school, their relationship had become even more visible – not only did they go to and from school together every day, but Lu Xixiao would also openly wait for her outside the classroom.

The teachers all knew about it, but since Lu Xixiao’s grades had improved significantly and Zhou Wan’s hadn’t dropped, they chose to turn a blind eye.

The school’s online forum used to constantly discuss and bet on how long Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao would last together.

Now everyone was starting to wonder if Lu Xixiao had changed – could he have become a romantic?

Finally class ended, and Zhou Wan packed up her bag and walked out of the classroom.

Lu Xixiao took her bag, naturally holding it in his hand: “What do you want to eat?”

“Anything is fine.”

“There’s a newly opened mall, want to go check it out?”

“Sure.”

Many stores in the new mall were having opening promotions, and Zhou Wan chose a lamb hotpot restaurant.

After dinner, they wandered around the basement level of the mall. Suddenly, Zhou Wan caught sight of a photo booth for taking purikura sticker photos.

When she was young, she often saw these photo booths in old malls but hadn’t seen one in a long time since growing up.

Many couples were waiting outside to take photos.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan tugged at his palm, pointing, “Let’s go take some photos.”

He raised an eyebrow and chuckled: “Alright.”

These sticker photos retained the flashy style from ten years ago, with colorful borders. Many people came out looking at their photos and laughing non-stop.

After queuing for about twenty minutes, it was finally their turn.

The two walked into the small booth, pulling the curtain closed. There were all kinds of borders and filters to choose from.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao stood together in front of the camera, looking at their faces softened by the heavy filters on the screen.

Lu Xixiao’s superior bone structure was somewhat blurred, but undeniably, his face could handle any unflattering angle – he looked good no matter how he was photographed.

After taking several photos, Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow and said: “Kiss?”

Zhou Wan paused: “Huh?”

“For this style of photos, isn’t kissing appropriate?” Lu Xixiao said with a smile.

He lowered his head slightly, tilting Zhou Wan’s chin up, speaking softly: “There’s a curtain anyway, no one can see.”

With that, he bent down to kiss Zhou Wan, his other hand pressing the button, capturing the moment.

Lu Xixiao used to strongly dislike taking such photos, finding them boring and childish.

He never imagined he would do this one day.

They took about twenty photos in total. After paying, the small wallet-sized photos are printed out from the slot on the side.

Zhou Wan looked at each one carefully: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Hmm?”

“Can I keep these photos?”

To keep as her final memento.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Sure, but let me take a picture first.”

He casually took a photo of the stack of photos and posted it to his WeChat Moments, instantly receiving many likes and comments, mostly from his close friends.

[Hahahahahaha damn, scared me to death, thought I’d time traveled.]

[Bro’s going all out to show off his love.]

[Xiao, for the sake of dating, have you given up on your image?]

…

Sitting in the taxi, Lu Xixiao looked at these comments and showed them to Zhou Wan: “Don’t the photos look good?”

Zhou Wan: “…”

His face was even harder to make out in the thumbnail, only the gaudy borders were visible, no wonder some people thought the style was from another era.

She curved her eyes and pressed her lips together, complimenting him: “Pretty handsome.”

“Just ‘pretty’?”

“…” Zhou Wan looked at him, unable to hold back a smile, correcting herself, “Very handsome.”

After laughing for a while, Zhou Wan looked at Lu Xixiao’s face and suddenly felt her nose sting.

She hurriedly turned her head to look out the window.

That night, Zhou Wan couldn’t sleep after her shower.

She sat by the window, looking at the desolate, ruined garden. When Shen Lan was still alive, this garden had flowers blooming in all four seasons and was kept beautifully maintained. After Shen Lan passed away, no one ever tended to the garden again.

She thought of how Lu Xixiao had begged Shen Lan not to jump in his dream.

Thought of how Lu Xixiao had been paralyzed by his fear of heights on the school rooftop, drenched in cold sweat.

Zhou Wan sat by the window like this from evening until dawn began to break.

She looked at those photos and cried, dried up, and cried again.

Until the first ray of sunlight pierced through the clouds, breaking the dawn.

Zhou Wan finally made her decision. She picked up her phone, entered that string of numbers, and sent a text message to Lu Zhongyue.

[Zhou Wan: Mr. Lu, hello, I am Guo Xiangying’s daughter. I hope to meet you in person, there are some things I need to tell you face to face, concerning you and your son.]

She knew Lu Zhongyue hadn’t fully secured control of the Lu family’s business assets, with a sister coveting them on the side, so he would be afraid of making mistakes.

Marrying Shen Lan had been a mistake before, which was why this time he chose someone like Guo Xiangying – a woman without power or status, not young but beautiful.

And Zhou Wan’s message was like a time bomb.

Lu Zhongyue would meet her.

And before that, he wouldn’t tell anyone about this.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she finally pressed send with force.

Her whole body went limp, and the phone fell to the floor.

She let her hand drop, staring fixedly at the rays of light breaking through the clouds, as everything around became illuminated and street noises of people and cars began.

Only Zhou Wan sat there alone, shrouded in shadows.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t slept well last night either.

Before, he thought that if Zhou Wan didn’t want to tell him something, he wouldn’t press her. As long as he was sure she loved him, he could wait for everything else. Nothing was that serious anyway – he could wait until she was willing to tell him on her own.

But now, he could sense that Zhou Wan was unhappy.

Many times she seemed on the verge of tears, yet forced herself to smile, like just now in the taxi.

He had seen how Zhou Wan had hurriedly turned away.

Lu Xixiao didn’t want her to be sad.

“Uncle Zhang.” Lu Xixiao dialed a number.

Uncle Zhang was the former butler of the Shen family, highly trusted by his grandfather.

Later when the Shen family faced successive misfortunes, he had taken good care of Lu Xixiao during that period.

“Xiao?”

They hadn’t been in contact for a long time, and Uncle Zhang asked in surprise, “Why are you calling so early? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing much.” Lu Xixiao smiled carelessly, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Just wanted to ask if you’ve heard about the woman Lu Zhongyue recently married?”

“I heard some mention of it, but weren’t they not officially married?”

“They haven’t registered yet, but who knows about the future,” Lu Xixiao said. “So today I have something to ask of you.”

“Xiao, just tell me what you need.”

“Help me investigate that woman, Uncle Zhang.”

He said jokingly, “For someone to stand beside Lu Zhongyue, she must have her capabilities. I don’t want anyone fighting me for what little assets the Lu family has left.”

“Alright, I understand. I’ll have someone look into it right away.”

Lu Xixiao stood in front of the mirror, looking at the half-visible tattoo peeking out from his pajama collar. He tugged at the corner of his mouth, smiling as he said: “Thanks, Uncle Zhang.”
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Zhou Wan received Lu Zhongyue’s reply during the morning self-study period―

[Come see me at the company at 2 PM.]

Zhou Wan stared at this message for a long time before deleting it and putting her phone back in her pocket.

During the noon self-study, Zhou Wan went to the office and knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

Zhou Wan entered and said to her head teacher, “Teacher, I’d like to request leave for this afternoon.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m not feeling well, my stomach hurts. I’d like to go home and rest for a while.”

The head teacher looked at Zhou Wan’s complexion, which indeed didn’t look good – pale and lacking color, appearing haggard and fragile. “Alright.”

He signed the leave slip, tore it off, and gave it to Zhou Wan, then added: “The temperature has been fluctuating between hot and cold lately, you must take good care of yourself. Let me know if you need anything.”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “Okay.”

“Oh right, I think I have some stomach medicine here.” The head teacher pulled open his drawer and took out a strip of stomach medicine. “Take this with you first, it works quite quickly and should provide some relief.”

Zhou Wan kept her eyes lowered as she accepted it: “Thank you, teacher.”

It was still noon self-study period, and the school was very quiet. Everyone was either studying or taking a nap.

Zhou Wan walked alone through the empty corridor and left the school.

She hailed a taxi and headed to the Lu Corporation.

The scenery outside the window flew past rapidly. With every stretch the car drove forward, Zhou Wan’s heart sank a little deeper.

She wished this road could be endless, that they would never arrive, but that was just a foolish dream. The driver stopped the car outside the Lu Corporation building.

Towering buildings, steel and concrete.

One had to crane their neck up high to see the top of the building.

This was originally supposed to be Lu Xixiao’s world.

Zhou Wan withdrew her gaze and entered the high-rise. At the front desk, she said softly: “Hello, I’m here to see Lu Zhongyue.”

Lu Zhongyue must have notified the front desk in advance, as they didn’t find it strange that a girl in school uniform was here to see President Lu. Instead, they displayed a proper smile and said: “You must be Miss Zhou. President Lu is already waiting for you upstairs.”

Zhou Wan paused.

Miss Zhou.

It seemed Lu Zhongyue had already investigated her.

Of course, he was “President Lu” after all.

Zhou Wan followed the receptionist into the elevator.

The elevator rose quickly, at such a speed that her ears began ringing. She had to swallow to ease the sensation.

The elevator doors opened with a “ding,” revealing marble wall tiles and expensive artwork on display stands, clearly very costly and carrying an intense sense of pressure.

Zhou Wan silently clenched her fists as she followed the receptionist inside.

The receptionist wore stiletto heels that struck the marble floor with each step, each click striking Zhou Wan’s heart.

“President Lu,” she opened the door, “Miss Zhou has arrived.”

…

Zhou Wan looked at the man in the suit before her.

She had only seen him once before, from afar at the hospital. This was her first time seeing him up close.

Lu Zhongyue had undergone major surgery last year and had only now fully recovered, returning to his former serious and imposing demeanor. Every inch of him exuded his superiority.

Zhou Wan looked directly at him.

In her heart, she was grateful that Lu Xixiao didn’t look like Lu Zhongyue.

It somewhat lessened her current sense of guilt.

Lu Zhongyue sat at his desk, smiled at Zhou Wan, and gestured to the chair in front: “Please, have a seat.”

Zhou Wan didn’t sit. She just stood before him.

Lu Zhongyue interlaced his fingers and placed them on his chest, speaking in a casual tone: “As expected of Guo Xiangling’s daughter. I hear you and Xiao’er have been together for several months now?”

He had already thoroughly investigated Zhou Wan.

Her bargaining chips had all been laid out in the open.

“Tell me, what do you want to exchange? Money, or something else? I hear your grades are quite good.” Lu Zhongyue’s voice was deep and unhurried. “I can sponsor you too. If you want to study abroad or attend prestigious schools in the future, that can all be arranged.”

“I don’t want any of those things,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Lu Zhongyue’s expression remained unchanged as he generously offered: “Then what do you want? Just say it.”

“I want Guo Xiangling―” Zhou Wan narrowed her eyes slightly, revealing undisguised hatred, “to lose everything and fall into eternal damnation.”

Lu Zhongyue raised his eyebrows in surprise, as if he’d heard something extremely interesting, and even laughed.

Even at this point, he could still laugh.

He had indeed never loved Guo Xiangling either; she was just someone he needed by his side to play a role. Without Guo Xiangling, it could have been anyone else – there was no difference.

Zhou Wan recalled the stories Lu Xixiao had told her about Shen Lan.

Now she felt sympathy for Shen Lan, who had given her whole heart to such a cold-blooded, unfeeling person.

“You hate her that much?” Lu Zhongyue asked with a smile.

Zhou Wan remained silent.

He nodded to himself: “So you want me to dump Guo Xiangling, and then what? You think you can be with Xiao’er without any obstacles?” Lu Zhongyue shook his head with a smile as if laughing at her naivety. “Little girl, there are no such cheap deals in this world. You want me to deal with the person who abandoned you, and you get everything you want without paying any price?”

Zhou Wan stood there calmly, quietly listening to Lu Zhongyue’s words.

The setting sun shone through the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating her pure and clean face until it was crystal clear. Though her features were soft and her voice mild, she gave people the impression of being the sharpest sword in the world.

“I’m not that naive.”

Zhou Wan calmly and openly met Lu Zhongyue’s gaze. The young girl’s clear doe eyes were unwavering, excessively composed, breaking through the surface tranquility.

Lu Zhongyue revised his initial impression of Zhou Wan.

Before him, her composed and unshakeable demeanor strongly resembled his unruly son.

“Uncle.”

Zhou Wan suddenly changed her form of address, smiled at him, and said, “I know you won’t let me stay with Lu Xixiao. After all, Old Master Lu isn’t comfortable entrusting all the business to you, and he dotes on Lu Xixiao so much. When the time comes, he’ll investigate my identity thoroughly. By then, your grip on power might not be as secure.”

Lu Zhongyue narrowed his eyes.

He never imagined he would one day be threatened by a teenage girl.

“What I want is very simple for you. You just need to make Guo Xiangling lose everything, and I…”

Zhou Wan paused, suppressing the choke that was about to spread in her voice, and said coldly, “And I will disappear from Lu Xixiao’s life forever.”

*

When she walked out of the high-rise, the sun was setting.

The whole world seemed to have turned warm yellow.

Zhou Wan stood at the entrance, let out a long breath, then started walking forward. As she walked, her steps grew faster and faster, eventually breaking into a run.

As if some monster was chasing her from behind.

She didn’t know how long she ran.

She only knew that in the early spring chill, she had run until she was drenched in sweat before stopping.

She supported herself with hands on her knees, almost unable to catch her breath, her throat clogged with cold air, feeling extremely uncomfortable.

After a good while, she finally had the strength to straighten up and look around, finding herself at a flower and bird market.

Zhou Wan walked into one of the shops and pointed at a pot of roses, asking: “Auntie, how much is this?”

“45 yuan.”

“Is it easy to care for?”

“Oh, young lady, this is a new variety with strong disease resistance. It’s the easiest to care for, and this variety blooms frequently too. With this year’s warm winter, it can bloom in all four seasons.”

Zhou Wan nodded and asked: “What else is easy to care for and has a long flowering period?”

“There are plenty! Look at those over there – petunias and portulaca, they’re both super easy to grow. Just stick them in the soil and they’ll live. They don’t mind the summer sun either. And there’s blue plumbago, also very easy to care for.”

Zhou Wan bought many flowers. The flower shop auntie, seeing her alone, asked if she needed help transporting them back.

“Yes, please.” Zhou Wan smiled at her. “Thank you, Auntie.”

Zhou Wan gave her Lu Xixiao’s address and watched as she loaded pot after pot of flowers into the trunk. Zhou Wan also got a ride back.

At the front door, she thanked her again, then carried the potted plants to the edge of the barren garden, making more than ten trips back and forth.

Spring was coming soon, and she wanted to leave Lu Xixiao a garden full of blooming flowers.

To give this house some vitality, so he wouldn’t feel lonely.

She rolled up her sleeves, stepped into the garden, and bent down to pull out the weeds and wild grass.

When she finished, only some bare, half-dead tree branches remained in the garden.

Zhou Wan watered them, hoping they would come back to life in spring, then transplanted all the newly bought flowers into the soil of the flower bed.

The bright colors instantly lit up the garden, adding touches of warmth to this house.

*

After school, Lu Xixiao waited at Class 1’s doorway for Zhou Wan. Gu Meng happened to walk out and said with surprise: “Wan-wan wasn’t feeling well this afternoon and went home early. Didn’t she tell you?”

Lu Xixiao paused, frowning.

Just as he was about to call Zhou Wan, his phone rang.

“Hello, Uncle Zhang.”

“Xiao’er, regarding what you asked me to investigate, I’ve roughly figured out her basic situation.”

Lu Xixiao walked to a deserted spot, his eyes darkening: “Mm, go ahead.”

He had investigated Guo Xiangling’s life history thoroughly – when she married, who she married, had a daughter a year later, her husband’s death, how she abandoned her daughter and left, the succession of wealthy boyfriends she dated afterward, and when she met Lu Zhongyue. Everything.

Lu Xixiao listened quietly.

Uncle Zhang continued: “Her background is indeed quite simple. She only has her father still living, but he favors sons over daughters and never has a good relationship with her. She just has one daughter left. Speaking of which, she was really cruel – her daughter was only ten years old when she left without a backward glance, completely disregarding whether her daughter lived or died.”

“Oh right,” he suddenly paused, “Her daughter also studies at Yangming School, did you know?”

Lu Xixiao’s dark lashes trembled violently.

For a moment, the vague connections forming in his mind became clear, but he was unwilling to follow that train of thought.

He gripped his phone tightly, his knuckles turning white, his voice cold and hard as he asked: “Her daughter, what’s her name?”

“Her ex-husband was called Zhou Jun, and her daughter is…” Uncle Zhang thought for a moment, then said, “Zhou Wan, the ‘wan’ from ‘wanhui’ (to retrieve).”

The ‘wan’ from ‘wanhui’.

The ‘wan’ from ‘hui wan diaogong ru manyue’ (will draw the curved bow like the full moon).

Finally, all questions were solved, and all answers were revealed.

Lu Xixiao stood there silently, his spine still straight as usual, but rigid, brittle, his neck lowered in a posture like one awaiting execution.

To say he was shocked wouldn’t be quite right – he was so composed that Lu Xixiao suspected he might have had this thought flash through his mind before, only he had been unwilling to grasp that fleeting notion.

But to say he wasn’t shocked – well, he couldn’t even move at this moment.

After a long while, Lu Xixiao finally silently ended the call.

He lowered his head, his long bangs falling over his forehead, concealing his emotions. Only his chaotic, helpless breathing remained, carrying an undisguisable tremor that echoed in the quiet, empty school corridor.

…

On his way home, many past moments flashed through Lu Xixiao’s mind.

He recalled how not long after meeting Zhou Wan, one night, she had asked him a question – “Lu Xixiao, if someone betrayed you, what would you do?”

At the time he hadn’t paid much attention, carelessly smiling and casually answering, “I’d kill her.”

He thought of that day when he happened to meet her looking lost on the road, how she cried in his arms, stuttering brokenly, “Lu Xixiao, I’m sorry.”

He thought of when Guo Xiangling greeted him from her car, how Zhou Wan had frozen, and after coming back to her senses, kicked at the pebbles by her feet and asked softly: “Then what if she… did something your father wouldn’t like?”

He thought of how when he jokingly asked her to call him “brother,” she inexplicably burst into tears and refused.

He thought of how she said, “If we separate one day, let’s never contact each other again, okay?”

…

Lu Xixiao finally understood why someone with Zhou Wan’s personality would keep approaching him instead of running away.

It turned out from the very beginning, from the “wan” of “will draw the curved bow like the full moon,” she had approached him with a purpose, only to take revenge on Guo Xiangling.

And he was just one step in her plan.

He ground his teeth hard and let out a sneer.

Well done.

She had fooled him completely.

He walked quickly toward home, but his steps suddenly stopped at the gate.

Through the rusted iron fence, he saw Zhou Wan crouching in the flower bed, her sleeves rolled up revealing slender white arms, her school uniform pants dirty with soil, and her clean face smudged with a streak of dirt.

Lu Xixiao’s burning anger began to leak from some crack at this moment.

He remembered more.

On his birthday, Zhou Wan took him to the amusement park and told him, “I wish you’ll always dare to love and hate freely, may everything go your way.”

When their schoolmate attempted suicide, she ran up and firmly held his hand, her small frame’s silhouette thin yet determined.

…

“Zhou Wan, want to date? With me.”

“If I date you, will you be happy?”

“Probably.”

“Okay.”

…

New Year’s Eve, the cold dumplings, the brilliant fireworks by the river.

And her face was illuminated by the fireworks.

…

That night when he walked her home.

She had reached her door but suddenly ran back to him, lightly pulled down on his collar, stood on tiptoe, and gave him a soft kiss on the corner of his mouth.

Her face was completely red: “Good night, Lu Xixiao.”

…

Chinese New Year’s Eve.

“Zhou Wan, let’s go see the snow.”

They held hands and ran wildly on the crowded street as if trying to leave the whole world behind.

…

“Lu Xixiao?” Zhou Wan caught sight of him, looked up, and remembering she hadn’t told him about taking leave, quickly apologized: “I forgot to tell you, I took leave and came back early this afternoon.”

Lu Xixiao stood motionless, his gaze distant. After a while, he walked to her side: “What are you doing?”

“Planting flowers.”

Zhou Wan crouched on the ground, and smiled up at him with curved eyes, her dimples showing, “Spring is coming soon.”

He lowered his eyes and scanned the area.

Rose bushes had been planted around the wooden fence’s edge, with other flowers he couldn’t name in various colors inside.

“They’ll die after spring,” he said flatly.

“No, they won’t. I asked the flower shop auntie, this variety is especially easy to care for. Even if the flowers wilt, they’ll come back to life after some warm rain,” Zhou Wan said.

Lu Xixiao: “Then you’ll take care of them in the future.”

Zhou Wan paused, pressed her lips together, and didn’t answer, instead lowering her head to continue working with the soil, her hands covered in dirt.

Lu Xixiao’s frown deepened as he grabbed her arm and pulled her up with a dark expression: “Go wash your hands.”

“But I’m not finished…”

“I’ll do it.”

There was a water hose next to the flower bed. Lu Xixiao remembered Zhou Wan’s precious hands and clicked his tongue impatiently, pulling her along to the water basin.

He turned on the tap, adjusted it to the left, and waited for the water to warm up before turning back and stepping into the muddy flower bed that had just been watered.

The edges of his white shoes got dirty as he rolled up his sleeves and efficiently planted the remaining two pots of flowers in the holes Zhou Wan had dug, covered them with soil, tamped them down, and stepped out of the flower bed.

It took barely a minute.

Zhou Wan looked at his expression, hesitating.

“Lu Xixiao?”

Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her.

Zhou Wan didn’t know if it was her imagination, but Lu Xixiao’s face was cold and hard, devoid of any emotion, distant and aloof. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d last seen such an expression on Lu Xixiao’s face.

To be precise, Lu Xixiao usually looked like this with others, but his expression would soften when looking at her, even his facial features becoming less sharp and harsh.

But after just two seconds, Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes and responded faintly: “Mm.”

“Are you unhappy?” Zhou Wan asked.

The sun was about to set, and the street lights suddenly lit up outside, forming an orderly row.

Lu Xixiao gazed at her quietly. After a long while, he finally gave a faint smile and walked to Zhou Wan’s front. His hands were dirty with soil so he couldn’t touch her, he just bent down and softly kissed the tip of her nose.

His exhaled breath carried a slight tremor as he forcefully held back his emotions, afraid of disturbing the secret in Zhou Wan’s heart.

He helplessly compromised, accompanying her in acting out a play, protecting her secret.

“Gu Meng just said you came back early because you weren’t feeling well?”

He washed his hands, put his arm around Zhou Wan’s shoulders, reached over to gently pinch her face, and asked softly, “Still feeling unwell?”
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Zhou Wan shook her head and said, “It’s nothing, I’ll be fine after taking some stomach medicine.”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao led her into the house. Their shoes at the entrance were covered in mud.

Zhou Wan stepped into slippers barefoot, then crouched down to pick up the dirty shoes.

Lu Xixiao caught sight of this: “What are you doing?”

“They’re dirty, I’ll wash them.”

“No need.” Lu Xixiao took them from her hands and tossed them back, “Your hands are cold and can’t touch water, or detergent. Why wash these?”

“It’s not that I can’t touch them,” Zhou Wan corrected, “I just get some small red rashes, but they go away quickly.”

Lu Xixiao ignored this comment and glanced at her pant legs: “Don’t hand wash the pants either, just throw them in the washing machine.”

He turned to walk toward the living room, paused, and then added, “After dinner, I’ll wash the shoes.”

Zhou Wan’s lips curved slightly as she asked: “Do you know how?”

Lu Xixiao sat on the couch, appearing nonchalant: “I’ll figure it out.”

They ordered takeout for dinner.

After dinner, Zhou Wan cleaned the table while Lu Xixiao took the dirty shoes to wash them.

Zhou Wan threw the cleaned takeout boxes in the trash by the door, then went to the inner room to find Lu Xixiao.

The water was running heavily, splashing loudly. The young man bent his face down, water hitting the back of his hands, droplets splashing everywhere, wetting the edge of the counter.

He scrubbed the edges of the shoes with a brush. The water in the basin instantly turned murky, but he didn’t mind the dirt, continuing to clean the shoes in the water.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan walked over and leaned against his back, “I can’t believe you know how to wash shoes.”

He switched to the other shoe and continued scrubbing. Though it was April, the weather these past few days was still chilly. He was using cold water, and his hands had turned red from soaking, veins prominent.

Zhou Wan reached out and helped him adjust the water temperature to hot.

He chuckled softly: “Did you think all these years living alone, I sent my dirty clothes and shoes to the dry cleaners every time?”

Zhou Wan paused.

She opened her arms and hugged Lu Xixiao’s waist from behind, pressing her cheek against his back.

“What is it?” Lu Xixiao turned his head.

“Nothing.” Zhou Wan was like a cat seeking warmth, her cheek nuzzling against his back.

As he moved, his collar was pulled down slightly, revealing the edge of his tattoo.

Lu Xixiao glanced at the mirror in front of him. He put aside the cleaned, dripping shoes, drained the dirty water, and after washing his hands, casually pulled up his collar to cover the tattoo again.

He reached back to grab Zhou Wan’s wrist and brought her to his side, then used his other hand to flick water droplets onto her face.

Zhou Wan laughed and leaned back with a light exclamation, raising her hand to hit his shoulder.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow and teased: “You’re getting more and more comfortable hitting me now.”

“Who started it first?”

“When we first met, you still knew to act sweet in front of me. Not pretending anymore?” Lu Xixiao pinched her face, smiling somewhat roguishly, “Zhou Wan, were you deliberately acting to hook me at first?”

“I wasn’t.” Zhou Wan pouted, “Besides, you saw through my act from the start anyway, couldn’t fool you.”

“True.” Lu Xixiao smiled, “I knew early on you weren’t some sweet innocent thing.”

After a pause, Lu Xixiao’s voice deepened slightly, his smile fading to show sincere tenderness: “So, Zhou Wan, I knew what kind of person you were from the start, and this is you that I fell for.”

Zhou Wan blinked at him.

She suddenly remembered a night long ago when her leg was injured and she’d been drinking. Lu Xixiao had carried her on his back through the streets.

Half-drunk, she had rambled on and on about being bad or not bad, going in circles.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t asked much then, he had just tugged at the corner of his mouth and said casually: “So what if you become bad?”

He had said―

“Zhou Wan, it’s okay if you become bad because someone will always love that version of you.”

Love me when I’m dirty, not when I’m clean – everyone loves me when I’m clean.

Someone will love you at any time, any version of you.

*

The midterm exams had just ended. Today’s classes were all about analyzing test papers with no new content, so there wasn’t much homework, just organizing wrong answers and previewing work.

After finishing homework, Zhou Wan spent another hour tutoring Lu Xixiao on his previously missed lessons.

When they finished, it was still early, so she found an old movie in the TV cabinet.

The curtains were drawn and the lights turned off.

It was a romantic art film. Lu Xixiao didn’t like these kinds of movies – after watching for a while, his mind wandered and he picked up his phone, browsing aimlessly.

Zhou Wan couldn’t focus either, her mind full of what had happened earlier that day.

She had met with Lu Zhongyue and laid everything bare.

She was barely 17, without any power or backing. She had barely managed to find Lu Zhongyue’s weakness to threaten him, but at the same time, she was constrained by him.

As long as he kept his promise to drive Guo Xiangling away, Zhou Wan would also keep her promise – to disappear from Lu Xixiao’s world forever.

Such a wonderful Lu Xixiao.

Beneath his sharp exterior lay a once-shattered interior and a soft heart.

Her youth was unrestrained, brilliant, forthright, passionate, and utterly sincere.

His world was real, his joy and sorrow were real, without a trace of pretense.

His devil-may-care attitude was real, his loneliness and vulnerability were real, his cold detachment was real, and his solitary courage and kindness were also real.

Perhaps this was why Zhou Wan was inevitably drawn to him.

But someone like herself could never truly match Lu Xixiao.

From the very beginning, she hadn’t been sincere, carrying dark intentions. Even though she had opened her chest cavity and offered her bloody, beating heart to Lu Xixiao, it couldn’t change her initial deception and falsehood.

The images on the TV became blurry. Zhou Wan blinked slowly and turned to look at Lu Xixiao.

He was lounging lazily on the sofa playing with his phone, fingers sliding across the screen aimlessly, clearly not paying attention to the content.

“Is this movie very boring?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Hm?”

He seemed to suddenly come back to himself, paused, and then said, “It’s okay.”

Zhou Wan glimpsed the local news push notification on his phone – Pingchuan City’s tallest building, known as the “City Eye,” would officially open tomorrow, with a new Western restaurant.

“Should we go there tomorrow?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Sure.” Lu Xixiao said, “Though being opening day evening, I don’t know if we can still make a reservation.”

Zhou Wan: “Would lunch be better? It’s a workday, there should be fewer people, right?”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “Skipping school?”

“Just tomorrow,” Zhou Wan curved her eyes, smiling, “I want to treat you to a meal.”

Lu Xixiao laughed lightly: “What for?”

“Didn’t I say before that I’d treat you once I got the competition prize money? Although the prize money isn’t possible anymore, I still have some money, enough to treat you to a meal.”

Consider it a proper goodbye.

She had had a beautiful, beautiful dream, immersed in it, unwilling to wake up.

Eventually, she had to wake up.

The next day, Zhou Wan took another day off from school and went with Lu Xixiao to “City Eye.”

She wore the clothes Lu Xixiao had bought her last time, while he wore a different color – together they looked like a matching couple. Lu Xixiao usually wore dark colors – black, white, or gray. Today he wore light colors, exuding a youthful energy that even softened his features.

Walking down the street, Zhou Wan couldn’t help but keep turning her head to look at him.

Lu Xixiao caught her many times and couldn’t help but laugh, “What are you looking at?”

Zhou Wan looked away, pretending to be casual: “Nothing.”

“You’re not being honest at all.”

“I see so many girls on the street turning to look at you,” Zhou Wan said. “I just wanted to see what was different about you today.”

“Nothing’s different, just that your boyfriend is too handsome,” Lu Xixiao started flirting. “What should we do? Maybe you should cover my face, so others won’t covet me.”

“…”

The new Western restaurant was on the second floor of the tallest building. Zhou Wan had made reservations the night before, but all the window seats were already taken – they could only get the last table in the corner.

They sat down. As usual, when they ate out, Lu Xixiao ordered the food. However, this time he didn’t order much, probably because Zhou Wan said she would treat him. She looked at the reviews and added several signature dishes.

Of the 150,000 yuan that Guo Xiangling had given her before, some were spent on Grandmother’s medical treatment and funeral expenses. Though little remained now, to Zhou Wan this money symbolized evidence of her guilt, and she just wanted to end everything when this matter concluded.

After eating, Zhou Wan got up to pay. Standing at the cashier, her phone rang – it was Guo Xiangling.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes and answered. Putting it to her ear, Guo Xiangling’s sharp voice came through, demanding to know if she had done something.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly. She hadn’t expected Lu Zhongyue to act so quickly. Which also meant she had to make her decision now.

Zhou Wan didn’t continue listening. Without expression, she hung up and blocked Guo Xiangling’s number.

Everything was over.

*

Returning to the table, Lu Xixiao was looking at his phone. Zhou Wan walked behind him and saw it was the ticket purchasing page for the “City Eye” observation deck.

She paused: “Are we going up?”

“Since we’re here.”

“But you…” Zhou Wan hesitated, “It’s so high, will you be okay?”

Lu Xixiao said casually: “Why wouldn’t I be?”

He took Zhou Wan’s hand and walked to a ticket machine, scanned the QR code, and printed two admission tickets.

There was a long line at the elevator, with the staff arranging for people to go up in waves. Fortunately, the elevator wasn’t transparent glass. During the rapid ascent, there was only some ear pressure but no other discomfort.

Zhou Wan held Lu Xixiao’s hand tightly the whole time, turning to observe his expression. She hadn’t wanted to come up with him – his acrophobia would surely act up at such heights. But then she remembered reading somewhere that such trauma-induced stress responses could be treated through exposure therapy.

In the future, she wouldn’t be able to stay by his side. She hoped Lu Xixiao could become fearless and move forward without hesitation.

A youth like him should be unrestrained. Nothing should constrain him.

No one should constrain him.

…

The elevator doors opened to reveal a spacious circular observation deck. Floor-to-ceiling windows surrounded them, offering views of the buildings and river outside.

Below, vehicles and pedestrians looked as small as ants, bustling about in their own lives.

Almost the moment the elevator doors opened, Zhou Wan felt Lu Xixiao’s whole body stiffen.

In his mind, unbidden, appeared the image of Shen Lan jumping from the balcony in the past.

The “thud–“

That dull, tremendous sound.

The bright red blood flowed from beneath her pale face, spreading out.

It stained his pupils and retinas red, painful and piercing, turning his whole world bloodred.

Then, a soft warm touch enveloped his hand, and Zhou Wan’s clean, gentle voice sounded beside his ear: “Lu Xixiao, don’t be afraid.”

He suddenly came back to himself, breaking free from that trance.

Zhou Wan held his hand, looking up at him earnestly.

His Adam’s apple bobbed, forehead sweating, but he gradually calmed down: “Mm.”

“Look, it’s actually nothing special, just that the view outside is different from usual,” Zhou Wan said softly, while slowly leading him forward. “But the sky is the same.”

Around them, people were posing for photos by the glass. Outside there was a facility similar to a scenic glass walkway, very narrow, only wide enough for one person to pass through. It seemed as if one small mistake would lead to a fall from this height of hundreds of meters.

Some adventurous people went to play, wearing protective equipment, exposing themselves to the fierce winds at this height, their hair whipping wildly.

Zhou Wan glanced that way.

Lu Xixiao turned to look at her and asked: “Want to try it?”

She quickly shook her head.

Lu Xixiao: “Go if you want to.”

“Will you be okay by yourself here?”

“I’ll go with you.”

Zhou Wan was startled.

She knew very well how severe Lu Xixiao’s acrophobia was – even the five or six stories of the school rooftop could make him pale and sweat profusely. Now he was already uncomfortable just being in this room, let alone going outside where the wind was so strong and the floor was transparent glass.

But she also knew that Lu Xixiao wasn’t the type to act tough for the sake of pride – if he didn’t want to go, no one could persuade him.

More precisely, since yesterday evening, Lu Xixiao had been acting somewhat strange.

Zhou Wan looked at him for a while: “Aren’t you afraid?”

He lowered his eyes and spoke calmly and naturally: “With you here, I’m not afraid.”

…

They put on the protective equipment, with a safety line connecting to the overhead lock, and helmets.

As soon as the door to the outside opened, the howling wind filled their ears, making it hard to hear voices. The staff checked their equipment again and shouted safety instructions, saying if they became too scared midway, they could use the intercom to tell them.

Zhou Wan walked in front, holding Lu Xixiao’s hand, moving forward slowly.

Even without acrophobia, anyone would feel nervous and scared in such a situation.

“Lu Xixiao.”

She walked forward carefully, step by step, her expression extremely focused and serious, like a warrior charging into battle. She just held tightly to the hand of the person behind her, “Don’t open your eyes now, just follow me.”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t open his eyes.

His acrophobia was much worse than he had imagined.

If he opened his eyes now, he probably couldn’t even move.

The wind hitting his face felt like rough blades, stinging, almost bringing tears to his eyes. Looking down was the bustling city, never quiet.

Whether it was the traffic flow and people below, or himself – all seemed insignificantly small.

Zhou Wan led him to the south observation platform, each step steady and slow.

The viewing platform extended out in a square, facing mountains and rivers. It had rained last night, and there was still mist in the distance.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan said, “You can open your eyes now.”

Lu Xixiao unconsciously gripped her hand tighter and opened his eyes very slowly.

He saw the transparent glass under his feet, and the cars and people even further below. Sweat broke out almost instantly.

Zhou Wan looked at him: “Don’t look down. Look forward – there are mountains ahead, clouds above. Look into the distance, there’s wind.”

The wind was so strong that Zhou Wan had to raise her voice. Her voice was small, almost shouting.

His gaze slowly lifted.

The wind blew head-on.

The midday sun hid behind the mountains, bursting forth bright beams through layers of white mist, like breaking out of a cocoon.

It was the first time Lu Xixiao truly stood at a height to experience this.

His very soul seemed to drift with the wind.

Zhou Wan also looked at the distant mountains, where sunlight spilled through the thick mist.

She tilted her head slightly and said: “Lu Xixiao, in the future, always look forward, and walk towards higher places.”

“Don’t look back, Lu Xixiao.”

She said, “Go see the vastness of heaven and earth, walk the bright path, be joyful each day, peaceful each year.”

And you will become the most beautiful dream of my life.

A dream is sufficient to support me through the future.

She was tired from shouting, the wind blowing into her throat made her want to cough.

She didn’t know if Lu Xixiao had heard her last words.

But Lu Xixiao suddenly bent down, lifted her head, and kissed her forcefully.

With urgency and anxiety, as if rushing to soothe something.
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On this same day, the National Physics Competition results were announced.

As expected, Jiang Yan won first prize. There were only five first prizes nationwide, and it was said he ranked second among them.

This was Yangming High School’s first time winning this award. Red banners and posters were immediately hung up, and the school’s official website homepage was covered in red celebratory announcements – it was as festive as could be.

Everyone was full of admiration and praise.

In his three years of high school, Jiang Yan had completed the entire journey in just half the time, successfully claiming the highest trophy.

The homeroom teacher and physics teacher couldn’t stop smiling, though when they thought of Zhou Wan, they couldn’t help but sigh.

Walking out of the office, though the class bell had already rung, Jiang Yan unusually didn’t rush back to the classroom.

The corridor was empty. He leaned against the window, watching his classmates on the nearby playground, their cheerful laughter carrying over, full of vibrant energy.

A rare relaxed smile appeared on Jiang Yan’s face.

He took out his phone from his pocket, turned it on, and called his mother.

“Hello?” Jiang Wensheng answered, “Ah Yan, what is it?”

“Mom, I got first prize,” Jiang Yan smiled. “I can get direct admission now.”

Jiang Wensheng was stunned for a good while, saying nothing for a long time. When she finally spoke, her voice carried tears: “Ah Yan, Mom knew you would make something of yourself, definitely be the most successful one.”

“Mm, I will be successful,” Jiang Yan said. “Mom, don’t worry.”

Jiang Yan hadn’t wanted to give his mom false hope. Even though he’d been seventy percent sure after checking the answers earlier, he’d never mentioned it to her. Jiang Wensheng’s heart was still racing, repeatedly murmuring “That’s wonderful,” “That’s wonderful.”

After a while, she asked: “Have you told your father?”

“Not yet.”

“Then remember to give him a call later, he must know about this,” Jiang Wensheng said. “You’re so successful, your father will be proud when he finds out.”

Jiang Yan laughed softly: “I know.”

After hanging up, Jiang Yan called Lu Zhongyue, but there was no answer – he was probably busy.

He sent Lu Zhongyue a message instead.

Near evening, Lu Zhongyue finally sent back a voice message, laughing and sounding very happy: “You can get direct admission now? Ah Yan, you’re amazing. What reward would you like? Dad will buy it for you.”

[Jiang Yan: I don’t want anything, Dad. Just have a meal with me.]

[Lu Zhongyue: Sure, but I’m a bit busy today. Why don’t you come to my office after work? Once I’m done with everything, I’ll take you out.]

Jiang Yan paused, staring at this message for a long time.

He had never been to Lu Zhongyue’s company before, let alone gone to find him so openly.

It seemed winning this first prize had indeed made Lu Zhongyue feel proud and brought him face.

…

After school, Jiang Yan went directly to Lu Zhongyue’s company.

Standing before the towering building, he felt aspiration in his heart, hoping that one day he too could become such a person – prominent and successful, where no one would dare look down on him again.

He walked through the entrance and told the receptionist he was looking for President Lu.

“Looking for President Lu?” The receptionist looked him over, clearly doubtful of his intentions. “Do you have an appointment?”

Lu Zhongyue hadn’t notified the front desk in advance.

Perhaps he had been too busy in the afternoon.

“No, I’m…”

Jiang Yan paused, the words “his son” stuck in his throat.

If he said that, he might be thrown out as a lunatic. Suppressing his discomfort, he said, “You can call him. My name is Jiang Yan.”

The receptionist dialed the internal line.

Soon after getting approval, she led Jiang Yan upstairs.

While riding the elevator up, it stopped at one floor and a man entered. Seeing the two of them, he casually teased the receptionist: “Little Lu, is this handsome boy your son?”

“What are you saying, Team Leader Chen?” The receptionist wasn’t offended by such jokes. “I’m still young, how could I have such a grown son?”

“I’m just complimenting you. Only a beauty like our Little Lu could have been sweet-talked away so early.” In the workplace, such slightly risqué jokes were too common.

Jiang Yan stood to the side, back straight, silently clenching his fists.

He felt angry and humiliated as if he’d suffered a great insult.

As soon as the elevator doors opened, he strode out without looking back.

Walking into Lu Zhongyue’s office, he lifted his head to see Lu Zhongyue smiling and standing up, patting his shoulder: “Well done, Ah Yan, you’ve made Dad proud.”

Jiang Yan said modestly: “It’s a pity I’m only second place among the first prizes, not first in the nation.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Lu Zhongyue said. “First prize is first prize, no one cares about first, second, or third within that.”

Jiang Yan smiled slightly: “That’s true.”

“Well, sit here and wait for me a while. Once I finish handling these things, I’ll take you to dinner.”

“Mm, Dad, take your time, no rush.”

Jiang Yan sat on the nearby sofa. From when he first became aware until now, he had rarely played with his phone, spending every minute studying. Now that he could finally relax, he felt at a loss, not knowing what to do.

He aimlessly browsed on his phone for a while, then took a magazine from the nearby shelf to read.

Just then, the office door suddenly opened.

Jiang Yan looked up to see an elderly man with white hair but a vigorous spirit. He was stunned for a moment before quickly realizing this must be Old Master Lu.

Lu Zhongyue instantly looked toward Jiang Yan’s direction. Old Master Lu noticed and turned around, frowning almost imperceptibly.

“Director Lu.” Jiang Yan nodded.

“Mm.” Old Master Lu said, “Step out for a moment.”

Jiang Yan glanced at Lu Zhongyue: “Alright.”

He pushed open the door and walked out of the office, closing it behind him.

The moment the door closed, he heard Old Master Lu’s voice: “You’re going too far now, even bringing him to the company. What? Planning to let everyone know he’s your illegitimate son so he can steal Ah Xiao’s rights in the future?”

“Dad, today Ah Yan won first prize in the national competition and secured direct admission. I asked him here because I wanted to take him to dinner,” Lu Zhongyue said. “After all, the child hasn’t had it easy these years.”

“He hasn’t had it easy? Has Ah Xiao had it easy then?” Old Master Lu’s authority was evident without anger. “You father and son, neither acting like a proper father or son – rather than wasting time, why don’t you spend more effort on your legitimate son?”

Speaking of this, Lu Zhongyue was angry: “What does Ah Xiao lack? I’ve never restricted his food, clothing, or spending. But he just won’t behave – I’ve resolved all his previous troubles, what more can I do?”

Old Master Lu gave a cold laugh, looking at Lu Zhongyue, and asked in return: “Him becoming like this, you think you bear no responsibility?”

This time Lu Zhongyue fell silent.

Old Master Lu pulled out the chair in front of the desk and sat down, placing his cane aside, and resting his hands on his knees: “I hear you and Little Guo have broken up?”

Lu Zhongyue’s heart skipped a beat: “Mm.”

“So sudden, what happened to her?”

Lu Zhongyue remained silent.

Old Master Lu had built his empire from nothing, and even at his age still firmly held real power – this showed just how formidable he was. Lu Zhongyue knew his father’s sudden visit to the company today meant he must have already understood everything clearly.

Old Master Lu lifted his eyelids: “I’ve said it before – you lack integrity. You need someone proper to guide you through life. Shen Lan was the most suitable person I chose for you, but you rejected her, insisting on bringing in these unsuitable people, first Jiang Wensheng, then Guo Xiangling.”

Lu Zhongyue was already well past forty.

Usually surrounded by so many people placing him on a pedestal, naturally, he felt uncomfortable hearing such disparaging words.

“Let’s not talk about Guo Xiangling. Wensheng raised the child alone – isn’t it enough that she’s raised him to be so outstanding?” Lu Zhongyue said. “Dad, you were the one who refused to let her enter the Lu family. Otherwise, Ah Yan would be your grandson now.”

“Jiang Wensheng was too calculating. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have gambled her entire future on a child. Similarly, the child she raised is the same – being too utilitarian easily leads to corrupt intentions.”

Old Master Lu said, “There’s a saying I find very apt: poor families spoil their children, and it’s hard for humble homes to produce nobility.”

Jiang Yan hadn’t gone far, just leaning against the door.

The old master’s voice was deep and steady, clearly penetrating through the door panel.

His face instantly turned pale, his sky-high pride and self-esteem feeling like they’d been stripped raw, leaving his whole body in unbearable torment.

But he couldn’t move his feet, didn’t dare burst in to question them.

“Do you know why I value Ah Xiao? Of course, it’s not just because he’s my grandson, but because his heart is righteous and he has courage – a hundred times better than that of Jiang Yan. You’re always mistaking stones for gold, and won’t believe it until you see it with your own eyes.”

“That’s why even though I saw early on that Guo Xiangling wasn’t a good person, I didn’t investigate. I waited for you to stumble. You need to fall hard before you’ll give up.”

Old Master Lu gave a low laugh: “Now even her daughter has approached you – a 17-year-old girl dares to threaten you. I don’t know what you’ve been doing all these years.”

Lu Zhongyue remained silent.

Old Master Lu finally said: “Don’t interfere with this matter anymore. I’ll handle it.”

…

After the old master left, Lu Zhongyue sat alone in his office for a long time before remembering Jiang Yan. He opened the door but didn’t see him.

He called Jiang Yan.

No answer.

*

In Jiang Yan’s life, if he wasn’t studying, he was on his way to study. When classmates went to PE class, he seized the chance to memorize texts and vocabulary. When everyone made plans to hang out, he always refused, staying home alone to study.

He had done so much, all to rise above others, all for a future where people would respect him, all to be acknowledged by the Lu family, to prove he was far better than Lu Xixiao.

But in the end?

He got just two phrases.

One was “poor families spoil their children.”

The other was “it’s hard for humble homes to produce nobility.”

He really couldn’t understand what was so good about Lu Xixiao.

Idle and lazy, getting into fights – was this what the old master meant by “righteous heart” and “courage”?

The bar was noisy with voices and pounding music.

Jiang Yan felt uncomfortable, finding the music too loud, the bass numbing his chest, but he still walked in, as if trying to prove something.

The bartender asked what he wanted to drink.

“What drinks do you have?” Jiang Yan asked.

The bartender could tell he wasn’t a regular, probably just a curious good student who’d have one drink and leave, and lost interest.

He jerked his chin toward the menu posted nearby.

Many drinks had fancy names that gave no hint of what they contained. Jiang Yan had only heard of “Long Island Iced Tea” before, so he ordered one.

The bartender mixed the drink and placed it before him.

Jiang Yan picked up the glass and took a sip.

As soon as it touched his lips, he frowned – the alcohol burned his throat, making his whole body shudder.

He paused for a moment, then tilted his head back and drank the rest in one go.

Jiang Yan ordered another drink and looked toward the dance floor, where women in revealing clothes swayed their hips. His face showed contempt; he couldn’t stand such things.

Just then, Jiang Yan suddenly heard someone mention Lu Xixiao’s name.

He turned his head.

Behind him sat a group of rough-looking young men.

The one in the middle looked familiar. He frowned, then recognized him – it was that troublemaker called Luo He.

He’d heard many people at school talk about how Luo He and Lu Xixiao had always been at odds.

Luo He had suffered many defeats at Lu Xixiao’s hands, especially last time when he’d been beaten badly. He’d never been so humiliated in his life and naturally couldn’t let it go, determined to get revenge on Lu Xixiao one way or another.

Jiang Yan listened to the group shouting and cursing with vulgar words unfit for ears.

He paused, then turned to face them.

One of the young men noticed his gaze and glared at him, cursing: “What are you looking at! Want us to gouge out your eyeballs?”

One look at Jiang Yan and he could tell he was an easy target. Not satisfied with just cursing, he spat too.

Jiang Yan didn’t move, still watching them, and asked quietly: “Are you planning to deal with Lu Xixiao?”

*

The next day was Saturday.

When Zhou Wan woke up, the sky was dark and gloomy. Opening the curtains, she saw it was raining again.

The rain brought a chill, and the flowers in the flower bed, newly planted and not yet adjusted to their environment, were battered by this assault. Many had withered, and scattered across the bed, making it look even more desolate.

Zhou Wan frowned.

The plum rain season was approaching.

She wondered if these flowers could survive until then.

She remembered when Grandmother was still in their hometown, sometimes growing vegetables in front of the house. During the dreary rainy season, she would cover them with black hemp cloth, making a simple rain shelter that could be removed whenever the sun came out.

There seemed to be a general store nearby. Zhou Wan wanted to check it out.

Before she left, at least she could take care of this garden.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t up yet. She didn’t wake him, just took an umbrella from the entryway and walked out.

…

The rain grew heavier. By the time Zhou Wan reached the general store, her pant legs were wet, and the loose strands of hair at her back were dripping water.

She hadn’t had a haircut in a long time; now her hair reached below her chest.

Fortunately, the store sold black hemp cloth, so the trip wasn’t wasted.

The shopkeeper helped her stuff a large piece of cloth into a plastic bag. Zhou Wan paid and thanked him.

She picked up her umbrella, shook off the water, opened it, and walked out.

Suddenly, Zhou Wan’s steps faltered as she looked at the car stopped before her.

The back window slowly rolled down, and Old Master Lu smiled at her, saying warmly: “Young lady, what a coincidence.”

Zhou Wan paused, silently gripping the plastic bag tighter, and politely nodded: “Hello, Grandfather.”

“Do you have time?” Old Master Lu said. “Let’s have a chat.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 48
An imposing iron gate appeared before them, with an exceptionally well-maintained and beautiful garden beside it. The giant banana leaves reached as high as two stories, incomparably better than those at Lu Xixiao’s home.

Zhou Wan sat quietly in the car, watching everything appear outside the window.

The driver stopped the car at the entrance.

Old Master Lu got out of the car using his cane. Zhou Wan hesitated for a moment before stepping forward to support him.

She didn’t say formulaic phrases like “be careful.” She just quietly supported Old Master Lu’s arm, not applying too much force, but ready to catch him if he were to fall.

“This is where I usually live,” Old Master Lu said with a smile. “It’s a pity none of my sons or daughters live here with me. I get lonely by myself. When Xiao was young, he often stayed here with me for a few days.”

Upon hearing him mention Lu Xixiao’s childhood, Zhou Wan tilted her head slightly.

Old Master Lu led Zhou Wan into the house, dismissed everyone else, and personally poured her a cup of water.

Zhou Wan accepted it with both hands, thanked him, and sat down opposite him.

If Zhou Wan wasn’t Guo Xiangling’s daughter, if she didn’t have anything to do with Xiao, Old Master Lu might have admired her ability to remain so calm, ruthless, and resolute.

“When Xiao was young, he was an exceptionally good child. Everyone who met him praised him. His mother raised him well, but unfortunately…” Old Master Lu sighed, speaking with such sincerity that it seemed like he was just having a casual chat with Zhou Wan. “He once had a younger sister. I gave her the nickname Wanwan because she had beautiful eyes and loved to smile. When she smiled, her eyes would curve into lines.”

Wanwan.

Wan’wan.

Zhou Wan silently clenched her palms, suddenly feeling a pain in her stomach.

It throbbed, like being pricked by needles.

“Xiao loved his little sister very much and often played with her. It’s just a pity that his entire childhood was filled with constant loss. All those important to him were lost one after another.”

“After that, his personality changed. He became indifferent to everything. Whether possessing or losing, he was never earnest about it. He must have broken many girls’ hearts, but that’s because he had lost too much before, so he didn’t dare take anyone too seriously anymore.”

“But I can see that Xiao likes you. You’re different from him.”

Old Master Lu’s tone was so gentle that even Zhou Wan couldn’t figure out why he had brought her here.

“That’s precisely why I came to find you,” Old Master Lu looked at Zhou Wan quietly. “Xiao is different from you. He bears the Lu surname, which involves too many people and too many matters. Many people are watching him, so what you’re doing isn’t just revenge against your mother – you’ve also put him in a very difficult position.”

“What will people say if they find out about your relationship?”

Old Master Lu smiled slightly, his voice low and calm, “Disgusting, perverted, immoral, filthy… these things won’t disappear just because your mother is gone.”

With each word he spoke, Zhou Wan’s body tensed further.

“I previously agreed with Mr. Lu that once Guo Xiangling lost everything, I would… disappear from Lu Xixiao’s world forever,” Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, trying to steady her breathing. “I’ll leave in a few days.”

“The sooner the better.”

Old Master Lu said, “Xiao is unorthodox. He likes you, and might truly be willing to give up everything for you, but you’re a smart person. You should know what kind of condemnation he would face, and what he would lose.”

“I know.”

Zhou Wan stood up and bowed deeply to Old Master Lu. “I’m sorry. I was too selfish and caused trouble for you all.”

*

When Lu Xixiao woke up, the house was very quiet. There was no one in the living room, and he thought Zhou Wan was still sleeping, but then he noticed an umbrella missing from the entrance.

He glanced at the gloomy sky and drizzling rain through the floor-to-ceiling window, and called Zhou Wan.

It rang for a long time.

No one answered.

Lu Xixiao frowned, inexplicable anxiety spreading through his heart as he recalled what Butler Zhang had said earlier.

He quickly walked to the wardrobe and yanked it open. All the clothes were still there.

Only then did he breathe a sigh of relief, self-mockingly tugging at the corner of his mouth as he closed the closet door and went to the living room.

Lu Xixiao ordered two breakfast meals, but even after they had gone cold, Zhou Wan hadn’t returned. He grabbed another umbrella from the entrance, preparing to go look for her.

Just as he was about to lock the door, his phone suddenly vibrated with a text message from an unsaved number.

It was an address.

Lu Xixiao frowned and called the number directly.

“Hello.” It was Luo He’s voice, carrying a somewhat grudging smile. “Lu Xixiao, long time no see.”

He remained silent, standing under the eaves with his phone, his face darkening as he stared at the curtain of rain before him, his eyes filled with obscure darkness.

“Come to the address I sent you, alone,” Luo said with a laugh. “If you’re late, don’t feel heartbroken when your little girlfriend cries.”

His expression remained unchanged, only his jawline tightened, drawing a sharp line that seemed almost lethal.

But the reason told him that Zhou Wan was a smart person. She knew Luo He, she surely wouldn’t have fallen for his trap.

“Where is she?”

“Don’t believe me, huh?” Footsteps could be heard from Luo He’s end as he walked to the other side and crouched down, holding out the phone. “Say something.”

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

The other end was completely quiet, without a sound.

Luo He: “Little sister, don’t be so stubborn. Now’s not the time to play at being deep and affectionate. If he doesn’t come, you won’t have a good ending.”

Lu Xixiao’s brows furrowed tightly as he said in a low voice: “Zhou Wan.”

Still no response.

Luo He gave a cold laugh and suddenly grabbed Zhou Wan’s hair, yanking her head back.

The movement was so sudden that Zhou Wan couldn’t help but let out a painful whimper from her throat.

Very soft and brief, almost inaudible.

But Lu Xixiao heard it.

The veins on his forehead instantly bulged as he snarled with murderous rage: “Luo He, if you dare hit her, I’ll definitely kill you!”

Hearing his furious voice, Luo He laughed even more gleefully: “Don’t worry, I just pulled her hair a bit. Alright, Lu Xixiao, come quickly. I don’t have much patience.”

*

Before Lu Xixiao could speak, Luo He hung up the phone and tossed it aside.

He crouched down to be at eye level with Zhou Wan, then reached out and patted her cheek: “Sister, if you don’t want to get beaten up later, you’d better cooperate.”

Under an iron shed at the abandoned Pingchuan City station, Zhou Wan lay on the ground with her hands and feet bound.

The young woman’s hair was messily scattered over her shoulders, and her pants were covered in dirty, mottled dust. She wasn’t crying, nor did she show any signs of excessive fear. Only her eye sockets had been forced into a bloodshot color as she glared hatefully at Luo He.

Once again, Luo He saw Lu Xixiao’s shadow in this frail girl.

He sneered: “What are you so proud of? Wait and see if Lu Xixiao can still be proud later.”

“No matter what he’s like, you’ll never match up to him.”

“Fine then.” Luo He laughed. “You just keep your eyes wide open and watch later.”

He straightened up and turned his head. Jiang Yan was being restrained by two others, constantly struggling and cursing him as untrustworthy, a thug, and a hoodlum.

Luo He walked over and without a word, kicked Jiang Yan in the stomach. His body instantly stiffened, cold sweat immediately breaking out as he groaned in pain.

“I’m a thug and a hoodlum, so what does that make you?” Luo He looked down at him contemptuously. “You’re not even as good as a thug. No brains, just a hypocrite.”

“But I still have to thank you.” As Luo He spoke, he smiled and helped Jiang Yan up by his arm. “If you hadn’t called, Zhou Wan wouldn’t have come. Isn’t that right?”

Jiang Yan was so furious he couldn’t speak.

After leaving Lu Zhongyue’s company, Jiang Yan’s mind was filled with Old Master Lu’s words. He hated Lu Xixiao intensely, truly not understanding what made him better than himself, wishing he would disappear from this world forever.

That’s why he acted rashly and told Luo He he had a way to lure Lu Xixiao out.

But he had never intended to harm Zhou Wan.

He had told Luo He that no matter what happened to Lu Xixiao in the end, they absolutely could not harm Zhou Wan.

In Jiang Yan’s heart, Zhou Wan was his only friend.

He harbored some ineffable feelings toward Zhou Wan.

Sensing Zhou Wan’s gaze upon him, Jiang Yan felt as if he’d been struck by an icy arrow. He didn’t dare admit it, feeling helpless, scared, and wronged.

“No,” he instinctively denied, “Zhou Wan, it wasn’t me.”

Zhou Wan neither believed nor reproached him, simply shifting her gaze away indifferently.

Soon, the sound of a noisy engine rumbled outside the abandoned station.

Luo He raised an eyebrow and smiled, “That was quick.”

He walked behind Zhou Wan and roughly dragged her a distance. Zhou Wan’s palms were forced against the ground, the friction tearing lines of blood across her skin.

She frowned in pain, her hair falling forward across her chest, the ends dragging on the ground and stirring up dust. Through her hair strands, she saw a figure appear in the distance, dressed in black, walking with purposeful strides.

When Lu Xixiao saw the scene before him, murderous rage erupted from his entire being.

He was drenched from the rain, his shoulders and hair wet.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together hard.

“You do like her quite a bit,” Luo He said with a smile, dragging Zhou Wan to the side.

Lu Xixiao’s voice was hoarse: “What do you want?”

Luo He bit down on a cigarette and sauntered in front of him, flicking off some ash as he spat out two words: “Kneel.”

Lu Xixiao’s expression remained unchanged. He didn’t move.

Luo He knew all too well what a proud person Lu Xixiao was.

He would rather die than suffer such humiliation.

So at this moment, he grew even more excited, his pupils taking on a crazed light as his smile turned savage. He enunciated each word: “Kneel. Down. Before. Me.”

Zhou Wan stared intently at Lu Xixiao.

The young man’s face was dark, but he showed neither angry humiliation at the insult, nor did he retreat or avoid it. He was terrifyingly quiet.

Zhou Wan’s heart kept rising until she felt she might vomit blood.

Luo He observed Lu Xixiao’s expression, savoring every minute detail like fine wine.

He paused, then said with a smile: “Otherwise, I’ll strip her clothes off and post photos at your school. She looks a bit thin, but since you like her so much, her figure must not be bad.”

Only at this moment did Lu Xixiao’s expression finally crack.

No longer his usual cold and distant self, his eyes were bloodshot, filled with red veins – the first time Zhou Wan had ever seen such vivid color on his face.

As if realizing something, she suddenly screamed.

“Lu Xixiao!” she shouted, “Don’t!”

From the beginning until now, Zhou Wan hadn’t cried, hadn’t shouted, hadn’t begged.

Even after Lu Xixiao arrived, she hadn’t made a sound, afraid that even the slightest reaction from her would affect him, until this moment–

But she watched helplessly as Lu Xixiao lowered himself, his knees bending.

And knelt straight down.

Perhaps this kneeling made no sound at all, but Zhou Wan heard a “thud.”

The sound of his kneecaps hitting the ground.

“No! Lu Xixiao, get up!” Zhou Wan’s mind went completely blank as she struggled desperately, screaming and crying: “No, don’t do this, Lu Xixiao… get up!”

The proud youth who had always been the center of attention knelt without a word, straight-backed.

The world fell silent, yet everything seemed to be turning upside down.

Zhou Wan couldn’t accept Lu Xixiao being like this.

She couldn’t bear to see Lu Xixiao being humiliated. If it had to be like this, she would rather die herself.

She had already hurt him so much; she couldn’t let his remaining pride be shattered and taken away too.

But Lu Xixiao didn’t look at her once. He just knelt there, his pants dirty with dust, like a fallen god.

Luo He laughed maniacally beside them. After fighting with Lu Xixiao for so long, he had never imagined there would be a day when he could truly trample Lu Xixiao under his feet.

He laughed until his stomach hurt and tears came to his eyes, bending over with one hand supported on Lu Xixiao’s shoulder, his jarring laughter echoing through the car shed. “Lu Xixiao, to think you’d see such a day.”

Finally managing to straighten up from laughing, he felt his pants pocket but couldn’t find his phone, so he looked around.

Then he walked to the side to pick up his coat, took out his phone from the pocket, opened the camera, and took a photo of the kneeling Lu Xixiao.

“How do you think my photo turned out?”

Luo He held the photo in front of Lu Xixiao’s eyes, laughing, “Let me think what title to use… How about ‘Lu Xixiao Kneels and Begs for Mercy, Kowtows in Apology’? How’s that?”

“Luo He, let her go,” Lu Xixiao said from his kneeling position, looking up, his voice flat. “Everything else is between you and me.”

Zhou Wan cried until she was completely broken.

She struggled, shouted, and screamed, wanting Lu Xixiao to get up, wanting him to stop caring about her, wanting to say she wasn’t worthy of such treatment and sacrifice from him.

As she cried and shouted, she glimpsed the umbrella that had fallen to the ground.

The dust mixed with rainwater on the umbrella’s surface, forming muddy patches.

During Zhou Wan’s earlier struggle, the umbrella had somehow broken, its sharp ribs protruding, gleaming faintly like stark white bones.

At this moment, Zhou Wan suddenly remembered when she first met Lu Xixiao.

It was also a rainy day like this when she was cornered by a group of thugs. Her umbrella had been knocked away, landing upside down, broken, its ribs exposed with sharp ends.

At that time, she had thought: she would not be humiliated, would not be defiled.

If it came to that, she would stab that person’s eyes with the umbrella rib.

She had never been a weak girl; her inner self had always been fierce and dark.

She clenched her fists, her rationality dangerously close to breaking.

But at that moment, mixed with the sound of wind through leaves, she heard Lu Xixiao’s voice.

He hadn’t been carrying an umbrella, wearing a black hoodie with the hood pulled over his head, his body carrying a strong scent of tobacco and a very faint woody fragrance.

He had gently gripped her wrist, pulling her behind him.

He had saved her.

In every sense of the word, he had saved her.

Physically and mentally.

It turned out she had been indebted to him since such an early time.

She already owed Lu Xixiao too much.

His money, his love, his dignity, and his pride.

At least, before she left, Zhou Wan wanted to try to make amends, no matter what she had to pay, no matter if she would fall from there, completely descending into a lightless hell.

…

Ignoring the painful friction of the ropes on her wrists and ankles, she threw herself forward, falling heavily to the ground.

She stretched out her arms, struggling forward with all her might until finally, her fingertips touched the umbrella handle.

She pulled it towards her, forcefully breaking off the protruding rib. Her fingertips were cut, and bleeding.

“What are you doing?” Luo He berated his men who were restraining Jiang Yan. “You can’t even watch one person properly!”

He saw Zhou Wan’s movements but couldn’t imagine that someone with such a face, crying so miserably, would dare to do anything.

He let his guard down, quickly walking to Zhou Wan’s side, bending down to grab her collar, intending to drag her back.

It was at this moment that Zhou Wan raised the broken umbrella rib.

Her eyes were bloodshot, filled with painful tears, yet she struck down with absolute resolution.

When several drops of hot blood suddenly splashed onto her face, Zhou Wan abruptly stopped moving, her entire body freezing as she turned her head slowly to look at her bloodied hand.

She didn’t know how much force she had used, but the umbrella rib had pierced straight into Luo He’s the collarbone.

Luo He stared at Zhou Wan with wide eyes, unable to believe what had happened.

The entire world seemed to pause.

It took several seconds before Luo He felt the pain.

He clutched his collarbone with one hand, his humiliated rage turning to madness: “You’re asking for death!”

His other hand reached into his pocket.

A knife flashed a blinding white light.

Zhou Wan saw it clearly but suddenly had no strength to dodge. Her blood-stained hand wouldn’t stop trembling. She could almost feel herself falling step by step, the surrounding light growing dimmer and dimmer until finally, there was no light, no sound at all.

When Luo He raised the knife, Zhou Wan froze in place and closed her eyes.

At least she wouldn’t be Lu Xixiao’s weakness anymore, and wouldn’t make him lose his dignity again.

…

But in the next second, she was pulled down by a force.

Her nose was filled with the familiar scent of tobacco, and… a heavy smell of blood.

Stream after stream of fresh blood poured from Lu Xixiao’s chest, soaking through his clothes and completely staining Zhou Wan’s hands red.

At this moment, Zhou Wan’s vision began to blur.

In her daze, it was as if she had stabbed Lu Xixiao, as if all of this was because of her.

Her entire body shook uncontrollably: “Lu Xixiao…”

The young man’s face had lost all color as he fell into her arms. His fingers slowly pried open hers, holding them, intertwining their fingers with a hint of comfort.

“Wan Wan, you did well.”

His fingers tightened slightly around her hand, but quickly lost strength and loosened. He looked at her earnestly and said softly: “Don’t be afraid anymore.”
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The most chaotic and painful day of Zhou Wan’s youth ended with the urgent wail of police sirens and the arrival of Lu’s grandfather.

The group from Luo He was taken away and Lu Xixiao was rushed to the hospital for emergency treatment.

Zhou Wan hurried to the hospital with them. Lu’s grandfather could no longer maintain his previously benevolent facade toward her. When he saw Lu Xixiao lying in a pool of blood, he nearly fainted.

“Zhou Wan,” Lu’s grandfather said softly, “don’t forget what you promised me before.”

Zhou Wan’s footsteps faltered as she lowered her head and bit her lower lip. “I haven’t forgotten, but… could we wait until after he wakes up?”

Lu’s grandfather didn’t answer, simply walking past her.

At the entrance to the operating room, he suddenly stopped and turned back.

“When Xiao went to find you alone, he called me first. That’s why I came with the police,” Lu’s grandfather said. “I was worried something would happen to him and didn’t want him to go, but he wouldn’t listen no matter what I said, so I told him you were Guo Xiangling’s daughter.”

Zhou Wan froze, looking up in shock.

“Do you know what he said?”

Lu’s grandfather’s eyes were deep and penetrating as he gazed at her silently, carrying the weight of a thousand pounds. “He said he had known for a long time, and he didn’t care.”

He had known all along…

Something snapped in Zhou Wan’s mind.

She had been so afraid of Lu Xixiao finding out, afraid he would hate her. She wanted to tell him the truth but could never bring herself to speak, like drinking poisoned wine to quench her thirst, hiding it day after day.

She thought she had hidden it well, that Lu Xixiao never knew.

But Zhou Wan wished he truly hadn’t known anything.

Then she wouldn’t feel such guilt and self-reproach as she did now.

Lu Xixiao had known early on, yet he had never truly been angry with her.

He still pretended not to know, continuing to stay by her side.

Such a good young man – why did he have to suffer all this because of her?

She still had Lu Xixiao’s blood on her; all of this was her doing.

She was the one who had hurt Lu Xixiao like this.

The proud young man had bent his knee; the spirited young man had shed his blood.

She couldn’t continue making mistakes.

She couldn’t let Lu Xixiao endure those accusations anymore, just as his grandfather had said – disgusting, perverted, improper, filthy…

These words could not be allowed to taint her young man.

Her young man should have remained pure and clean, open and sincere.

That night, Zhou Wan waited outside the operating room the entire time.

Many members of the Lu family arrived one after another – Lu Zhongyue, Lu Qilan’s family, and many other relatives. Everyone looked anxious as they comforted each other.

Zhou Wan stood to the side, ignored by everyone.

She stood there like an outsider, quiet and transparent, waiting as people came and went, waiting until the operating room light finally went dark.

The nurse didn’t tell her about Lu Xixiao’s condition, since she wasn’t considered anyone to Lu Xixiao. They called Lu’s grandfather directly instead.

Zhou Wan overheard their conversation and learned that Lu Xixiao’s injuries were very serious. The knife had struck near his heart, and he would need to remain under observation in the ICU for some time.

Unable to enter the room, Zhou Wan sat on the floor in the hallway outside, waiting until daybreak.

Perhaps from catching a chill during the night, her nose was stuffed up and her head ached slightly.

After the nursing shift change, one came over, seemingly just noticing Zhou Wan, and asked, “Are you a family member of the patient?”

Zhou Wan hurriedly stood up. “I’m…” she paused, then said, “I’m his classmate.”

Teenage romance wasn’t uncommon these days. The nurse nodded in understanding and said, “You should go home and change your clothes first. The patient probably won’t wake up for a while.”

“Is his injury very serious?” Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled. “When will he wake up?”

“The knife almost reached his heart – how is that not serious? But he’s unconscious now because of the pain pump, which has a sedative effect. He probably won’t wake up until later today.”

Zhou Wan nodded and thanked the nurse.

She went to the bathroom to wash her face. Looking up at herself in the mirror, she saw her pale complexion, dark circles under her eyes, and dried blood stains spattered across her face and clothes in a dark brown pattern.

She took off her outer jacket and left the hospital to go home.

In the end, the black hemp cloth she had bought to protect the flowers from rain went unused.

Last night’s downpour had washed away the soil. The flowers were scattered everywhere, completely beaten down, with several plants uprooted entirely, their roots exposed.

She still couldn’t keep them alive.

Even though they were such easy flowers to grow, they still failed in the end.

Zhou Wan took a hot shower, watching the blood stains flow down with the water into the drain.

Then she pulled out a suitcase from the cabinet – the one she had brought when her grandmother passed away.

Back then, one suitcase had been enough to pack all her belongings, and it was the same this time.

Many clothes remained in the wardrobe, mostly ones Lu Xixiao had bought her on various pretexts over this period. Bit by bit, until now most of the clothes in the wardrobe were ones he had bought her.

She didn’t take them.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, sniffed hard, and closed the suitcase latch.

After packing her luggage, she set the suitcase aside and took out a bag to go to Lu Xixiao’s room. He would probably need to stay in the hospital for some time, so Zhou Wan packed some changes of clothes and toiletries for him.

While getting his phone charger, Zhou Wan noticed a photo frame by his bed.

It was her birthday gift to him on his 18th birthday.

The frame contained a photo of her.

The arcade’s lighting had been dim, and the flash had gone off automatically, capturing her startled expression, eyes wide and round like plump black grapes.

It was the photo he had casually taken that day.

This was Zhou Wan’s first time seeing this photo.

This wasn’t Lu Xixiao’s usual style. Although he had taken the photo, it was probably just on impulse – he wouldn’t have had the patience to get it developed at a photoshop.

Zhou Wan didn’t know when he had developed the photo, or when he had put it in his bedroom.

A tear fell, blurring on the frame’s glass.

Zhou Wan pressed her palm against her eyes, trying to control herself but only managing sharp, rapid breaths.

After a long while, she finally stood up again and took out a sachet from an inner pocket of her clothes – this was the one her grandmother had gotten blessed for her, the one her grandmother had clutched tightly even in death.

She unzipped Lu Xixiao’s pillowcase and placed the sachet inside.

She hoped that in the days to come, this sachet would bless him with continued good fortune.

No more injuries, no more sadness.

Sweet dreams every night.

Lu Xixiao woke up the next evening, but Zhou Wan never saw him again.

ICU visiting hours were restricted, and it wasn’t her turn to go in. Lu Xixiao also drifted in and out of consciousness, not fully awake for several days.

As for Luo He’s group, they had all been detained. With Lu’s grandfather handling the matter, it certainly wouldn’t be resolved easily.

Three days later, he finally recovered enough to be transferred out of the ICU.

When he woke up that night, Zhou Wan was alone in the room.

He opened his eyes and saw a slender figure in the darkness, sitting ramrod straight without turning on the lights, lost in thought.

“Zhou Wan,” he called out hoarsely.

This was the first time in many days that Zhou Wan had heard Lu Xixiao’s voice again.

She jumped to her feet, somewhat flustered. “Lu Xixiao, you’re awake. How… does anything still hurt?”

“I’m fine,” he smiled, reaching out to hook his fingers with hers. “What time is it?”

Zhou Wan checked the time. “Just past midnight.”

“Why aren’t you home sleeping?” Lu Xixiao said. “Don’t you have school tomorrow?”

Zhou Wan hadn’t been to school these past few days.

She hadn’t contacted anyone or seen anyone, just staying at the hospital even though she couldn’t see Lu Xixiao. She cradled his hand carefully, as if afraid of hurting him, and said softly, “I took leave.”

“Taking leave again? Be careful or you won’t get second place next time.”

Even now, Lu Xixiao still had the spirit to joke with her.

Zhou Wan paused, then said quietly, “Jiang Yan got early admission, he won’t be taking exams anymore.”

She lowered her eyes and sniffled, but still couldn’t hold back her tears.

She hadn’t been a crybaby before, but since meeting Lu Xixiao, it seemed her threshold for tears had lowered considerably.

“I’m sorry,” Zhou Wan said.

“Sorry for what?”

“I only went there because Jiang Yan called me,” Zhou Wan said, head bowed and choking up. “If I had been more careful, things wouldn’t have turned out like this.”

“Luo He targeted you because of me, it had nothing to do with you.”

Lu Xixiao said softly, his voice deep and gentle. “It was my fault, but I won’t apologize to you.”

Lu Xixiao lifted her chin. In the moonlight filtering through the window lattice, he said earnestly, “Neither of us needs to apologize to the other, not now, not ever.”

For the next few days, Zhou Wan didn’t go to school, staying at the hospital every day to keep him company.

Sometimes Lu family relatives would come to visit, but in such a large family even visits were mere formalities and calculations, lacking sincerity. Lu Xixiao dealt with them perfunctorily, and eventually, they stopped coming.

Lu’s grandfather did come often.

He didn’t say anything to Zhou Wan, but she knew clearly that time was counting down.

News of the Luo He incident was suppressed, and no one else knew about it. A week later, Jiang Fan finally contacted Lu Xixiao, joking right away about where he’d been playing all these days that no one had seen him.

Jiang Fan had a loud voice. Zhou Wan was sitting by the bed peeling an apple when she heard this and looked up.

Lu Xixiao smiled carelessly. “What?”

“You disappearing is one thing, but Zhou Wan disappeared too,” Jiang Fan said. “What have you two been doing together all these days? I’m starting to suspect you went abroad to get married.”

Jiang Fan was talking nonsense, his imagination running wild.

Lu Xixiao played along: “Yeah, we got married. We’ll treat you all to drinks when we get back.”

Zhou Wan’s hands faltered.

The continuous apple peel broke.

After hanging up, Lu Xixiao reached out to tip Zhou Wan’s chin up. “Three more years,” he said.

“What?”

“Until you reach legal marriage age.”

Zhou Wan lowered her head, her thick black lashes hiding the emotion in her eyes. She pretended to be casual: “Oh, you know about that?”

“Looked it up before.”

Zhou Wan’s heart felt like it had been pricked by a needle again, the sourness unbearable.

She turned away, finished peeling the last bit of apple skin, and handed it to Lu Xixiao.

When May arrived, Lu Xixiao could finally get out of bed and move around freely.

The weather was getting warmer. Lu Xixiao initially wanted to change into a short-sleeved shirt before going out for a walk, but Zhou Wan wouldn’t let him, worried that his weakened body would catch cold easily, so he gave up the idea.

The private hospital had excellent landscaping.

There was a dedicated area behind it for patients to walk and rest.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao walked together for a while, then found a bench to sit on.

An elderly man sat across from them, using an electric razor to shave his head.

Lu Xixiao ran his hand through his hair and said, “I need a haircut too.”

“Hold off a bit longer,” Zhou Wan said. “Wait until you’re fully recovered.”

The bangs in front had grown long enough to get in his eyes, and he pushed them all back. “By the time I’m recovered, I’ll have long hair.”

Zhou Wan laughed, imagining it. “You’d probably look good with long hair too.”

“No way,” he wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Ugly.”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment. “Then what should we do? Maybe we could ask a barber to come in and cut your hair? Though I’m not sure if that’s allowed.”

“You can cut it for me,” Lu Xixiao suddenly said.

Zhou Wan was startled. “Huh?”

“It’s fine, just cut it, however,” Lu Xixiao said. “With your boyfriend’s face, I’d look handsome even if you shaved me bald.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao seemed very interested in this idea. He immediately got up to borrow the razor from the elderly man across from them, thanked him, and walked back to hand it to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan was still hesitant. “But I don’t know how to use it.”

“It’s very simple, young lady,” the elderly man said. “Just adjust the length setting and you’ll be fine.”

Although Lu Xixiao said to cut it however she wanted, Zhou Wan didn’t dare experiment freely with his hair. She trimmed very carefully, in the end only shortening the overgrown parts slightly and then trimming the sides.

It should be enough to last until he was discharged.

Zhou Wan washed the razor clean and returned it to the elderly man.

They sat side by side on the bench. The sun was especially nice today, the best weather they’d had in days. There were many people outside, including children in hospital gowns running around.

Zhou Wan turned to look at him.

The young man had lost quite a bit of weight from his serious illness, but he was still as radiant as ever. The lines of his face had become sharper, yet not as harsh as before.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan suddenly said.

He turned to face her.

Almost instantly, Lu Xixiao vaguely sensed something.

Just moments ago she had been helping him cut his hair, but in the next second, seeing her expression, Lu Xixiao could guess what she was about to say.

“I know that you already know everything,” Zhou Wan said, eyes downcast. “These days, I’m grateful to you. You’ve given me beautiful memories I never dared to dream of before. Contentment brings happiness, and I should be content.”

“Your injury is almost healed, and after this, I probably won’t come anymore. Lu Xixiao, I’m sorry, all of this was my—”

“Zhou Wan.”

Lu Xixiao cut off her words. His breathing was somewhat rapid, whether from fear or anger. “I don’t care. I don’t care about any of it.”

Zhou Wan clenched her jaw.

For this final goodbye, she didn’t want to cry again.

He reached out and gripped her wrist tightly. “Don’t go, please?”

But these weren’t words Lu Xixiao would normally say.

He was so proud, the type who would never look back once he left, not like now—being deceived yet still holding onto her hand, asking her to stay.

Zhou Wan thought again of that day when he had knelt, silent but determined.

Her chest tightened again with heartache and guilt.

Like a dead end, cycling back again and again into these same emotions.

“Lu Xixiao, on my birthday, you still owed me one wish. Will you grant it for me now?” Zhou Wan said softly.

He gritted his teeth, saying nothing.

“From now on, be well, just like I said that day. Go see the vast world, walk the path of prosperity, be happy every day, and stay safe year after year. You can hate me, or forget me.”

“Let’s break up.”

Zhou Wan stood up and said softly, “Brother.”
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Zhou Wan understood him too well.

She could see through Lu Xixiao’s vulnerability and loneliness, which was why she accompanied him to watch fireworks and snow.

Similarly, she knew exactly how to make Lu Xixiao let go.

When she uttered that word “Brother,” Lu Xixiao released her hand.

Zhou Wan didn’t linger for even a moment—she didn’t dare to—and walked away immediately.

She kept her word.

From that day on, she never appeared in Lu Xixiao’s world again.

Unlike breakups in TV dramas or movies, there was no snow, no illness. After that day, the weather only grew warmer as summer truly arrived, and Lu Xixiao’s body healed day by day.

Lu’s grandfather had thought that given his personality, he would be restless to leave the hospital as soon as he felt slightly better. Unexpectedly, Lu Xixiao stayed obedient until he fully recovered at the end of May before being discharged.

The day he was discharged was particularly hot. Lu Xixiao changed out of his blue and white striped hospital gown into his short-sleeved shirt.

The nurse who had been caring for him had grown quite familiar with him over these days. Catching a glimpse of the faint text beneath his collarbone, she paused and asked, “What’s that?”

Lu Xixiao started, glancing at the mirror opposite.

His expression showed barely half a second of blank surprise before quickly returning to normal. “A tattooed name.”

“Oh,” the nurse smiled suggestively. “Your girlfriend’s?”

“Ex-girlfriend.”

The nurse was taken aback.

She thought of the girl who used to visit the hospital frequently but hadn’t been seen for a month now.

“What about the tattoo then, are you going to have it removed?” the nurse said. “I should warn you though, the tattoo is close to your knife wound, so even if you want it removed, now isn’t the time.”

“Not removing it.”

The nurse raised her eyebrows: “Won’t your future girlfriend be angry when she sees it?”

“If she gets angry, I’ll just find another one,” Lu Xixiao bit down on a cigarette, answering with a casual smile.

The nurse clicked her tongue several times: “What a player.”

“Well, doing something as stupid as getting a tattoo once in your life is enough to learn your lesson,” Lu Xixiao said.

He didn’t notify his grandfather about his discharge. After handling the paperwork himself and heading downstairs, Jiang Fan and Huang Ping had just arrived at the hospital.

Lu Xixiao had been absent for so long that they eventually learned about what had happened that day.

Jiang Fan helped him with his belongings and asked, “Are you fully recovered? Don’t need to stay longer?”

“I’ve been here for over a damn month already.” Lu Xixiao draped an arm over his shoulder, lazy and roguish.

Huang Ping directly snatched the cigarette from his hand: “Still smoking? Got a death wish?”

Lu Xixiao just smiled, not arguing.

Huang Ping drove, in a Volkswagen that was falling apart, with the seat leather peeling off. “Where to?”

“School,” Lu Xixiao said from the back seat, leaning against the window to look outside.

Huang Ping and Jiang Fan both paused but said nothing.

The car stopped at the school gate. Lu Xixiao got out, one hand on the car roof, bent down, and nodded at Huang Ping, saying, “See you.”

It was class time.

The school was quiet except for the sound of students reciting from the classrooms.

Passing the bulletin board, Lu Xixiao turned his head.

The monthly exam had just finished recently, and the results were posted on the board.

He scanned it but didn’t see that name.

Jiang Fan hesitated before saying, “She seems to have transferred schools.”

In an unseen corner, Lu Xixiao’s fingers froze.

“Oh.”

Jiang Fan didn’t know what had happened between them. They had seemed so in love when he called earlier, then suddenly broke up. Breaking up wasn’t enough—she directly transferred schools, completely cutting off all ties.

No matter how you looked at it, this had to be Lu Xixiao’s fault.

What could he have done to anger Zhou Wan enough to make her transfer schools?

“Xiao,” Jiang Fan paused, tentatively asking, “Did you do something to wrong Zhou Wan, making her this angry?”

Lu Xixiao turned his head and sneered.

His expression was so frightening that Jiang Fan immediately raised his hands: “Alright, alright, I won’t ask.”

The whole school knew Zhou Wan had transferred, and the first and second places in the grade rankings had both changed hands. Everyone also knew about his breakup with Zhou Wan.

People weren’t too surprised. Although Zhou Wan had been his longest relationship, this was Lu Xixiao after all. How could someone so free-spirited and playful possibly settle down with one girl at this age?

He returned to the classroom but didn’t listen to the lecture, lying down to sleep as soon as he arrived.

After school, he went back to hanging out and messing around with his old friends, showing no signs of post-breakup depression.

That night they went out for late-night snacks at a food stall with plastic tables and chairs, surrounded by noisy chatter.

Lu Xixiao had barely sat down when girls came over to chat him up.

His serious illness had made him thinner, appearing more sharp and mature, with an inexplicable sense of both fragility and resilience about him—contradictory qualities that made him seem mysterious and drew people in.

A girl offered him a light, and he cooperatively leaned forward, cupping his hands against the wind.

He seemed to have changed, yet also seemed unchanged, always being this way.

Jiang Fan sized up the girl’s appearance—slim waist, long legs, great figure—exactly Lu Xixiao’s old type.

The girl was charming and cheerful, quickly becoming familiar with the rest of the group. Lu Xixiao let her sit beside him, occasionally turning to whisper in her ear.

Someone curiously asked which school she attended, and she raised her eyebrows, asking in return.

They said they were from Yangming.

The girl laughed in surprise: “Oh, you’re still in high school? I’m already a freshman in college, nineteen years old.” She propped her chin on her hand, turning to ask Lu Xixiao, “How old are you?”

A guy nearby answered for him: eighteen.

“Even a year younger than me,” the girl’s eyes were alluring when she smiled, capable of entrancing others. Looking at Lu Xixiao, she smiled and said, “Then I should call you little brother.”

Lu Xixiao’s hand holding the wine glass paused. He looked up, tugging at the corner of his mouth, his tone half-warning, half-flirtatious: “Just try it.”

The girl was perceptive and held up her hands in surrender: “No, no, I wouldn’t dare.”

The girl added them all on WeChat, sometimes messaging Lu Xixiao. When he didn’t reply, she’d contact his friends. This led to her often hanging out with them, becoming increasingly familiar.

She felt the timing was about right—every time Lu Xixiao appeared, he was like a lamb among wolves. If she didn’t act quickly, someone else would snatch him up.

She arranged with the bar beforehand to sing him a song.

A beautiful girl singing a love song as confession was always something worth making a fuss about.

The clamor in the bar came in waves. Through the waving hands, she looked toward Lu Xixiao sitting in the corner.

He hadn’t even looked up, head down checking his phone, his expression indifferent.

She didn’t know that this wasn’t the first time Lu Xixiao had encountered someone confessing through song.

She couldn’t help feeling disappointed, yet she was most attracted to his carelessly roguish demeanor.

At the end of the song, she stepped down from the stage with the microphone, making her way through the crowd to stand before Lu Xixiao, smiling as she said, “Lu Xixiao, I like you. Will you be my boyfriend?”

Lu Xixiao was looking down at his phone—Zhou Wan had sent him a message, after more than a month since their breakup.

To be precise, it was a transfer notification.

A few seconds later, she sent another message: [Lu Xixiao, this is the money you spent on me over the past year. It might not be enough, but this is all I have right now. I’ll pay back the rest later.]

Lu Xixiao’s jaw tightened as he ground his teeth.

After a while, he gave a cold laugh and directly confirmed the receipt.

He tossed his phone aside, looked up, and smiled roguishly: “Sure.”

Over the next few days, that girl often stayed by Lu Xixiao’s side.

She had thought he was just slow to warm up and aloof, but it turned out he simply couldn’t be warmed up at all.

She accompanied Lu Xixiao and his friends to play cards. When he got up to get drinks downstairs, the girl sighed and asked, “Hey, is this how Lu Xixiao always is in relationships?”

Everyone paused.

For a moment, their expressions all flashed with awkwardness.

How to put it…

He was like this in most relationships.

“…More or less.”

“He’s so handsome, I thought he’d be good at relationships.”

“Let me tell you something—many of his previous girlfriends couldn’t stand his personality. They’d argue with him, trying to make him care more, but when he got annoyed, he’d just break up with them.”

“Such a player,” the girl raised her eyebrows. “Were there no exceptions?”

This time nobody spoke.

Lu Xixiao pushed open the door carrying drinks, lit a cigarette, tossed the lighter aside, leaned back in his chair, and continued playing cards.

The girl watched for a while longer until she finally felt bored and said she was leaving.

Lu Xixiao just glanced at her once: “Alright, be careful on your way.”

Days passed like this until the height of summer arrived. Lu Xixiao only returned to school for the basketball tournament, where he won first place again.

He was covered in sweat, the veins on his arms prominent after exercising. His girlfriend brought him water and helped him carry his clothes. His friends said they wanted to go out to celebrate the championship.

“You go ahead,” Lu Xixiao patted his pocket. “I left my phone behind.”

His girlfriend said, “I’ll go with you to get it.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t refuse. The sky was already half-dark as they walked up the empty stairs of the teaching building together.

He went into the classroom and took out his phone from his desk, checking the time.

Suddenly, he paused and bent down to look inside the desk.

After being discharged, he had hardly come to school and never came for exams. Only now did he discover several notebooks on his desk that didn’t belong to him—he never took notes, so these notebooks couldn’t possibly be his.

Lu Xixiao pulled out the stack of notebooks and opened them.

His breathing suddenly stopped.

In the notebooks, the handwriting was neat and careful—Zhou Wan’s writing.

His fingertips curled unnaturally as he opened them one by one.

There were notes for every subject, starting from the first required course, each section recorded completely and neatly, from basic formulas to basic problems to difficult questions.

All were written by Zhou Wan.

He didn’t know when these had been placed in his drawer.

Nor did he know when Zhou Wan had started writing these.

“Xiao,” his girlfriend called from the doorway. “Haven’t found it?”

“Found it.”

Lu Xixiao put the notebooks back in the drawer and walked out of the classroom with his phone.

Later during dinner, while others were laughing and bragging, Lu Xixiao sat to the side, quietly drinking, his brows slightly furrowed as if deep in thought.

He drank one glass after another, without stopping.

No matter how good his alcohol tolerance, he should have been drunk.

But when drunk, his face showed no sign of it, looking much the same as usual, only his aura was more dispersed, making him appear more roguish and alluring.

After dinner, everyone wanted to go to a bar to hang out longer, but Lu Xixiao said, “I’m heading back first.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just a bit tired,” he said, turning to ask his girlfriend beside him, “What about you?”

“Then I’ll head back too.”

“I’ll walk you home.”

His girlfriend was startled, then smiled: “Alright.”

The street was very quiet. His girlfriend’s home was in the opposite direction from his. Lu Xixiao walked with her, a cigarette between his fingers, silent except for occasional responses.

At her doorstep, his girlfriend suddenly asked, “Lu Xixiao, do you have something you want to tell me?”

She had dated many boyfriends before, all kinds, and had no shortage of pursuers.

But she had never experienced this kind of relationship. If she hadn’t been so drawn to Lu Xixiao’s roguish manner, she probably would have broken up with him a hundred years ago.

Lu Xixiao paused and said, “Let’s break up.”

“Give me a reason.”

She had guessed it but didn’t understand. She had seen through Lu Xixiao’s callousness early on and knew he disliked trouble and drama, so she stayed by his side quietly, not making a fuss, thinking things would be different given time.

He exhaled smoke and said, “I want to study properly now.”

Such an excuse coming from Lu Xixiao was laughable. His girlfriend let out a cold laugh: “Lu Xixiao, do you need to brush me off with such an excuse?”

“It’s true.”

Lu Xixiao wasn’t angry, just calmly looking down at her. “Senior year is coming up, I want to get into a good university. I’m sorry about these days.”

“You know you should be sorry.”

The girl was beautiful and had never been treated so perfunctorily in her life. Angry and unwilling to accept it, she asked, “Was there ever a moment in all these days when you liked me?”

Lu Xixiao said, “I’m sorry.”

The girl turned and left, slamming the door thunderously.

Lu Xixiao returned home.

He could feel the alcohol raging through his body, making him unclear-headed, his whole body burning, somewhat out of control.

For the first time in all the days since Zhou Wan left, he opened that guest room.

The blanket was neatly folded, and there was nothing in the room—no trace that anyone had ever lived there.

He opened the wardrobe and saw many clothes.

All the ones he had bought for her under various pretexts before.

She hadn’t taken them.

Not a single piece.

Lu Xixiao closed the wardrobe again, walked to the living room, and sat on the sofa. He opened his phone contacts but couldn’t find Zhou Wan’s number.

Only then did he remember he had never saved her number with a name, but every time he saw that string of numbers, he knew it was her.

He typed in the number from memory and called.

It rang for half a minute before disconnecting.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

The room was pitch black except for the light from the phone screen. The young man, reeking of alcohol, said nothing, his face stern as he called again.

This time it was cut off after just ten seconds.

Lu Xixiao showed no reaction, no expression, and just persistently kept calling back.

Later, the calls were hung up as soon as they connected.

He didn’t mind, continuing to call back tirelessly.

Around the twentieth or thirtieth time, Zhou Wan finally answered.

The call duration appeared on the phone screen—at 00:00.

Lu Xixiao froze.

He suddenly didn’t know what to say.

Neither of them spoke. Zhou Wan’s end was completely silent, without even the sound of wind or breathing.

It was like they were in a battle of wills, neither speaking first, yet neither hanging up.

Lu Xixiao hazily remembered when they first met, how he would never speak first during calls, how the first few seconds were always silent, until Zhou Wan would speak, never saying “hello” or anything else, always just those three clear syllables—”Lu Xixiao.”

He closed his eyes, and lowered his head, clinging to his last shred of dignity: “Zhou Wan, just say you love me once, and I’ll forgive everything.”

His voice was hard and cold, sounding more like a threat than a plea for love.

The girl’s voice was cool as she called his name: “Lu Xixiao.”

Just those three syllables made Lu Xixiao’s eyes turn red.

Then he heard her say with extreme calmness: “I don’t love you. I’ve been deceiving you all along.”
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In her college graduation year, Zhou Wan saw these words on the school’s confession wall: “If only I could have shared the blazing summer with you.”

When she saw those words, she froze for about a minute.

Her thoughts drifted far away, to someone distant from her past.

Then she shook her head, pushing everything back out of her mind.

Graduation.

Four years of university had come to an end.

Everyone took graduation photos, tossing their mortarboards high into the air, their smiles bright and radiant.

That evening, Zhou Wan went out for a hotpot with her roommates.

They clinked beer glasses, screaming, cheering, and laughing together.

Zhou Wan still had alcohol allergies, though much better than before. She no longer got rashes, just a flushed face after one sip. She wouldn’t get drunk, it was just the allergy, and it would pass quickly.

So she had a little alcohol that day.

Near the end, Zhou Wan got up to pay the bill.

After they left, her roommates confronted her about secretly paying again.

Zhou Wan smiled: “I got my internship salary yesterday, I should treat you all.”

“That’s different,” said the dorm head, “Quick, send your payment code to the group chat, and we’ll split it with you.”

“There’s no need. We probably won’t be able to gather like this often anymore. You’ve all helped me so much these years, I should have treated you to a meal long ago,” Zhou Wan said.

At these words, one of her roommates burst out with a “Waa—” and started crying.

She hugged Zhou Wan’s waist, burying her face in her chest, “I’m going to miss you so much, Wan-wan.”

After leaving Pingchuan City back then, Zhou Wan returned all the remaining money on her card to Lu Xixiao. Without money for school, she worked for a year, then went back to school for another year of senior high before getting into university.

During her four years at university, she worked part-time jobs while studying.

Her roommates were all very kind. Knowing her family situation, they helped her in various ways. When paying the dorm’s electricity bills, it was often split between just three of them, not asking Zhou Wan for her share, and they would frequently bring back an extra portion of food for her from the cafeteria.

Zhou Wan hugged her roommate, smiling: “It’s okay, we’re all still in B City, we can meet up when we have time.”

On the summer night, the air was sultry, with cicadas chirping endlessly in the trees.

The four young women walked along the university campus paths, crying and laughing, chatting about everything.

As they approached their dormitory building, the dorm head suddenly nudged Zhou Wan, jerking her chin toward the front.

Zhou Wan looked ahead and saw Jiang Yan standing at the building entrance.

“He’s persistent.”

The dorm head shrugged. They all knew Jiang Yan, not just because of Zhou Wan, but because he was a campus celebrity. Now in his first year of graduate school, he had already won numerous awards and published several papers.

“Wan-wan, I bet he’s here to confess to you today.”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “Don’t say that.”

Her roommates waved goodbye and quickly ran upstairs.

Jiang Yan turned to look at her, walking forward: “Zhou Wan.”

“Mm.”

“Do you have time? Let’s take a walk.”

Zhou Wan paused: “Mm.”

There was a small track field next to the dormitory, where quite a few people were still running and exercising at this hour. They walked along the outer ring.

Zhou Wan had spent a year working to earn money before continuing her studies, so she was only graduating now as a senior. Technically, she should call Jiang Yan “senior.”

After that incident years ago, Zhou Wan never contacted Jiang Yan again, and when he tried to reach her, she never replied. Later, her phone was stolen, she couldn’t log into WeChat, and got a new number.

It wasn’t until university that she saw Jiang Yan again.

They didn’t interact much, only when Jiang Yan occasionally sought her out.

“Zhou Wan,” Jiang Yan said, “Do you still resent what I did to you back then?”

Zhou Wan blinked, shaking her head: “No.”

“Then…”

She interrupted, her voice gentle: “I don’t resent what you did to me, but I can’t forgive you on his behalf. He was so proud, yet he had to kneel because of something like that, and spent over a month in the hospital.”

This “he,” Jiang Yan naturally knew who it referred to.

It had been a long time since he’d heard Lu Xixiao’s name.

After that incident, Lu Zhongyue directed his anger at him, having a huge argument with Jiang Wensheng, and they never saw each other again after that.

“Do you still like him?” Jiang Yan asked.

Zhou Wan paused briefly, after a moment of silence, she smiled slightly and said softly: “What he means to me can’t be simply defined by whether I like him or not.”

Jiang Yan remained silent.

Zhou Wan lifted her head, looking at the stars: “You know, many people have asked me how I managed to get through those times alone, but when I think back now, what comes to mind isn’t those painful and long experiences, but his image—tenacious, strong, impetuous, and solitary brave.”

“Jiang Yan, all these years, it was thoughts of him that got me to where I am today.”

They walked one lap around the track, returning to their starting point.

Zhou Wan stopped and turned to look at Jiang Yan, her tone gentle yet resolute: “Jiang Yan, don’t come find me anymore. I don’t resent you, but I can’t forgive you either.”

…

Back in the dormitory, Zhou Wan packed her belongings.

The next day, everyone left separately, returning their dorm keys to the building supervisor.

Four years of university, at this moment, came to an end.

Zhou Wan had taken her college entrance exam during her period, with stomach pain. Though it wasn’t exactly a mistake, her score didn’t allow her much choice in majors, and she ended up choosing media and journalism.

She got a very good job, starting her internship at the beginning of her senior year and successfully staying on. Now with her graduation certificate, it wouldn’t be long before she became a regular employee.

She rented a studio apartment near her company and took a day off to organize the place.

She carried her luggage upstairs alone, swept and mopped the floor, cleaned the windows, and dusted, and by the time everything was clean, it was already dark. Zhou Wan put her clothes into the wardrobe one by one, then opened a packed cardboard box and took out the miscellaneous items inside. At the very bottom, her fingers paused.

She saw the photographs.

With time, the photos had yellowed and faded somewhat.

But the young man’s image was still so clear and vivid.

Zhou Wan didn’t dare look too closely, quickly taking them out and putting them in the furthest corner of her bedside drawer.

That night, she had a dream.

She dreamed of her last phone call with Lu Xixiao.

At the end of that call, things had gotten very tense between them.

After she said those words, Lu Xixiao was silent for a long time. Finally, he said, Zhou Wan, don’t let me see you again, or I’ll make you cry and beg me.

This was probably the harshest thing that a proud and unruly young man had ever said to her.

In the morning, she was awakened by her alarm.

Zhou Wan sat up in bed, and raised her hand to wipe her eyes—they were wet.

She didn’t pay it much attention, quickly getting up to wash her face.

…

Well, new media companies have just started flourishing in recent years. New employees always had endless work, and Zhou Wan was assigned many tasks, keeping her dizzy busy every day.

In this industry, people came and went, and new employees were used like machines, with countless trivial tasks. Those with experience had resources, were diplomatic, some nurturing talent, others commanding imperiously.

But at least these busy days left no time to think about other things, making time pass a bit faster.

Half a year after starting work, Zhou Wan became the youngest team leader in the company.

She had a good boss, a woman in her thirties who, though young, was always meticulous and often scolded people. Many were afraid of her, but she was fair in rewards and punishments, valued talent, and mentored Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan was very grateful to her.

But just a week after becoming team leader, her boss was suddenly fired.

It was unexpected, no one knew what had happened.

She had always been stern, not hated, but not liked either. The day she packed up her desk, only Zhou Wan helped her.

Zhou Wan carried the cardboard box with her to the elevator.

Her boss stopped her: “This is far enough, you should go back.”

“Sister Li, you have so many things, let me help you carry them down.”

The boss smiled and said: “You’re still too young.”

Zhou Wan paused.

“I was fired because I upset the big boss. You should be distancing yourself from me right now, not helping me down. Aren’t you afraid of being implicated?”

If it were a more impulsive newcomer, they might have insisted on maintaining loyalty and accompanied her downstairs.

But Zhou Wan didn’t.

She had learned about these worldly matters too early, knew Sister Li was right, understood her meaning, and knew she couldn’t lose this job.

Sister Li knew Zhou Wan was clever and quick to understand. She patted her shoulder, took the box from her arms, and said: “Work hard, Zhou Wan.”

“Mm.”

She responded with difficulty, ashamed of her choice at this moment, “I’m sorry, Sister Li.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about, I would make the same choice in your position.”

As the elevator doors were closing, she looked at Zhou Wan and said softly, “Zhou Wan, no matter what, I hope you can be true to yourself. The road ahead might not be easy, but be brave and determined.”

…

She understood the meaning of that last half-sentence that very afternoon.

After Sister Li left, the department head position was vacant. The big boss recommended her for the position, letting her take over. Becoming department head at 24, no wonder there was gossip in the company.

They said she had an improper relationship with the big boss, that she had whispered sweet nothings in his ear, leading to the previous department head’s dismissal so she could take the position.

Twenty-four-year-old Zhou Wan is gentle and quiet, beautiful, with a mild temperament, never losing her temper.

She was the perfect target for these rumors.

And Sister Li’s last words to her—the first half of that sentence—Zhou Wan only understood their meaning a month later:

“Zhou Wan, no matter what, I hope you can be true to yourself.”

Friday night, there was a business dinner for a new project, and the boss asked her to accompany them.

This was normal; as a department head, she couldn’t escape these social obligations. Zhou Wan took two allergy pills beforehand and went to the most luxurious club in the city.

Over the years, she had learned to be more diplomatic, knowing how to use pretty words to avoid drinking while not offending anyone.

But she still had to drink a little.

Even after taking the allergy medicine, Zhou Wan still felt unwell.

This time the alcohol didn’t show on her face; outwardly, there was no sign of discomfort. Only Zhou Wan knew her heart rate was steadily climbing, making her anxious.

She excused herself to the bathroom and went to the toilet to force herself to throw up, expelling all the alcohol she had just drunk.

Only then did her heart rate begin to drop.

This repeated several times until her throat was burning with pain.

Eventually, Zhou Wan didn’t dare to make herself throw up anymore.

Thankfully, it finally ended.

After seeing the clients off, the boss turned and placed his hand on Zhou Wan’s arm: “It’s quite late, Xiao Zhou, why don’t you ride back with me?”

“No need, President Huang.” Zhou Wan discreetly pulled her arm away, “I couldn’t trouble you. My friend happens to be nearby and will pick me up on their way.”

“I remember you live near the company, that’s on my way too, come on.” He put his arm around Zhou Wan’s waist, his fingertips lightly brushing against her.

His touch made Zhou Wan’s whole body uncomfortable, and her hair stood on end.

She suddenly understood the meaning of Sister Li’s words, and why she had angered the boss and been fired.

“Xiao Zhou, you’re the youngest and most promising person in our company,” President Huang said. “You’re going to keep rising, so choices are very important. Making the right choice can make things twice as easy.”

Zhou Wan was held by him as they walked outside, listening to his suggestive words.

Because of the alcohol, her heart rate kept climbing, making her dizzy and anxious.

She forced herself to stay calm and think of a solution.

Fortunately, just as they reached outside, a man approached calling “President Huang”—an acquaintance. Zhou Wan took the chance to step several paces away, moving to the side.

“President Huang,” Zhou Wan nodded politely, her expression unruffled, “I’ll head back now.”

With someone else present, President Huang couldn’t be too obvious, so he could only nod in agreement, concernedly telling her to be careful on the way home and to send him a message when she got there.

The look in the other man’s eyes predictably became peculiar.

Young, beautiful women in the workplace were always viewed through various colored lenses and looked down upon.

Zhou Wan felt utterly disgusted and nauseated. She nodded perfunctorily and quickly turned to leave.

Her quick steps turned into running. She ran to the roadside, where the cold wind finally helped disperse some of the nausea in her chest.

The last few drinks hadn’t been thrown up yet. Zhou Wan felt completely unwell, her whole body was hot, her heart rate still climbing, and her head was dizzy and confused.

She wanted to feel the wind for a while before going back inside to find a bathroom to throw up the alcohol.

Late night B City was a neon-lit world of wine and song, bustling and noisy, with endless streams of cars and people, lively yet lonely.

Zhou Wan leaned alone against the roadside railing. She wore a beige dress that reached her calves, with a pair of flats below. Her feet were slim, with visible veins, making her look delicate yet uniquely attractive in this city, like a patch of pure land.

But right now Zhou Wan couldn’t notice the gazes falling on her. Her brows were furrowed, eyes half-closed, only hoping the night wind would grow stronger and blow away the alcohol smell from her body.

After quite a while, her legs had gone numb.

Zhou Wan lightly stamped her feet, thinking of leaving, when suddenly she heard a voice from not far away.

No matter how many years passed, she would never forget that voice.

Magnetic, husky, carrying a lazy smile, casual and unruly, yet natural and at ease.

She couldn’t control it; her gaze suddenly shot toward the source of the voice.

To be precise, at that moment, she thought she must be drunk and mistaking someone else for Lu Xixiao.

The world was so big, China was so big, even B City was so big—how could people who parted in their youth meet again so easily?

But she saw Lu Xixiao’s face.

After all these years, he had matured, and grown thinner.

If before he had been the sharpest sword in the world, now Lu Xixiao was like a sword tempered in fierce flames, still carrying that fire.

He leaned against the wall, his hair slightly tousled by the wind, his white shirt with one button undone, the wind defining his clean, sharp waistline, broad shoulders, and narrow waist showing signs of regular exercise.

He pulled out a cigarette, holding it between his teeth.

The long-legged woman beside him took out a lighter, shielding the flame with one hand as she leaned in to light it for him.

Lu Xixiao cooperatively lowered his head, lit the cigarette, took a deep drag, and turned his head to exhale the smoke.

As he turned, his gaze fell on Zhou Wan.

In just a second, he calmly looked away, turning back to continue chatting with the others.

As if he hadn’t recognized her at all.

Zhou Wan blinked very lightly.

She knew she must be drunk, otherwise she wouldn’t have walked toward Lu Xixiao. Even as she took step after step forward, she still wasn’t sure if the person before her was Lu Xixiao or just her imagination.

She just wanted to confirm.

So she spoke: “Lu Xixiao.”

The man holding the cigarette suddenly lost his smile. He dropped the cigarette and strode forward with powerful steps. He shed his facade of detached indifference, roughly grabbing Zhou Wan’s collar and pushing her against the wall.

Romance and drama outside nightclubs always drew attention, especially when the leads were a handsome man and a beautiful woman.

Lu Xixiao had never liked being stared at like a spectacle.

But at this moment he couldn’t care about anything else.

That fire he had buried for six years had been raging inside him, and today it finally found an outlet.

When he pushed Zhou Wan against the wall, her shoulder blades hit the stone bricks hard, the pain almost bringing tears to her eyes.

But Lu Xixiao didn’t loosen his grip at all, his palm pressing forcefully against her shoulder.

“Zhou Wan.”

His voice was ground out viciously from the bottom of his throat. Compared to Zhou Wan’s cultured gentleness, he seemed crazed as if he wanted to kill someone. His eyes were bloodshot, whether from fury or resentment was unclear.

“Zhou Wan, you dare to appear, you dare to show yourself.” The smell of alcohol and tobacco mixed on his breath as he asked through gritted teeth, “Do you want to die?”
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Though Zhou Wan was being treated roughly, her shoulder bones felt like they might shatter from the impact, making her furrow her brows in pain, simultaneously she suddenly felt extremely at peace, and utterly exhausted.

Like a weary bird returning to its forest, a lonely boat finding its harbor.

In her life of constant wandering, it seemed that at this moment, she could finally stop and rest her feet.

But it lasted only seconds before Zhou Wan sobered from her drunken state.

She blinked, looking at Lu Xixiao before her, as memories flooded her mind.

The youth’s smile, his radiance, his pride, the youth bending his knees to kneel, the youth’s blood, his pride and humiliation.

She was wrong.

She had promised Old Master Lu long ago, and promised herself, never to appear before Lu Xixiao again.

A scar needs to heal quietly, without being repeatedly disturbed, otherwise it will never heal properly.

It was just that moment earlier that had been too sudden.

So sudden that her mind went blank, with no time to think of anything except confirming if the person before her was the youth she hadn’t seen in six years.

Who could have imagined that in a city so vast its edges couldn’t be seen, on these endless streets, she would encounter Lu Xixiao here?

Her whole body trembled, and after a moment of shock, she instinctively wanted to flee.

But trapped within his grasp, where could she escape to?

In their last phone call, he had said it—don’t appear before him again.

Zhou Wan looked at his bloodshot eyes, filled with anger, resentment, and hatred. She wanted to say something but couldn’t get any words out.

The alcohol churning in her chest began acting up again, roiling in her chest, making her head increasingly dizzy, her limbs weak, and her heart rate steadily climbing.

As Zhou Wan’s vision went black, she only felt a pair of strong hands steadily supporting her waist.

…

Zhou Wan was very light, hardly weighing anything as she fell into his arms, like a floating piece of paper, barely feeling real in his embrace.

Lu Xixiao held her, belatedly noticing the smell of alcohol on her.

Of course, he remembered she was allergic to alcohol, and couldn’t drink.

One drink used to make her break out in red hives, but now there were none.

After so many years, even her allergy symptoms had changed.

Those behind him saw Lu Xixiao show anxiety on his face for the first time, as he called for an ambulance.

*

When she next woke, it wasn’t in a hospital.

Before university, Zhou Wan had spent so much time in hospitals she could recognize the smell of disinfectant without opening her eyes, but this wasn’t it. The air had a faint scent of aromatherapy, incongruously mixed with tobacco.

Zhou Wan opened her eyes, and sat up in bed, still slightly dizzy.

She pressed her temples and looked around to observe her surroundings. It was a very large bedroom, empty yet neat, without much human presence.

Zhou Wan went to the bathroom to wash her face and then pushed open the bedroom door.

Just then, there came the sound of the front door opening. She paused her movement, quickly turning away.

The person who entered was a woman, wearing a white shirt and pencil skirt, very professional attire.

Zhou Wan was startled for a moment.

The woman seemed at ease seeing her, smiling: “Miss Zhou, you’re awake. Are you feeling unwell anywhere?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “This is…?”

“Yesterday you fainted from elevated heart rate due to alcohol allergy. Fortunately, it wasn’t too serious. Since we didn’t know where you live now, President Lu brought you here temporarily.”

President Lu.

He was President Lu now.

That was good.

It seemed these years, he had steadily climbed upward.

Zhou Wan recalled his appearance yesterday—though his unruly air remained unchanged, in his suit and tie, his expression during the conversation was no longer that of the former Lu Xixiao. He had matured, and grown stronger.

Over these many years, everyone had changed.

No exceptions.

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, saying softly: “Please thank President Lu for me.”

The secretary smiled appropriately: “You’re too kind.”

“Then I’ll head back now.” Zhou Wan picked up her bag and changed her shoes at the entrance. Before leaving, she paused, took one last look at this cold marble-tiled apartment, and asked, “Is this President Lu’s home?”

“No, President Lu doesn’t usually live here, it’s just one of his properties.”

Zhou Wan nodded, thanked the woman before her, and said goodbye, then turned to leave.

…

Fortunately, it was Saturday, no need to work, she could rest properly for a while.

Zhou Wan returned to her rented studio apartment, took a shower, and lay down on the bed.

When she closed her eyes, she saw Lu Xixiao’s face from last night.

Raising her arm to cover her eyes, her voice trembling slightly, she let out a soft breath.

Back then, she had left too decisively, and in that final phone call, her words had been too harsh.

She had been too young then, thinking that making a clean break would let Lu Xixiao let go of her, let go of everything, and live his own life well. She hadn’t realized that sometimes cutting things off too cleanly could become an obsession.

It wasn’t that he still liked her.

He just couldn’t forget how she had tripped him up, the deception he had suffered.

The inability to forget over these years had become an obsession.

He hated her, yet couldn’t forget her.

He had once said, that whoever betrays him, he would kill them.

Lu Xixiao always did what he said.

Zhou Wan turned over, burying her face in the blanket.

Did this mean she would have to leave here again?

…

She had another dream.

She dreamed of the past when she recklessly, presumptuously went to find Lu Zhongyue, promising him that from then on, she would disappear from Lu Xixiao’s world.

Then she had stayed in B City for four or five years, met him, and could only buy another ticket to leave.

Her whole life seemed destined for displacement.

When she woke, it was already dark.

Zhou Wan got out of bed barefoot and walked to the window to close it tight.

Winter had come again, the weather had turned cold again.

Back in bed, Zhou Wan’s phone vibrated—President Huang calling.

Zhou Wan frowned.

She didn’t answer the first call or the second. By the third, she picked up, worried it might be about work.

But after connecting, she pressed record.

“Hello, President Huang,” she said, “Is something the matter?”

“Xiao Zhou, I’m in the underground parking garage below your apartment. Come down for a bit.”

Zhou Wan paused, said: “I’m sorry President Huang, I’m not home right now. If you have something to discuss, please tell me over the phone.”

President Huang laughed: “Xiao Zhou, I saw your room light was on when I came in just now. It’s not good for someone so young to lie.”

Zhou Wan was silent, her fingertips digging into her palm.

After his laugh, his voice grew heavier: “Alright, come down. I have a document for you, that needs to be rushed over the weekend.”

Zhou Wan had no choice. Though she knew he must have ill intentions, she still had to go down.

She changed out of her dress and put on a loose sweater and jeans. Before going downstairs, she grabbed a small screwdriver from the toolbox by the entrance and put it in her pocket.

The elevator went all the way down to B1. Before walking out, Zhou Wan set up her phone to record.

Over these years she had met all kinds of people, learned how to endure hardship, and also learned how to protect herself.

As soon as she entered the parking lot, she saw the Porsche parked to one side.

President Huang lowered the window, waving to her: “Xiao Zhou.”

Zhou Wan walked over: “President Huang, where’s the document?”

“What’s the rush? Get in, let me explain first.”

At this point, Zhou Wan naturally understood there was no document. She didn’t move, just stood by the car, unable to maintain even a perfunctory smile.

President Huang wasn’t worried about the situation being exposed. He got out of the car casually, took out a gaudy bouquet of bright red flowers from the back seat, and pushed them into Zhou Wan’s arms.

“Xiao Zhou.” He took the chance to put his hand on her shoulder. “You came all this way, must be thirsty. Won’t you invite me up for a drink?”

Zhou Wan stepped back, avoiding his hand, saying softly: “President Huang, you’re already married.”

He smiled: “But I truly like you. If you stay with me, I’ll treat you well.”

Zhou Wan raised her eyes, her gaze unafraid, looking directly at him.

The woman’s pure, clean face was pleasing to look at. After a while, she smiled gently, her eyes curved, containing a hint of unworldly innocence and embarrassment.

“President Huang, I may be only 24, but I’m not stupid. No matter how nice a man’s words are at times like this, they’re useless. If people found out about us, it wouldn’t matter to you, but I would be ruined.”

Zhou Wan’s words were unexpected—he had thought she would be the type to make a fuss over the slightest impropriety.

He had misjudged her.

President Huang’s smile deepened: “Don’t worry, my wife and I are already preparing for divorce.”

Zhou Wan wrinkled her nose in barely perceptible disgust, putting the flowers back in his hands: “Then President Huang should come find me after the divorce.”

With that, she turned to leave.

Her words hadn’t completely rejected him, instead carrying a hint of playing hard to get. President Huang wouldn’t force things and would be willing to wait a while longer.

But the moment Zhou Wan turned around, the smile completely disappeared from her face.

She quickly returned to the elevator and went upstairs.

Back in her room, she washed her hands with soap, opened her computer, and typed President Huang’s name into the search bar—Huang Hui.

*

The next day.

As Lu Xixiao walked into the company, he received a call from Huang Ping.

All these years, Huang Ping had stayed in Pingchuan City, never leaving, watching over his small supermarket and motorcycle.

Lu Xixiao answered: “Brother.”

Later, Lu Xixiao had almost completely cut ties with the Lu family, barely even returning for New Year’s. Only last year when Old Master Lu fell ill did he go back once, flying straight back to B City as soon as he recovered.

He had never dramatically severed relations with the Lu family, just grown increasingly distant day by day.

Now, Huang Ping was the only one who could get a “Brother” from his lips.

“Busy?” Huang Ping asked.

Lu Xixiao said: “Just saying what you need to say, might help me be less busy.”

Huang Ping laughed and cursed, then got straight to the point without a preamble: “Luo He is dead.”

Lu Xixiao’s steps faltered.

To say he was shocked would be an exaggeration—it felt quite ordinary.

Yet from this ordinariness rose ripples of sourness, as if all those past events were disappearing, both good and bad, almost all traces being erased.

Huang Ping said: “He served five years in prison, his health was poor after release, spent all day drinking, got sick with no money for treatment, and died this morning.”

The elevator doors opened, and Lu Xixiao continued walking forward, just twitching the corner of his mouth: “Oh.”

“Know why I’m telling you?” Huang Ping asked.

“Why?”

He cursed: “You better cut down on smoking and drinking, or you’ll die early too!”

“…”

Lu Xixiao laughed, “Hanging up.”

“Xiao.” Huang Ping said, his voice growing heavy, “So many years have passed, and even Luo He is dead now. Let what happened back then go.”

Lu Xixiao’s expression unchanged, said softly: “Hasn’t it been let go long ago?”

Huang Ping didn’t speak.

He was just being stubborn.

Lu Xixiao paused, and said: “I saw her yesterday.”

Huang Ping was startled.

“Do you still like her?”

Lu Xixiao smiled indifferently: “How many years has it been?”

He looked at the light falling through the window ahead, saying softly, “I just can’t forgive her, so I can’t forget her either.”

Lu Xixiao felt he had long since stopped liking Zhou Wan.

Back then she had left so ruthlessly—why should he continue loving her unchangingly for ten years? He wasn’t that kind of deeply emotional person to begin with.

What he felt for Zhou Wan was more resentment and hatred, eating away at him night after night all these years, making him unable to forget, unable to break free, losing control at the mention of her, going crazy upon seeing her again.

Lu Xixiao thought, that to completely forget Zhou Wan, he would have to entangle with her one more time.

Until he became thoroughly tired of her.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 53
In the following period, Zhou Wan faced increasingly frequent harassment from Huang Hui.

He often called her to his office, closing the door behind them.

Zhou Wan’s youth made her appointment as department head already suspicious to her colleagues. Now, the company was filled with even more rumors and gossip that threatened to drown her.

Zhou Wan didn’t try to expose anything or argue back.

She had always been good at enduring things since childhood.

She silently recorded all of Huang Hui’s verbal harassment and saved screenshots of his explicit messages and pictures, storing everything in a compressed file.

On the last weekend before the Spring Festival, Zhou Wan was awakened by her doorbell.

She had recently ordered some daily necessities online and had received several deliveries, so assuming it was another package arriving early, she opened the door without much thought.

Huang Hui stood at the door holding a bag of breakfast.

“Director Huang?” Zhou Wan’s drowsiness vanished. “Why did you come up?”

“You haven’t eaten breakfast, right? I was passing by and brought some up for you.” As he spoke, he squeezed past her into the apartment, walking quickly inside before Zhou Wan could stop him.

Huang Hui acted completely at home, taking out bowls from the kitchen.

“Director Huang, please don’t trouble yourself.” Zhou Wan hurried over, trying to get him to leave.

Instead, Huang Hui sat down and grabbed Zhou Wan’s waist, forcing her to sit on his lap.

Zhou Wan’s hair stood on end, and her entire body stiffened.

She couldn’t help but scream. All her carefully maintained composure crumbled in that moment. Alone with him, with such a disparity in strength, Zhou Wan struggled to get up but couldn’t move, her waist aching from his grip.

Fortunately, she managed to grab a fruit knife from the table.

Seeing this, Huang Hui immediately released her.

Zhou Wan’s clothes were disheveled. She stumbled backward without stopping to fix them.

“Why are you acting so pure?” Huang Hui didn’t understand. “That’s enough, Little Zhou. I’ve been plenty patient with you.”

Zhou Wan felt every inch of her skin, every pore, was being defiled by him.

She pointed the fruit knife at him, her whole body trembling, breathing chaotic as she screamed, “Get out! Get out of here!”

Only then did Huang Hui realize she was serious.

Where was that gentle, refined woman from before? This was someone ready to risk everything.

Huang Hui cursed at her viciously before storming out.

Zhou Wan immediately closed and locked the door. The knife clattered to the floor as she collapsed, her legs too weak to support her.

After a long while, she finally managed to pull herself up using the wall, making her way to her computer.

Based on how Huang Hui had treated Sister Li before, Zhou Wan knew she would meet the same fate after today.

She turned on her computer and opened her email.

Since that night, Zhou Wan had been investigating Huang Hui.

Fortunately, she discovered online that he had a recent cooperation project with another company—one her university classmate was involved in. That classmate was outgoing with strong social skills and had learned various insider information from colleagues.

Zhou Wan contacted that classmate to investigate Huang Hui’s situation.

She learned that Huang Hui had married into his wife’s family. Though he was a branch company’s general manager, he had to defer to his father-in-law and wife in everything. Despite being in such a controlled position, he still couldn’t manage his behavior—truly foolish.

Zhou Wan packaged all the evidence of Huang Hui’s sexual harassment from the past month and sent it to his wife and father-in-law.

…

Over the weekend, Zhou Wan slept for two days.

On Monday at the company, she heard colleagues whispering about something—the old director and his daughter had arrived and were now in Director Huang’s office.

Such a grand showing suggested something significant had happened.

Zhou Wan silently returned to her desk and began working.

About half an hour later, the office door opened.

The old director walked out with Huang Hui following behind, continuously apologizing and begging for mercy, showing none of his previous domineering manners.

Zhou Wan looked up to see the woman striding quickly toward her desk, raising her hand and bringing it down hard. Slap—

Zhou Wan’s head turned to the side, her cheek stinging and ears ringing.

“Slut!” The woman glared at her viciously. “Of all things to do, you had to seduce someone?!”

Whispered discussions immediately broke out around them.

Zhou Wan stared at the woman in disbelief.

“I didn’t,” Zhou Wan said.

“You didn’t?” The woman laughed coldly. “It takes two to tango. There’s no smoke without fire!”

With her back to the crowd, she stared at Zhou Wan, her eyes fierce but clear.

Zhou Wan understood then.

She had handled this wrong.

While she could use this undignified method to pull Huang Hui down from his position, they also needed a scapegoat to maintain their face.

Nothing she said would matter now.

No one would believe her.

At ten in the morning, she packed her things and left the company, just like Sister Li had two months ago.

At noon, she sat alone on a stone bench below the office building, the wind chilling her ankles. She called Sister Li, asking if she wanted to have lunch together.

…

After leaving the company, Sister Li found new work.

With her experience and impressive resume, she was already back on track.

After hearing Zhou Wan’s story, she sighed and said, “You’re too young. If this method worked, I wouldn’t have been fired either.”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes: “But I didn’t do anything, yet no one believes me.”

“Zhou Wan.” She smiled slightly. “If there was so much empathy in this world, we wouldn’t encounter such things. Maybe when the next girl faces something similar, there will be more people who can truly understand us.”

After lunch, Zhou Wan said goodbye to Sister Li.

With nowhere to go and not wanting to return home, she wandered around.

She didn’t drag herself back until nightfall, her heels rubbed raw and painful.

She took the elevator up, planning to sleep and consider her future tomorrow.

But at her door, she stopped short—her belongings had been thrown out. When she tried to open the door, she found the lock had been changed.

Zhou Wan immediately called her landlord.

The landlord said there had been a mistake with the previous contract, and that the room had already been reserved by someone else. She had mixed things up and Zhou Wan needed to move out. As compensation, she would give her 800 yuan.

Zhou Wan hung up directly.

She knew perfectly well who was behind this.

Nothing she said would matter.

Zhou Wan crouched down, wiped the sweat from her forehead, and packed her scattered belongings into her suitcase. Downstairs, she aimlessly dragged her luggage through the streets. The wind grew stronger, dark clouds gathering as if rain was coming.

She didn’t know where to go.

Finding a new place to rent this late wouldn’t be easy.

Passing a bus stop, Zhou Wan sat down, tired from walking.

So much had happened today—being slapped, fired, falsely accused, misunderstood, and now evicted—yet she didn’t feel like crying at all, just exhausted.

She was truly so tired.

In her 24 years, half had been spent being this tired.

But she had grown used to it.

Sometimes she just wanted to stop, to give up, to stop moving forward.

Zhou Wan leaned back wearily, her head resting against the light post behind her, eyes closed.

Soon a downpour began, the wind against her skin bitingly cold.

But she couldn’t even muster the energy to pull her clothes tighter, completely drained.

She heard the sharp sound of tires braking on the road but didn’t open her eyes until the wind hitting her lessened somewhat.

She opened her eyes, slowly looking up.

Lu Xixiao stood before her, looking down at her.

His shoulders had broadened considerably; just standing there, he blocked the cold wind for her.

“What are you doing here?” The youth had become a man, his voice much deeper.

Zhou Wan looked at him, unable to speak.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her suitcase and the cardboard box of office supplies stacked on top—the very picture of destitution.

“Got thrown out?”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan responded.

“Then change jobs,” Lu Xixiao looked at her, his voice flat, without a trace of warmth. “Come keep me company, I’ll pay you.”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled.

Companionship with payment—to put it crudely, that was keeping a mistress.

If anyone else had said such things, Zhou Wan would have felt insulted, but now she couldn’t react.

She knew Lu Xixiao wasn’t that kind of person.

As successful as he was now, he could have whatever he wanted—why would he need to pay?

Zhou Wan’s reaction was slow, appearing dazed as she asked, “Why?”

He laughed coldly, lifting her face with one hand: “It certainly isn’t because I love you.”

Zhou Wan obediently raised her head, looking into his eyes submissively: “I know.”

Lu Xixiao’s expression darkened further, his grip on her face tightening as he lowered his voice: “Zhou Wan, it’s because you owe me. Come keep me company, and when I tire of you, I’ll naturally let you go.”

Only this way could he completely forget her, could he let her go.

Like a red rose, only when it withers and fades day after day can it become a mere bloodstain, can it be forgotten.

Similarly, Zhou Wan understood.

She had understood Lu Xixiao before, and even after six years, she still understood him.

“But I promised your grandfather I wouldn’t have anything to do with you anymore.”

“The Lu family has nothing to do with me, and can’t control me,” Lu Xixiao said. “Moreover, Zhou Wan, I’m informing you, not asking you.”

“If I keep you company,” Zhou Wan asked, “will it help you let go more easily?”

These words were so familiar, they made Lu Xixiao’s eyes burn.

The cold wind brought memories sweeping back.

…

“If I date you, will you be happy?”

…

With her words, the image of that girl from back then suddenly materialized before his eyes.

He thought he had long forgotten.

But it turned out that as soon as she appeared, all the past became vivid again.

Back then, they stood below the apartment building. Zhou Wan was walking in when he called out to her, suddenly asking if she would date him.

Zhou Wan stood five meters away from him, her long eyelashes trembling slightly, her skin fair, pupils black as ink, pure and clean.

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes, forcing himself to tear away from the memories. He said flatly: “Perhaps.”

He gave the same answer as years ago.

…

In the end, Zhou Wan put her suitcase in Lu Xixiao’s car.

He didn’t help, just watched with an indifferent expression.

She was soaked through. She pulled out a coat from her suitcase to place on the expensive leather seat before sitting down.

Lu Xixiao got in the car and looked back at her: “Am I your chauffeur?”

Zhou Wan got out and moved to the front passenger seat.

Neither spoke.

Lu Xixiao started the car, quickly getting onto the elevated highway. Rain hammered against the windshield, swept away by the wipers.

Zhou Wan silently looked out the window.

She and Lu Xixiao had been unhealthy from the start, full of lies and deception.

So they should end with an equally unhealthy relationship.

Becoming entangled once more.

Until boredom sets in, and they part ways forever.
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Lu Xixiao drove into an extremely luxurious residential complex, down to the underground parking garage, and parked.

Zhou Wan got out and retrieved her suitcase.

Lu Xixiao walked ahead while she silently followed behind him. They entered the elevator, and she watched him press the button for the 13th floor.

The elevator ascended and opened directly into the apartment.

Unlike his former villa in Pingchuan City, this place was minimalist in black, gray, and white, every corner exuding coldness.

Still dripping with rain, Zhou Wan didn’t dare move freely for fear of dirtying the floor.

Standing in the entryway, she asked softly, “Lu Xixiao, which room will I stay in?”

He turned his head, raising an eyebrow, saying matter-of-factly: “With me.”

Zhou Wan froze.

“I said you’d keep me company. Don’t you understand what that means?” Lu Xixiao took off his coat, hanging it on a chair. “Aren’t you the expert at using yourself to achieve your goals?”

His voice carried an icy edge.

But after years of living alone, Zhou Wan had grown accustomed to all kinds of harsh words. She wasn’t easily moved to tears by his few taunting remarks.

She just lowered her eyes to look at her toes, feeling at a loss.

“Go shower,” Lu Xixiao said, pointing to a room. “Here.”

…

The hot water here was much more stable than in her rental apartment, temperature-controlled, without worry of sudden scalding or running cold.

Zhou Wan washed her body and hair, changed into the clothes hanging on the doorknob, and dried her hair with a hairdryer.

Then she looked at herself in the mirror.

Her cheeks were flushed red, her skin showing pink, and her freshly dried hair was slightly fluffy, falling over her chest, making her face appear even smaller.

Even at this moment, Zhou Wan didn’t believe Lu Xixiao would do anything to her.

He wasn’t that kind of person.

No matter how much he resented her, he wouldn’t lower himself to force her.

But such a scene was inevitably nerve-wracking.

Zhou Wan took several deep breaths before opening the door and walking out.

Lu Xixiao had already showered, wearing dark gray sleepwear, sitting on the bed with his back to her.

Only then did Zhou Wan realize she had spent so long washing, including her hair and drying it, that Lu Xixiao had to use the bathroom in another room?

She shuffled slowly to the bed, sitting on the edge.

Her movements were so light, as if afraid to disturb the person on the other side.

Lu Xixiao took a bottle of medicine from the bedside, poured out two pills, and swallowed them without water.

Zhou Wan frowned slightly, unable to help asking: “What medicine is that?”

“For insomnia.”

Zhou Wan was startled, but before she could say anything, Lu Xixiao turned off the lights.

The bedroom instantly became pitch black.

He was still the same as before, preferring drawn curtains. The city lights couldn’t penetrate, making it impossible to see one’s hand in front of their face.

Zhou Wan felt him pull back the covers and lie down. Her spine grew increasingly rigid, and just then, he grabbed her wrist. She fell backward, collapsing onto the bed, her long hair spreading out.

Lu Xixiao turned on his side, his hot breath hitting her ear.

“Your acting isn’t as good as before.” Every word of his carried thorns.

Zhou Wan didn’t want to argue with him, trying her best to relax her tense body and nerves. She lifted herself slightly and pulled the covers over herself to lie down.

Between them lay a vast chasm. Zhou Wan clung to the edge of the bed, one wrong move away from falling off.

“Zhou Wan,” he said.

Zhou Wan had no choice but to move toward the middle, stopping immediately when her hand touched his as if shocked by electricity.

Their current relationship was simultaneously the most explicit and dirty, yet the purest and most extreme.

Upon touching his hand, Zhou Wan instinctively turned to look at him.

Though surrounded by darkness, Lu Xixiao’s eyes were bright.

They were narrow, devoid of emotion like dead water, but as their gazes met, he paused for a moment before his eyes suddenly flooded with indescribable emotions. Like a flame ignited in the dark, empty night.

Who knew how many times it had been lit and extinguished, leaving only ashes scattered on the ground?

He suddenly propped himself up with a large movement. The atmosphere was too dangerous—Zhou Wan instinctively raised her hands in defense, but he grabbed them, pinning them above her head.

Zhou Wan raised her legs in resistance, but he restrained them with his knees.

Then he bent down and forcefully kissed her lips.

Zhou Wan’s brows furrowed tightly, letting out a pained “mmph”—it was more bite than kiss.

Chaotic and rough, purely for release.

Releasing every sleepless night of these six years, releasing every inch of his obsession with nowhere to go, releasing her cold and distant “I don’t love you” from that final phone call, releasing the last word she said to him before leaving.

But no amount of release was enough.

The raging fire and obsession surged forward, still finding no outlet.

Even tasting the metallic rust of blood wasn’t enough.

Nothing was enough.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand to her slender neck, forcing her to tilt her head back.

“Zhou Wan.” His voice was hoarse, eyes dark, and face stern, carrying heavy oppression and aggression as he said coldly, word by word: “Call me brother.”

After all, it was that word “brother” that had made him let go of her hand back then.

At this moment, even he couldn’t tell if he was torturing Zhou Wan or himself.

The instant Zhou Wan heard that word, her whole body noticeably stiffened, as if greatly humiliated. She bit her lip tightly and turned her face away, refusing his kiss.

Lu Xixiao turned her face back, tapping it flippantly: “What are you pretending for? Weren’t you the one who seduced your brother back then?”

“I didn’t,” Zhou Wan protested with reddened eyes.

It was her most shameful past, one she never wanted to mention, but Lu Xixiao forced her to face her past self most directly.

From shame, her entire body flushed red, eyes growing wet as she bit her lip, voice full of painful sobs: “Why are you bullying me too?”

Today, she has endured so much bullying.

And now with Lu Xixiao, he still said such words to humiliate her.

But his words sparked Lu Xixiao’s sudden rage: “Who’s bullying who? Zhou Wan, no matter how you break it down, in everything between us, you’re the one who wronged me, damn it!”

Zhou Wan covered her face, curling into herself.

Lu Xixiao knelt on the bed, silently watching her, hearing her broken sobs.

But in the end, he didn’t reach out to comfort her. He got up wordlessly with a dark expression, changed his clothes, and slammed the door as he left.

*

Lu Xixiao didn’t return all night.

Early the next morning, Zhou Wan got up, initially wanting to clean, but his apartment was so clean and sparse that there was nothing left to clean.

She opened her computer, revised her resume, and sent it to several companies.

…

In the following days, Lu Xixiao still hadn’t returned, and all of Zhou Wan’s resumes disappeared without a trace, receiving no response.

She had thought it was because finding work was difficult at year’s end, but her credentials weren’t bad—graduation from a prestigious university, high GPA, and rich internship experience. She shouldn’t have received any responses at all, yet even small companies didn’t reply.

Zhou Wan stared at the empty inbox on her computer screen and sighed.

Her previous company was an industry leader; perhaps it had something to do with them.

Suddenly, her logged-in WeChat in the bottom right corner lit up.

Her college dormitory head was asking in the group chat if everyone wanted to stay up together for New Year’s Eve.

Zhou Wan only then realized today was New Year’s Eve.

Her friends all replied agreeing, and Zhou Wan also responded with “okay.”

…

In the evening, after washing her hair, Zhou Wan went out and took the subway to the agreed-upon hot pot restaurant.

The other three would only come after work, so Zhou Wan got there early to get a number, so they could be seated right away when they arrived. Since graduating college half a year ago, they’d all been busy and hadn’t managed to get all four of them together.

As soon as they met, they started complaining about the strange people and things they’d encountered at work. They asked Zhou Wan, “Wan Wan, how are you?”

Zhou Wan paused: “I’m unemployed now.”

“Why?”

Zhou Wan told them about what had happened these past days.

“Why didn’t you tell us about something so serious?”

“You were all busy, I didn’t want to worry you,” Zhou Wan smiled slightly. “It’s fine, I’ll try sending out more resumes and find another job.”

“But why should you have to? You didn’t do anything wrong!” Her roommate was indignant on her behalf. “Is there no other way?”

Zhou Wan poked at her bubble tea straw, shaking her head.

“Forget it, a company that doesn’t distinguish right from wrong will fail sooner or later! There wasn’t much future staying there anyway, it’s good to change,” her roommate consoled her.

“Mm.”

After eating, the four of them walked around the streets together.

The dorm head was a local, while the other two roommates were from out of town and had bought plane tickets for the next couple of days, so they bought some local specialties to take back home.

There was a famous pastry shop, and they all bought some to take back for their families.

The New Year’s gift boxes were beautifully made, a tasting selection where you could choose the styles and flavors. Zhou Wan bought a box too, and remembering Lu Xixiao didn’t like things too sweet, she bought more coconut and matcha flavored ones.

“There’s still three hours until the new year, want to watch a movie?”

“Sure, let me check if there are any seats left.”

The movie theater was packed on New Year’s Eve, with only three seats left in the front row for one show.

But after watching for half an hour, they regretted it—it was an action movie with some bloody scenes. No wonder there were empty seats; who watches this kind of movie during the New Year?

Still, the action scenes were well shot, and Zhou Wan watched it through to the end.

When the movie ended and the lights came on.

Zhou Wan gently pressed her neck twice, sore from looking up.

The dorm head complained about how meaningless the movie was while walking out.

“I thought it was fine, the plot was quite good,” Zhou Wan said with a smile. “It just wasn’t suitable for today.”

“This movie had too many plot holes, I was frowning the whole time, couldn’t even follow the story.”

“What plot holes?”

The dorm head said: “Like when the protagonist took the knife for his friend! It was just tragedy for tragedy’s sake. At that angle, any normal person would have chosen to push their friend away. Who would stupidly rush over to stand in front of them? At worst, they’d be stabbed in the back, how could it possibly be in the chest? The protagonist is a police officer, doesn’t he know chest wounds are the most dangerous?”

Zhou Wan recalled the movie scene.

That image suddenly collided and overlapped with a memory of her own.

Zhou Wan’s steps faltered, her heart skipping a beat.

“Why?”

“Think about it, there’s even research proving this. In such situations, most people would either back away or freeze. Only 1% of people would rush forward, and from the movie’s position, pushing his friend away from the front would have been both the safest and most effective option. People have an instinct for self-preservation—even if they value someone else’s life above their own, they wouldn’t use that position. They’d take the wound in the back.”

Zhou Wan felt her blood run cold, then boil, her heart racing.

A strange thought surfaced in her mind.

But she dared not dwell on it.

Lu Xixiao was someone who knew how to fight. Back then, when he fought, he was both fierce and precise—many people feared him.

He should have known the optimal solution.

But he hadn’t taken it.

That knife had pierced near his heart, very dangerous, very deep, leaving him unconscious in the ICU for a long time, staying in the hospital for over a month before recovery.

Why?

Why did he do that?

…

Even after returning to Lu Xixiao’s apartment, Zhou Wan was still thinking about this.

After showering, she sat alone by the floor-to-ceiling window, watching the street below.

It was past midnight, now the first day of the lunar new year. The streets were lively, with many couples and friends still walking together.

Lu Xixiao still hadn’t returned.

Zhou Wan thought he might have gone back to Pingchuan City.

During school years, Old Master Lu would call him back to the family home for the winter break holidays.

She hadn’t thought of that earlier—if she had, she wouldn’t have bought that expensive box of pastries.

These freshly made pastries had a short shelf life; by the time Lu Xixiao returned, they probably wouldn’t be edible.

Zhou Wan sighed softly, getting up to take the pastry gift box from the dining table, intending to put it in the refrigerator.

Just as she lifted her foot, the door suddenly made a sound.

Zhou Wan looked up.

The door opened, and Lu Xixiao entered with a suitcase. He wore a black coat that emphasized his tall, lean figure and broad shoulders, which were dusted with unmelted snow.

“Is it snowing outside?” Zhou Wan asked instinctively, not having noticed earlier.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her: “Light snow.”

Pingchuan City rarely saw snow, but B City had it every year.

They no longer needed to rush to catch the slow train on New Year’s Eve to see snow elsewhere, like before.

But now that snow was commonplace, it often went unnoticed.

Zhou Wan walked over, helping him move the suitcase aside, noticing a baggage tag on the handle.

She paused, thinking of his fear of heights.

“Did you just get off a plane?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Mm.”

“Can you handle flying now without your acrophobia acting up?”

“It’s okay, not too bad.”

Bearable.

Zhou Wan blinked, then asked: “From Pingchuan City?”

“No,” his voice was slightly hoarse, bloodshot eyes suggesting poor sleep, “business trip.”

Zhou Wan was surprised.

She had thought after their argument, that he hadn’t wanted to see her and had been staying elsewhere these days.

“Have you had dinner?”

“No.”

Zhou Wan checked the time—it was almost one in the morning.

He was still the same as before, never eating meals on time.

“Are you hungry?” Zhou Wan asked softly from the side. “Should I cook something for you?”

Lu Xixiao looked up, regarding her coolly for a moment before saying: “There’s nothing in the fridge.”

“I put some things in there a few days ago.” Zhou Wan paused, watching his expression. “Is that okay?”

He draped his coat over a chair back, saying flatly: “Mm.”

Zhou Wan’s lips curved slightly.

She had bought some frozen breakfast foods, thinking Lu Xixiao could eat them before work, various things like shrimp dumplings, shumai, and noodles.

Zhou Wan bent over at the refrigerator: “Lu Xixiao, what would you like to eat?”

“Whatever.”

“Noodles?”

“Fine.”

Zhou Wan took out plain noodles and chose the freshest tomato, planning to make tomato noodles.

She also brought the pastry box she’d bought earlier to the table: “If you’re hungry, you can try these first. This stack is matcha flavored, the ones below are coconut, not too sweet.”

His kitchen had all the necessary pots, bowls, and chopsticks, but they showed no signs of use.

Probably came with the place when he moved in.

Lu Xixiao had been on a business trip for nearly a week, in some southern city.

He disliked winter, disliked snow, and disliked the howling cold wind. He had planned to spend New Year’s there, but for some inexplicable reason, felt he should return, so he bought a plane ticket and came back that night.

Sitting at the dining table, he could see Zhou Wan busy in the kitchen.

She wore a beige sweater with fitted jeans, slim and straight, showing perfect proportions, her exposed skin glowing white.

After six years apart, she was indeed different from her school days—still gentle, but more vibrant, more eye-catching.

After a while, he picked up one of the elaborately made pastries before him.

He couldn’t remember how many years it had been since he’d eaten such things—to be precise, he had never liked them since childhood, finding them too sweet and cloying.

He took a bite—rich matcha flavor with a hint of bitterness, indeed not sweet.

Just like Zhou Wan.

She wasn’t sweet either, carrying a bitter taste, but the flavor lingered long in one’s mouth.

Lu Xixiao suddenly remembered something—

“Zhou Wan, spend every New Year with me from now on.”

His text message to Zhou Wan that Spring Festival years ago.

He had never deliberately remembered it, hadn’t particularly thought of it in all these years, hadn’t even recalled this message when booking tonight’s flight.

Yet somehow, an inexplicable feeling had pushed him to do this, pushed him to return.

Lu Xixiao closed his eyes briefly, exhaling.

The urge to smoke returned.

He felt his pocket but couldn’t find his lighter—he’d removed it before boarding.

So he took another bite of the matcha pastry instead.

…

Zhou Wan stewed the tomatoes until very soft, the broth rich with tomato flavor, coating each noodle strand. The color was appetizing. She reduced the sauce slightly, turned off the heat, and poured it into a bowl.

“Try it,” Zhou Wan placed the bowl before him.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t intended to eat, but Zhou Wan’s tomato noodles had a sweet and sour broth, with especially appetizing and perfectly chewy noodles.

She used to cook before, but back then she was busy with studies, work, and caring for her grandmother. She only knew how to make the simplest home cooking, just enough to be edible, never experimenting with different dishes.

Lu Xixiao took a bite, and Zhou Wan watched his expression, asking: “How is it?”

“Good,” he said. “Better than that place in Pingchuan.”

In Pingchuan City, they had only eaten at one noodle shop.

It was the first place Zhou Wan had taken him when they met. The taste was indeed ordinary, but it was cheap. Zhou Wan had noticed back then that he barely touched the noodles there.

Recalling the past, Zhou Wan couldn’t help but smile, her eyes curving.

Her smile was beautiful. Her features had matured, gentle and docile in appearance, with subtle brows and eyes, but when she smiled, it added a touch of brilliance. The contrast was particularly striking.

Lu Xixiao was momentarily stunned. He lowered his eyes, asking casually: “Did you cook often in college?”

“No, I was busy studying in college and ate at the cafeteria. I learned these before university,” Zhou Wan paused, saying softly, “after leaving Pingchuan City.”

Lu Xixiao looked up.

Zhou Wan explained: “After leaving Pingchuan City, I worked at a restaurant to save money, learned there for half a year before returning to school, so I graduated a year later than normal.”

Lu Xixiao frowned slightly.

Over these years, it wasn’t that he could not investigate Zhou Wan. If he had wanted to know, he could have discovered everything about her daily life, even what she ate.

But he had held onto his pride. After bending once only to receive an “I don’t love you,” he refused to lower his head again.

He never imagined they would one day sit together like this, calmly discussing the past.

Yet they both only skimmed the surface, neither daring to touch the real past.

“As a chef?”

“Of course not,” Zhou Wan smiled faintly, showing no complaint about the past. “How could I be a chef with my skills? I just helped prepare ingredients and washed dishes.”

Lu Xixiao finished his last bite of noodles.

Zhou Wan stood to take the bowl, intending to wash it.

Just as she turned, Lu Xixiao suddenly grabbed her wrist.

Her steps halted abruptly, her breathing slowing.

His fingers were long and bony, gripping her arm tightly, forcefully, veins slightly visible, sleeve pulled to mid-forearm, the warmth from his fingertips transferring through contact.

His fingers moved down to Zhou Wan’s palm, taking the bowl and chopsticks from her.

“I’ll do it,” Lu Xixiao said flatly.

Zhou Wan: “It’s fine, I’ll wash them quickly.”

Lu Xixiao ignored her, walking straight to the kitchen and turning on the water.

The tall, sharp man seemed out of place at the kitchen counter. Water splashed, wetting his expensive shirt, and those beautiful hands seemed too precious to do any dirty work—at least that’s what Zhou Wan thought.

She reached out, trying to retrieve the noodle bowl from the sink.

Lu Xixiao frowned, pulling her sleeve to move her aside.

When he frowned, he looked particularly impatient and fierce. Zhou Wan glanced at him, pressed her lips together, and stopped moving.

“It’s too late, if you have an allergic reaction there won’t be anyone to bring medicine,” he said quietly.

Zhou Wan was startled.

Back when she worked at the restaurant, washing dishes for several hours each day with hands soaked in water, they would often turn red and purple, wrinkled like rotten carrots.

She had grown used to it, no longer caring about the skin allergy, not even bothering to take medication unless it started itching.

Now it was just washing one bowl, Zhou Wan hadn’t thought anything of it.

But Lu Xixiao remembered.

He remembered everything.

From when Zhou Wan was with him at sixteen until she left, he had never let her touch cold water.

Even now, it is the same.

Oil floated on the water’s surface, but Lu Xixiao paid it no mind. His pale, clean hands reached under the water, efficiently washing the bowl, draining it, and bending to place it in the cabinet.

Zhou Wan stared at his movements, her eyes stinging.

Over these years, she hadn’t cried when her hands were covered in chilblains from washing dishes in winter, hadn’t cried during her lonely senior year, hadn’t cried when she achieved her dream of university admission, hadn’t cried when wronged at work.

But now, watching Lu Xixiao wash a single bowl, her nose suddenly felt sore.

“Lu Xixiao,” she called.

He didn’t answer, just turned around, looking at her impassively.

Zhou Wan dared not meet his eyes, lowering her head as she said softly: “Back then at the abandoned station, why did you shield me like that? You could have prevented yourself from being so seriously injured.”
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His fingertips paused, and a drop of water fell straight down, hitting the clean marble tiles and spreading into a faint stain. It was as if trying to cover those obscure, unspeakable thoughts, yet it stirred up turbulent waves instead.

But Zhou Wan kept her head down, seeing nothing.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he said softly, “It was too sudden, I didn’t think of anything else.”

Just because it was too sudden.

Zhou Wan found breathable air again in this answer, letting out a light sigh, finally daring to raise her eyes to look at him.

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth, showing a self-mocking smile: “After all, I truly loved you then.”

Her heart, which had just gained freedom, tightened again at these words.

“I’m sorry.”

Lu Xixiao never lacked her useless apologies. He said nothing more, passing by her shoulder and walking out of the kitchen.

…

At midnight, when New Year’s Eve transitioned into the New Year, the streets were especially lively. Firecrackers filled the air, and fireworks lit up the sky as bright as day, but this was Lu Xixiao’s best sleep in years.

The next day, when Zhou Wan opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was Lu Xixiao’s magnified face.

She jumped in fright, almost letting out a light cry.

The man was rarely sleeping on his side. Even in sleep, his facial features remained sharp – downcast eyelashes, high bridge of the nose, thin lips, surrounded by a piercing coldness.

When he wasn’t smiling, that bursting rebellious air almost disappeared, leaving only coldness.

Zhou Wan’s gaze moved downward to the position of his left chest.

She wanted to see how deep the scar on Lu Xixiao’s chest was.

She carefully glanced at Lu Xixiao – he should still be asleep. Zhou Wan, containing her curiosity, slowly reached out, wanting to pull aside his pajama collar.

But the moment her fingertips touched his skin, Lu Xixiao suddenly opened his eyes, violently grabbed her hand, and pressed it to the side.

Zhou Wan felt the world spin. Her wrist was pinned against the pillow as Lu Xixiao propped up his upper body, his eyes dark and full of murderous intent as he looked at her.

After a while, the murderous intent around him receded, and his eyes returned to their usual state.

“What are you doing?” he said hoarsely.

He had been asleep just now, but the instant Zhou Wan touched him, he suddenly awoke.

Lu Xixiao never had a sense of belonging, and thus no sense of security. He remained vigilant even in sleep – no wonder he had difficulty sleeping.

Zhou Wan looked into his eyes: “I just wanted to see your scar.”

“There’s nothing to see.”

He said dismissively, then fell back down, one arm still lying across Zhou Wan over the blanket.

The man’s pajama sleeve was rolled up, revealing a section of the muscular yet smooth forearm. He carried a faint tobacco scent, his features were deep-set, and every part of him exuded an intense aura uniquely his own.

She stiffened, her whole body unconsciously tensing, even her calves cramping slightly, her entire body heating up.

She struggled slightly, the blanket covering half her mouth, her voice muffled: “Lu Xixiao, I want to get up.”

“Get up for what?” He didn’t even open his eyes.

“…”

“It’s New Year’s Day, do you have something to do?”

“…No.”

“Then stay put.”

“…”

Being held like this by him, how could Zhou Wan possibly sleep?

She just lay there, looking up at the ceiling and chandelier, trying to distract herself by silently counting the patterns on the crystal pieces of the chandelier.

By the third count, Lu Xixiao finally opened his eyes, one hand touching her cheek to make her turn her face.

Zhou Wan looked at his dark eyes, blinking in confusion.

“Not sleeping but spacing out?”

“I can’t sleep…” Zhou Wan said, “I’ve been sleeping a lot these past few days since I don’t have work.”

He responded indifferently: “Oh.”

Then, he suddenly leaned forward and kissed Zhou Wan’s lips.

Without any warning.

Zhou Wan’s eyes widened.

Since their reunion, they had kissed twice.

Once was on her first day here, that bloody, confrontational kiss. And once was now, an inexplicable but tender, lingering kiss.

Lu Xixiao had always been like this, doing whatever he wanted without really questioning himself why.

His fingers threaded through Zhou Wan’s hair, pressing against the back of her head as he propped up his upper body, almost half-pressing on top of her with an oppressive presence. His body temperature and scent tightly envelop Zhou Wan, who could only tilt her head back and passively accept this kiss.

Her head felt a bit heavy, and dizzy, whether from lack of oxygen or simply because of this kiss.

Suddenly, she felt a coolness at her waist.

Lu Xixiao lifted her hem, his fingertips carrying a scalding temperature as they moved upward.

Zhou Wan froze for a full three seconds until his broad palm covered her. She finally snapped back to her senses, reaching out to push Lu Xixiao away. She tried to curl inward, her back hunching, yet this only made that undulating curve appear more alluring.

“Lu Xixiao…” she ineffectively flailed her legs, “don’t…”

He bit his teeth, his Adam’s apple bobbing, his eyes revealing deep desire, but ultimately he supported himself and sat up straight.

He didn’t say a word, getting out of bed and walking into the bathroom.

Zhou Wan hurriedly pulled down her clothes, paused, then changed out of her pajamas and put on her bra and sweater.

Every place he had touched was still burning, her face especially was too hot to even touch.

The sound of water in the bathroom continued for a long time. Although Zhou Wan hadn’t dated again in these years, she wasn’t entirely ignorant of these matters, having watched many of her friends’ dates.

She forced herself not to listen to the water sound, not to let her mind wander.

…

When Lu Xixiao came out, she was sitting by the window. The curtains were drawn back, bright light streaming in, and she sat very straight, immediately turning her head when she heard him come out.

Zhou Wan’s face was still red as she pressed her lips together: “Are you hungry? I’ll go make food.”

There’s a phrase called “having tasted the forbidden fruit.”

Early morning was already an easily impulsive time, and Lu Xixiao couldn’t control himself. Before it would have been fine, but now having touched her, felt her, knowing how smooth and tender she was, even just looking became a kind of torture.

This feeling wasn’t pleasant.

Lu Xixiao didn’t want it to become like this.

This wasn’t his purpose in bringing Zhou Wan back here.

He looked away, saying coldly: “Not eating, I’m going to the company.”

Zhou Wan was stunned: “You have to go to the company even on New Year’s Day?”

“Got something to do.”

Lu Xixiao opened the door and walked out of the bedroom, taking a suit from the coat rack. As he reached the doorway, he suddenly stopped and turned his head to ask: “Do you still have money?”

Zhou Wan didn’t react immediately: “Hm?”

He took a card from his wallet and placed it on the table: “Don’t cook, order food for yourself.”

“I have money,” Zhou Wan hurriedly said, “No need, I have enough to spend.”

“Then keep it there.” Lu Xixiao still didn’t take the card back.

…

On New Year’s Day, Lu Xixiao truly didn’t have any urgent matters to handle, but managing such a large company meant he was never without work to do, so he stayed alone at the company doing overtime.

Midway through, he received a phone call, the contact showing “Huang Hui.”

Lu Xixiao thought for a moment before remembering who this was. Part of his company’s product promotion activities was handled by Huang Hui’s new media department, so they had some work interactions.

Recently, he’d heard that Huang had run into some trouble and been dismissed from his position.

But Lu Xixiao had never been interested in such hearsay gossip and hadn’t looked into it, only knowing it was about some relationship matter.

He pressed his brow, feeling irritated by these personal affairs, and answered the phone: “Director Huang.”

As he expected, Huang Hui was indeed calling about his previous trouble.

Although Lu Xixiao wasn’t close with him, a previous activity contracted to Huang Hui’s company had been completed very well, counting as something that had given Huang Hui a face in front of his father-in-law.

It would be awkward for anyone else to intercede about these matters.

Only someone with Lu Xixiao’s neither close nor distant relationship was most suitable.

Moreover, Lu Xixiao’s own company was now flourishing, and with his grandfather’s backing, his father-in-law would at least be willing to listen to what he had to say. Huang Hui said that if he was willing to help with this favor, he would take responsibility for all future activities free of charge.

Unfortunately, Lu Xixiao had zero interest in this small profit.

This Huang Hui had such a narrow view – daring to offend his father-in-law over matters below the belt, and now trying to ask for help with such an insignificant bargaining chip.

Lu Xixiao politely declined and hung up the phone before he could say anything more.

…

Although Lu Xixiao told her not to cook, since living alone she had grown accustomed to making her food – it was both healthy and economical.

Yesterday, with his permission, Zhou Wan went to the market in the afternoon and bought many ingredients, filling the refrigerator to the brim.

Zhou Wan wasn’t sure if he would come back for dinner, and wanted to contact him but realized she didn’t even have his contact information.

Since her phone was stolen before, she had changed her WeChat account, losing touch with almost all her former friends.

Zhou Wan held her phone while leaning against the kitchen counter, paused for a moment, then clicked “Add Friends” and entered Lu Xixiao’s phone number.

Although six years had passed, that string of numbers was impossible to forget.

—”Search.”

The page jumped.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly.

Just like before – black profile picture, WeChat name simply “Lu Xixiao.”

But she didn’t know if he still used this number.

Zhou Wan sent a friend request but received no response.

She didn’t dare make a phone call, feeling it would be too awkward, so she just waited to see if her friend verification would be approved.

About fifteen minutes later, a red dot appeared in the WeChat contacts section, showing the verification had been approved.

Lu Xixiao was still using this number.

Immediately after, he sent: [?]

A question mark.

Zhou Wan paused, inexplicably nervous, like when she first added him as a friend.

She replied: [This is Zhou Wan.]

[Lu Xixiao: I know.]

[Lu Xixiao: What is it?]

[Zhou Wan: Are you coming back for dinner?]

[Lu Xixiao: I’ll be back late, don’t wait for me.]

They chatted rather tepidly, neither being particularly warm, but the content was the most domestic kind, adding a touch of everyday life.

The next few days were the same.

Lu Xixiao rarely stayed at home, often going to the company, and as the holiday neared its end, he received more and more work calls.

Zhou Wan found it hard to imagine how that carefree, playful youth had transformed into his current self during these six years.

When Lu Xixiao wasn’t around, she cooked for herself.

If her solo meals looked presentable, she would take photos and send them to Lu Xixiao, who would sometimes reply and sometimes not.

*

On the eighth day of the lunar new year, the holiday ended.

Throughout the Spring Festival, Zhou Wan hadn’t received any responses to the resumes she’d sent before the new year. Fortunately, companies started to hire again after the holiday. She looked at information from several companies on recruitment websites, planning to try offline recruitment where she’d be more likely to be noticed.

Early on the eighth, Lu Xixiao received an internal call saying Huang Hui had come to see him.

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to meet him and had someone reply that he wasn’t in.

But Huang Hui must have truly been desperate, saying he would wait downstairs for his return.

Lu Xixiao gave a light snort, letting him wait if he wanted to, and paid no attention.

There was a meeting in the afternoon, and when Lu Xixiao arrived, the conference room was already full of people chatting, not noticing him.

“Why did I see Director Huang downstairs when I came up?”

“He’s not Director Huang anymore. He only got there through his wife anyway, and now I hear they’re preparing for divorce.”

“Ah? Why?”

“What else could it be but those matters? I heard Huang Hui got involved with a young, beautiful department head at their company. His wife found out and drove both of them out of the company, even issued an ultimatum – looks like she’s planning to blacklist them both in the industry.”

“Department head? Which one? Did we ever work with them?”

“No, heard she was young, just graduated from university last year. At that age, becoming a department head – you can imagine what methods she used.”

“That’s not right. I heard from a friend who quit there that it wasn’t like that at all. Said Huang Hui had always been inappropriate, and that the new department head never gave in to him, even secretly collecting evidence of all his sexual harassment and sending it to headquarters. But given Huang Hui’s special status, doing this was like slapping his wife’s face, so his wife simply dragged that young woman down too.”

“Really? That’s too tragic!”

“It’s true. That young woman’s surname was Zhou, I think, graduated from B University, very capable.”

…

Lu Xixiao’s footsteps halted.

Surname Zhou.

He inexplicably thought of that rainy night when he saw Zhou Wan at the bus stop.

At the time, he had wondered – with Zhou Wan’s personality, even if she wasn’t particularly smooth at work and might get fewer advantages, she was diligent, responsible, capable, and young. She shouldn’t have been fired.

But he never looked into it.

After all, he was still holding onto his grudge.

Later, seeing Zhou Wan’s normal demeanor, he hadn’t thought more deeply about it.

He took out his phone and sent her a message.

[Lu Xixiao: What was the name of your previous company?]

The twenty-minute brief meeting ended, and Zhou Wan replied.

[Zhou Wan: Shengxing Media.]

Lu Xixiao stared at this message for a long time, his mind full of the conversation he had just overheard.

He thought of Zhou Wan that night, curled up in the cold wind like a wet kitten; the thought of her choked, grieving words “Why do you have to bully me too?”

…

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed, his eyes growing darker and darker.

He turned his head and instructed his secretary: “Call Huang Hui up.”

*

That day, no one knew what Lu Xixiao discussed with Huang Hui, only that when Huang Hui left, he was smiling as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

People in the company speculated that perhaps Huang Hui might turn the crisis into an opportunity and return to his position as “Director Huang.”

But that evening, very suddenly, a bombshell piece of news dropped.

An online leak from an unknown source revealed years of evidence of Huang Hui’s verbal sexual harassment toward female employees, including partial recordings and surveillance videos. The evidence was conclusive, involving more than a dozen women.

However, before one wave settled, another rose.

Shengxing Media’s tax issues were investigated, revealing multiple major discrepancies.

Everything happened overnight.

The impact wasn’t limited to just the subsidiary company where Zhou Wan had worked but affected the entire Shengxing Group.

The methods were ruthless and vicious, clearly not intending to give anyone any chance of recovery. In one night, it brought a former industry giant to its knees, dealing it a devastating blow from which it would be hard to recover.

Such a setup must have been orchestrated by someone.

But no one knew who had such capability, or who would want to destroy Shengxing so completely. Everything happened too fast for anyone to react.

…

When this news broke, Zhou Wan had just finished showering and blow-drying her hair. Coming out of the bathroom, she picked up her phone to see Sister Li had sent her a message.

She had forwarded her a news article.

Zhou Wan clicked it and froze.

—Shengxing Group’s Son-in-law Huang Hui Embroiled in Sexual Harassment Scandal, Group Under Tax Investigation!

Sister Li said it was karma.

But Zhou Wan knew it wasn’t that simple.

Huang Hui being caught in the scandal wasn’t surprising, but for the entire vast and complex Shengxing Group to have problems wasn’t so simple.

Zhou Wan suddenly remembered Lu Xixiao’s question from earlier that day – “What was the name of your previous company?”

Her fingertips paused, not daring to believe her suspicions, yet unable to find any other explanation.

Just then, she heard the door open outside – Lu Xixiao was back.

Zhou Wan walked out: “You’re back, have you eaten dinner?”

“I ate,” he maintained his usual calm demeanor.

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to ask, feeling it might be too presumptuous, but she couldn’t easily let this matter go without clarity.

He took off his suit jacket and tossed it aside. Zhou Wan went to pick it up, planning to send it to the dry cleaners tomorrow.

Noticing the shadow following behind him, Lu Xixiao turned his head, raising an eyebrow: “What is it?”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “The Shengxing Group situation… do you know what happened?”

Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth, giving a light snort: “Just what’s in the news.”

The man’s disdain and contempt at that moment seemed to return him to his arrogant, unrestrained younger self.

Zhou Wan understood then that he had indeed done this.

But…

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan called softly, “You didn’t need to do this for me.”

He wasn’t a simple figure anymore – reaching his current position had been no easy feat. The taller the tree, the more wind it catches; who knew how many people were watching him? He shouldn’t have recklessly made enemies for her sake.

Lu Xixiao looked at her, his voice suddenly turning cold: “Zhou Wan, I hated you for what happened back then, but you’re still mine now. No one except me can bully you.”

Though he had gone to such lengths for her, his words remained harsh, turning what could have been words of love into threats, his voice cold.

“You didn’t tell me when you were bullied in school, and now you don’t tell me when you’re bullied again.”

Lu Xixiao looked down at her, his eyes obscure like the dark ocean depths, constantly sinking, almost drowning someone. “Zhou Wan, are you just so easy to bully?”

Zhou Wan kept her head down, saying softly: “He just sent me some messages, said some things, and didn’t do anything to me.”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t stand hearing such words, almost able to imagine what Huang Hui had said to Zhou Wan.

Using those frivolous, filthy words to insult Zhou Wan.

Before, he wouldn’t even allow his friends to say anything inappropriate in front of her. He had protected Zhou Wan like that before, but now?

She had left so freely back then, but if that was the case, she should have lived beautifully, yet she still couldn’t extract herself from the mire.

His brows furrowed tightly, feeling extremely irritated.

“So he needs to rape you for it to count as bullying?” Lu Xixiao sneered sarcastically, showing no mercy in his fury, “Zhou Wan, are you stupid or cheap? When you’re falsely accused and bullied, you fucking fight back. Looking so submissive like this, who wouldn’t want to take advantage of you?”

No matter how harsh his words were, Zhou Wan kept her head down throughout, accepting his scolding, and letting Lu Xixiao vent his anger.

But precisely this attitude of hers didn’t calm Lu Xixiao at all, instead making him even more furious.

Lu Xixiao coldly looked at her, and after a long while, moved his gaze away with weariness and disappointment.

“Forget it.” He turned and walked into the bedroom.

Zhou Wan stood in place with her head down for a long time before finally sniffling and raising her head, following him into the bedroom.

She hadn’t let people bully her; she had never been the type to let people bully her, otherwise, she wouldn’t have sought revenge against Guo Xiangling, nor would she have stabbed Luo He on that rainy day.

She had tried to fight back, had collected all the evidence, wanting to make Huang Hui pay for his actions, but in the end, there was nothing she could do. She had lifted a stone only to drop it on her own feet.

Zhou Wan understood why Lu Xixiao was angry.

She had suffered such great grievances, been falsely accused, misunderstood, and mocked by so many people, yet in all these days she hadn’t said a single word to him about it.

Back in school, he had gotten angry when she tried to hide her sprained ankle from him.

But Zhou Wan had been forced to be independent since she was little. She had long grown used to solving everything by herself, not wanting to trouble others, feeling she could never repay such kindness.

Simply put, she just couldn’t accept others’ kindness without reason.

…

Lu Xixiao came out after showering, silently sitting at the edge of the bed.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan didn’t want him to be angry.

He hadn’t completely ignored her, turning his head to look at her.

Zhou Wan sat on the other side of the bed, her profile facing him. She lowered her head, fingers fidgeting together: “Huang Hui started harassing me at the end of December. I archived every message he sent me, and every call he made, and I tried very hard to protect myself. I just didn’t expect that when I sent this evidence to headquarters, it would be twisted into me having an improper relationship with him.”

“When he first started harassing you, did you tell anyone? Not mentioning me, did you tell any of your other friends?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan silently shook her head.

“Zhou Wan, you’re always like this, keeping everything to yourself. Back then you approached me without my permission, and left without my consent.” Lu Xixiao said flatly, “You’re always alone. If you can solve it, fine, but even when you can’t, you never want to accept help from others.”

“I just felt…”

Zhou Wan said softly, her tone hiding a helpless sigh, “It was just verbal harassment, I didn’t want to trouble others.”

“Just.” Lu Xixiao gave a cold laugh, “What would be serious in your eyes?”

“I thought I could handle it myself.”

Zhou Wan sniffled, her brows furrowing involuntarily as if falling into some unpleasant memories. She lowered her eyelashes, “It wasn’t the first time I’d encountered this anyway.”

Lu Xixiao suddenly froze.

A nerve in his brain felt like it had been forcefully stabbed with a needle, spreading pain, and his heart tightening.

“Who else?” he asked hoarsely.

“It was a long time ago, not here.” Zhou Wan shook her head, “It was shortly after I left Pingchuan.”

“What did he do to you?”

Lu Xixiao felt he must have masochistic tendencies – each question he asked made his heart clench tighter.

…

When Zhou Wan had just left Pingchuan City, she bought a bus ticket and arrived at a nearby small county. The infrastructure was much worse than Pingchuan’s, but at least the cost of living was low.

But she couldn’t bear to spend several hundred yuan every month on rent.

So she found a job as a tutor, with room and board included, teaching a girl who had just started junior high school.

The little girl was obedient, just a bit slow in understanding, taking longer to grasp concepts, but it wasn’t a difficult job for Zhou Wan.

The little girl also liked her very much. Zhou Wan taught patiently and seriously, and after a month’s exam, there was an obvious improvement. The lady of the house was extremely happy and even gave Zhou Wan an extra month’s pay as a reward.

Zhou Wan took this money along with what was left on her card and sent it all to Lu Xixiao.

This was her first contact with Lu Xixiao after leaving Pingchuan City.

Zhou Wan had originally planned to work as a tutor for three more months, and then use that money to continue her schooling.

But things never develop so smoothly.

Zhou Wan seemed destined to encounter all sorts of bad luck in this life.

The young woman wore the simplest clothes every day. It was summer then – short sleeves and jeans, plain and clean, but precisely because of this, she appeared even more pure and clean.

She had an air of fragility about her, yet also an unyielding resilience. She didn’t know how attractive this contradiction was.

One time when the lady of the house was working overtime, Zhou Wan finished teaching the little girl and returned to the bedroom assigned to her to sleep.

It wasn’t big, just six square meters, originally used as a storage room.

She had just finished showering when the man suddenly knocked and came in.

Zhou Wan’s hair was still wet, she was wearing a nightgown with no bra underneath, her fair, slender legs exposed below.

Feeling uncomfortable, she immediately put on a shirt over it, pulling it to her chest to cover herself, and asked: “Uncle, did you need something?”

The man smiled, sitting down on her bed: “Wan Wan, sit down first.”

Zhou Wan sat down at the corner of the bed, her whole body tense.

“Little Cheng’s grades have improved a lot recently, I came to thank you.” The man wore a gentle smile, “Your grades must have been very good before too, why did you stop going to school?”

“Once I save up some more money, I’ll go back to school,” Zhou Wan said. “Then I might not be able to teach Little Cheng full-time, but if you don’t mind, I’ll come after school. I’ll teach her well.”

“Education isn’t something that should be delayed, you must be almost in your final year of high school, right?”

The man suddenly put his hand on Zhou Wan’s leg. Zhou Wan jumped in fright, quickly standing up and backing away several steps.

“Uncle also can’t bear to see a young girl like you struggling to make a living like this.” The man still maintained that calm and composed manner, “How about this, come sit here, and uncle will pay for your tuition from now on, sponsor your education, so you won’t have to work so hard.”

…

That was Zhou Wan’s first direct encounter with someone’s overwhelming malice.

She fought desperately to protect herself, biting the man and hitting him with a heavy textbook, the sharp paper edges leaving a cut across his face.

When the lady of the house returned, the man said he had merely said a few words to her when she suddenly became angry and started throwing things at him, saying she was volatile and had a twisted personality, how could someone like that teach Little Cheng?

The little girl had grown increasingly attached to her over these days and couldn’t believe what her father was saying, holding Zhou Wan’s hand and asking what had happened.

But she was only 17 then.

At 17, Zhou Wan couldn’t speak about what she had just endured under the bright fluorescent lights.

Feeling grieved, humiliated, outraged, and unbearable.

The lady of the house said to let her stay one more night, and she could leave in the morning after getting paid.

Zhou Wan stayed alone in the tiny bedroom, the small window seeming to turn the room into a cage, cold moonlight pouring in but never quite reaching her.

She was falling into an abyss, walking toward hell.

Suddenly, her phone rang – it was Lu Xixiao calling.

It was then that Zhou Wan shed her first tear of the night.

She didn’t dare answer.

She feared that once she heard Lu Xixiao’s voice, she wouldn’t be able to hold on anymore.

She hung up again and again.

Lu Xixiao called again and again.

Finally, Zhou Wan wiped away her tears forcefully, held back her sobs and answered the phone.

After a long silence, her young man spoke—

“Zhou Wan, just say you love me once, and I’ll forgive everything.” His voice was hoarse, thick with nasal congestion as if he had a cold, carrying an indescribable pain.

In the pain that his voice brought, Zhou Wan recalled that pool of blood and the blood-covered youth.

She wasn’t worthy of Lu Xixiao.

She wasn’t before, and even less so now.

When she closed her eyes, she could still hear the screams from just moments ago in this room.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan said softly, “I don’t love you, I’ve been lying to you all along.”

Let her bear everything that comes after by herself.

Just as she had told Lu Xixiao before, he should go see the vast world, walk the bright path, enjoy each day, and live peacefully year after year.

And as she had promised before, she would leave his world from then on.
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Zhou Wan didn’t tell Lu Xixiao all the details of the past, only briefly mentioning it in passing, calmly telling him a story from when she used to work as a tutor.

But Lu Xixiao’s brows were still tightly knitted, his expression growing increasingly dark.

Though he hated her, he never wanted her to suffer.

He couldn’t stand seeing her being bullied.

Yet the girl he had once protected so fiercely had been bullied again and again after leaving.

Her resigned words “It’s not the first time this has happened anyway” made it difficult for Lu Xixiao to imagine what she had endured over these years.

“Maybe I just have particularly bad luck,” Zhou Wan said with downcast eyes, tugging at the corner of her mouth in a smile.

Though in her mind, she thought she deserved all of it.

“Zhou Wan.” His voice was hoarse, tinged with complex emotions that were hard to express.

She looked up.

“Remember this – from now on, whatever bullying you receive, you give it right back. Don’t hold back even if it’s the king of heaven himself.”

Zhou Wan could feel Lu Xixiao struggling to control his irritation and temper, trying to maintain his composure. “If you get injured, come to me for medical expenses.”

Zhou Wan was taken aback.

After a moment, she laughed softly, intentionally trying to lighten the current atmosphere, joking: “What if you’re the one bullying me?”

“Except me.” Lu Xixiao glanced at her. “When I bully you, you have to put up with it.”

Zhou Wan’s mood lifted considerably, and she held back her laughter: “Oh, okay.”

“Go to sleep.” Lu Xixiao reached out his arm and turned off the light.

Zhou Wan’s sleep quality has improved considerably lately. Although they shared a bed, Lu Xixiao never did anything disrespectful to her, and she fell asleep shortly after.

Sometime later, Zhou Wan was awakened by a muffled thunder.

She opened her eyes slightly and could see through the curtains that it was already dawn outside.

At this moment, Lu Xixiao turned over, and Zhou Wan instinctively looked up to see his eyes half-closed, bloodshot, tired, and weary, but still not fully closed, lost in thought about something unknown.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan said softly, “What’s wrong?”

“Can’t sleep.”

Zhou Wan was startled: “Have you been awake all night?”

“Pretty much.”

“Try to close your eyes for a bit, it’s almost daylight.”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao reached out his long arm and pulled Zhou Wan into his embrace, lowering his head to bury it in the crook of her neck.

*

The situation at Shengxing Group was getting increasingly serious.

Huang Hui’s sexual harassment sparked a public discussion about workplace environments, drawing fierce criticism from netizens. Soon after, when the specific investigation into Shengxing Group’s tax evasion was published, it only made matters worse.

Zhou Wan could see new updates every time she opened her phone.

In the afternoon, Zhou Wan created a Weibo account and posted all the evidence she had previously compiled in a compressed file.

She didn’t know where Lu Xixiao had found the evidence of Huang Hui’s sexual harassment, but her case wasn’t included in those materials, perhaps to protect her.

But she still hoped that speaking up would give some courage to other girls who had encountered similar situations.

Her Weibo post quickly generated heated responses, but Zhou Wan logged out of the account and didn’t check it again.

In the evening, she received a call from an unfamiliar number.

“Hello?” Zhou Wan answered.

“Is this Zhou Wan?”

The voice sounded familiar. After a moment’s pause, Zhou Wan realized it was Huang Hui’s wife, Sheng Yan. She frowned slightly: “Yes.”

“Are you free right now? I’d like to meet with you,” Sheng Yan said.

“Ms. Sheng, I don’t think that’s necessary anymore.”

As Zhou Wan was about to hang up, Sheng Yan hurriedly stopped her. Her previously maintained dignity vanished as she lowered her voice, speaking with a pleading tone that couldn’t hide her exhaustion from recent days: “Please, Zhou Wan. I know I was wrong about this matter. At least give me a chance to apologize to you.”

Eventually, Zhou Wan agreed.

She didn’t believe someone of Sheng Yan’s character would sincerely apologize to her, but she wanted to know what ulterior motives she might have.

*

Over these years, besides staying in Pingchuan City to manage that rundown supermarket, Huang Ping would occasionally participate in cycling activities. He had recently been motorcycle touring in the Southwest, getting quite tanned. Upon returning, he was thoroughly scolded by his father, so to avoid the nagging, he took a flight to City B.

Huang Ping sat leisurely in Lu Xixiao’s office, marveling at how the formerly unruly and wayward youth had transformed into his current self. He clicked his tongue in amazement – the world truly was full of surprises.

Lu Xixiao was thoroughly annoyed by him and looked up: “Keep fidgeting and you can get lost back home.”

“No respect for your elders.” Huang Ping laughed, “How come I don’t hear you calling me ‘brother’ anymore now that we’re face to face?”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to respond.

“By the way, you mentioned running into Zhou Wan last time, what happened after that?” Huang Ping asked, “Have you seen her again?”

“She’s at my place.”

Huang Ping nearly choked on his tea, almost spitting it out: “What?”

Lu Xixiao glanced at him.

“Why is she at your place? Did you two reconcile?”

Lu Xixiao ground his teeth: “No, she’s just staying there. She’ll move out when I lose interest in her.”

“Will you ever lose interest in her?” Huang Ping thought that this kind of first love that had left such a deep impression during youth probably could never be easily forgotten.

Lu Xixiao flicked his cigarette ash, looking out the window, speaking indifferently: “Probably.”

“…And Zhou Wan is willing to accept this?” Huang Ping couldn’t help but say, “Her view of love is quite peculiar.”

Lu Xixiao gave a short laugh: “Otherwise she wouldn’t have done what she did back then.”

He had noticed this long ago.

Though her choices seemed normal in other matters, when it came to relationships, she was different. It was one thing that she had approached him to get revenge on Guo Xiangling, but later she had left without any regard for consequences. Even when life was difficult, she refused to lower her head, though he would have forgiven her if she had just done so.

She was too independent. She could be very kind to others but couldn’t accept others’ kindness toward her. No one could truly be relied upon by her; she never trusted anyone’s goodwill.

Just like if he had told her then that he still liked her and asked her to live with him, she definitely would have refused.

…

Lu Xixiao had finally dealt with the remaining matters of the Shengxing Group. While the outside world wondered how such a large corporation had suddenly fallen into crisis, those on the inside could quickly figure out who was behind it all.

After work, Lu Xixiao took Huang Ping out for dinner. In the car, he received a call from the elder Mr. Lu.

Before even answering, he knew what it was about.

He had rarely contacted the Lu family since leaving Pingchuan City.

Lu Xixiao answered.

“Ah Xiao.” His voice was still the same as before. “Are you busy?”

“No, what is it?”

“Nothing much, just that Chairman Sheng called me earlier, saying all their recent troubles were you’re doing?” The elder Mr. Lu and Shengxing Group’s old chairman were old acquaintances.

“Their problems are their own doing.” Lu Xixiao smiled nonchalantly, essentially admitting it.

The elder Mr. Lu didn’t beat around the bush. If he was making this call, he must have already figured everything out: “Is it because of Zhou Wan?”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow but didn’t speak.

“Ah Xiao, she’s not right for you. Have you forgotten how you spent over a month in the hospital because of her? She only brings you trouble,” the elder Mr. Lu said. “That knot between you two will always be there, becoming an obstacle every time you think about it. Why waste your energy on her again?”

“Old sir.” At a red light, Lu Xixiao stared ahead, speaking softly, “I’m not like my mother. I’ll walk my path, fall into my pitfalls, and hit my walls. You can’t manage me or control me.”

The light turned green, and the city’s congested traffic slowly moved forward.

“Besides, I became who I am today because of her.”

His pain came from Zhou Wan.

But his glory and brilliance were also bestowed by her.

…

Huang Ping said he wanted to eat at the most expensive place in Lu Xixiao, so he took him to a newly opened Cantonese restaurant. As soon as Huang Ping sat down, he regretted it, feeling constrained with several waiters serving just two people, the dishes so exquisitely made he dared not touch them, and the portions pitifully small.

“You know, I still prefer those days when we could drink several cases of beer at any random barbecue place or food stall,” Huang Ping said.

Lu Xixiao laughed slightly: “They have that here too. Weren’t you the one who wanted expensive food?”

“I’m trying to have a profound conversation about life with you, be serious.”

Lu Xixiao took a sip of wine, tugging at the corner of his mouth carelessly: “The past and present, they’re all about the same.”

Huang Ping looked at him.

True, Lu Xixiao’s childhood wasn’t worth reminiscing about; the present was better in comparison.

No wonder he couldn’t forget Zhou Wan.

In his 26 years, the time he spent with Zhou Wan was perhaps his happiest period, and maybe his only truly happy time.

Huang Ping’s gaze shifted to the side.

They were sitting on the second floor’s circular gallery, with dining tables below in the open atrium between the two floors.

His gaze suddenly halted on a vaguely familiar figure, or rather, someone with a familiar aura.

“Ah Xiao,” Huang Ping tilted his head to indicate, “Is that Zhou Wan?”

Lu Xixiao looked over, frowning slightly.

Why would Zhou Wan be here?

Her unique temperament set her apart from those flashy women. She possessed a gentle yet firm quality, with pure and clean features, carrying a hint of fragility, cold, and pride, transcending the ordinary.

In this refined and elegant environment, she became the most eye-catching presence.

Her beauty wasn’t achieved through makeup but rather emerged from within, shaped by her experiences.

A woman stood beside Zhou Wan.

Lu Xixiao narrowed his eyes, recognizing her as Sheng Yan.

Since the Sheng family now knew he was behind everything, they must have learned the whole story, and after falsely accusing Zhou Wan before, they were now seeking her forgiveness.

Sheng Yan gestured for Zhou Wan to sit and handed her the menu: “Zhou Wan, see what you’d like to eat.”

“I’m not hungry, just a glass of water is fine,” Zhou Wan said. “Ms. Sheng, since you called me out, please speak directly.”

“Zhou Wan, I’m here to apologize. I was wrong to misunderstand you without proper investigation. I can compensate you, and I can help explain everything to everyone at the company. You can return to the company anytime, and I’ll make it up to you.”

“From what I know, Shengxing can barely save itself now, so what’s the point of me going back?” Zhou Wan smiled slightly. “Moreover, you didn’t misunderstand me at all. Don’t you know exactly what I went through? You just didn’t care, and even falsely accused me to save face.”

Sheng Yan pressed her lips together, carefully choosing her words: “Zhou Wan, I’m truly sorry. I hope you can accept my apology.”

Zhou Wan didn’t want to continue the conversation.

Sheng Yan was too accustomed to her superior lifestyle to offer a sincere apology.

She stood up: “Forget it.”

Zhou Wan prepared to leave, walking a few steps before suddenly remembering what Lu Xixiao had told her, and recalling how Sheng Yan had falsely accused her that day.

She turned back, walking quickly toward Sheng Yan.

Sheng Yan had also stood up, intending to follow her. Zhou Wan walked straight up to her and raised her hand, delivering a forceful slap.

Sheng Yan’s face turned to the side, and she held her cheek, looking at Zhou Wan in disbelief.

Many diners around them heard the commotion and turned to look.

Zhou Wan stood straight amidst the many gazes. She looked calmly at Sheng Yan and said softly: “I won’t forgive you. This slap is what I owe you.”

…

Sitting upstairs, Lu Xixiao couldn’t hear clearly what they were saying, but when he saw Zhou Wan raise her hand to slap, he raised his eyebrows in surprise, his lips curving into a smile.

Huang Ping’s reaction wasn’t nearly as composed – he was completely dumbfounded.

This was his first time seeing Zhou Wan like this.

Although he knew how decisively she had left back then, he hadn’t witnessed it personally. Zhou Wan’s gentle image was so deeply ingrained – speaking softly, smiling faintly, never losing her temper, and always trying to think of ways to make Lu Xixiao happy.

Honestly, when he first learned she had left, Huang Ping’s initial reaction was that Lu Xixiao must have done something to drive her away.

“Damn,” he couldn’t help but curse. “Is this Zhou Wan’s style now? What has she been through these years?”

Lu Xixiao glanced at him sideways and laughed: “She was always like this. Did you think she was genuinely docile?”

Huang Ping looked at Zhou Wan, then at Lu Xixiao, feeling that something was off about both of them.

One had a fierce character beneath a gentle exterior, while the other grinned like a lovesick fool watching his first love show her claws.

Huang Ping’s mouth twitched: “You seem quite proud.”

Lu Xixiao ignored him and stood up to go downstairs.

Sheng Yan had never been slapped in her entire life. She couldn’t maintain her composure anymore, grabbing Zhou Wan’s clothes and refusing to let go, loudly threatening to call the police.

Zhou Wan frowned, but before she could say anything, she suddenly felt warmth against her back.

Lu Xixiao wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her behind him.

The man stood tall and graceful in his suit, carrying an inherent coldness that unconsciously silenced others.

“Why did you come here?” Lu Xixiao asked her softly, with a kind of familiar indulgence.

Zhou Wan was startled, blinking: “She called and asked to meet me here.”

Lu Xixiao looked at Sheng Yan, smiling impassively: “Ms. Sheng, Shengxing can barely manage itself now. Rather than wasting time here, you’d better think of other solutions. Don’t waste your attention on her.”

With that, he led Zhou Wan away with his arm around her shoulders.

Sheng Yan had never been so humiliated in her life. She glared hatefully at Zhou Wan’s retreating figure: “Acting so high and mighty, but in the end, you’re just sleeping your way up.”

Zhou Wan’s steps faltered.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand, ruffling her hair, then wordlessly turned back to face Sheng Yan.

He looked calmly at the red-faced Sheng Yan, looking down at her from his height, curving one corner of his mouth in a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Ms. Sheng, you overestimate me. Everything I did was of my own will; she didn’t need to do anything.”

Lu Xixiao laughed lazily in front of everyone, saying carelessly: “After all, from beginning to end, it’s just that I like her.”
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With these words, Zhou Wan froze in place.

She hadn’t expected Lu Xixiao to say such things, whether true or false or just to spite Sheng Yan. She hadn’t expected him to say such humble and compromising words in front of everyone.

When Sheng Yan heard his words, the color drained from her face.

There was no greater way to strike at someone’s heart than this.

Lu Xixiao paid her no more attention, turning to lead Zhou Wan out with his arm around her shoulders.

Zhou Wan hadn’t yet recovered when she heard: “Hello, little sister.”

Zhou Wan looked up at the tall, thin man before her, startled for a moment before saying in surprise: “Brother Huang Ping?”

Huang Ping hadn’t changed much over the years, except for becoming much more tanned.

“Are you in City B now too?” Zhou Wan asked.

“No, I’m just here for a visit. I’ll have to go back to Pingchuan in a few days,” Huang Ping looked at her and smiled. “You’ve changed a lot though.”

Zhou Wan realized he must have witnessed everything that had just happened, and somewhat embarrassedly tucked her hair behind her ear, lowering her head with a wordless smile.

Lu Xixiao lit a cigarette and turned his head: “Haven’t had dinner yet?”

Zhou Wan nodded.

Huang Ping added: “Let’s go somewhere else to eat together. I’ll get indigestion if I keep eating at this fancy place.”

At this hour, all the well-known restaurants would have waiting lists. Lu Xixiao hadn’t eaten at ordinary restaurants in years. Finally, Zhou Wan suggested a music bar restaurant she had visited with her roommates during college – similar to a quiet bar, with a house band and decent food.

When they arrived, Zhou Wan ordered the food while Huang Ping added two pitchers of beer.

For a moment, it felt like they had returned to the past.

That winter break when she and Lu Xixiao went to Huang Ping’s supermarket, sitting on plastic stools eating hotpot.

…

At 8:30 PM, the band took the stage as the lights dimmed.

Huang Ping was talkative, and after drinking, he became even more so. Thanks to him, this was the first time Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao had felt so relaxed together in recent days.

The host announced that it was the restaurant’s anniversary celebration, and each table could volunteer one man and one woman to play games, with the winners getting their meal comped.

As soon as this was announced, several tables raised their hands, mostly couples or married pairs.

“Anyone else?” the singer continued asking the audience.

Huang Ping, always eager for entertainment, raised his hand and pointed at Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao: “Over here!”

Zhou Wan jumped in fright, quickly waving her hands in refusal.

The host, seeing an attractive pair, came down from the stage to encourage them: “Don’t be shy, miss. Our games are all perfectly proper.”

Laughter rippled through the crowd.

Zhou Wan glanced at Lu Xixiao, who seemed completely at ease and didn’t refuse. He stood up, and Zhou Wan, feeling it would be more awkward to keep refusing, followed him onto the stage.

The host held the microphone to Zhou Wan: “Are you and this handsome gentleman a couple?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “No.”

“Then what’s your relationship?” the host asked, surprised.

Zhou Wan hesitated.

Her relationship with Lu Xixiao was indeed difficult to explain – they weren’t exactly friends either.

At this moment, Lu Xixiao tilted his head slightly and answered for her: “Ex.”

Ex.

A relationship full of history, combined with their looks, filled everything with mystery, immediately stirring up excitement from the crowd.

“Ex, huh―” the host laughed too. “Well, that’s perfect timing. We’ve prepared lots of compatibility questions today. How long has it been since you split up? Can you still remember things about each other?”

Zhou Wan wore a white coat today that made her look especially gentle and beautiful, with a kind of refined scholarly air.

She answered: “Almost seven years.”

“That’s quite a while. You both look so young too – was this a high school romance?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you’ll have to dig deep into your memories for today’s game. These questions might be quite challenging for you.”

Restaurant staff brought small whiteboards and markers for everyone, with pairs competing together, writing answers to questions that had to match to pass.

The first question was simple, asking what the woman called the man.

When they revealed their answers, there was a range of responses – special nicknames, “baby,” “brother,” “husband” – but when it came to Zhou Wan’s board, she had written three characters neatly: Lu Xixiao.

Lu Xixiao had written his name as well.

The host noticed their answers and joked: “Was this what you called him while dating, or what you call your enemy after breaking up?”

Zhou Wan said: “It’s always been this.”

From beginning to end, every time Zhou Wan called him, it was always his full name: Lu Xixiao.

“You two had quite an unusual relationship. Never thought about using more intimate nicknames?”

Lu Xixiao smiled slightly, speaking carelessly: “Asked her to call me brother once, but she wouldn’t.”

Zhou Wan’s fingertips froze.

The second question asked which number relationship this was for each person – what number partner you were for them, and what number they were for you.

This question was meant to stir up trouble. Several couples were clever, both writing “first,” while two couples whose answers didn’t match were eliminated, and one pair nearly started arguing on stage.

Then came Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao’s answers.

Zhou Wan’s answer was: Don’t know; First.

She didn’t know which number she was for him, but he was her first.

Lu Xixiao’s answer was: First; Forgot.

“Well now, you two are quite interesting.”

The host was amused and turned to Lu Xixiao, “You don’t even know which number she was? Were there too many to count? Sounds like a proper playboy.”

He didn’t know about the endless entanglements and grudges between Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao.

He just assumed it was a youthful romance, and the fact they could share a meal now meant they must have moved on.

The host patted Zhou Wan’s shoulder, joking: “Congratulations, sister, good riddance. Better stay away from playboys.”

By this point, everyone assumed this was a story of a good girl falling for a playboy in her youth.

The next dozen questions covered topics like each other’s birthdays, when and where they first met, and their most memorable moment together… The number of couples remaining on stage gradually decreased until the final question, when only Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao and one other couple remained.

Just one more elimination would determine who won the free meal.

No one had expected that a couple who broke up seven years ago would make it to the finals, having answered all the previous questions correctly.

Washed by time and years, their story became even more mysterious, making people curious.

The final question was: Why did you like the other person?

The host was particularly considerate, saying to Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao: “This question might not be appropriate for you two, so let’s change it. Your question will be: Why did you decide to separate?”

Zhou Wan: “…”

Her fingers unconsciously tightened on the pen.

Why did she decide to leave Lu Xixiao?

Because from the very beginning, what they had was wrong. From the first day, she got together with Lu Xixiao, she could already see their ending.

She just hadn’t expected that day would come in such a twisted, unbearable way.

This question required more content, so they were given three minutes to write their answers.

But even as the three minutes ended, Zhou Wan hadn’t written a single word.

It was something she couldn’t bring herself to speak of, something sinful.

The other couple showed their boards first, once again having matching answers, showing everyone a particularly sweet love story through their dozen answers.

For the finale, all attention turned to Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao.

They revealed their boards.

Zhou Wan’s board was completely blank, without a single word.

Lu Xixiao had written one sentence – “I desperately moved toward you, but from beginning to end, all you thought about was how to leave me.”

Zhou Wan hadn’t expected Lu Xixiao to answer this question.

He was someone who never liked to open up his privacy and past for others to see.

So when she saw these words, her heart contracted painfully, tears nearly falling immediately.

It was a past that couldn’t be touched.

All these years, Zhou Wan had never dared to think deeply about it.

She had changed to a completely new environment, changed her phone number, changed all her social media accounts, and actively or forcibly cut off contact with all her former friends.

She had no parents, no relatives, and no roots. During college breaks when friends were frantically booking tickets home, she alone stayed at school, with nowhere to go.

She didn’t want to be left behind, so she lived very earnestly, and ran forward very hard, leaving everything about Lu Xixiao completely behind in Pingchuan City, in the past, in that place, she never dared to set foot in again.

She wanted to be like Lu Xixiao’s other past relationships – not dwelling on the past, clean and decisive.

But now she heard him say: I desperately moved toward you, but from beginning to end, all you thought about was how to leave me.

In that instant, countless memories flooded Zhou Wan’s mind, rushing to the surface.

She remembered the very beginning when she had decided never to get involved in Lu Xixiao’s life again, but he had stopped her, calling out to her with a hoarse voice of compromise, saying, “Zhou Wan, I’m hungry.”

She remembered the night they got together when Lu Xixiao asked if she wanted to date, and though she said yes, in her heart, she thought Lu Xixiao would eventually tire of her, and then she could leave, keeping that one secret that could never see the light of day.

She remembered after they went to see the snow together, Lu Xixiao sent her a voice message saying, “Zhou Wan, spend every New Year with me from now on,” and though her heart trembled, she didn’t dare reply.

She remembered telling him very early on, “If we ever separate, let’s never contact each other again, okay?”

She remembered that Lu Xixiao had known early on that she was Guo Xiangling’s daughter, knew about her using him, but still recklessly rushed forward to take a knife for her, yet after staying with him until his wound healed, she had asked for a breakup.

At that time, she truly loved Lu Xixiao and genuinely cared for him, hoping for his happiness.

But at the same time, she had indeed never thought about staying with him forever.

Looking at it now, Lu Xixiao had been wronged.

He hadn’t done anything wrong at all.

The onlookers in the bar were also somewhat bewildered by now.

They had assumed it was a story of a playboy and a good girl, but now it seemed the one who had suffered heartbreak was the man, not the woman.

The host finally sensed the complexity between them and stopped joking, smoothly moving past the topic with some light banter.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao returned to their seats.

They had made it to the final round, almost winning the free meal reward.

“Alright, it’s all in the past,” Huang Ping hadn’t expected this kind of game and tried to ease the atmosphere. “Let’s drink.”

Lu Xixiao remained silent, picked up his glass and drained it, then stood up.

Huang Ping asked: “Where are you going? Leaving?”

He walked away without looking back: “Bathroom.”

Only Huang Ping and Zhou Wan remained at the table.

Zhou Wan kept her head down, drinking soup, still thinking about what had just happened.

“Little sister,” Huang Ping spoke to her, “how have you been these years?”

Zhou Wan paused, then smiled and said: “Pretty good, just living a normal life.”

“I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but some time after you left, he suddenly fell seriously ill, got so thin he was barely recognizable.”

“At first I didn’t think that illness had anything to do with you, after all, you’d been separated for a while by then, but when I went to see him, he was delirious with fever, constantly calling your name.”

Huang Ping lifted his glass, took a drink, and continued softly, “I’d never seen him take a breakup so hard before – this was Lu Xixiao we’re talking about – but he became someone I didn’t recognize. Honestly, I blamed you at the time. I thought of him as my little brother, and I couldn’t bear to see him like that.”

“He acts tough but has a soft heart. Even though he might say pretty words to girls, he never actually shows his true self, his true heart to others.”

“You probably never knew, but he told me very early on that he knew you had a secret.”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled: “When?”

Huang Ping thought for a moment: “When you two had that huge fight, almost broke up, I think it was a few days before you went away for that competition.”

Zhou Wan remembered what Lu Xixiao had said during that argument―

Do you even consider me your boyfriend? You won’t tell me anything, keeping everything to yourself, letting no one in. Zhou Wan, is this how you date someone?

After all this time, she hadn’t forgotten anything.

So he had noticed that early on.

“Little sister, he’s a smart person. He said himself that if he wanted to know, he could find out what you were hiding from him, but he didn’t dare.”

Huang Ping laughed helplessly, “To hear Lu Xixiao say he ‘didn’t dare’ – before all this, I couldn’t have imagined those words coming from his mouth even in my dreams.”

Zhou Wan had thought she was the one controlling everything between her and Lu Xixiao.

She had walked into his life on her own, and she had left his life on her own.

Only now did she realize that Lu Xixiao had just been pretending to be fooled – he would rather be deceived than be apart from her.

It was his indulgence that had allowed her to control their relationship.

Zhou Wan propped her face with her hand, pressing hard against her eye socket, took a deep breath, and asked softly: “Brother Huang Ping, can you tell me about his years since then?”

“You haven’t asked him?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “I don’t dare.”

Huang Ping sighed: “Well, he was okay. After that serious illness, he started studying properly. He’s smart – there’s nothing he can’t do if he puts his mind to it. Later, he did well in the college entrance exam and could have gone to any top university, but his grandfather planned to send him abroad.”

Zhou Wan looked up: “Abroad?”

“I think his grandfather was afraid he’d choose a university in City B, afraid he’d run into you again, but I hadn’t expected him to be so obedient and go abroad for school.”

“He had an uncle on his mother’s side who had settled abroad. His uncle helped him out, and during university, the foundation of his current company was formed. After that, he pretty much cut ties with the Lu family, never took their money again, never owed them any favors, and made his way to where he is now.”

“Later on, I started to understand why he gave up studying domestically to go abroad. From then until now, he’s been busy every day. Sometimes I worried he was pushing himself too hard, but he did manage to stand on his own.”

“Zhou Wan, his mother’s tragedy was caused by family constraints. Why do you think he pushed himself so hard to grow up? Can’t you figure it out?”

…

Lu Xixiao returned, and Huang Ping stopped talking.

He would soon return to Pingchuan City, and Lu Xixiao would be busy the next few days with no time to meet again, so they drank more than usual, not leaving until nearly midnight.

In recent years, Lu Xixiao rarely drank this late except for business occasions, and unusually, he had drunk a bit too much, feeling slightly dizzy.

He went to pay the bill while Zhou Wan and Huang Ping went outside first, she took out her phone to call for a designated driver.

The entertainment district was always busy and noisy in the late hours.

There was a bar just dozens of meters away, its rock music so loud it could be heard from across the street.

Most people on the street were either heading out to drink or already stumbling drunk.

Just then, two drunk men approached from nearby, cursing and arguing, holding bottles of alcohol while walking, drinking, and cursing, reeking of alcohol.

Zhou Wan glanced at them and stepped back to avoid them.

The two drunk men’s argument grew more intense, even showing signs of turning physical. One of them impatiently shoved hard, falling backward himself, while the other twisted and stumbled forward, losing balance and falling toward Zhou Wan.

She couldn’t react in time, too late to dodge, and instinctively closed her eyes tight, raising her hands to protect her face and head.

At that moment, she was suddenly pulled by a strong force.

Her nose filled with Lu Xixiao’s unique scent.

His arm wrapped around Zhou Wan’s head, completely protecting her in his embrace.

When Zhou Wan opened her eyes, she saw the drunk man fall, the bottle in his hand shattering against Lu Xixiao’s shoulder.

“Lu Xixiao…”

He released Zhou Wan with a dark expression, turning to face the drunk man.

The man had sobered up somewhat after his fall, seeing the glass bottle shards scattered before him, and upon noticing the man’s wealthy appearance, immediately apologized.

Lu Xixiao didn’t pursue the matter, waving for him to leave.

Fortunately, the glass shards hadn’t cut his skin, only staining his clothes with alcohol.

“Are you okay?” he turned to ask.

Zhou Wan shook her head, getting napkins from the restaurant staff to help wipe the alcohol from his clothes.

“It’s fine,” Lu Xixiao said dismissively, taking off his jacket and carrying it, “Just need a shower when we get back.”

…

The designated driver arrived.

They first dropped Huang Ping at his hotel and then headed home.

As the elevator slowly ascended, Zhou Wan suddenly realized something, freezing in place.

Just now, Lu Xixiao’s instinct had been to embrace her from the front – otherwise, if those glass shards had cut his neck or face, it would have been very serious.

That was true instinct.

The elevator doors opened.

Lu Xixiao walked out, but seeing Zhou Wan not moving, he looked back: “What’s wrong?”

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan’s voice trembled slightly, “That year at the abandoned station, did you shield me because you didn’t have time to react?”

Lu Xixiao’s steps halted.

He watched as tears welled up in the woman’s eyes, her features painted with heart-wrenching colors.

“No,” his voice was deep and magnetic as he gazed steadily at Zhou Wan.

But he thought he must be drunk to give this answer.

“…Then why?”

Lu Xixiao lowered his head and laughed slightly, resigned and compromising: “I did it on purpose.”

Luo He had never been clean in his methods, and Lu Xixiao had suffered from him before, so he had been on guard, noticing as soon as he reached into his pocket.

Originally, he could have dodged without injury.

But a youth’s love knows no bounds, no measure.

At that moment, he wanted to use the most striking blood, the most dramatic method, to use Zhou Wan’s guilt to keep his girl from leaving.

Zhou Wan’s mind seemed to buzz, falling into a silent roar.

All she could think about was that operating room light that had stayed on all night, and his written words―

I desperately moved toward you, but from beginning to end, all you thought about was how to leave me.
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Regarding their breakup back then, Zhou Wan had thought it was because of Lu Xixiao’s pride. Someone as proud as him would never lower his head to beg or show weakness to keep someone.

She thought the more decisively she left, the faster Lu Xixiao would get over her.

But after all these years, she discovered it wasn’t like that at all.

She had left too ruthlessly, which instead became Lu Xixiao’s obsession, twisting their current relationship into something increasingly distorted.

From the very beginning, Lu Xixiao had tried to keep her most irrationally and straightforwardly possible, yet she still left.

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to accept this truth.

She stood frozen, not knowing what to say or do. Just thinking about what Lu Xixiao had done for her in the past made her heart ache with guilt.

A tear fell silently.

Zhou Wan crouched down painfully, hugging her knees and burying her face. She sniffled and said softly, “But it shouldn’t have been like this.”

Lu Xixiao stood still, watching her.

“Why did you do those things? If it had been any worse… you might never have woken up.”

She choked on her words, her thoughts in chaos, feeling that everything she’d done over these years had been wrong, even her final persistence had lost all meaning.

How she wished Lu Xixiao would tell her next second that it wasn’t true, that he’d only been injured because he hadn’t reacted in time, that they were just two lonely souls who had dated in their youth, finding comfort in each other’s company – how could they have loved to such an extent?

But Lu Xixiao just watched her calmly, saying nothing.

Tears kept falling unstoppably through her lashes, dripping onto her fingertips and the ground.

“Lu Xixiao, I wasn’t worth you doing all that…”

Lu Xixiao’s answer was like the final straw that broke the camel’s back. Even after seven years, it still nearly drove Zhou Wan to break down.

She had never forgiven herself for how deeply she had hurt Lu Xixiao.

In her entire life, not many people had been good to her. Lu Xixiao was one of them, yet she was also the one who had hurt him the deepest.

“I’m sorry, Lu Xixiao…”

Zhou Wan’s shoulders shook uncontrollably, tears soaking through her fingers and dampening her sleeve cuffs. Overwhelmed by crushing guilt and grief, she couldn’t even lift her head.

“It’s my fault, it’s all because I was selfish and dark. If it weren’t for me, you would have always been that proud and brilliant Lu Xixiao… I’m sorry, it’s all my fault…”

Lu Xixiao didn’t know how many such breakdown moments Zhou Wan had experienced.

But since her grandmother’s death, this was the most heartbreaking he’d seen her cry.

“Zhou Wan,” he said in a deep voice.

Lu Xixiao walked to her and pulled at her sleeve.

But Zhou Wan had no strength left in her body. She cried until her nose and eyes were completely red, so devoted to her grief that even as he gripped her sleeve, she couldn’t stand up.

She kept mumbling broken apologies between sobs, each word shattered.

“Lu Xixiao, don’t care about me anymore, just leave it like this.”

She instinctively wanted to escape again, wanted to leave, trying to make up for her past mistakes and fill the collapse in her heart. “I don’t deserve it… I’m so bad, I don’t deserve your kindness at all…”

Lu Xixiao’s brows gradually furrowed.

He had been drinking, and hearing Zhou Wan’s words, the irritation and hurt in his heart kept spreading.

“Zhou Wan.”

Compared to Zhou Wan’s broken voice, Lu Xixiao’s voice seemed exceptionally calm and cold. “That was my choice, it had nothing to do with you.”

Zhou Wan shook her head, breathing chaotically as she said “no” and “sorry.”

Finally unable to bear seeing Zhou Wan like this, he bent down and picked her up, throwing her onto the sofa, his movements far from gentle.

Then he leaned down, his palm against her neck, lifting her tear-stained face.

Through her blur of tears, Zhou Wan saw a hard-faced Lu Xixiao.

He was angry: “Zhou Wan, you’re always like this. Do you think everything can be solved with an apology? You never trusted me, never relied on me.” He had never laid these words out in the open before.

Yet saying them now didn’t bring relief, only an increasingly heavy sense of oppression and anger.

His eyes reddened too as he pointed at his chest, each word precise and bleeding: “Zhou Wan, I tried so hard to trust you back then, to tell you I didn’t care about anything, I just wanted you by my side. I didn’t care if you were deceiving me or playing with me, I didn’t give a damn about any of it!”

Under the influence of alcohol, he was having his most clear-headed drunk outburst.

“But you still left. I deliberately got hurt, wanting you to worry about me, to stay with me. Everything I did was to keep you from leaving, to let you know how much I loved you, but you never believed it. Even while staying with me, you were thinking about when to break up.”

This was the real reason Lu Xixiao finally let go.

It had nothing to do with pride.

That bit of pride was never enough to support him in holding back from finding Zhou Wan all these years.

And now, he was tearing open the scabs, cutting open his heart, exposing all those bleeding wounds.

Yet these were wounds that Zhou Wan couldn’t bear.

Zhou Wan had never imagined she and Lu Xixiao would end up like this.

She couldn’t stop crying, as if she had to shed all the tears Lu Xixiao had held back before.

She finally understood why Lu Xixiao would say that no matter how they dissected their relationship, she was the one who had wronged him.

She had been so wrong, catastrophically wrong.

Lu Xixiao had finally vented years of pent-up bitterness, yet felt no relief at all. Looking at Zhou Wan crying so brokenly before him, he still felt heartache.

“Alright,” he finally sighed, swallowing back his remaining anger. “Stop crying.”

Zhou Wan knew he had never liked seeing girls cry. She forcefully wiped away her tears, trying hard to hold back her sobs, and responded with an “mm.”

Lu Xixiao looked at her for a while: “It’s late, go to sleep.”

Earlier, someone had spilled drinks on his back, and his dress shirt was slightly wet. He took off his shirt and walked into the common bathroom – leaving the bedroom bathroom for Zhou Wan.

When Zhou Wan finished her shower, he still hadn’t come out. She picked up the shirt from the floor, checked that it could be water-washed, and soaked it in the sink with warm water and laundry powder.

This was the scene Lu Xixiao saw when he came out.

Zhou Wan had her sleeves rolled up to her elbows, her arms slender and fair, leaning against the washbasin, her gaze lowered, wisps of hair falling on both sides of her face. Moonlight fell on her, spreading a thin layer of mist, quiet and gentle.

He went over and tested the water temperature. Since it wasn’t cold water, he let her continue hand-washing.

After finishing, Zhou Wan hung the shirt on the balcony. The suit couldn’t be water-washed; she planned to take it to the dry cleaners tomorrow morning.

It was very late.

She washed her hands and climbed into bed. As soon as she lay down, Lu Xixiao turned off the lights.

He lay on his side, his long arm reaching over to pull Zhou Wan close.

Zhou Wan froze, but only for a moment, before obediently nestling into Lu Xixiao’s embrace. Her breathing still trembled from choking back sobs, her dark lashes quivering like butterflies about to take flight.

After a while, Zhou Wan tilted her chin up.

The blanket made soft rustling sounds with her movement.

A gentle kiss fell on Lu Xixiao’s lips.

Her lashes trembled even more violently now, her whole body shaking lightly, yet she still kissed him with inexperience.

Lu Xixiao opened his eyes in the darkness. The curtains weren’t fully drawn, and a patch of moonlight fell on her face, dividing it into distinct areas of light and shadow. She was as devout as someone offering their neck to the executioner, yet as desperate as someone staking everything on one throw.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he spoke, his voice hoarse: “Zhou Wan.”

Zhou Wan sensed the change in his voice and felt his hardening body and muscles. She had no time to think about anything, only anxiously wanting to give something to make up to him.

Lu Xixiao had always been defenseless against her.

He only held back for three seconds before flipping Zhou Wan beneath him, his knees on either side of her. His voice was deep as he looked at her with dark eyes, emotionless: “This late, don’t want to sleep?” He spoke very clearly.

Zhou Wan understood.

But she still stretched her arms around Lu Xixiao’s neck, fingers interlocked, pulling down slightly.

This was the moment Lu Xixiao’s reason snapped.

…

The moonlight was quiet yet surging.

Lu Xixiao understood perfectly what Zhou Wan was thinking.

Perhaps due to her upbringing, Zhou Wan always saw herself as a burden. She didn’t want to trouble others and didn’t want others to spend too much energy on her.

Everything tonight would put pressure on Zhou Wan.

She was touched, but also at a loss.

When she cried, she kept repeating that she didn’t deserve his kindness and that he shouldn’t have done those things for her.

Once the kindness shown to her exceeded her capacity to handle it, she wanted to run away.

That’s why she was so forward now, with an all-or-nothing attitude, carrying the meaning of wanting to sacrifice herself, even though she used to be the girl who would blush at just a kiss.

Lu Xixiao had once used the most devastating method to try to keep Zhou Wan.

And now Zhou Wan wanted to use the most extreme method to try to make it up to him as much as possible.

But what after the compensation? Would she think the emotional debt was settled and end things with him again?

…

Pain shot through her entire body.

Zhou Wan’s whole body curled up trembling, her nails digging deep into Lu Xixiao’s back, then immediately afraid of hurting him, she clenched her fists, fingertips pressed into her palms, leaving deep crescent marks.

“Lu Xixiao…”

She couldn’t hold back anymore, eyebrows tightly knitted, almost unable to breathe, nearly suffocating, “It hurts, I hurt…”

She cried so pitifully.

Unknown if she meant physical pain or heartache.

Lu Xixiao felt heartache just looking at her once.

But the more his heart ached, the more foolish he felt.

He didn’t want to be controlled by her emotions anymore, didn’t want to follow behind her like a lap dog with a pathetic expression.

Lu Xixiao grabbed a tie from beside the bed and blindfolded Zhou Wan, tying it behind her head.

Zhou Wan was plunged into darkness, unable to see anything. Her senses were infinitely amplified, all awareness concentrated at that spot as if she was being torn apart.

“Lu Xixiao.” She called his name with a trembling voice.

Like a drowning person desperately grasping at the only piece of driftwood.

Suddenly, something scorching hot dripped onto Zhou Wan’s collarbone.

Perhaps sweat, perhaps tears.

The next second, Lu Xixiao responded hoarsely: “Mm.”

His eyes were bloodshot, his lashes wet with moisture. His voice was extremely hard from restraint, suppressing those indescribable emotions, as if he had transcended the mortal world and was watching from afar.

Zhou Wan’s heart twisted with sourness.

She thought again that what fell on her collarbone must have been sweat.

Lu Xixiao didn’t know what she was thinking. He brushed away the sweat-dampened hair from her face and gripped her neck to make her tilt her head back, his palm applying slight pressure.

His eyes were crimson as he said: “Call me brother.”

Zhou Wan let out a struggling whimper.

“Call me brother.” Lu Xixiao patted her face, repeating.

That part poised to enter provided a silent threat to Lu Xixiao’s words.

Zhou Wan’s face was completely red, trembling all over from pain and fear. She was afraid Lu Xixiao would enter like this, and finally fear overcome shame.

“Brother.” Her voice was very, very soft, carrying painful sobs.

After so many years, Lu Xixiao was still pierced by this “brother.”

Just moments ago he had been too heartbroken to move, but now that bit of heartache was consumed like clouds scattered by the wind. He smiled self-mockingly, and forcefully pressed down on Zhou Wan’s waist, no longer heeding her cries.

The room was filled with passion.

This encounter couldn’t be called love-making at all, but rather a struggle between dominant and submissive.

They seemed to traverse years, fighting with their past selves and each other, determined to battle until they were covered in wounds and bleeding before they would stop.

But in the end. Lu Xixiao couldn’t see that pool of haziness beneath the tie.

Zhou Wan was blindfolded and couldn’t see the scar on his chest, nor the tattoo carved into bone and blood above it.
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That night, Zhou Wan didn’t know when it ended, only vaguely remembering that when Lu Xixiao carried her out of the bathroom after washing up, dawn was already breaking.

She nestled in Lu Xixiao’s embrace.

In her daze, she thought about how in all their years of knowing each other, they rarely had moments like this.

She was quiet by nature, Lu Xixiao was cold by nature. When together, they never had explosive moments. Their relationship wasn’t romantic – it began with a casual “Zhou Wan, want to date?” and ended with a calm “Let’s break up, brother.”

They started and ended their relationship in the most peaceful state, like two sparklers on a winter day, making no sound, only emitting a faint glow.

They rarely interacted in such an intense way.

As if trying to merge into each other’s bodies.

…

Lu Xixiao had always been a light sleeper.

Zhou Wan was exhausted to the point of passing out, but he still couldn’t sleep.

Dawn was approaching, dark and dim, with a few faint stars and a transparent crescent moon on the horizon.

Lu Xixiao got up, walked to the window, and lit a cigarette.

Over these years, it wasn’t that he hadn’t tried to forget Zhou Wan. He’d attempted to continue playing the field like before, but Zhou Wan had soaked into his heart like a torrential rain, making it impossible to tolerate anyone else’s presence.

For a long time, he even believed he no longer loved Zhou Wan, thinking he couldn’t forget her only because he hated her.

Until Zhou Wan appeared before him again.

Only then did he realize he had never stopped loving her for a moment?

Lu Xixiao had once asked himself why Zhou Wan was different from others.

He’d never lacked beautiful girls around him, nor those willing to be good to him.

But Zhou Wan had a unique resilience about her.

She was pure but not naive, dark yet genuine, each facet of her distinct and sharp, like a weak but enduring flame illuminating his pupils.

He knew her bad sides, her extremes, her timidity.

But he also understood her goodness, her sincerity, her solitary courage.

Before leaving, she hadn’t said anything but had done everything.

She’d arranged the garden, and bought many hardy, long-blooming flowers, hoping these blossoms would accompany him through his lonely future.

After that rainy season ended, those flowers all came back to life, blooming year after year.

She had taken him to “City’s Eye” in Pingchuan City, teaching him how to overcome his fear of heights.

She was the one who said, don’t look down, look ahead, there are mountains ahead, clouds above, look into the distance, there’s wind.

She was the one who said, Lu Xixiao, in the days ahead, you should look forward, and walk toward higher places.

Very early on, she had already bid him farewell in the gentlest, most determined way.

And it was these things that helped Lu Xixiao endure so many years in a foreign land.

Look forward, walk higher.

Zhou Wan had imperceptibly merged into his body, becoming part of him, connected by bone and blood, inseparable.

…

The cigarette ash had grown long; Lu Xixiao curved his index finger and tapped lightly, scattering the ash in the wind.

He looked at Zhou Wan on the bed.

After a while, he smiled helplessly, lowering his eyes.

Forget it, he accepted it.

If being a lap dog meant being a lap dog, so be it.

After being entangled for so many years, he admitted defeat.

*

When Zhou Wan woke up, she felt like her entire body was falling apart, hurting with every movement.

She opened her eyes, staring blankly at the ceiling for a long time.

Her relationship with Lu Xixiao was getting messier and messier.

But if she had to give herself to someone, she only wanted it to be Lu Xixiao.

As for the future…

Zhou Wan closed her eyes briefly, her nerves and body aching.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t in the room, probably at the company. Zhou Wan lay there a while longer, then sighed softly, slowly sitting up.

Last night Lu Xixiao had carried her to shower after they finished, but after sleeping she felt sticky all over again. Zhou Wan supported herself against the wall of the bathroom, turned on the shower, and let warm water fall on her skin marked with red traces. All her pores opened up, her aching muscles relaxing.

Images from last night floated through her mind.

She didn’t know how long, how many times.

No matter how she cried or begged, it was useless. Lu Xixiao vented all his years of resentment and hate on her body. He had never been a gentle person, but this was probably his most ungentle time with Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan couldn’t care about shame anymore. At the peak of breakdown, she bit his shoulder, then acted obediently, following his wishes by calling him “brother” repeatedly, hoping to make him gentler and slower, but it only led to more forceful and frenzied treatment.

He wanted to see her tears, wanted to hear her beg, wanted to see her lose control and break down because of him.

Her forced indifference and coldness were all broken by him, transformed into another kind of burning intensity.

The lights were dim, the room filled with passion.

Inside, surging undercurrents, intertwined with soft moans and sobs.

In Zhou Wan’s memory, his only moment of gentleness last night was after they finished, both sweaty and pressed together, as he covered her, pecking kisses by her ear, asking softly: “Zhou Wan, do you admit your mistake?”

Zhou Wan was still trembling, her throat too sore to speak, too exhausted to talk.

Compared to Zhou Wan’s dishevelment, Lu Xixiao appeared more like a clear moon after rain.

The hormone-laden sweat on his body didn’t make him appear too lustful. Clean moonlight fell on him, stripping away all pretense, and outlining his most primitive and authentic self.

He lowered his neck, lightly brushed her nose tip, let out a soft breath, and said quietly: “Never mind, anyway, I’m caught up with you for this lifetime.”

…

After showering, Zhou Wan came out and immediately ran into Lu Xixiao as she opened the door.

She quickly stepped back, looked up, stunned: “You didn’t go to work?”

“No.” He was concise, smelling strongly of cigarettes, his gaze falling back on Zhou Wan, “Still hurting?”

Zhou Wan’s face heated up, and she lowered her head: “It’s fine.”

Lu Xixiao snorted lightly at her useless attempt to act tough.

“I ordered food, come out and eat something.” Lu Xixiao dropped these words.

He turned to walk outside, at the door catching sight of Zhou Wan slightly furrowing her brows, slowly inching toward the door.

Lu Xixiao frowned, quickly returned to her side, bent down to pick her up, and gently placed her on the bed, his hand gripping her slender ankle and moving up.

Zhou Wan was startled by his movement: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Very painful?” He seemed not to have expected Zhou Wan to be so uncomfortable, moving to pull at her pants.

Without alcohol’s influence and the dim atmosphere, in broad daylight, Zhou Wan was truly embarrassed. She struggled with her legs: “Lu Xixiao, what are you doing?”

“Let me look.”

“No.” Her cheeks were completely red, “I’m not hurting.”

Lu Xixiao paused his movements. He crouched at the foot of the bed, looking up at her slightly, and after a while, he smiled, tugging at the corner of his mouth: “Which part of your body haven’t I seen?”

“…”

Lu Xixiao gripped her chin, pressing down slightly: “Slept with me and want to pretend it didn’t happen?”

“…”

“Zhou Wan.” His voice was low, eyes fixed intently on hers, “Are you planning to sleep with me once and then just walk away?”

Zhou Wan glanced at him once, saying nothing.

She didn’t know what to do.

Since meeting her, Lu Xixiao had encountered too many unfortunate things. She had been unlucky since childhood, and she would bring her bad luck to Lu Xixiao.

She didn’t want that.

She also had nothing to give Lu Xixiao. She had nothing, except this body he was obsessed with.

She thought, at least she could give him the only precious thing she had.

Whether for redemption or closure, Zhou Wan herself couldn’t tell clearly.

Lu Xixiao stared at her for a while, stood up, and said flatly: “After eating, come with me somewhere.”

“Where?”

“Pingchuan City.”

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat: “Why go there?”

“Some things to handle.”

…

The flight from B City to Pingchuan City took four hours.

Zhou Wan had woken up in the afternoon today, and they bought tickets for the evening flight. Since they would stay overnight, Zhou Wan simply packed clothes for both of them in one suitcase.

On the plane, Zhou Wan started feeling drowsy again.

Last night had worn her out, and her body was still uncomfortable. As the plane waited to take off, she fell asleep again, and Lu Xixiao asked the flight attendant for a blanket to cover her.

After a while, the plane finally began rapidly moving forward.

The weightless feeling during the ascent made Zhou Wan vaguely wake up. Her eyes weren’t fully open yet, but she instinctively grabbed Lu Xixiao’s wrist, her fingertips lightly stroking the inside of his wrist.

Lu Xixiao turned his head.

The young woman wore a beige down jacket, her hair in a ponytail, looking clean and fresh. A few loose strands of hair curled around her fair neck. Her eyelashes trembled lightly as she gradually woke up, her cheek unconsciously nuzzling against his shoulder.

“Lu Xixiao,” she called out with a hint of urgency.

“Mm?”

“Don’t be afraid.”

Lu Xixiao paused, then curved his lips: “It’s fine.”

Zhou Wan looked into his eyes.

Outside was darkness, below were the brightly lit cities. The plane’s lighting was dim, with only a few small lights emitting a gentle, warm glow.

She didn’t see any fear in Lu Xixiao’s eyes.

Had he overcome his fear of heights?

Of course.

Brother Huang Ping had said he went abroad for university.

Flying back and forth on flights lasting over ten hours, naturally, he would have overcome it.

Zhou Wan realized this point once again – they had truly been apart for too long.

So long that even memories were starting to be wrong.

But even knowing he was no longer afraid of heights, those subconscious behaviors didn’t change so quickly. Later, Zhou Wan fell asleep again, but whenever the plane encountered turbulence, she would unconsciously grip his hand tightly.

Just like that year on the school rooftop.

Just like that year at Pingchuan City’s “City’s Eye.”

And Lu Xixiao, for the first time in all these years, fell asleep on the plane.

He could indeed maintain a calm expression while flying, even on long-haul flights lasting over ten hours without showing those extreme reactions anymore.

But being thousands of miles up in the sky, he still couldn’t relax as if on solid ground. Every time the plane hit turbulence, he would feel extremely uncomfortable, his muscles tensing until they ached.

Yet now Zhou Wan sat beside him, holding his hand just like before.

Lu Xixiao had never felt as at ease as he did at this moment.

…

Pingchuan City’s winter wasn’t as cold as B City’s.

Though it had seemed cold before, after getting used to life in B City, returning here didn’t feel unbearable at all.

Lu Xixiao held Zhou Wan’s hand as they left the airport and got a taxi.

When he gave that all-too-familiar address, Zhou Wan had a moment of daze.

She watched the scenery flying past outside the window. Pingchuan City had changed greatly over these years – many new high-rises had appeared in the west of the city, their lights glittering at night, and even taxi fares had doubled.

But fortunately, that old district in the east had barely changed.

Cherry blossom trees still lined both sides of the road, though now bare branches in winter.

Zhou Wan didn’t know why, but she felt relieved.

The taxi stopped in front of those familiar iron gates.

When Zhou Wan got out, memories flooded her mind overwhelmingly.

The iron gates opened as if opening the gates to her memories.

She hadn’t forgotten anything after all.

She saw the flowers in the garden. It was winter now, with only a few camellia plants in full bloom, but other plants were also well-maintained, growing neat and healthy.

“Did these flowers all come back to life later?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan walked to the camellias and bent down to smell them, her profile gentle and quiet, the corner of her mouth lifting slightly.

“I rarely came back here afterward, but occasionally had someone come maintain it. It’s still decent.”

Zhou Wan smiled and said, “When spring comes, it should look very beautiful.”

Lu Xixiao carried the suitcase inside, Zhou Wan following.

She used to stay in the guest room, but now after a moment’s hesitation, she followed Lu Xixiao into the master bedroom.

Lu Xixiao opened the suitcase, taking out the clothes and pajamas she’d brought and setting them aside: “Want to shower first?”

“Okay.”

When Zhou Wan came out after her shower, the air conditioning had made the room very warm, not cold at all. Lu Xixiao took his clothes and went into the bathroom. She sat on the edge of the bed, suddenly remembering something, picked up the pillow, and unzipped it.

She had once put inside the sachet her grandmother had gotten for her, hoping it would bless Lu Xixiao with safety and sweet dreams every night.

But now it was gone.

Zhou Wan frowned slightly.

Had the pillow been replaced?

Just then, Lu Xixiao came out and saw her holding the pillow: “It’s in the drawer.”

Zhou Wan was startled, opened the drawer, and indeed saw that sachet.

“You found it?”

“Almost threw it away,” Lu Xixiao walked to her side. “My neck was uncomfortable for a while, found it when changing the pillow insert.”

Zhou Wan’s fingers gently stroked the sachet, very carefully.

“This was the last thing your grandmother left you, why give it to me?” Lu Xixiao asked, looking down.

“I wanted it to protect you.”

“What about yourself?”

Zhou Wan’s fingertips paused slightly, looking up at him with a faint smile: “My grandmother will protect me from heaven anyway.”

As she smiled, a drop of water fell from Lu Xixiao’s hair onto her eyelid, followed by a twitch of his brow as electricity crawled up his spine.

Over these years, her temperament had become more substantial, but her eyes remained the same, unchanged, clean, and clear, her smile like a gentle spring breeze.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand and ruffled her hair: “Sleep, aren’t you tired?”

*

He knew his limits after all and didn’t exhaust her that night, allowing Zhou Wan to get a good rest.

The next day dawned bright and clear.

Zhou Wan changed clothes, drew back the curtains, and stretched in the sunlight.

She hadn’t felt this refreshed in a long time.

Lu Xixiao pushed open the door and asked if she was ready.

“Mm.” Zhou Wan took a hair tie from the sink and put up her hair. “Where are we going?”

She still didn’t know why Lu Xixiao had returned to Pingchuan City.

He still didn’t tell her: “You’ll know when we get there.”

Zhou Wan didn’t ask further.

A car was parked outside, bought during one of Lu Xixiao’s returns home during university years. Whenever he came back to Pingchuan City afterward, he would drive it.

Not having been driven for some time, it was covered in a thin layer of dust.

Zhou Wan sat in the passenger seat.

She thought Lu Xixiao had some work-related matters to handle in his hometown, and had just brought her along because he didn’t want to be bored alone.

She stayed very relaxed throughout the journey, looking at Pingchuan City in daylight, and seeing how the city had changed over the years.

Until the road gradually became familiar.

It wasn’t familiar – Zhou Wan just vaguely felt she had been here before, but couldn’t remember exactly where, until the clock tower landmark appeared and she suddenly realized.

This was the road to the Lu family’s old house.

Old Master Lu had taken her there once before.

Zhou Wan suddenly sat up straight, checking again – it was indeed that road.

“Lu Xixiao.” Her breathing became unsteady. “Where are we going?”

Lu Xixiao knew she already had the answer, no longer concealing it: “The Lu family home.”

“Why are we going there?” Zhou Wan anxiously clenched her fists. “You- you drop me off at the roadside first, I won’t go with you, it’s not appropriate, I can’t go.”

His mischievous streak emerged again: “There’s nothing inappropriate, it’s not like you haven’t been there before.”

Zhou Wan was so anxious she wanted to jump out of the car, but when she pulled the handle, she found Lu Xixiao had already locked the doors.

He was doing this deliberately.

“Lu Xixiao!” She was pushed to her limit.

The man wasn’t wearing his usual suit today, but casual clothes, one hand lazily on the steering wheel, adding a hint of youth, willful and playful.

He ignored Zhou Wan’s anxiety and drove to the Lu family gates.

He stopped the car but wasn’t in a hurry to go in, lighting a cigarette: “Zhou Wan.”

Zhou Wan kept her head down, too timid to look up.

Like an ostrich burying its head in the sand.

Lu Xixiao turned to look at her, his voice deep and calm: “After all these years, Zhou Wan, are you still going to run away?”

Zhou Wan shook her head vigorously: “I can’t, I can’t get past it, Lu Xixiao, I can’t get past that thing.”

Zhou Wan wasn’t an innocent flower in the traditional sense, naive and overly pure. She had her darkness and extremes, but she was also someone who held herself to extremely high moral standards.

Because of this, she particularly despised her actions, was unable to forgive herself, trapped in a vicious cycle.

“If you can’t get past it, then don’t. Zhou Wan, I never needed you to get past it.”

Lu Xixiao’s voice carried a strange gentleness. Though his tone was steady and controlled, it seemed to come from their distant youth. “Remember what I told you long ago?”

“– Love me when I’m dirty; when I’m clean, everyone will love me. There will always be someone who loves both your good and your bad.”

When they met, they were both at their worst.

Zhou Wan was, and so was Lu Xixiao.

During that time, he was living aimlessly, idling away his days, joking around, not studying, smoking and drinking, getting into fights and trouble, and dating one person after another.

But it was precisely because of this that they became irreplaceable parts of each other’s past, leaving indelible marks in each other’s hearts.

They were like two isolated planets.

Different from others, yet connected by something, attracted to each other,

Orbiting along the same path in the endless universe.

“Zhou Wan, there’s been too much pride and stubbornness between us. I wouldn’t give in, you wouldn’t turn back, wasting all these years. During these years, I’ve met many girls – brilliant ones, gentle ones, kind ones, ambitious ones – but none of them were like you, and no one could replace you.”

Lu Xixiao spoke these words while smoking.

Using the most casual gestures to speak the most serious words.

He exhaled a breath of smoke, his features blurred in the blue-white haze: “I surrender.”

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat.

“Zhou Wan.”

His voice was very deep, and if you listened carefully, there was a tremor in the final sound.

Like a traveler who had journeyed alone, crossing mountains and valleys, weathering storms, finally seeing the way home.

He looked at Zhou Wan, his gaze gentle, without deliberate deep emotion, yet containing indescribable distances traveled.

His voice was also gentle as he said:

“Let me court you properly one more time.”
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They never had a proper confession or a proper breakup.

A hasty beginning and end.

So let’s start everything over again.

You don’t need to move on from the past.

Just follow me, and I’ll create new memories for us, starting fresh.

After all, we’re both still young—it’s not too late to start over, not too late to get to know each other again.

…

Zhou Wan never imagined Lu Xixiao would say such things.

The proud Lu Xixiao.

Her mind was still in a daze when she followed him through the Lu family’s main gate.

Fortunately, this haze somewhat dispelled Zhou Wan’s fears.

Lu Xixiao had contacted Old Master Lu beforehand, as he was already waiting in the living room.

At the time, Lu Xixiao had only said he wanted to come back to see him, but since he never came without reason, Old Master Lu naturally knew why. When he saw Zhou Wan, he showed no surprise.

He was the same as before, emanating an intimidating authority beneath his kindness, and smiled at Zhou Wan: “Have a seat.”

Lu Xixiao held her hand as they sat down on the sofa.

The servant brought two cups of tea and quickly left, leaving the spacious living room to just the three of them.

“Long time no see, young student,” Old Master Lu said. “Oh right, you must have graduated by now, so I can’t call you young student anymore.”

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes: “Yes, I’ve graduated. You can just call me Zhou Wan.”

“Did you come to see me together with Ah Xiao today?”

The question was subtle, and Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, unsure how to answer.

Beside her, Lu Xixiao laughed: “I brought her here by force.”

Zhou Wan: “…”

Old Master Lu could guess the situation from Zhou Wan’s current state. He slowly took a sip of tea, then set the cup back down on the table, making a crisp sound.

Though soft, the sound still made Zhou Wan’s fingertips tremble.

“Ah Xiao, I’ve told you before,” Old Master Lu stopped beating around the bush, “She’s not the right person for you.”

Lu Xixiao joked: “Then who do you think is right for me?”

Knowing he wouldn’t listen, Old Master Lu didn’t directly answer his question: “Ah Xiao, don’t forget you spent a month in the hospital because of her.”

“Luo He’s target was always me, she was just caught in the middle. At worst, it was because of Lu Zhongyue’s illegitimate son—there’s no way to blame this on her.”

Whatever Old Master Lu said, Lu Xixiao had a counter ready.

“What about her affair with Guo Xiangling? She made a fool of the entire Lu family by herself, yet you still want to be with her—don’t tell me you want to marry her?”

Old Master Lu continued, “Do you know what others will say? The Lu family can’t afford to lose face like this.”

Lu Xixiao smirked, saying carelessly: “Then you might as well kick me out of the Lu family.”

“You insolent child!”

Old Master Lu slammed the teacup on the table, hot tea splashing out.

This was the first time Zhou Wan had seen Old Master Lu angry.

When such a widely respected elder became angry, his natural authority was imposing.

Lu Xixiao’s expression remained unchanged.

A long silence fell over the living room.

Zhou Wan’s fingers twisted together more and more tightly.

Finally, Lu Xixiao spoke, his voice softening again: “Grandfather.”

Old Master Lu paused.

He couldn’t remember how long it had been since Lu Xixiao had called him grandfather. In his memory, it was only when he was very young—later he followed others in calling him “Old Master.”

Lu Xixiao looked at him, his gaze calm, fearless, and resolute: “You should know that I’m different from Lu Zhongyue. I don’t need someone like my mother to accompany me and guide me onto the right path. Everything I’ve achieved these years proves that.”

“I’m grown up now and can decide my own life. I don’t want anyone else to experience a tragedy like my mother’s. I’ve never cared about others’ opinions and judgments—you don’t need to use those to frighten her or force her to think of my interests. I know what I want and what I can achieve.” Lu Xixiao had never said these things to anyone before.

If his past self had been lost in a fog, now he was walking on a bright, wide road.

There were still thorns and traps on that road, sometimes thick fog, but he was certain it was the path he needed to take.

“This is between her and me. In the past, I was immature and ignorant, my words carried no weight—I couldn’t help it. But now I make the decisions. Whether to forgive her or not is my choice, no one else can influence that.”

“Your previous agreements with her are now void. You told her to never appear before me again without asking my opinion—that wasn’t fair to me.”

“Grandfather, you’ve always been good at judging people, but two people being together isn’t just about being suitable—Lu Zhongyue and my mother are the examples. If they had divorced back then, all those later tragedies wouldn’t have happened.”

“I don’t know if Zhou Wan is truly the right person for me, but she’s the only one I can’t let go of. She makes me feel this world is still interesting. I don’t want anyone else but her.”

Old Master Lu looked at the man before him, his grandson, and felt the time had passed so quickly—he could barely recognize Ah Xiao anymore.

He had truly grown into someone capable of standing on his own.

He was indeed different from Lu Zhongyue.

He had grown up wild, without the pampered young master’s afflictions. He could follow through on what he said and knew when to give and when to let go.

His bringing Zhou Wan back today wasn’t to get his permission at all—he was just informing him, officially closing the past.

With words said to this extent, not only would his refusal not affect Lu Xixiao’s decision, but it would push him away completely.

Old Master Lu looked at Lu Xixiao in silence for a long time. When he spoke again, his voice was hoarse, having lost its earlier authority.

In those few short minutes, he seemed to have suddenly aged.

“Even if she was using you from the moment she met you, you don’t care anymore.”

“Yes,” Lu Xixiao sat very straight, unmoved, and said quietly, “As long as it’s with her, even if I fall or hit a wall, I’m willing.”

*

After leaving the Lu residence, Zhou Wan’s tears wouldn’t stop.

Zhou Wan understood Lu Xixiao’s intention. She was used to running away, afraid to face things, so he brought her here, forcing her to confront her past self face-to-face.

To face that fake, selfish, dark sixteen-year-old Zhou Wan.

Then he gently embraced that helpless girl who was lost in her youth, telling her, it’s okay, you can be that way, don’t feel inferior or ashamed because of it.

I love you, I will love all of you.

Love you crowned in light, and love you covered in mud.

…

Lu Xixiao handed Zhou Wan a tissue, not trying to console her to stop crying.

In some ways, they were still as in sync as before. He gave her enough time to bid farewell to her past self, through tears.

Lu Xixiao silently drove to a cemetery.

It was Zhou Wan’s grandmother’s burial place.

Since leaving Pingchuan City, she has never returned and never visited her grandmother.

It wasn’t that she hadn’t thought about coming back—partly it was because holiday season plane tickets were too expensive, and partly because she was always running away, afraid to return.

Fortunately, back then she had spent almost all her money to find a nice cemetery, clean and well-maintained, with regular upkeep.

The cemetery was desolate. Zhou Wan looked at her grandmother’s photo on the tombstone.

“Grandmother,” she said softly, “I’ve come to see you. It’s been… such a long time.”

She spoke intermittently to her grandmother about many things.

Told her she had graduated, where she went to university, the beautiful scenery she had seen, the excellent people she had met, told her that in the days without her, her Wan-wan had tried hard to grow up.

Lu Xixiao stood quietly by her side throughout, accompanying her.

Finally, Zhou Wan wiped the tears from her face and said softly, “Let’s go.”

“Mm.”

They returned to the car.

Lu Xixiao had bought tickets back to B City. After growing up, life becomes busy and exhausting, with people coming and going, changing batch after batch, and rarely staying for long.

Unlike in youth, when each day at school meant seeing those familiar, energetic faces.

“Zhou Wan,” Lu Xixiao suddenly spoke.

She turned her head, her voice still choked: “Mm.”

“Do you remember? I promised I would always be by your side.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, her thoughts returning to the past.

Back then, right after her grandmother passed away, she had fallen into despair and breakdown. It was Lu Xixiao who rushed to her home, and held her in his arms as she cried out in pain, while he patted her shoulder, eyes red, repeating again and again, tirelessly: “Wan-wan, I’m here, I’ll always be here.”

…

People streamed around them.

But fortunately, in the end, neither of them got lost.

*

Back in B City, Lu Xixiao took his pillow and a blanket to the guest room.

Zhou Wan paused, asking: “What are you doing?”

“Didn’t I say I wanted to properly pursue you again?” Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Though I’ve never seriously pursued anyone before, since it’s pursuing, we certainly can’t sleep together like this anymore.”

“…”

Zhou Wan thought to herself, that they had already gone that far, so this seemed unnecessary. Moreover, although she wasn’t ready to be openly together with Lu Xixiao again, she felt embarrassed to let him pursue her.

She felt somewhat regretful, wondering how she always managed to make their relationship so strange.

But she didn’t dare say it out loud, feeling that speaking up would seem like some kind of invitation.

But Lu Xixiao saw through it anyway, glancing at her face with a casual, lazy expression: “Besides, sleeping with someone who’s pursuing you—isn’t that deliberately testing me?”

“…”

Lu Xixiao leaned down close to her, gripping her chin and shaking it playfully: “I can’t withstand the test, can’t be like Liu Xiahui. Remember to lock your door at night.”

“…”

He was going too far with his teasing.

Zhou Wan turned her head away with a red face, not daring to look at him anymore.

She pretended to be serious and ignored him, going to open her computer.

While waiting for the computer to start up, she recalled Lu Xixiao’s earlier actions and couldn’t help but smile secretly for a moment.

Since returning from Pingchuan City, their complicated relationship seemed to have been sorted out, and they could finally interact openly and naturally.

After arranging the guest room and taking a shower, Lu Xixiao came out to find Zhou Wan still sitting at the computer.

“What are you doing?” He poured two glasses of water, walked over to place one beside Zhou Wan, and sat down next to her, looking at her computer.

“Job hunting stuff,” Zhou Wan said quietly. “After leaving Shengxing, I sent out many resumes but didn’t get any responses. I haven’t checked recently, but today I found nearly a hundred replies.”

She paused, then couldn’t help but speculate, turning to look at Lu Xixiao: “Did you do something?”

“No.”

Lu Xixiao smiled, “With your resume, you wouldn’t have trouble finding work anyway. Shengxing is struggling now, even having tax problems—they probably won’t recover. Naturally, others don’t need to be concerned anymore, so of course they’re rushing to hire you.”

Zhou Wan nodded and continued looking through the responses.

“Have you decided which company to join?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“I studied media in university, and because I thought new media was the future direction, I’ve focused on that area since my internship. But after working in it, I feel I’m not suited for it—it’s not what I like doing.”

Zhou Wan said, “Just now I saw a newspaper sent me a message. I hadn’t sent them a resume; they contacted me on their own.”

Lu Xixiao listened attentively: “You want to join a newspaper?”

“…Mm.” Zhou Wan hesitated, “What do you think?”

“You can try it, see if you like it.”

“But traditional print media is already a sunset industry, the development potential might not match new media.” Zhou Wan paused, “If I go there, would you dislike it?”

Lu Xixiao was stunned, then as if hearing something amusing, asked back: “What?”

“Well… you’re so accomplished. Your future partner should at least somewhat match up to you, so you won’t lose out too much.”

Zhou Wan said, “At Shengxing I was already a department head, and at similar companies, I wouldn’t start too low. But at a newspaper, I might have to start as an intern reporter. I’m not sure if I’m good at it, or if there’s room for promotion in the future.”

Lu Xixiao discovered Zhou Wan’s thought process was indeed unique.

She was even considering whether he would lose out.

While Lu Xixiao was still pondering her logic and hadn’t answered, Zhou Wan thought he was contemplating this issue and became nervous.

She quickly added: “But I’ll work hard to do well.”

Lu Xixiao: “…”

“I studied journalism in university too, so I’m not completely starting from zero. If I join the newspaper, I’ll work seriously, try hard to get promoted, and do my best to become more capable.”

Her expression was so serious it was like giving a work report.

Lu Xixiao really couldn’t understand how dating had gotten mixed up with all this.

Zhou Wan paused slightly, lowered her eyes, and continued: “My roommate interned at a newspaper before. That year when B City had a cold wave and frost, severely damaging crops, she spent the whole week helping farmers deal with the disaster. I want to help people like that too.”

“Lu Xixiao, I won’t be like that anymore.”

Her voice was somewhat low, deep, and shy. She lowered her head like a little girl embarrassed to admit her mistakes.

“I won’t lie to you anymore. I’ll discipline myself properly. I’ll become better, I definitely will become better… Lu Xixiao, I won’t disappoint you.”

Lu Xixiao was stunned for a moment.

He belatedly understood Zhou Wan’s meaning.

He couldn’t help but curl his lips.

Finding this version of Zhou Wan both frank and adorable.

He held back for a long time but ultimately couldn’t contain himself and laughed out loud.

Though Zhou Wan had spoken so seriously and sincerely, it only made Lu Xixiao laugh until his shoulders shook.

Zhou Wan looked at him, initially somewhat dissatisfied, but seeing him laughing as he leaned back in his chair, she was stunned.

She hadn’t seen Lu Xixiao like this for so long, so very long.

To be precise, even looking back through her memories, she had rarely seen it.

That man in his suit and leather shoes seemed to transform back into a bold and unrestrained youth, his narrow eyes filled with laughter, his expression relaxed, the sharp lines of his face softening, his whole person becoming gentle.

“Wan-wan.”

He said with a laugh, playfully, “Tell me, who’s pursuing whom now?”

“…”

“You don’t need to change.” Lu Xixiao said in good spirits, “After all, I like you when you’re being bad.”

“…”

He leaned in slightly closer, his voice lowering, tone ambiguous and mischievous: “For example, the way you hooked your arms around my neck to seduce me the day before yesterday—I liked that.”

“…”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 61
Ever since Lu Xixiao said he wanted to pursue her, he had been returning more and more to his former self. In several moments, Zhou Wan seemed to see glimpses of the young man from before.

When he unexpectedly brought up what happened that day, certain intimate scenes floated up in Zhou Wan’s mind.

Her face reddened as she abruptly stood up. “I’m going to bed.”

Lu Xixiao started laughing again.

Zhou Wan’s face grew increasingly hot. Pretending not to hear him, she walked straight toward the bedroom without a sideways glance, nearly walking with the same limbs in her awkwardness.

As she pushed open the door, Lu Xixiao called out to her: “Wan Wan.”

She looked back.

“Do whatever you want to do, as long as it’s what you like,” Lu Xixiao said.

*

The next day, Zhou Wan scheduled a time with the newspaper’s HR and took transportation there at noon.

The newspaper office wasn’t far from Lu Xixiao’s residence, with convenient transportation – both bus and subway could take her there directly.

Following the signs upstairs, the traditional print media’s décor wasn’t as fashionable as new media companies, but it gave people a warm and solid feeling.

Zhou Wan walked to the front desk to state her purpose and then was led to a small office.

Inside was a messy desk piled high with various newspapers and magazines, barely leaving any clean space.

Zhou Wan was taken aback.

Then a head emerged from the pile of newspapers, pushing up his glasses: “Zhou Wan?”

“Yes.” She nodded, “Hello, teacher. Is the interview here?”

“No interview needed, unnecessary. With your resume, who needs an interview?”

“…”

This was too casual.

“Have a seat, let’s just chat briefly.” The man with thick glasses said, “Oh, let me introduce myself first, I’m the Deputy Editor-in-Chief. The Chief Editor is away on business these days, you’ll see her when she returns in a few days.”

Zhou Wan nodded.

Then, the Deputy Editor discussed salary matters with her in an extremely casual manner. Though it couldn’t compare to her previous salary, it was already very good for a newcomer.

When Zhou Wan asked when she should start work, the Deputy Editor said: “Do you have anything else to do today? If not, just start today. I’ll have someone prepare a workstation for you.”

“…Alright.”

Zhou Wan first went to the General Affairs Department to get some office supplies.

The department head was a gentle-looking sister in her forties, who chatted with her for quite a while, asking why someone with such high qualifications would want to work here, where she was from, and how old she was.

When she returned, her workstation was already prepared.

As Zhou Wan was new, she would start as an intern reporter, then help out in the editorial department before being formally assigned to a position.

Sitting to her right was a very cute girl who had also just graduated last year. She turned her face and waved: “Hello, I’m Ji Jie, ‘Jie’ as in pristine.”

Zhou Wan smiled back: “I’m Zhou Wan.”

She paused slightly and said: “‘Wan’ as in ‘will draw the bow like a full moon.'”

“Wow—” Ji Jie opened her mouth wide, “You are a scholar, even your self-introduction is different. I should change mine too… um, what poems use ‘Jie’?”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment: “‘Pristine white in autumn’s radiance,’ by Liu Yuxi.”

“Good, I’m Ji Jie, ‘Jie’ as in ‘pristine white in autumn’s radiance.'” She introduced herself again.

Zhou Wan laughed at her: “It’s still actually ‘pristine,’ no difference.”

“No, this one sounds much more sophisticated.”

“…”

Ji Jie was quite chatty, turning back shortly after: “Oh right, we’ll probably be going on field assignment together in a while.”

“What for?”

“Tomorrow is Lei Feng Day, so we’re going to visit poor households, help out, take some photos, and such.”

Zhou Wan nodded.

Sure enough, after a short while, a man in his thirties came to call for people. His skin was dark, probably from frequent outdoor work. Ji Jie picked up two equipment bags, and Zhou Wan helped her with one.

A group of people got into a business van and set off.

The destination was quite far, in a rural village on the outskirts. The car drove for a long time, and the road became bumpy. Zhou Wan felt uncomfortable, and car sick. The team leader opened a box of mineral water and distributed a bottle to each of them: “We’ll be there in another half hour.”

Hearing others call him “Uncle Ye,” Zhou Wan took the water and said: “Thank you, Uncle Ye.”

She twisted open the cap and took a sip, finally suppressing the discomfort in her chest.

When she took out her phone, she found that Lu Xixiao had sent her a message: [How was the interview?]

Zhou Wan’s lips curved slightly upward as she told him about the casual interview process, then took a photo of the wild grassland outside the car window.

[Zhou Wan: Now preparing to go on field assignment.]

[Lu Xixiao: Where to?]

Zhou Wan sent him her location, and then put the phone back in her pocket.

After a while, she took it out again and changed Lu Xixiao’s contact name to “6”.

*

The car stopped in front of a dilapidated courtyard. Zhou Wan followed everyone out of the car; the trunk contained daily necessities like rice and oil.

The village head who was coordinating with them had also arrived. Uncle Ye handed over the work to him, asking him to help distribute the rice and oil to the poor and low-income households in the village. Their main purpose this time was to visit one particular grandmother, who was living in the most difficult circumstances in the village.

Zhou Wan had a camera bag on her shoulder and was carrying two bottles of oil.

Uncle Ye glanced at her: “Can you manage? Don’t force yourself.”

Zhou Wan smiled at him: “It’s fine.”

She followed everyone deep into the alley and then into a household. The main gate was wide open, and the inside was empty, with barely any furniture and not a person in sight.

The first thing that caught her eye was a black and white photograph on the wall.

Zhou Wan looked up at it, and Ji Jie leaned close to her ear, saying softly: “It’s the old grandmother’s son, who passed away from a sudden cerebral hemorrhage two years ago. He was only 56.”

Zhou Wan looked up again and saw the old grandmother in the inner room.

The house could hardly be described as merely dirty. The bed couldn’t even be called a bed – it was just a rough bench with bedding on top. The bedding had turned black and was hard as a brick.

As for the grandmother, her legs were very impaired, and severely bent, making it impossible to see where her feet were. She probably had polio when she was younger, making her considerably shorter than normal people.

She used a wooden chair as a crutch, slowly supporting herself as she walked out from the inner room, moving very slowly.

It took her several minutes to cover just three or four meters.

Watching this, Zhou Wan momentarily didn’t know how to help support her, her heart aching terribly.

Uncle Ye helped put the rice, oil, and some vegetables they brought into the kitchen, which had nothing but a steel bowl on top of a coal stove.

The grandmother wanted to express her gratitude. Zhou Wan was standing closest, so she took Zhou Wan’s hand, repeatedly saying thank you and that kind-hearted people like them would surely be blessed in the future.

“Grandmother, how old are you this year?” Zhou Wan asked.

“79 years old.”

If grandmother were still alive, she would be about this age too…

The group worked together to help clean the grandmother’s house, took some photos, and chatted with her for the interview.

During the chat, they learned that the grandmother had a granddaughter.

Not her biological granddaughter – her son had never married, remaining single his whole life. The little girl was one he had found abandoned when he was over fifty years old. Seeing her pitiful state, he had brought her home.

Who would have known life would be so cruel, now leaving only the grandmother and the little girl to depend on each other?

The story was too heavy.

Everyone felt unsettled hearing it.

It was already sunset when they left.

Ji Jie asked: “Uncle Ye, should we include the grandmother’s address when we publish the article? More people might help her that way.”

Uncle Ye shook his head: “No, people’s hearts are too complicated nowadays. We’ve encountered livestreamers before who used such situations to put on a show, disturbing people’s peace day and night.”

“That’s true.” Ji Jie sighed, “Then what can we do? Neither the grandmother nor her granddaughter can earn money. How will they live in the future?”

“The newspaper office keeps in touch with them. It’s okay, we help when we can. We can organize a donation when we get back. I’ll report to the chief editor tomorrow.”

Zhou Wan leaned her head against the car window, staring absently at the scenery outside.

The image of the grandmother and little girl depending on each other for survival kept making her think of herself and her grandmother in the past, though their situation had been much better – even if they didn’t have much money, at least they lived with dignity.

Her phone vibrated. Lu Xixiao had sent another message.

[6: Off work yet?]

[Zhou Wan: On the way back.]

[6: I’ll come pick you up.]

Zhou Wan glanced at the car’s navigation system, which showed about an hour remaining.

Traffic would be inevitable at this time. She replied: [It’ll be about an hour and a half before we arrive, no need to rush.]

[6: Mm.]

…

It was already dark when the car reached the newspaper office.

Zhou Wan got out with everyone else, her back and waist aching from several hours in the car.

She was massaging her arm and about to send Lu Xixiao a message saying she’d arrived when she heard two horn beeps from across the street.

She turned around to see a car window rolling down, with Lu Xixiao raising his hand in greeting.

“Zhou Wan, is that your boyfriend?” Ji Jie’s mouth fell open again. “Your boyfriend is so handsome!”

Zhou Wan didn’t know how to explain her relationship with Lu Xixiao at the moment. She just smiled, waved goodbye to Ji Jie, and said she’d see her tomorrow.

Ji Jie watched wide-eyed as Zhou Wan got into the car, as the car drove away, and as she caught sight of the logo on the back of the car.

“Uncle Ye.” Her mouth was still hanging open. “Was that a Bentley logo?”

“Yes, that car costs seven figures.”

“…”

Ji Jie, a Beijing drifter, felt her worldview shaken: “There are so many rich people in this world, why couldn’t I be one of them!”

“That’s not just any rich person.”

“You know him?”

Uncle Ye glanced at her: “You don’t know?”

“What?”

“Zhou Wan, that incident with Huang Hui from Shengxing Media, was related to her. I heard Shengxing’s downfall was connected to her. That man just now was Lu Xixiao, CEO Lu, remember? We sent his company an interview request not long ago, but it was declined.”

“…So, Zhou Wan’s boyfriend is CEO Lu?”

“Seems like it.”

“She’s so down-to-earth! If I had a boyfriend like that, I’d at least get a comfortable car for field assignments!”

Uncle Ye snorted: “That’s the extent of your ambition.”

…

In the car, Lu Xixiao turned his head and asked: “How was your first day at work?”

“Pretty good.”

“Tired?”

“A little.” Zhou Wan smiled. “But I found it interesting and meaningful. I like it.”

Zhou Wan told him about the grandmother they met during the field assignment. The hardship was almost unimaginable.

Lu Xixiao knew she must be thinking of her grandmother. He glanced at her and said: “If you can’t stop thinking about it, we can go visit again together on the weekend.”

Zhou Wan was surprised for a moment, then smiled: “That would be nice.”

“What would you like for dinner?”

“Anything is fine,” Zhou Wan said. “Just nothing too expensive.”

Lu Xixiao found a private restaurant. The location was a bit out of the way, but business was very good – normally impossible to get a table without a reservation. However, the server seemed to recognize Lu Xixiao and directly led them to a private room on the second floor without asking about reservations.

“Is this place very expensive?” Zhou Wan leaned over and asked quietly.

Lu Xixiao laughed: “After all these years, you’re still always worried about me spending money on you.”

Zhou Wan blinked: “Because earning money isn’t easy.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Actually, it’s not that difficult.”

“…”

True, at his level, earning money wasn’t difficult anymore.

“But I feel bad about it,” Zhou Wan lowered her eyes to look at the menu. “I’ve hardly ever treated you to anything.”

“Then how about this – from now on you can deposit your salary directly into my card, and I’ll spend all your money. How’s that?”

Zhou Wan answered almost without hesitation: “Sure, though my salary probably won’t cover your monthly expenses. I have another card with savings from these past few years – you can have all of that too.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao had just said it casually, not expecting her to agree.

“Aren’t you afraid I’ll spend all your money?” Lu Xixiao asked with a smile.

“Well, I’m living at your place now, and my salary couldn’t rent such a nice apartment in B City,” Zhou Wan said. “Spend it however you like, it should be yours anyway.”

Lu Xixiao realized that due to Zhou Wan’s personality, she always calculated everything very precisely.

It wasn’t that she was petty – she was quite warm-hearted with others and generous within her means. But when others showed her even a little kindness, she would take it to heart, and if it was slightly more, she would become uncomfortable, feeling indebted and worried she couldn’t repay it, even if others had no intention of being repaid.

She had been this way since he first knew her at sixteen or seventeen, and it wasn’t something that could change quickly.

“Wan Wan.”

His voice was low as he leaned slightly closer, his breath mingling with the air in the private room.

“You’re still too modest. It’s not good for a man to have too much money – makes it easy to do bad things.”

Zhou Wan looked at him, blinking in confusion.

“You should trick all my money into your pocket, so I can’t do bad things, and can only follow behind you, behaving well to earn some spending money.”

“…”

*

After dinner, they went downstairs to pay.

The server said the restaurant was having a golden egg-smashing activity today. Their bill amount qualified them for two eggs, with a very high winning rate of 90% – almost everyone won something, just different prize levels.

Lu Xixiao turned to her: “Want to try?”

Zhou Wan nodded slightly.

Lu Xixiao picked up the hammer and handed it to Zhou Wan.

“You do it,” Zhou Wan said. “My luck is terrible, I definitely won’t win anything.”

“Maybe your luck will be good today.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “I’ve never won anything in these kinds of activities since I was little, never even got a ‘try again’ bottle cap. It’s like bad luck follows me and won’t let go.”

“Try it, what if?”

Zhou Wan didn’t refuse again. She chose an egg and smashed it.

Inside was a red slip of paper. She picked it up and, sure enough, it read “Thank you for participating.”

She’d managed to hit the one-in-ten chance of losing.

She sighed with a helpless smile: “See?”

There was still one more chance.

Lu Xixiao wanted her to try again, but Zhou Wan didn’t dare waste the chance to win. She said: “You pick one, I’ll smash it.”

Lu Xixiao casually pointed to one.

Zhou Wan smashed that golden egg, and the server picked up the slip of paper, breaking into a bright smile: “Congratulations! It’s the grand prize! There’s only one in the whole restaurant.”

Zhou Wan was stunned. Although Lu Xixiao had picked it, this was the first time in her life she’d encountered such good luck. She couldn’t believe it: “Really?”

“Really!” the server said. “The grand prize is Apple’s new computer model.”

As she spoke, she took out a box from under the table and handed it to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan accepted it with thanks.

…

Early spring had arrived, and the night wind wasn’t as cold as before. In a while, the flowers would bloom.

Zhou Wan held the computer box, unable to suppress her smile: “Lu Xixiao, your luck is really good.”

He turned to look at her.

The young woman was smiling with curved eyes, wearing a white cotton jacket, and hugging a big box, looking somewhat clumsy.

“I was going to hit a different one earlier. Good thing I listened to you, otherwise it might have been another ‘thank you for participating,'” Zhou Wan said.

Lu Xixiao chuckled: “Then stay close to me from now on.”

Zhou Wan looked up.

“I have good luck, I’ll give you all the prizes I win in the future.”

The car was across the street. They stood at the crosswalk, and when the light turned green, Lu Xixiao took Zhou Wan’s hand and led her forward.

Greenlight, smooth all the way.

After crossing the zebra crossing, Zhou Wan suddenly realized: “Lu Xixiao, I know why my luck has always been so bad.”

“Why?”

“Maybe I used up all my good luck meeting you.”

It sounded like a cheesy pickup line, but Zhou Wan truly felt this way.

Such a wonderful Lu Xixiao was now standing beside her.

He didn’t hold her past mistakes against her, didn’t mind that she had hurt him so deeply before. He was frank, proud, and brilliant, yet willing to kneel before her and tell her, I will love all of you.

Lu Xixiao looked at her for a while, then smiled too, his expression soaring and arrogant, impossible to look away from.

“Yes, with me, you’ll have everything.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 62


After working at the newspaper for several days, Zhou Wan found she truly preferred this kind of work. Although it was busier and more tiring, with frequent field assignments and overtime, she found the work meaningful.

On the weekend, Zhou Wan went with Lu Xixiao to visit the grandmother they had interviewed last time. On the way, Zhou Wan bought some meat, vegetables, and instant food.

Outside the courtyard, a little girl sat by the door, looking about 7 or 8 years old. She was fair-skinned and cute, though her clothes didn’t fit well – they were a bit too big, probably second-hand clothes from neighbors.

“This must be the grandmother’s granddaughter,” Zhou Wan said to Lu Xixiao.

“Mm.” He stopped the car. “Let’s go in and see.”

Zhou Wan paused, then leaned over and said softly: “You can wait in the car if you’d like.”

Although they had helped clean the grandmother’s house last time, the place hadn’t been thoroughly cleaned for a long time. The ceiling and walls had blackened over the years, and there was an indescribable unpleasant odor.

While Lu Xixiao wasn’t a germaphobe, he had never set foot in such a place before and might feel uncomfortable.

Lu Xixiao looked at her and laughed, ruffling her hair: “What do you take me for, made of paper?”

He got out of the car, opened the trunk, and took out the bedding and walking stick they had brought.

Zhou Wan tried to help carry things but was stopped by him, so she could only take the bag of vegetables from the back seat.

She walked up to the little girl, bent down, and smiled: “Little one, is your grandmother inside?”

“Yes.” The little girl turned and ran inside, shouting, “Grandmother!”

The old grandmother remembered Zhou Wan. Seeing her, she exclaimed “Oh my!” and laboriously shuffled out: “Young lady, why have you come again? It must be such a long trip?”

“I came to see you.” Zhou Wan smiled, her eyes curved, as she helped carry the vegetables into the kitchen.

The grandmother was moved to tears, holding Zhou Wan’s hands, repeatedly saying thank you and telling her not to bring so many things next time, that it was too much.

“If my grandmother were still alive, she’d be about your age,” Zhou Wan said. “Seeing you reminds me of her. Making your life a bit more comfortable makes me feel better too.”

The grandmother patted Zhou Wan’s hand: “My condolences, young lady. With such a kind heart, your grandmother must be very proud of you in heaven.”

Zhou Wan smiled and shook her head: “I hope so.”

…

The little girl knew the brother and sister had come to help them. She took Lu Xixiao’s hand and led him to sit in the chair by the door: “Brother, please sit for a while.”

Lu Xixiao obliged.

The wooden chair was very low, and with his height and long legs, he looked somewhat cramped.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Seven, I’m in first grade now.”

Lu Xixiao noticed the Chinese textbook on the bench nearby and raised an eyebrow: “How are your grades?”

“Okay,” the girl said.

“Study hard, and when you earn money later, you can give grandmother a good life,” Lu Xixiao said.

The girl paused. She crouched down, lowered her head, and traced circles on the ground with her finger: “Grandmother’s health isn’t good. I’m afraid… by the time I can earn money, she’ll be gone.”

Lu Xixiao’s eyelashes trembled.

He thought of Zhou Wan silently breaking down in that dark room filled with a coal gas smell.

Though the girl was young, they say children from poor families mature early. She was much more mature than others her age.

“I don’t want to study anymore,” the girl said. “Each semester costs several hundred yuan, but grandmother won’t even go to the hospital when she’s sick… I wish… I wish daddy hadn’t found me back then.”

“…”

“If daddy hadn’t picked me up, he wouldn’t have had to work so hard, and maybe he wouldn’t have died from cerebral hemorrhage. Grandmother wouldn’t be alone like now, having to take care of me instead.”

As the little girl spoke, her eyes slowly reddened. “Brother, can you promise me something?”

Lu Xixiao wasn’t good at handling such situations. He lowered his eyes and softened his voice: “What is it?”

“Could you help look after grandmother a little in the future?”

Lu Xixiao frowned slightly.

“I was just an abandoned burden, to begin with, I’ll be a burden wherever I go. If I leave, grandmother’s life will be easier,” the little girl said chokingly.

Lu Xixiao was stunned: “Where do you want to go?”

“Anywhere,” the little girl said. “After all, if daddy hadn’t found me, I probably would have frozen to death that winter.”

These words seemed impossible coming from such a young child.

But this was what she had been thinking about for the two years since her father’s death. She didn’t want to be a burden, especially not to her grandmother. Her father and grandmother were her benefactors; she couldn’t repay their kindness with trouble.

Today’s sunlight was somewhat harsh.

Lu Xixiao narrowed his eyes, seeing shadows of Zhou Wan’s past in this little girl.

After Zhou Jun’s death, Guo Xiangling viewed her as a burden and abandoned her, leaving her alone. From then on, Zhou Wan had only her grandmother to depend on.

When Lu Xixiao met her, she was already working to earn money, but when Zhou Jun died, she was only ten. Like this little girl, she had gone through a time of helplessness, watching her grandmother’s health deteriorate while being unable to do anything, feeling like a burden dragging at her grandmother’s legs, making her too tired to even walk.

Lu Xixiao suddenly understood why Zhou Wan had become who she was.

Why does she always habitually choose to run away?

Why she had been able to leave so decisively back then?

Perhaps, for her, it wasn’t even about running away, but about doing what she thought was right.

The young woman had forced herself to use the most rational, mature approach to find the best solution. She saw herself as a burden, an encumbrance, and could only remove herself from his life so he could move forward without hesitation.

Just like what Zhou Wan had told him that year on the “Eye of the City.”

She had encountered those misfortunes when she was too young.

Lu Xixiao didn’t know what Guo Xiangling had done to her in those years, how many harsh words she had spoken, to make someone like Zhou Wan develop thoughts of revenge, to shape her into someone with such a complicated personality.

Lu Xixiao’s heart suddenly surged with indescribable emotions.

How he wished he could go back in time, to have met Zhou Wan earlier, to have stood beside her sooner, to have told that little Zhou Wan: you were never a burden, you are my only treasure.

The sunlight hurt his eyes, and he raised his hand to press his eyelids.

He lowered his eyes again to look at the little girl crouching before him.

“That’s not true,” he said softly. “If you just leave like that, grandmother will truly be all alone, and she’ll be very sad.”

The little girl looked up. Her eyes were large, clear, and pure.

“Don’t worry about school,” Lu Xixiao said. “Grandmother will be happy to see you studying well. Brother will help pay for your tuition in the future.”

The little girl was stunned and quickly waved her hands: “No, brother, you’re already so kind to help grandmother, you don’t need to do this for me.”

“It’s fine,” Lu Xixiao gently ruffled her hair. “Think of it as a loan from brother. You can pay me back when you earn money in the future.”

…

Zhou Wan came out after helping the grandmother tidy up the house and saw this scene.

In the brilliant sunlight, Lu Xixiao sat on the low wooden chair, leaning forward slightly, smiling as he talked to the little girl, his expression gentle and patient, yet his pupils seemed to hide too many unspoken emotions.

Zhou Wan’s lips curved upward as she walked over: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao stood up.

It was nearly mealtime, so they didn’t stay long at grandmother’s house, leaving after a brief chat.

Zhou Wan got into the car and turned her head with a smile: “I never noticed before – do you really like children?”

“I don’t like most children.”

Zhou Wan remembered when they went to the amusement park long ago, and Lu Xixiao had made a child cry while riding bumper cars.

Thinking of the past, she couldn’t help but smile.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her: “What are you smiling at?”

“Nothing.” Zhou Wan kept smiling, shaking her head, and said, “Seems like you and that little girl got along well.”

“Because she’s like you.”

“Hm? Why?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t explain further, simply saying: “After we get back, I’ll have someone coordinate with their village. I’ll sponsor her education through university graduation.”

Zhou Wan was stunned, not expecting Lu Xixiao to do this.

She paused, feeling the warmth spread through her heart.

Lu Xixiao was always cold on the outside but warm inside. His exterior often led to many misunderstandings, making people think he was cold-blooded and indifferent, but he had always been kind.

“Mm.” Zhou Wan smiled, unable to help saying, “Lu Xixiao, you’re so good.”

Lu Xixiao glanced at her: “Giving me the ‘nice guy’ card?”

“…No, I mean it sincerely.”

He rolled down the window halfway, put a cigarette in his mouth, resting his arm on the windowsill, looking somewhat lazy and roguish: “Fine, then when do you plan to date this nice guy?”

“…”

Zhou Wan stared at him, blinking, then shifted her gaze to look ahead.

Red light.

The car slowly stopped at the crosswalk.

Lu Xixiao exhaled a breath of smoke, his right hand reaching over to grab Zhou Wan’s palm.

His fingertips were slightly hot, long, and bony, his fingerpads lightly tracing her palm, unhurried, brief but deliberate, effortlessly making her heart race.

Zhou Wan felt even the air in the car had become thin.

Her ears grew hot as she lowered her eyes and said softly: “Lu Xixiao, I’m not ready yet.”

He continued holding her hand, gently squeezing her palm and fingertips, maintaining his composure, patiently waiting for her to continue.

“You don’t need to pursue me. You’re so good, so excellent, you don’t need to pursue me at all – it’s my issue.”

Zhou Wan’s voice was very soft. “Before, it was all my fault, so now I need to become better, to be worthy of you, to not let you down.”

Lu Xixiao laughed slightly, flicking his cigarette ash: “Alright.” He agreed quickly.

If Zhou Wan couldn’t get past that mental barrier, he would wait until she could cross it.

At least now her first reaction wasn’t to run away anymore. That was enough.

*

Over the next few days, both Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao were very busy with work, rarely having time even to eat together.

Spring had arrived, and the weather was getting warmer day by day. There was a flower bed at the bottom of the newspaper office building, with many flowers blooming. Zhou Wan couldn’t help wondering if the flowers they had planted in Pingchuan City had also bloomed.

As if telepathically connected, Lu Xixiao sent her a photo that afternoon.

Zhou Wan opened it to see his home’s small garden.

The flowers were all blooming, some in full bloom, others still in bud, full of vitality.

This was Zhou Wan’s first time seeing the blooming garden, and she couldn’t help smiling, her eyes curved.

[Zhou Wan: Where did you get this photo?]

[6: Had someone go over to tend it in spring, and asked them to take a photo.]

In all these years since she left, Lu Xixiao had taken good care of the flowers she had planted.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t the type to spend effort caring for plants, and couldn’t be bothered normally – the garden his mother had kept had gradually fallen into disrepair.

She didn’t know what state of mind Lu Xixiao had been in when he first started tending the garden.

He had still resented her then, yet he had taken such good care of the flowers she planted as if they were some kind of emotional anchor.

Zhou Wan felt both sweet and bitter, smiling as she put her phone aside.

Beside her, Ji Jie caught a glimpse of the contact name – 6.

She asked in surprise: “Is that your boyfriend’s contact name?”

“Ah, yes,” Zhou Wan said. “We’re not together yet.”

“What? But I heard Uncle Ye say that the Shengxing Media incident with Huang Hui was him getting revenge for you. I thought you were a couple! So what’s your relationship now?”

Such a relationship couldn’t be hidden, of course.

By now, all her colleagues at the newspaper knew about her relationship with Lu Xixiao, but everyone was nice to begin with. Though some were curious and gossipy, often trying to get inside information from her, they treated her no differently than anyone else.

Zhou Wan thought about how to describe her relationship with Lu Xixiao: “We’ve known each other for a long time, dated briefly in high school.”

“Wow! A broken mirror made whole again!”

Ji Jie was a romantic at heart. “That’s so romantic! Why haven’t you gotten back together yet?”

“Because our breakup was complicated, we need some time to sort things out. Plus we’ve been apart for several years, so I want to slowly get to know him again, and treat him better.”

Ji Jie nodded with partial understanding: “But your contact name for him is strange – 6? Is it because his surname is Lu?”

“Mm.”

“When I was in school, I had a crush on our student council president, Huo Jian. After adding him on WeChat, I didn’t dare use his name directly, so I secretly changed it to the rocket emoji. Only I knew it was him.”

Ji Jie smiled, “Your contact name has that same crushing-on-someone feeling. Say, did you have a crush on him when you first met?”

Zhou Wan paused.

Her thoughts seemed to return to a time long, long ago, those memories somewhat yellowed now, falling away like fragments carrying pieces of memory.

She lowered her head and pressed her lips together: “I suppose so.”

…

Today was unusually quiet. A male colleague nicknamed “Fang Xiaosa” sitting on the other side had been scrolling on his phone when he suddenly cursed and sat up straight.

“What’s wrong?” someone asked.

“Breaking news from S University – there’s been a murder in the dormitory. Police are already outside the dorm.”

“Murder?!”

“Don’t know the reason yet. I’m seeing comments from students at the school – they’re all confused too.”

Everyone quickly sprang into action, shouldering their equipment bags and grabbing notepads as they headed downstairs.

The road was somewhat congested, especially near S University where it was completely blocked. Police were setting up cordons.

“Just stop here, driver,” Uncle Ye said. “We’ll walk in.”

Zhou Wan followed everyone toward the dormitory area where the incident occurred.

The dormitory entrance was already sealed off, with many students gathered outside discussing the incident. An ambulance had arrived, but they heard it was too late for rescue – the wound was too deep, and there had been too much blood loss.

Zhou Wan tied up her hair and took out her notepad to question the surrounding students.

There were various accounts, and Zhou Wan recorded them all.

By evening, everyone had finally pieced together what had happened.

The victim and perpetrator were roommates, studying under the same advisor. They had maintained poor relations due to disputes over research authorship credits. Today, during an argument, emotions exploded. When the perpetrator pulled the victim down from the upper bunk, his forehead hit the table corner, knocking over a flower pot. Then, when his head hit the ground, it was severely pierced by glass shards – a case of involuntary manslaughter.

When the police led the young man out, he was crying inconsolably, his legs shaking so much he could barely walk.

A reporter’s work often exposed them to life’s impermanence and the good and evil in people’s hearts.

On the car ride back, everyone was sighing about it.

Both had been promising graduate students at a prestigious university, about to graduate, only to encounter such a tragedy.

Zhou Wan sat by the window looking at her phone. There were already many photos of the incident online, including students’ shots of the victim being carried out covered in blood.

Zhou Wan looked at the screens of blood, disturbing and shocking, making her frown with discomfort.

No one knows what might happen in the next moment.

Now that she was older and more mature, looking back at past events, Zhou Wan could break out in a cold sweat all over again.

The umbrella rib she had stabbed into Luo He’s shoulder.

And the knife Luo He had stabbed into Lu Xixiao’s chest.

They had also nearly had something happen that could never be taken back.

At that moment, a notification popped up on her phone, a news headline:

— 26-year-old Physics Genius Jiang Yan Wins Highest Honor in Physics!

Zhui Luo – Chapter 63
Since graduating last June and telling Jiang Yan to stop seeking her out, Zhou Wan hadn’t seen him again.

On Chinese New Year’s Eve, Jiang Yan sent her a greeting message, which Zhou Wan didn’t reply to.

She could never forget that day when Jiang Yan called saying he needed to see her about something, leading her to go meet him. If she hadn’t gone, Lu Xixiao wouldn’t have had to kneel, his dignity trampled, nor would he have been hurt.

She couldn’t forgive Jiang Yan on Lu Xixiao’s behalf.

She felt that continuing any contact with Jiang Yan would be a betrayal of Lu Xixiao.

As journalists are particularly sensitive to news, everyone quickly saw the news about Jiang Yan.

Having just covered a campus manslaughter case, receiving such joyous news led to mixed feelings of both delight and melancholy.

It was extremely rare for a Chinese person to receive the highest physics award, especially someone so young. Uncle Ye immediately began gathering information about Jiang Yan, planning to interview him tomorrow.

“He’s from Pingchuan?” Uncle Ye turned around. “Zhou Wan, you’re from Pingchuan too, right?”

“Yes.” Zhou Wan paused before saying, “We were high school classmates.”

Uncle Ye exclaimed, “Really? What a coincidence! Is your Pingchuan City some kind of blessed land? Everyone from there seems to be an academic genius!”

“Jiang Yan was always ranked first in school. In his second year of high school, he won first prize in the National Physics Competition and secured early admission to university.”

Uncle Ye said, “You two seem quite familiar! Perfect – do you have his contact information? Could you quickly call and ask if we can interview him tomorrow?”

“No, I haven’t been in contact with him for a long time.”

Zhou Wan found the New Year’s greeting message Jiang Yan had sent her, copied his phone number, and sent it to Uncle Ye. “This is his number. You should contact him.”

Uncle Ye was a man of action.

He called Jiang Yan immediately, but he must have been busy and didn’t answer.

It wasn’t until they were almost at the newspaper office that he called back.

Uncle Ye put it on speaker, and Zhou Wan heard Jiang Yan’s voice: “Hello?”

“Hello, hello, this is Ye Zhuo from the Daily News. We happen to have a colleague who was your high school classmate who had your phone number, so I’m calling to ask when would be convenient for us to interview you.”

Jiang Yan: “My high school classmate?”

“Yes, her name is Zhou Wan.”

Zhou Wan: “…”

Jiang Yan paused before saying “Oh” with a slight smile in his voice: “That’s fine, but I have had many events to attend recently. I’ll only be free after 7 PM tomorrow. I hope that time works for you.”

“That’s perfect, that works for us. Then we’ll meet tomorrow evening at 7,” Uncle Ye said.

After hanging up, he smiled and said, “I didn’t expect such a genius to be so easy to talk to. I thought they were all eccentric types.”

…

The car had just pulled up to the newspaper office.

Lu Xixiao was already waiting for her, his car parked across the street. Zhou Wan said goodbye to her colleagues and ran over.

She opened the car door and got in: “Have you been waiting long?”

“Not long.” Lu Xixiao leaned over to help her with her seatbelt. “Are you hungry? What would you like to eat?”

Zhou Wan checked the time and saw it was already 7:30 PM.

“Let’s eat at home. It’s not very healthy to always eat out,” Zhou Wan said.

One particular word made Lu Xixiao smile: “Alright.”

“But I think there’s not much in the fridge. Let’s stop by the supermarket first.”

This was Zhou Wan’s first-time grocery shopping with Lu Xixiao. She had seen a question online before asking what daily activities brought the most happiness, and someone had answered shopping at the supermarket with someone you like.

The supermarket was lit with warm lights, crowded and noisy, filled with the atmosphere of everyday life.

Lu Xixiao was still wearing his dress shirt and suit, exuding an air of cold elegance that drew frequent glances from others.

Noticing these looks, Zhou Wan couldn’t help but turn to look at Lu Xixiao as well.

He raised an eyebrow, silently asking, what is it?

“You’re still the same as before.”

“Hmm?”

“Girls look at you wherever you go.”

Lu Xixiao smiled and shamelessly nodded: “Yes, their gazes are like they want to undress me.”

“…”

“But you can hold my arm, then they won’t covet me anymore.”

His voice was low as he bent slightly, close to Zhou Wan’s ear, his hot breath brushing against it as he spoke.

Zhou Wan felt ticklish and uncomfortable, quickly stepping aside while rubbing her ear, trying to appear calm as she turned her head: “Would you like some strawberries?”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Sure.”

Zhou Wan stood by the refrigerated section, head lowered as she carefully selected a box of the freshest-looking strawberries.

Lu Xixiao then placed his hand on her shoulder, lazily half-leaning against her, putting half his weight on her. Zhou Wan had to plant her feet firmly to avoid being knocked over.

This position brought them extremely close.

Although they had done far more intimate things, that time Zhou Wan had been crying with a splitting headache, her thoughts unclear and blindfolded. When she recalled it now, she remembered each distinct sensation, but the actual scene remained blurry.

Unlike now, under bright lights and public view.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan pressed a hand against his waist, “you’re too heavy.”

“I’m tired,” he drawled lazily, “I’ve been working all day, won’t you let me lean for a bit?”

“Then let’s finish shopping quickly, you can rest when we get back.”

Lu Xixiao wouldn’t listen, insisting on leaning against her, his fingers constantly playing with her hair strands, being incredibly clingy, turning what should have been a ten-minute shopping trip into half an hour.

Back home, Lu Xixiao washed the vegetables while Zhou Wan cooked.

After dinner and her shower, Zhou Wan picked up her phone and saw Uncle Ye had shared information about Jiang Yan in the work group chat.

Zhou Wan clicked on it, finding a list of Jiang Yan’s various awards over the years.

She hadn’t deliberately kept track of him these years. Although people often called him a genius when they were students, Zhou Wan had never looked into the details.

During those years without Lu Xixiao, she didn’t know what she was holding onto, aligning herself with him, feeling that forgiving Jiang Yan would be betraying Lu Xixiao.

Only now did she realize how well Jiang Yan had developed over these years, truly achieving his former dreams.

In high school, Zhou Wan once asked him a question: what kind of person do you want to become?

Jiang Yan’s answer was to achieve success and fame.

Looking at it now, he had indeed accomplished that.

*

The next day.

Zhou Wan had originally planned not to join the interview with Jiang Yan, feeling the relationship was awkward and it would be better not to show her face, but Ji Jie was suddenly assigned to another task.

Uncle Ye, knowing she and Jiang Yan were classmates, naturally called Zhou Wan to come along.

Zhou Wan had no reason to refuse, so she went.

On the way, she sent Lu Xixiao a message saying she had to work overtime on a field assignment.

[6: Where are you going?]

Zhou Wan sent him the location from the work group chat, at the exhibition center.

[Zhou Wan: Not sure when we’ll finish. You don’t need to pick me up.]

Jiang Yan had suddenly gotten some work to handle, so he had to change the interview location to the exhibition center, planning to do the interview right after finishing his work.

At the location, Zhou Wan set up the camera and reviewed the interview questions again.

“You know, this Jiang Yan doesn’t look like a physics genius at all,” Uncle Ye said. “He has such full hair and is quite handsome, looking just like a normal good-looking guy. When I used to see photos of geniuses, they all had their peculiarities.”

Zhou Wan didn’t respond, and Uncle Ye turned to ask: “By the way, Zhou Wan, did he have a lot of girls who liked him back in school?”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment before answering: “I think some girls did confess to him, but he never paid any attention to dating back then and didn’t interact much with classmates either.”

Uncle Ye nodded: “That’s typical of geniuses.”

They waited in the room for half an hour before the door finally opened.

Jiang Yan walked in: “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting. That work matter suddenly became urgent, and I couldn’t get away.”

Uncle Ye smiled and quickly said: “No problem, no problem, Mr. Jiang, please have a seat.”

He wore a gray dress shirt with suit pants, the shirt tucked in, clean and upright, with thin-framed glasses and refined features, exuding the reserved scholarly air and rigorous demeanor unique to science students.

He lifted his eyes to look at Zhou Wan, smiling naturally: “Zhou Wan, long time no see.”

Zhou Wan responded with a polite “Mm” and “Long time no see.”

“What a coincidence, I hadn’t expected little Zhou to be your high school classmate,” Uncle Ye said. “Mr. Jiang, what tea would you like?”

“Just mineral water is fine.”

Jiang Yan sat down on the sofa. “Zhou Wan and I used to be desk mates. We were both supposed to participate in the physics competition back then, but she encountered some issues and couldn’t go. It was a shame – with her abilities, she definitely could have gotten early admission too. Who knows, you might have been interviewing her today instead.”

Jiang Yan had indeed changed from before.

He was no longer the bookworm others used to call him. He had become much more talkative, attentive to all aspects, smooth and sophisticated.

“Is that so?” Uncle Ye raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I couldn’t tell. I thought Zhou Wan was a liberal arts student.”

Zhou Wan turned on the camera, interrupting the topic: “Uncle Ye, let’s begin.”

…

After the interview, Zhou Wan saved the recorded content and sent it to her colleague.

She closed her laptop: “Uncle Ye, I’m going to the restroom.”

Coming out of the bathroom, while washing her hands, she heard footsteps behind her. Zhou Wan looked up, seeing Jiang Yan approaching her in the mirror’s reflection.

“Zhou Wan, how have you been?” Jiang Yan asked.

“Pretty good.”

“I saw online about what happened at Shengxing Media, knew you left that position,” Jiang Yan said. “Was it because of that incident? With your abilities, you shouldn’t be working as a following photographer at a small newspaper, taking orders from others.”

The words didn’t sit well with her, and Zhou Wan couldn’t help but frown.

Jiang Yan: “If you need help, I can assist you. You can tell me which companies you’d like to work for.”

“Thank you, but I think my current job is quite good. I like it,” Zhou Wan said.

Jiang Yan thought she was just being stubborn and frowned: “Zhou Wan, it’s been so long, why are you still like this? People need to look forward. At least now I can help you.”

“But I don’t need it,” Zhou Wan said. “Jiang Yan, I made it very clear when we graduated – because of what happened that year, we can’t be friends anymore.”

After speaking, Zhou Wan pulled out a paper towel to dry her hands and turned to leave.

As she passed his shoulder, Jiang Yan suddenly grabbed her wrist.

She stopped in her tracks.

Jiang Yan gritted his teeth, lowering his voice: “Zhou Wan, but I’m different from before. I’ve succeeded, I’ve already succeeded. No one looks down on me anymore. They all say I have unlimited potential, and that I’ve achieved success and fame. I will reach the pinnacle, and you’ll see me there.”

Zhou Wan frowned deeply, trying hard to pull her hand away: “Jiang Yan, let go of me first.”

“Why won’t you ever look at me?”

After leaving Pingchuan City, no one looked down on him anymore. Everyone praised him, envied him, and was jealous of him. He had left all those humiliations behind in Pingchuan City. Here, he was Jiang Yan the physics genius, the youngest achiever with the most unlimited potential.

Having grown accustomed to those admiring and worshipful gazes, he found Zhou Wan’s attitude toward him even more unbearable.

“Why?!” Jiang Yan stared intently into her eyes. “Zhou Wan, when we were in school, you were the only rival in my heart, and also a comrade fighting alongside me. We are people of the same world!”

As soon as he finished speaking, a disdainful snort sounded from behind.

Lu Xixiao stood not far away, his emotions unreadable.

He had a cigarette between his lips, a point of crimson. This area was mostly empty, spacious, and quiet, even breathing sounds seemed amplified.

“You sure know how to flatter yourself.”

He flicked his cigarette ash, his anger hidden beneath a casual exterior. “The same world as you? Someone like you, worthy?”

While Jiang Yan was stunned, Zhou Wan finally pulled her hand free and obediently ran to Lu Xixiao’s side.

Jiang Yan watched the scene before him.

Images from their school days floated in his mind – it was just like this back then.

He had thought Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao had long since broken up, that they could never be together again.

He gave a cold laugh: “At least I’m better than a spoiled rich kid like you. If it weren’t for your father and grandfather, would you be where you are today?”

Jiang Yan didn’t know that Lu Xixiao rarely had contact with the Lu family anymore, nor did he know that Lu Xixiao’s current success was entirely his own doing.

But Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to explain any of this to him.

All along, Jiang Yan had seen him as a thorn in his side, but Lu Xixiao had never even considered him worth noticing.

Lu Xixiao laughed lightly: “Back then, you were the one desperately calling Lu Zhongyue father, doing anything to get into the Lu family. How come you’re singing a different tune now? Jiang Yan, do I need to remind you – it’s not that you didn’t want it, it’s that you couldn’t have it.”

After speaking, he didn’t wait for Jiang Yan’s response, taking Zhou Wan’s hand and turning to leave.

His strides were long, and Zhou Wan had to jog to keep up with him.

“Lu Xixiao,” she jogged along, looking up to observe his expression, “why are you here?”

“Just happened to be attending a meeting.”

Once in the car, Zhou Wan thought for a moment and decided to explain: “Lu Xixiao, I only met with him because of an interview assignment. I don’t know why he grabbed me and said those things. After what happened that year, I pretty much cut off contact with him.”

Lu Xixiao’s anger was somewhat soothed by her gentle yet earnest tone.

He turned his head to look at Zhou Wan for a while, then reached out to ruffle her hair, saying: “Afraid I’m angry?”

“Mm.”

“Oh—”

Lu Xixiao dragged out the sound, gripping her wrist. Her skin was delicate – it would turn red from cold water, and easily marked when grabbed. Now there were faint fingerprints on her wrist, very light, but just seeing them was irritating.

His fingertips traced over those marks, back and forth, then he lifted her hand and pressed his lips to the skin of her wrist.

“I am a bit angry,” he said, his voice slightly muffled.

Zhou Wan blinked, her wrist tingling, heart racing.

Then she saw Lu Xixiao open his mouth and bite the soft flesh on the inside of her wrist, his teeth grinding slightly.

It hurt a little.

Then Lu Xixiao bit down harder, and Zhou Wan could feel his teeth sinking into her skin.

She pressed her lips together, enduring it.

Lu Xixiao always had these wicked impulses toward Zhou Wan, unable to resist the urge to hurt her. He didn’t know what psychology drove this, sometimes thinking he was quite perverted, but he just couldn’t help it.

He liked seeing his marks left on Zhou Wan’s body.

Unconsciously, he bit down harder again.

Sitting up straight, he saw the ring of teeth marks left on Zhou Wan’s wrist, the skin red and hot.

Looking up again, the young woman must have been in pain – her brows were still slightly furrowed, eyes rimmed red, yet she hadn’t made a sound.

Zhou Wan looked at him, not angry at all, and asked in her characteristically gentle way: “Are you still angry?”

At that moment, Lu Xixiao felt like a complete beast.

“Does it hurt?”

Zhou Wan shook her head.

Even though her eyes were red from holding back tears.

Unfortunately, being a beast was addictive.

“I’m not angry anymore, but I’m jealous.”

Lu Xixiao settled back comfortably, always one to push his luck when it came to Zhou Wan – or as Huang Ping would say, he was being difficult.

He put on a cold face and said flatly: “Comfort me.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 64
Zhou Wan: “…”

She was a bit startled by Lu Xixiao’s overly direct honesty.

But during the few months they had dated before, Zhou Wan had plenty of experience comforting him.

However, she remembered when they first got together, the first time Lu Xixiao got angry, what he had said―

“Just saying sorry when your boyfriend is angry doesn’t help much, doing something practical works better.”

“What practical things?”

“For example, kiss me, and I’ll forgive you.”

…

With this memory, Zhou Wan couldn’t help but look at Lu Xixiao’s lips.

He had thin lips, appearing cold and detached. Previously, Zhou Wan had heard classmates discussing Lu Xixiao’s appearance, saying his lip shape was the standard “player’s lips.”

But in Zhou Wan’s memory, Lu Xixiao was passionate about kissing.

Their first kiss was on that snowy night. Though everything around them was cold, she only remembered that Lu Xixiao’s body was burning hot.

Her face unconsciously turned red, and she looked away.

But she still wanted to cheer Lu Xixiao up.

After hesitating for a moment, she quickly straightened up and leaned over, her lips forcefully bumping against his cheek.

Lu Xixiao couldn’t help but laugh, licking his lower lip before turning his head: “Why are you shortchanging me?”

Zhou Wan was a bit stunned, her face burning: “Huh?”

“You used to comfort me with more than just the cheek.”

“…”

Zhou Wan shifted her gaze, feeling the air in the car had become too thin to breathe. She rolled down the window and awkwardly said, “Well… we’re not together yet.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “So you can kiss cheeks even when we’re not together?”

“…”

“Zhou Wan, I didn’t know you were such a player.”

“…”

Zhou Wan simply stopped responding to him.

With Lu Xixiao, the more you engaged with him, the more he would push his luck.

Back home, there were still ingredients from last time in the fridge. Zhou Wan took out a tray of frozen chicken wings, planning to fry them for dinner.

Lu Xixiao took them from her hands, filled a basin with water, and put the chicken wings into thaw.

“I’ll do it,” Zhou Wan said.

Lu Xixiao took her hand, looking at her wrist again, slightly furrowing his brows.

He hadn’t controlled his strength earlier, and it had gotten slightly abraded.

“Does it hurt?”

Zhou Wan shook her head.

Lu Xixiao’s thumb gently rubbed over it, then he turned and pulled out a medicine box, tore open a bandage, and carefully placed it over the abraded area.

It was just a small scrape, not even bleeding, and didn’t hurt at all. There was no need for a bandage.

Zhou Wan looked at his serious expression, feeling somewhat amused: “It doesn’t hurt at all.”

Her life hadn’t been very smooth since childhood, and she hadn’t lived delicately, never paying attention to minor bumps and scrapes.

“Why didn’t you say anything when I bit you too hard.”

As soon as he said this, Lu Xixiao felt he was being quite hypocritical, and pressed his lips together.

Zhou Wan answered with a slight smile: “I didn’t think to mention it.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao stopped letting her touch the counter, simply chasing her out of the kitchen.

It was really just a scrape, yet here he was with bandages and not letting her do anything―it seemed quite excessive.

Zhou Wan sat on the sofa, watching Lu Xixiao’s back in the kitchen.

She couldn’t help but smile, but after a while, she thought of something and her smile dropped.

Since her father passed away, she never dared to act spoiled with anyone again.

When she was young, every time she had her period, her stomach would hurt terribly. Her grandmother’s health was poor so she didn’t dare tell her, and Guo Xiangling had already left by then.

At that time, her relationship with Guo Xiangling wasn’t as strained. Initially, Zhou Wan tried to understand her, knowing her life wasn’t easy either, and that leaving home was the only way she could live the life she wanted.

During their occasional phone calls, she would still call her “Mom.”

Later, one night she got her period, and because she had just eaten cold crab, the pain was particularly severe. She was drenched in sweat, her pajamas soaked through, her lips pale, her internal organs feeling like they were being twisted inside out.

She had no choice but to call Guo Xiangling.

It was very late, and Guo Xiangling hung up on the first call.

But Zhou Wan was in too much pain, really couldn’t hold on, afraid she might pass out from the pain, so she called again.

Fortunately, this time Guo Xiangling answered.

“Mom,” Zhou Wan’s voice trembled with pain.

“Mm, Wan-wan.” Guo Xiangling’s voice was drowsy, “What is it at this hour?”

“My stomach hurts, menstrual cramps, it hurts.”

Zhou Wan was in so much pain that physiological tears kept falling, barely conscious, feeling like she was going to die. She stammered, “Mom, please help me, I’m really in so much pain, Mom, please… come see me, okay?”

And what did Guo Xiangling say then?

She said:

Wan-wan, you’re being too willful.

Wan-wan, be more obedient, more sensible.

Wan-wan, think about mom too, mom’s life isn’t easy either, it’s so late and you’re using this kind of excuse to make mom come find you, still causing trouble for mom.

…

That night, Zhou Wan was in pain until she was barely conscious, but she managed to endure it.

After that, she never ate crab again and got used to enduring everything by herself.

She didn’t want to trouble others.

She didn’t want to be seen as a burden.

*

Lu Xixiao hadn’t cooked for a long time, but he used to cook often during those years abroad, so he wasn’t too rusty.

He brought the dishes to the table and called Zhou Wan to eat.

In the middle was a plate of steamed crab. Zhou Wan suddenly felt dazed, blinked, and then returned to normal: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“When did you buy these crabs?”

“Someone gave them to me this morning.” He picked out the best crab, cracked open the shell, and placed it in front of Zhou Wan.

His fingers were bony and long, stained with crab roe, as he efficiently cleaned the crab. The middle was full of crab roe and paste, which he split in half and placed in front of Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan stared at it steadily, picked up the crab shell, ate for a while, and then said softly: “I haven’t eaten crab for a long time.”

“Don’t like it?”

“No, I quite like it, but when I was in seventh grade, I ate crab once and because it’s cooling in nature, I had really bad menstrual cramps, so I didn’t dare eat it again.”

Lu Xixiao frowned slightly, then thought: “Isn’t your period at the end of the month?”

Zhou Wan paused, then nodded.

“Then it’s fine, it’s still early. Just don’t eat too much.”

Zhou Wan froze in place, she looked up at Lu Xixiao, her expression somewhat focused.

He smiled: “What is it?”

“Lu Xixiao, do you find me very troublesome?”

“Mm?” He raised an eyebrow, casually asking, “Like what?”

“Like you having to take care of me, and cook dinner for me when you’re already tired from work.”

“Didn’t you cook for me before? Besides, I’m the one who bit your hand, so this is―me making amends.”

“…”

Oh, right.

He was the one who bit her hand.

Zhou Wan nodded to herself, took a bite of crab meat, and then thought of something else: “And you have to shell the crab for me too.”

Lu Xixiao smiled.

His originally sharp features and contours softened under his smile and the warm lighting. Zhou Wan saw her reflection in his pitch-black pupils.

In the smile, her silhouette became blurred, appearing small.

Like seeing the little Zhou Wan from before.

“I like it when you trouble me.”

Lu Xixiao paused, then said, “Remember that little student I sponsored?”

“Mm.”

“I’m not someone who easily overflows with compassion. I chose to sponsor her because I saw something of your childhood self in her.” Zhou Wan was stunned.

“That time we went there, she told me she didn’t want to study anymore, didn’t want to stay at home and continue being a burden to her grandmother. She felt she was a package, a burden. She thought her father died because he worked too hard for her sake, and that she was the reason her grandmother was left alone and helpless.”

“…”

“At that time, I thought, if only I had met you earlier.”

Lu Xixiao gazed at her quietly, holding her hand, his voice soft: “Then I could have told that helpless little Zhou Wan, don’t be afraid, don’t rush, I’ll stay by your side, I’ll grow up together with you.”

We’ll face obstacles and changes together.

At least in my eyes, you will never be a burden.

Because you are the destination I’ll chase for my entire life.

*

After dinner, Zhou Wan still had some news articles to write, so after showering, she sat on the sofa with her laptop typing―this was the laptop she had won in that lottery before.

Lu Xixiao sat beside her handling emails when suddenly his phone vibrated.

It was a message from Jiang Fan.

In the first two years after high school graduation, he and Jiang Fan would occasionally still keep in touch, but they had barely contacted each other in recent years.

Jiang Fan said he was getting married at the end of the month and asked if he had time to attend.

Lu Xixiao showed the message to Zhou Wan.

“He’s getting married!” After Zhou Wan’s phone was stolen, she lost all her old friends’ contact information.

“Mm, want to go?”

“Me too?”

“Come with me.”

Zhou Wan hesitated.

Then the next second, Lu Xixiao’s phone vibrated again.

[Jiang Fan: Don’t come alone, bring your girlfriend too.]

Zhou Wan: “…”

After a pause, she nodded: “Okay.”

She hadn’t seen those old friends for a long time, and Jiang Fan was probably Lu Xixiao’s best friend from high school.

“How’s Jiang Fan been?”

“He went to a local university, and now works in Pingchuan City.”

Zhou Wan nodded, her thoughts returning to the matter with Jiang Yan earlier. She took the initiative: “If there’s any more work related to Jiang Yan in the future, I’ll tell my supervisor to let someone else handle it.”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “I don’t like him much, but I’ve never considered him worth my attention, so there’s no need to deliberately avoid him. If it’s work, then go.”

“However.” He paused, narrowed his eyes slightly, and lightly pinched Zhou Wan’s wrist, “Spend less time alone with him.”

Zhou Wan obediently nodded: “I understand.”

*

A few days later, there was to be a special symposium regarding Jiang Yan’s discovery that won the highest physics award, with exclusive media coverage by invitation.

Probably because of Zhou Wan’s connection, their news agency received an invitation.

Although Lu Xixiao had told her there was no need to deliberately avoid work, Zhou Wan disliked those unclear, entangled relationships, so she still asked her editor to leave and didn’t continue with this project.

At the end of this month, she would be going to Pingchuan with Lu Xixiao for Jiang Fan’s wedding, so she requested leave for that at the same time.

The editor-in-chief looked at the calendar and approved: “Fine, we just hired two new interns, and it should be quite free at the end of the month, so go ahead.”

Having free time in the afternoon, Zhou Wan went shopping casually, planning to buy a wedding gift for Jiang Fan.

After wandering around aimlessly for a while, she thought to ask Lu Xixiao.

[Zhou Wan: Do you know what Jiang Fan likes? I’m buying his wedding gift.]

Lu Xixiao didn’t reply.

He was probably busy.

So Zhou Wan switched to searching for popular wedding gifts online. Those traditional bright red gifts would just end up unused, which wasn’t interesting.

Zhou Wan looked around and finally bought an aromatherapy diffuser and a wax melting lamp, simple and elegant, suitable for the bedroom―not too flashy but also not inappropriate as a gift.

…

At this time, Lu Xixiao was at Jiang Yan’s symposium. His discovery, when applied to practical technology, could bring leapfrog development to the company’s autonomous driving field.

Many industry leaders had come to this symposium, hoping to acquire his patent technology.

Jiang Yan stood at the front in a shirt and suit, neither humble nor arrogant, speaking eloquently.

He had indeed gained quite a lot of capability over these years.

Lu Xixiao sat below, with his secretary beside him asking if he wanted to go talk afterward.

Everyone who came wanted to get that patent technology from Jiang Yan.

“No need.”

Lu Xixiao said he knew that although Jiang Yan was utilitarian and not aloof, he was narrow-minded―no matter how high a price he offered, it would be impossible to buy that technology.

“After it’s over, go find out who else collaborated with him on this experiment.”

“Okay.”

The symposium ended.

Nobody left immediately, all gathering around Jiang Yan, except for Lu Xixiao who turned to leave.

He walked to the hall, took out his phone, and saw Zhou Wan’s earlier messages.

One asked what Jiang Fan liked.

Another was a picture, an elegantly packaged box―apparently, she had already chosen something.

[Lu Xixiao: Just had a meeting]

[Lu Xixiao: Off work yet?]

[Zhou Wan: I took the afternoon off, heading home now, are you working overtime?]

[Lu Xixiao: No overtime, heading back soon too.]

[Zhou Wan: Good, what do you want for dinner?]

Lu Xixiao couldn’t help but smile, sending a voice message: “Don’t cook, I’ll do it when I get back.”

Zhou Wan ignored him, listing several dishes on her own, asking if making these for dinner would be okay.

Short videos are popular nowadays. Lu Xixiao didn’t like watching these, but through others’ videos playing around him, he knew that many couples would make short videos, mostly showing how the boyfriend pampers the girlfriend.

With Zhou Wan, it was the opposite―he had become the pampered one.

Putting his phone back in his pocket, Lu Xixiao took out a cigarette and put it between his teeth. Just as he was about to take out his lighter, a hand reached out from the side―Jiang Yan with a lighter.

Lu Xixiao glanced at him, casually lowered his neck, cupped the flame with one hand, and lit the cigarette.

He exhaled smoke, turning his head: “Something?”

“Things were too rushed the other day, didn’t get a chance to apologize.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow.

“It must be almost seven years now. That incident seven years ago, I wronged you.”

When a person is deeply mired in despair, they can only cling desperately to their pride to survive, becoming stubborn and rigid. Even knowing their own mistakes, they cannot face them honestly, insisting on twisting right and wrong.

But when they stand at the heights, gaining the right to look down upon all creation, they gain the right to be wrong. Then they can face their mistakes calmly because it doesn’t matter anymore―just a casual “sorry” is enough, as if they can become that perfect person who never did anything wrong.

This is the evil of human nature.

And it’s what makes Zhou Wan precious.

Lu Xixiao laughed lightly, not bothering to argue, and mockingly said: “How impressive that you remember for so long.”

Today Jiang Yan was being praised to the skies by everyone, so he didn’t mind the sarcasm.

“I didn’t expect you could still be with Zhou Wan. Back then when she hid her relationship with you from her mother, I thought with your pride, you definitely wouldn’t look back.”

Jiang Yan smiled, “Unexpected that you could lower your head, swallow that knee-bending from back then.”

This kind of talk couldn’t hit Lu Xixiao’s weak spot.

His expression didn’t even change as he leisurely exhaled smoke, his voice carrying a hint of amusement: “You’re talking like you’re my brother, but do you know me that well?”

He lightly tapped off the ash, his narrow eyes sweeping over Jiang Yan.

Although today he was the center of attention, Lu Xixiao’s eyes held contempt and defiance. Jiang Yan couldn’t find any sense of victory over him.

“So what if I knelt? Did I lose a piece of flesh?” he said carelessly, “Better than you liking her for so many years without saying a word, not even able to save her.”

Jiang Yan’s smile finally froze.

But Lu Xixiao couldn’t be bothered to appreciate his expression now, turning to leave.

“Lu Xixiao!” he suddenly called out.

He stopped but didn’t turn around.

Jiang Yan gave a cold laugh: “You think Zhou Wan likes you?”

He narrowed his eyes, closely watching every bit of Lu Xixiao’s reaction, “You should understand her better than me―whoever is good to her, she’ll return it many times over, that’s just her personality. Her treatment of you is just because she feels indebted, and wants to make amends―from beginning to end, she never really liked you.”

Lu Xixiao turned back, the evening sun slanting in.

“I thought you had gained some capability.” He looked at Jiang Yan, his expression mocking, “But now I see, you’re still the same as before.”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 65
The past was a source of shame for Yu Jianyan.

Every time he recalled it, he remembered Old Master Lu’s assessment of him – a humble family raising a spoiled child, how rarely nobility emerges from poverty. He had fought desperately to carve out his place in the world, just to prove him wrong, just to slap that judgment back in his face.

But Lu Xixiao’s words, though measured and emotionless, still pulled at his pride, threatening to tear it to pieces.

But Lu Xixiao was never one for patience. He’d only entertained this conversation because he was in a good mood, and now his patience had run out. Ignoring any further protests, he turned and left.

When he returned home, Zhou Wan had just finished making dinner.

She was still wearing an apron when she heard the door open. Poking her head out to look, she smiled, “You’re back! Perfect timing, dinner’s ready.”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao walked into the kitchen to help bring dishes to the table.

Though it was just the two of them, the meal was abundant. Zhou Wan had reduced the portion sizes but still prepared six dishes and a soup.

As she handed him his chopsticks, he noticed a mark on the back of her hand: “What happened to your hand?”

“Oh, just got splashed by some oil earlier.” It was a common occurrence when cooking, and Zhou Wan hadn’t thought much of it.

Lu Xixiao furrowed his brows, taking her hand for a closer look. Fortunately, it wasn’t serious – no blistering. He took out his phone and ordered some burn cream for delivery.

Zhou Wan found his concern excessive and had to suppress a smile. “It’s fine! It doesn’t even hurt, it’ll be gone in a few days.”

“I told you not to cook.”

Lu Xixiao reached out and pinched her cheek, “Did I ask you to move in so you could cook for me?”

“But I want to cook for you.”

Zhou Wan blinked, “You can’t always eat takeout or restaurant food. Those are often too oily and salty, they’re not good for your health.”

“Why?”

“Hm?”

Lu Xixiao lowered his gaze, looking into her eyes with quiet intensity, as if trying to extract some deeper truth from their depths.

“Why are you so good to me?” Lu Xixiao asked.

Zhou Wan found his question puzzling, and she laughed lightly: “Getting splashed by oil counts as being good to you?”

“What about before?”

“Before what?”

Lu Xixiao spoke a bit faster: “You celebrated my birthday with me, spent New Year’s with me, and went to see the snow with me. Why are you so good to me?”

Zhou Wan was slightly stunned, taking a moment before responding with an “Ah” and a smile: “Because you’re good to me too, and actually, you were the one who took me to see the snow, remember?”

Lu Xixiao’s expression stiffened slightly.

His thoughts drifted back to that summer night—

Drunk on alcohol, he’d finally mustered some reckless courage.

He called Zhou Wan repeatedly, and each time she hung up, he called again.

The room was pitch dark except for his phone screen’s glow. When the call finally connected, he was overwhelmed with impulses. He’d considered throwing away all pride and begging Zhou Wan to come back.

But he was still young, still holding onto that last bit of pride, further inflamed by alcohol. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he clung to his last shred of dignity, stubbornly saying:

“Zhou Wan, just say you love me once, and I’ll forgive everything.”

The air grew painfully still.

After a long while, Zhou Wan’s voice came through, cool and completely composed with her answer.

“Lu Xixiao, I don’t love you. I’ve been lying to you all along.”

…

Noticing something seemed off with him, Zhou Wan watched him for a moment before asking softly, “Is something wrong?”

Lu Xixiao snapped back to the present and smiled, “No, nothing.”

After dinner, the burn cream arrived.

Lu Xixiao went to get it, and returning to find Zhou Wan about to clear the table, said: “Leave it there, don’t touch anything.”

He came to her side, head bent low as he carefully applied the burn cream to the oil mark, his movements gentle to avoid causing any pain.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together before asking, “Lu Xixiao, you actually knew how to dress wounds all along, didn’t you?”

“Hm?” He seemed distracted, not immediately understanding why Zhou Wan asked this. “Yeah, I usually took care of injuries myself before. I didn’t like going to the hospital.”

Zhou Wan made a small “oh” sound and leaned in slightly closer.

Likely sensing his odd mood, Zhou Wan deliberately hooked her finger with his, adding a touch of coquettishness as she said, “So you were lying back then, saying you didn’t know how making me bandage you up.”

Lu Xixiao finally caught her meaning and laughed, “Just figured that out?”

“No, I suspected it back then,” Zhou Wan said quietly. “I just wanted to confirm it now.”

Lu Xixiao smirked as he replaced the burn cream cap: “So you’ve been playing me all this time.”

“…”

He stood up and poured a glass of water: “I’ll have someone find a housekeeper to clean and cook in a few days.”

“That’s not necessary,” Zhou Wan hurried to say. “Cleaning doesn’t take much time, and we’re often working late or not home for dinner anyway.”

“We’ll work out the details later.”

Lu Xixiao handed her the water. The soft light fell on his hair as he looked down with a casual smile: “Those hard years I spent abroad weren’t so you’d have to work hard doing these things.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

Lu Xixiao looked at her and said, “As long as you stay by my side, you’ll have everything. There’s nothing to fear.”

Over the next few days, two new interns arrived at the newspaper office. Zhou Wan had taken three days off at the end of the month, so she worked overtime to complete what she could and properly handed over what couldn’t be finished.

Time had flown since graduation.

It was already late April.

Pingchuan City was much warmer than B City in April. Zhou Wan had checked the weather forecast and only packed light clothing.

They arrived at Pingchuan Airport in the afternoon, first returning to the house to drop off their luggage before driving to the hotel where Jiang Fan was getting married.

On the way, Jiang Fan sent Lu Xixiao a voice message asking why he wasn’t there yet.

Lu Xixiao hadn’t seen his old friends in a long time, except for Jiang Fan. He’d pretty much-lost contact with everyone else since high school graduation.

While waiting at a red light, he lazily replied with a “Soon.”

Jiang Fan sent another voice message, which Lu Xixiao played directly—

“Everyone’s curious about what your girlfriend looks like.”

Zhou Wan, sitting in the passenger seat, froze and turned to look at him, somewhat stunned.

Lu Xixiao smirked. They were almost there, so he didn’t bother replying. He put his phone aside and drove into the hotel parking lot, taking the elevator to the banquet hall on the 8th floor.

Zhou Wan felt inexplicably nervous.

Although she’d met Lu Xixiao’s friends and classmates before, many years had passed, and she’d left school in such a hurry that she never properly said goodbye.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

Zhou Wan tugged at her hem: “Is what I’m wearing okay?”

For the wedding, Zhou Wan had dressed more formally than usual.

She wore a black velvet dress with a square neckline, fitted at the waist with the hem falling to mid-calf, perfectly accentuating her figure – slim waist, long legs, and excellent proportions.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “Stay close to me.”

“Why?”

He said seriously: “Dressed like that, someone might try to steal you away.”

“…”

Zhou Wan belatedly caught his meaning and lowered her head, pressing her lips together in a smile.

Just then, a voice called out from ahead: “Young Master Xiao!”

Young Master Xiao.

It had been so long since she’d heard that nickname.

A man hurried over, bumping Lu Xixiao’s shoulder: “Haven’t seen you in years! Everyone’s been waiting for you, making bets about your girlfriend…”

As he spoke, his gaze shifted to Zhou Wan, and when their eyes met, he froze for a good five seconds, as if completely shocked. His voice began to stammer.

“Sis-Sister-in-law.”

“…”

Zhou Wan had met him before and politely smiled: “Hello.”

Lu Xixiao tilted his chin up, saying casually: “Let’s go in.”

Their table was full of high school friends, all chatting animatedly until they saw Zhou Wan beside Lu Xixiao when they collectively froze.

Of all Lu Xixiao’s past girlfriends, Zhou Wan had left the deepest impression.

Even after so many years, muscle memory hadn’t been forgotten, and they immediately stood to welcome her, calling her “Sister-in-law” one after another.

Zhou Wan felt somewhat embarrassed by this treatment and hadn’t thought to explain that she couldn’t quite be called “Sister-in-law” yet. She quickly said, “Please, sit down.”

The awkward atmosphere dissipated within two minutes, and soon someone caught Zhou Wan with questions.

“I knew only Sister-in-law could handle Young Master Xiao. After all these years, it still had to be our Sister-in-law.”

They continued their playful banter while Lu Xixiao sat to the side with a casual smile, letting them talk.

“Oh right, Sister-in-law, do you know how impressive Young Master Xiao was in his third year? After you transferred, he suddenly started studying hard and scared us all half to death – thought he was possessed! Guess what rank he got in the college entrance exam!”

This was a past she had never been part of, had never known about.

Zhou Wan’s grip on her glass tightened as she asked softly, “What rank?”

The person slapped the table enthusiastically: “Fifth!”

Someone immediately corrected: “Bullshit, it was third!”

“Really? Did I remember wrong?”

“With that brain of yours, better keep quiet.”

“Oh, I get it now. That wasn’t counting our Sister-in-law’s transfer, and that bookworm who always ranked first got early admission. My brain wasn’t keeping up.”

Third place.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly.

She found it hard to imagine Lu Xixiao ranking third in the grade.

She had always known Lu Xixiao was intelligent – he’d had good grades as a child and even won math competition awards. But his wild and unrestrained demeanor was so deeply ingrained in her mind that it was difficult to picture him sitting quietly in a classroom.

She turned her head, leaning close to Lu Xixiao’s ear to ask softly, “Really?”

He leaned back in his chair, arm draped casually behind Zhou Wan, raising an eyebrow: “Don’t believe it?”

Zhou Wan shook her head, paused, and then couldn’t help asking, “Was it hard?”

Zhou Wan’s focus was always different from others.

While everyone else was teasing and joking, she thought about whether it had been difficult.

Lu Xixiao smiled, saying quietly: “The third year is always hard, but after spending time with you and getting used to seeing you study, reading didn’t seem like such a difficult thing anymore.”

But Zhou Wan knew that using that one year to go from bottom of the class to third in the school couldn’t have been easy.

Lu Xixiao had missed so many lessons back then. Although she’d made time to help him catch up on previous material, there was still so much she hadn’t gotten to teach him before she left.

No matter how intelligent Lu Xixiao was, climbing from zero to the pinnacle step by step must have required tremendous effort, and countless sleepless nights.

A hazy image formed in Zhou Wan’s mind.

A young man sitting at his desk in his bedroom, surrounded by complete silence, all alone, facing mountains of books and test papers.

He habitually kept the curtains drawn tight, perhaps with just a desk lamp lit, head bowed, quiet and focused, working through problems one by one, carefully calculating, writing down answers.

From starlit night until dawn’s first light.

…

The wedding ceremony officially began, with the bride entering in a pristine white wedding dress, its enormous skirt spreading across the floor.

The bride and groom exchanged their “I do’s” on stage.

After the ceremony, Jiang Fan came over with his bride to toast. He hadn’t been around earlier, and seeing Zhou Wan for the first time, he froze before recovering to say: “So it’s still you.”

Zhou Wan smiled slightly: “Mm.”

Still me.

While other tables were taking small sips, their table was drinking freely without any need for encouragement, one glass after another. Lu Xixiao, whom they hadn’t seen in so long, was especially targeted for drinks. All of it was baijiu, glass after glass.

His alcohol tolerance was high, but even he should have been showing some effects from drinking this much.

Yet even after drinking excess amounts, his face showed no trace of intoxication, appearing the same as before.

After drinking for a while, someone suddenly said: “The last time we drank like this was after the college entrance exam, right?”

“Seems like it. Damn, time flies so fast, I’m already 26.”

“That was probably the most we ever drank. Nearly emptied the whole place, everyone was blackout drunk, couldn’t even remember how we got home.”

Everyone laughed as they recalled the past events.

“Oh right, I think I still have the video from then in my cloud storage.”

Others cursed laughingly: “Don’t you dare bring that out, we all looked like ghosts, too embarrassing!”

“Hahahahaha, it’s fine, let’s watch it. We were all embarrassing ourselves together, and we won’t get chances like that anymore.”

He found the video from two years ago in his cloud storage.

It had been accidentally recorded when they were all nearly unconscious from drinking. After sobering up with a two-day hangover, he’d never opened it to watch, only remembering it now when it came up.

A three-and-a-half-minute video.

The camera was shaky and unsteady, clearly filmed by someone already drunk.

It seemed to be in a KTV, with noisy voices and music in the background.

The video was dimly lit, but Zhou Wan immediately spotted Lu Xixiao sitting in the corner.

It was the night after their college entrance exam, and they were still wearing their blue and white school uniforms.

He wasn’t playing dice with the others in the video, sitting alone to the side, his expression unclear in the dim light.

This was Lu Xixiao from his third year.

A Lu Xixiao she had never seen.

He was thinner than she remembered, his demeanor colder, making his bone structure appear even more sharp and defined, particularly striking, with an air of detachment surrounding him.

The video hadn’t played long before someone, unable to bear watching their foolishness, snatched the phone away, stopping the playback.

…

A while later, as the wedding banquet was ending.

Lu Xixiao leaned in close to Zhou Wan’s ear: “I’m going to the restroom.”

He was extremely close, his heated breath falling on her ear, warm with alcohol.

Zhou Wan turned to look at him. The man’s face wasn’t red, showing no signs of intoxication, but his eyes were hazed by alcohol, appearing particularly languid.

Zhou Wan thought Lu Xixiao must be somewhat drunk.

“Mm.”

“Wait here, don’t wander off.”

Zhou Wan nodded.

After Lu Xixiao left, the others at the table gradually got up to leave as well.

Zhou Wan finished the orange juice at the bottom of her glass, hesitated for a moment, then stood up and walked over to one of the men: “Excuse me, that video from earlier, could you send it to me?”

“Sure!” He immediately pulled out his phone, smiling, “Though, Sister-in-law, you probably won’t find any embarrassing moments of Young Master Xiao in there. He handles his alcohol well, doesn’t act up even when drunk.”

“No, I just…”

Zhou Wan paused, lowering her eyes and saying softly, “I just want to see what he looked like in his third year.”

Zhou Wan saved the video to her album.

Because of the noisy surroundings, she bent down slightly, bringing her ear closer to the phone as she pressed play.

She finally heard the song playing on the KTV.

No one was singing, the speakers were playing Rene Liu’s original voice – “Later.”

Later, I finally learned how to love

But you had already gone far away, disappeared into the sea of people

…

That eternal night

Summer at seventeen

The night you kissed me

Makes me think of the starlight

Whenever I feel sentimental in the time since

…

If only we hadn’t been

So stubborn then, we wouldn’t have such regrets now

How do you remember me

With a smile or in silence

…

It wasn’t the CD version, but a live recording, the voice carrying a hint of roughness and choked emotion, somewhat hoarse, quiet, and still, quickly drowning in the noise.

The dim KTV, tables, and floor were littered with empty bottles.

A group of young people gathered to play dice, all quite drunk, drinking another glass whenever they lost, one after another.

Lu Xixiao sat alone to the side.

Zhou Wan lowered her head further, watching intently.

The clamor from the video merged with the present noise.

In a daze, she felt as if she was being pulled into the scene in the video, truly seeing that third-year Lu Xixiao.

His gaze was flat and silent, fixed on the TV screen, the flickering light casting shadows across his face, making the high bridge of his nose appear even more distinguished.

Then he tilted his head back.

He sat lazily, back sunk into the sofa, head resting against the backrest, Adam’s apple prominent, staring fixedly at the ceiling.

Everyone around him was laughing.

Only he wasn’t.

Zhou Wan had rarely seen Lu Xixiao like this.

She understood that Lu Xixiao’s inner world was like a lonely island, rarely accessible to others, but he wasn’t a solitary boat – he could blend well into noisy crowds without seeming out of place.

He should have been noble and aloof yet unrestrained and willful.

Not like this.

Zhou Wan saw vulnerability and brokenness in him.

From decisive and resolute to utterly defenseless.

Seeing Lu Xixiao like this made her heartache.

Rene Liu’s voice still echoed in her ears, washed away by the noise, leaving only the most heartfelt parts.

“If only we hadn’t been

So stubborn then

We wouldn’t have such regrets now

How do you remember me

With a smile or in silence

…”

Suddenly, Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled, and she froze completely.

In the dim room, Lu Xixiao’s features remained as sharp as a drawn blade, touched with an inhuman detachment.

But his eyes were rimmed with blood-red, and in the shifting light, tears hung wet on his eyelashes, reflecting a painfully bright gleam.

The college entrance exam was over.

The grueling third year had finally ended.

Lu Xixiao had achieved what he wanted, performing well, and not wasting that year of hard work.

Everyone was celebrating, drinking and boasting, singing and shouting, creating a lively atmosphere with the unique abandon and boldness of youth.

While Lu Xixiao sat alone to the side.

Everyone was laughing.

Only he was crying.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 66
Zhou Wan had never imagined she would one day see Lu Xixiao’s tears.

He shouldn’t have been crying.

He was supposed to be forever unrestrained and carefree, always striding forward. How could someone as proud as him cry alone in front of everyone, amid all that laughter and joy?

She didn’t even dare to think too deeply about whether those tears had anything to do with her.

She could accept Lu Xixiao hating her, resenting her, never forgiving her – but she could never accept Lu Xixiao crying because of her.

Zhou Wan couldn’t even bring herself to watch it a second time, quickly locking her phone screen.

…

Soon after, Lu Xixiao returned, and the wedding banquet ended.

He held Zhou Wan’s hand as they said goodbye to Jiang Fan before taking the elevator down. He’d been drinking so obviously couldn’t drive, so they called for a designated driver.

Zhou Wan stood beside him, squeezing his hand back as she said softly, “When we get back, I want to learn how to drive.”

Lu Xixiao, cigarette between his lips, lowered his gaze: “Why the sudden interest in driving?”

“Sometimes work requires unexpected field assignments,” Zhou Wan said. “Plus, if you drink in the future, I can come pick you up.”

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Sure.”

Zhou Wan tilted her head up to study him.

His face wasn’t red at all, his expression normal, only his eyes showed some languor, like an ink painting washing into a blur.

“Lu Xixiao, are you drunk?”

“A bit.”

If he was admitting to being somewhat drunk, he must have had too much.

“I thought you couldn’t get drunk.”

He laughed softly: “Drinking too fast makes it easy to get drunk.”

Soon the designated driver arrived, and they sat side by side in the back seat. The car radio’s mechanical female voice, carrying a slight static, announced they’d received a message from a listener who had broken up with her boyfriend of five years today. The boyfriend listened to this channel every day, and she wanted to dedicate “Later” to him.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled.

Lu Xixiao’s car stereo had much better sound quality than the noisy KTV recording from seven years ago.

She turned to look at him.

The window was half-down, the wind tousling his hair.

Silent emotions hung in the spring evening breeze as if traversing seven years, and she saw once again that vulnerable, crying Lu Xixiao.

She had thought too little of herself, never imagining she could hurt Lu Xixiao so deeply.

…

Back home.

The drinking had been too fast today, and the alcohol was still surging up through his chest and throat. Lu Xixiao frowned slightly, feeling unwell.

He’d drunk too much in his youth, and then those years abroad with irregular eating habits had left his stomach occasionally painful.

Beyond the discomfort, even his thoughts felt distant.

All these years, every time he got drunk he would think of Zhou Wan, every single time, like a conditioned reflex.

This house held a unique meaning for them.

They had lived here together for a time, like a shelter from wind and rain, sharing unspoken, obscure secrets.

Lu Xixiao suddenly thought of many things.

“Zhou Wan,” he called softly in the unlit room.

Zhou Wan looked up; in the darkness, only his pupils were bright.

“Mm?”

He stared at her steadily for a full minute, as if only now confirming that Zhou Wan was really by his side. Finally reassured, he pulled his lips into a faint smile: “Nothing.”

His eyes reflected too many complex emotions and unspoken thoughts.

Zhou Wan reached out to turn on the light, told him to shower first, and then went to the kitchen.

They hadn’t been back for so long that the refrigerator was empty, so she found a box of kumquat lemon tea in the wall cabinet. Zhou Wan boiled some water and added the tea packet.

By the time the water boiled, Lu Xixiao had just finished showering.

Zhou Wan poured a cup, added some cold water to cool it, and walked into Lu Xixiao’s room.

Lu Xixiao truly looked drunk, half-leaning against the headboard in the dark room, lit only by light spilling from the bathroom. His hair was still wet, not yet dried.

“Lu Xixiao, drink this.”

“What is it?”

“Kumquat lemon tea helps with the alcohol.”

The temperature was just right, and he drank it all. Zhou Wan took out a hair dryer and sat on the edge of the bed to help dry his hair.

When Lu Xixiao was drunk, you really couldn’t tell from the surface, but right now he was unusually docile, head lowered, completely quiet, letting her dry his hair.

After Zhou Wan had dried his hair completely, she put away the hair dryer and said softly, “Good night, Lu Xixiao.”

Just as she stood to leave, he suddenly grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. Zhou Wan nearly fell, catching herself with a hand on his chest as she half-fell onto the bed.

“Zhou Wan, don’t go.”

His voice was deep and magnetic, very rough, very hoarse, carrying a pleading tone completely different from his usual voice.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

“Don’t leave again.”

Drunk, he frowned with his eyes closed, lying back on the bed, just tightly gripping Zhou Wan’s wrist, speaking as if in a dream.

“I won’t leave,” Zhou Wan gripped his hand back. “Lu Xixiao, I won’t leave.”

She held his hand tightly, wanting to give him a sense of security, but he seemed completely unaware, lost in memories of the past.

“Zhou Wan, if you just come back, I’ll forgive everything.”

“…”

The corners of his eyes gradually reddened, unwilling and hurt: “But why won’t you just love me…”

“…”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled rapidly, her throat contracting as she stared at the Lu Xixiao before her now.

A bitter taste rose in her throat that she couldn’t suppress, so she could only lower her head and sniff, saying softly, “I’m sorry, Lu Xixiao.”

She didn’t want to see Lu Xixiao like this at all.

All of this was her fault, and all the consequences and pain should have been hers to bear.

“I thought that after I lied about not loving you, you would completely give up on me,” Zhou Wan lay gently against his neck, whispering, “I just didn’t want to see you continue hurting.”

They were too young back then.

Overestimating themselves, and underestimating each other.

She had heard all those descriptions of young love, how many people described youthful romance as an exceptionally real beautiful dream.

You think you’ll never wake up from the dream, just like you think you’ll love that girl forever and never change.

But once you wake up the dream vanishes, just like in the end that girl was just a fleeting glimpse of your life’s path.

She stood in the dream, thinking herself awake.

She tore herself from the dream, giving up all reluctance and struggle.

Decisively, resolutely, ruthlessly cutting off all connections with Lu Xixiao.

She thought that without her, her young man would be free of all ties and constraints, would stride forward boldly, would hold his head high, would be full of vigor, would climb step by step, unrestrained, wild, and willful.

“Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan looked at him, asking softly, “How have you been all these years?”

She thought again of that tear in the video.

That tear seemed to fall on her heart, scattering in the mist, never to dissolve away.

Lu Xixiao’s fingers threaded through her hair, holding her in his arms. He didn’t answer Zhou Wan’s question, perhaps not having heard it.

“Did you not have a good time?”

In the dark room, Zhou Wan spoke quietly to him, as if telling secrets known to no one.

“Me too. When I first left Pingchuan, I missed you every day and was tired every day, but I didn’t dare think about you, afraid that if I thought too much I would selfishly throw everything aside and come back to see you.”

You were the person who was best to me, after only Dad and Grandmother.

In my whole life, there have been so few people who were truly good to me.

How I wished you could walk freely and openly down a bright path, living the best and happiest life in this world.

Lu Xixiao was drunk and couldn’t hear what Zhou Wan was saying now. Seeing old friends at the wedding banquet today and hearing “Later” on the car radio hadn’t reminded Lu Xixiao of that post-exam gathering; his thoughts had just unconsciously all rushed to that period.

He kept repeating over and over his pleas for her not to leave, his questions about why she didn’t love him.

So Zhou Wan patiently repeated again and again that she wouldn’t leave, acknowledging her true feelings.

Her hand remained firmly clasped in his.

So even someone like Lu Xixiao could feel insecure sometimes.

After who knows how long, Lu Xixiao finally drifted off to sleep, his breathing becoming steady. Zhou Wan tucked his hand under the blanket and, worried he might wake up thirsty in the night, got up to fill a thermos with warm water and place it by the bed.

“Good night,” she said softly, “Xiao.”

She bent down slightly, intending to tuck in his blanket, and in the movement, her fingertips caught his shirt collar.

In the dim light, she glimpsed something from the corner of her eye.

Zhou Wan’s fingers froze, her breath catching—

She’d thought it was the knife wound from seven years ago when Lu Xixiao had stood in front of her.

Her index finger trembled as she pushed his collar aside, and through the weak light, she saw the tattoo on his collarbone.

It was in his handwriting, bold strokes, the characters like the man himself.

The character “Zhou” flows smoothly, and the final stroke of “Wan” is drawn long.

Written in flesh and blood:

—Zhou Wan.

Just two characters, her name.

He had carved her name over his heart.

Below it was a grotesque scar. After all these years, the scar hadn’t faded, crossing his pale skin, shockingly stark.

It was evidence of her crime, and also his medal of honor.

Zhou Wan stared at it for a long time.

The tattoo and the scar.

She felt herself falling endlessly.

Something was pulling her down, dropping her into a deeper, darker abyss, but when she reached the bottom, something soft and warm caught her, as pinpoints of sunlight pierced through the thick fog and darkness.

She suddenly clenched her fists tight, her breathing becoming uneven.

“Lu Xixiao… you can’t be like this…”

Her heart was racing chaotically, filled with an unbelievable bitterness and sourness.

At this moment, she finally realized how wrong she had been. She had gone in circles, doing so many things thinking she knew best, only to find it was all like a joke.

She had seen Lu Xixiao’s previous girlfriends before, each one bright and confident, beautiful and graceful.

But she wasn’t that kind of girl.

She was insecure, sensitive, and awkward.

She hated this version of herself.

She didn’t even love herself, so how could she believe—

That dazzling, bold young man would truly fall in love with her.

To the extent of carving her into his flesh and blood, bleeding for her.

The next morning.

Zhou Wan woke up and, considering Lu Xixiao might have an upset stomach when he woke, went out to buy congee. When she returned, he had just gotten up and was coming out of his bedroom.

Zhou Wan’s movements paused as she looked at him: “Headache?”

His voice was hoarse, thick with congestion: “It’s fine.”

“I bought congee, eat some first to warm your stomach, it should make you feel better.”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao sat at the dining table, picked up the spoon, and took a sip. The warm, light vegetable congee did indeed make him feel much better.

Zhou Wan sat across from him, raising her eyes to his collar area. He had rebuttoned that button, hiding the scar and tattoo.

“Lu Xixiao,” she said softly.

“Mm?”

“These years, have you been well?”

Lu Xixiao’s hand holding the spoon paused slightly as he looked up, then gave a light laugh: “Pretty good.”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together. At this moment she couldn’t manage even a hint of pretense, asking directly: “The tattoo on your body, when did you get it?”

Lu Xixiao froze for a moment.

Last night he had been half-drunk, half-asleep, and waking up felt like a blackout, his memories fragmented. He had no idea when Zhou Wan had seen it.

“Second year of high school,” Lu Xixiao said. “March 25th, your birthday.”

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat.

Something else heavy dropped down inside her.

“On my birthday…”

Zhou Wan’s voice trembled, “Why did you never tell me?”

Lu Xixiao pulled at the corner of his mouth: “It was meant to be your birthday gift, but when I saw you that day I got too embarrassed to say anything. It felt too deliberate, and I figured you’d see it eventually anyway.”

The tattoo was just below his collarbone.

Not very far down.

It should have been visible in shirts with lower necklines.

Zhou Wan suddenly understood – Lu Xixiao got the tattoo in early spring’s chill, and she had left him at the end of May.

And now, they had reunited in early winter, and spring was just arriving again.

They had never welcomed high summer together.

If she had left later than when Pingchuan’s weather turned hot and everyone switched to short sleeves, would she have seen Lu Xixiao’s tattoo?

But now seven long years had passed.

Between them, it seemed there were always these missed connections.

“Lu Xixiao,” she lowered her head.

His voice was deep and gentle: “Mm.”

“I feel like I’m always in your debt, with no way to repay you.”

“Wan Wan, do you remember what I said to you on your 17th birthday?”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

Those memories from seven years ago that should have been blurry suddenly became clear.

Lu Xixiao holding the cake, the room dim except for the warm candlelight.

He spoke in the darkness, his voice level and calm, yet heavy and determined.

“Zhou Wan, happy 17th birthday.”

“We still have our future ahead of us, nothing is set in stone yet, and everything can still be changed.”

“So it’s alright, Zhou Wan. Everyone experiences loss, feels pain, cries tears, breaks down, but all of this will pass.”

“And I will light the candles, and stay with you until we reach the brightly lit path.”

…

That brave, forthright, wild young man appeared before her eyes again across time and space.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm.”

“On my graduation day, I saw this quote online that said ‘If only we could have welcomed the blazing summer together.’ At that time I felt such regret that we never got to experience summer together.”

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

“I’m sorry, I was too cowardly, I was the one who gave up on you first.”

Zhou Wan said, “If I had been a little braver then, a little more determined, and believed in your feelings a little more, perhaps I wouldn’t have hurt you like that.”

“I was always so self-righteous, thinking that was what was best for you, but I never truly believed in you, never truly tried to see our relationship from your perspective.”

Lu Xixiao didn’t speak.

From age 17 until now, he had only ever loved Zhou Wan.

Of course, over these years he had felt wronged and resentful too. These emotions suddenly welling up now made his throat tight with an overwhelming sense of grievance.

Zhou Wan kept her eyes lowered, saying softly: “I don’t know what to say or do to make you forgive me, to make it up to you…”

“Wan Wan.”

Lu Xixiao interrupted her, speaking low and earnestly, “You don’t need to say or do anything, just stay by my side from now on.”

Zhou Wan looked up, a tear falling.

She always felt such shame before Lu Xixiao.

He was open and sincere, brave in both love and hate.

He so easily forgave her grave sins, asking only that she stay by his side from now on.

But he was Lu Xixiao.

That Lu Xixiao who wore a halo, that Lu Xixiao who was admired by so many girls in their youth. He had been wronged, and betrayed, yet he still forgave her so easily.

Zhou Wan sniffled, trying hard to steady her voice.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm.”

She gathered her courage and raised her eyes to meet his, looking at her reflection in his pupils, looking at the Zhou Wan of the past, facing her past obsessions and darkness.

“Let’s get to know each other again.”

Zhou Wan looked into his eyes, speaking slowly and sincerely, each word measured, extremely serious: “Hello, I’m Zhou Wan – the ‘wan’ from ‘drawing a bow curved like the full moon.'”

Let’s start over again.

Lu Xixiao.
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Lu Xixiao understood her meaning almost instantly.

He froze for a second, then leaned forward, one hand cupping the back of Zhou Wan’s head as he kissed her.

Since their reunion, they had kissed before and even done more intimate things, but this was their first kiss without any barriers between them.

The moment his lips touched Zhou Wan’s soft ones, Lu Xixiao’s movements halted.

The feeling of regaining what was lost made him acutely aware of how unbearable these seven years had been. His Adam’s apple bobbed sharply as he hesitated, afraid of frightening his girl now that they were so close to home.

But he couldn’t control himself, like a dog that had finally found its way home, or like a great fire that couldn’t be extinguished by rain. He kissed her forcefully.

The sensation was incredibly wonderful. After such a long wait, the clouds had parted to reveal the moon. Zhou Wan obediently tilted her chin up to accept Lu Xixiao’s kiss, her tears making her eyelashes wet.

She cried with choked sobs, trembling as she called his name repeatedly, “Lu Xixiao, Lu Xixiao…”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao responded hoarsely. He lifted Zhou Wan’s chin, gently biting her full, moist lips, his fingertips moving gradually down from her nape, lifting the hem of her clothes.

When his cool fingertips touched the skin at her waist, Zhou Wan only struggled slightly before forcing herself to relax, though she grew increasingly tense from nervousness.

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes, then bent down to kiss the corner of her mouth again.

His voice was very low and hoarse: “Wan Wan.”

“Mm.”

The man’s black eyelashes trembled lightly: “You don’t know how much I love you.”

Zhou Wan responded with a tearful “mm.”

Lu Xixiao’s arms tightened as he pulled Zhou Wan onto his lap, pressing against her as he kissed her devotedly, from her lips to her chin to her neck.

Outside the window was spring rain, falling drop by drop into their hearts.

Inside the room, it seemed the rain had also made everything damp and sticky.

“Wan Wan.”

Lu Xixiao looked into her eyes from close range, his pupils black, his gaze filled with obvious desire. His magnetic voice was like an enchantment, “Do you want to look at your name again?”

Zhou Wan held his gaze for several seconds before lowering her eyes to his collarbone.

Her name was just beneath that piece of clothing.

Lu Xixiao kissed her ear and whispered, “Help me take it off.”

“…”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled violently as she lowered her hands, two fingers pinching the hem of his clothes before stopping. Her cheeks were so red they could drip blood, and she didn’t dare look into his eyes anymore.

“Hurry up,” Lu Xixiao urged, “Take it off and I’ll forgive you.”

Zhou Wan’s voice was very soft: “You just said you’d forgive me if I stayed by your side.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow and chuckled, not expecting Zhou Wan to still be clear-headed enough to argue with him at this moment.

His mischievous nature emerged again.

“Then let’s add another condition.”

He said matter-of-factly, lowering his head to bite Zhou Wan’s collarbone, his teeth gently grinding as he mumbled, “With tattoos, it doesn’t hurt as much on fleshy areas. The collarbone is one of the most painful spots.”

Zhou Wan immediately felt guilty, her eyes growing hot.

Lu Xixiao’s index finger stroked her cheek lightly as he said unhurriedly: “You now have a chance for redemption.”

Zhou Wan’s face was red beyond bearing, even her fingertips trembling. She bit her teeth, not letting her sense of shame overwhelm her, forcing herself to calm down as her fingers gripping Lu Xixiao’s clothes hem moved upward, removing his shirt.

She saw the tattoo again.

On this rainy day, the room wasn’t very bright, but it was still much brighter than last night.

She saw those two characters, every stroke was in Lu Xixiao’s handwriting.

Lu Xixiao didn’t give her a chance to cry again, picking her up and walking toward the bedroom.

He kicked open the door, placed Zhou Wan on the bed, then leaned over to open the bedside drawer.

Following his movement, Zhou Wan turned her head to look, and when she saw what was in his hand, her face grew redder as she asked tremblingly, “Why is that here?”

Lu Xixiao chuckled lightly, tearing open the package: “Last time when I came, I bought it while getting breakfast.”

“…”

It was premeditated.

Unlike last time, which was less like intimacy and more like a battle between dominant and submissive, this time was different. Both had faced their past directly, openly offering their burning hearts to each other.

Zhou Wan had suffered a bit last time and was afraid at first, but later was drawn into the depths of passion, unable to extricate herself.

She was like a small boat drifting on an endless sea, pushed up and dropped down by the waves, again and again.

Later, Zhou Wan’s nails dug deep into Lu Xixiao’s arms as she touched the tattoo on his collarbone, experiencing a strange illusion—they were joined in flesh and bone.

At the very end, Lu Xixiao pulled the blanket over both of them, kissed the corner of her mouth, and said softly, “Wan Wan, I’m finally not alone anymore.”

These words made her nose ache with emotion.

She had no strength left, her body was sweaty, and her voice was hoarse. She could only laboriously raise her hand to hug Lu Xixiao’s back, burying her face in his chest.

Lu Xixiao hugged her back tightly.

Those two isolated planets had finally entered the same orbit.

Zhou Wan was exhausted, her nose filled with Lu Xixiao’s unique scent as she gradually fell asleep in his arms.

…

When she woke up, the rain hadn’t stopped.

Drip drop, raindrops fell from the eaves one by one, creating small puddles on the ground.

When Zhou Wan opened her eyes, it was nearly dark outside. She looked out the window, then instinctively curled deeper into the soft blanket, her whole body lazy, unwilling to get up.

Her body was still sore and without energy, as if she had grown into the blanket.

After a while, Lu Xixiao pushed open the door.

He wasn’t wearing a shirt, showing his broad shoulders and narrow waist, his figure striking, his muscles proportioned perfectly, every line beautiful and flowing. On his collarbone, besides the old tattoo and knife scar, there were many bite marks that she had just made.

Zhou Wan only dared to look once before averting her gaze, trying to cover up her embarrassment by turning her head away.

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Why won’t you look at me?”

Zhou Wan didn’t speak.

In her mind flashed the sensual scenes from before, and Lu Xixiao’s wicked demands, taking advantage of her sympathy to continuously push boundaries, coaxing her to say and do many things.

Lu Xixiao sat on the edge of the bed and pinched her face: “Are you planning to go back on your word?”

Zhou Wan finally spoke, her voice a bit hoarse: “No, I’m not.”

“Then why won’t you look at me?” He seemed to be pouting.

Zhou Wan had to look at him with a red face.

“Does it still hurt?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“…”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, “It’s okay.”

He nodded and said: “I’m quite sore though.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao turned to the side, showing her his back covered in dense fingernail marks. Zhou Wan didn’t remember making these at all and was stunned.

“Did I do this?”

“Who else?” Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, “You almost drew blood.”

Zhou Wan felt both embarrassed and concerned.

Originally, she was too embarrassed to say anything about this, but felt she should give Lu Xixiao an explanation. After thinking for a moment, she said softly: “Then I’ll cut my nails shorter next time, so I won’t hurt you.”

Not expecting this response, Lu Xixiao was stunned for a moment before breaking into laughter.

He seemed to find it incredibly amusing, laughing so hard his chest shook as he nodded: “Alright.”

Seeing that she had little energy, Lu Xixiao stopped teasing her. After feeding her some warm water, he let her continue resting.

Zhou Wan took another nap and finally felt better when she woke up.

She put on her clothes and got out of bed. Lu Xixiao was sitting on the sofa, looking bored while holding his phone.

Hearing movement, he looked up: “Awake?”

“Mm.”

“Hungry?” Lu Xixiao asked, “Want to order takeout or go out to eat?”

Although her legs were still weak, after staying home all day, Zhou Wan wanted to go out for a short walk.

“Let’s go out.”

“Okay.”

Lu Xixiao grabbed an umbrella, and they left together.

This area was already an old district before, and seven years later it was even more so, without many well-decorated storefronts. Not wanting Zhou Wan to get too tired, Lu Xixiao casually chose a stir-fry restaurant.

It was a humble establishment, but the food was quite good, which explained how it had stayed open for so many years.

Zhou Wan put down her chopsticks after eating just a little.

“Full?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Mm.”

“You barely ate anything.”

“I wasn’t very hungry to begin with,” Zhou Wan smiled gently and said, “I’m full.”

Probably because she had slept on and off for so long, Zhou Wan still couldn’t muster much energy, so after dinner, Lu Xixiao didn’t immediately take her home, planning to walk around a bit before returning.

Cherry blossom trees lined both sides of the small road.

The cherry blossoms were in bloom, and after the rain, small delicate petals covered the ground.

The cherry blossom season was pitifully short; likely after this spring rain, the blossoms would be gone.

Fortunately, they had seen the last of the cherry blossoms.

Without realizing it, they had walked to that old game arcade.

Zhou Wan stopped and looked over.

Lu Xixiao followed her gaze: “Want to go in and play for a while?”

Zhou Wan nodded.

Surprisingly, the arcade was still there.

It had been renovated and looked very different from Zhou Wan’s memories, and she didn’t recognize the young girl standing at the counter anymore.

The young girl saw them come in and immediately asked if they wanted to get a card.

“We had a card before,” Zhou Wan said, “but it was seven years ago, I don’t know if you can still look it up.”

“Seven years, that’s so long ago. This store was sold and changed owners since then. Although all the old information was transferred over, I’m not sure if something from that long ago is still there.”

The girl said, “Give me your phone number first, and I’ll check.”

Zhou Wan gave Lu Xixiao’s phone number.

The girl entered it into the computer, hit enter— “It’s still here! There’s still over a hundred yuan on it. Here, let me make you a new game card.”

Zhou Wan nodded and thanked her.

The arcade wasn’t very crowded, mostly filled with students in school uniforms.

Someone like Lu Xixiao attracted attention regardless of his age, drawing everyone’s gaze as soon as he walked in.

Since Zhou Wan stopped working here, Lu Xixiao had only come once, on Christmas Eve, when he stayed up all night and won a bicycle.

“What do you want to play?”

Zhou Wan looked around and, seeing the basketball machine remembered that Lu Xixiao used to be very good at basketball. She pointed: “That one.”

The basketball machine had a two-player mode. They swiped their card, the machine’s rails activated, and orange basketballs rolled to their hands.

Zhou Wan felt tired after throwing a few shots, and her accuracy rate was quite low, so she decided to rest on the side and watch Lu Xixiao play.

He was dressed more casually after work, in a white shirt and black pants, his expression still as spirited as before, as if he had never changed.

Still the same Lu Xixiao as before.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but take out her phone and take a picture of him.

Just as the countdown ended, Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her, raising an eyebrow: “Taking sneaky pictures of me?”

Zhou Wan hadn’t felt like she was being sneaky, but his question made her self-conscious and somewhat guilty as she put away her phone, softly responding “mm.”

“I’m your boyfriend now, you can take pictures openly.”

As he spoke, he took out his phone and held up the front camera.

Zhou Wan looked at the two of them in the lens, paused for a moment, then showed a faint smile.

Lu Xixiao took the photo, capturing the moment.

He lowered his head to continue fiddling with his phone and asked: “This is our second photo together, right?”

The first was the photo booth picture at the mall.

Zhou Wan’s movements paused, thinking of something, pressed her lips together, and didn’t respond.

They played for a while longer before leaving.

The air was heavy with moisture as Lu Xixiao held Zhou Wan’s hand, walking toward home.

…

Back home, Zhou Wan lay in bed after her shower.

She had taken three days off and would return to B City tomorrow. Before sleeping, Zhou Wan habitually checked if there were any new assignments in the work group chat. After checking, she idly opened her Moments feed.

Zhou Wan rarely posted, so she seldom looked at Moments.

She scrolled down while browsing, liking some interesting posts.

Continuing to scroll down.

Suddenly, her gaze stopped.

She saw that photo from the arcade.

Lu Xixiao had posted it.

In the photo, the lighting was somewhat dim, with the basketball machine beside them, the machine’s red lights casting sideways on their faces, creating areas of light and shadow. They were quite close together, Zhou Wan smiling shyly and peacefully, quietly looking at the camera, while Lu Xixiao leaned slightly down next to her face, his expression carrying the willfulness of youth.

Above the photo was a line of text—

[Finally, we will welcome the blazing summer together.]
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Over these years, Lu Xixiao had never posted on Moments. He had no desire to confide or share and was too lazy to record his life. Even during those lonely years abroad, he never posted anything.

If you counted his Moments posts, there was only one from seven years ago, his first and only post.

Back then, he and Zhou Wan hadn’t known each other for very long.

Once when he caught her crying, Lu Xixiao, not quite sure what he was thinking, offered to take her out to play.

That was the first time he took Zhou Wan to Huang Ping’s place, and also the first time he’d taken any girl there.

It was very late when they returned, the streets empty. Zhou Wan thought a taxi would be too expensive and said they could ride a shared electric bike back. Lu Xixiao had never ridden one and, for some reason, didn’t want to try, so he said he’d sit behind her.

So he sat on Zhou Wan’s backseat, and at a red light, casually took a photo of her back and posted it to Moments without any text.

In the photo, Zhou Wan wore a yellow helmet with a comical antenna on top.

All around were empty, deserted streets, with the red light’s countdown flashing.

It looked like a scene from a movie.

Later when they broke up, Lu Xixiao had intended to delete that Moments post, but in the end, couldn’t bring himself to do it, so he simply set his Moments to private instead.

Until today, when he made them visible again.

There were only two posts, both about Zhou Wan.

…

Lu Xixiao was usually very busy with work, so after returning home he sat in the living room handling emails and documents. When he finished and picked up his phone, that Moments post had already received many likes and comments.

His old high school friends all liked and commented, mostly with playful teasing.

While his business partners and employees all offered their congratulations, though they were somewhat puzzled to suddenly see their boss announcing his relationship.

Lu Xixiao glanced at them briefly and refreshed.

At the very top appeared Zhou Wan’s post from three minutes ago.

The same picture and text as his.

Lu Xixiao paused, then curved his lips in a light laugh.

…

Zhou Wan was different from Lu Xixiao – while he only briefly glanced at the comments without replying, she carefully replied to each one, sincerely responding “thank you” to everyone who offered congratulations.

Her old dormitory group chat exploded.

The three of them had witnessed Zhou Wan rejecting one pursuer after another throughout their four university years, including countless rejections of the now-successful Jiang Yan.

Now she suddenly announced her relationship, with a handsome man they’d never seen before – how could they not be shocked?

Zhou Wan held her phone, unable to suppress her smile as she explained to them that he was her boyfriend from high school.

Lu Xixiao came out from his shower to find her smiling like this.

He walked to the bedside and reached out to take her phone.

Zhou Wan’s phone was just used as a communication tool, with no secrets, so she didn’t rush to take it back, just blinked mildly and asked, “What is it?”

Lu Xixiao openly scanned through her WeChat list, and just as he was about to return it to her, a message suddenly popped up.

[Hu Shuxun: Senior, do you have a boyfriend?]

A male name.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow and typed leisurely.

[Zhou Wan: Yes.]

[Hu Shuxun: But didn’t you tell me you had no interest in dating when you rejected me? I had planned to work at your newspaper after graduation. How could this happen so suddenly? [cry][cry][cry]]

[Zhou Wan: Getting married soon.]

[Zhou Wan: Give up.]

Zhou Wan sat on the bed, tilting her head up to watch him type.

She thought he was probably using her phone to look up some information until Lu Xixiao returned the phone to her.

When she looked down, she almost blacked out.

What was all this…

Before Zhou Wan could argue with him, Lu Xixiao had already turned the tables, sneering: “Zhou Wan, you sure have a lot of boyfriends.”

“…He’s just a junior from when I was studying.”

He nodded, his tone dripping with sarcasm: “Oh, a junior.”

“…”

Zhou Wan couldn’t deal with him right now, wanting to immediately recall the messages, but “The other party is typing…” had already appeared in the chat box – they’d already been seen, too late to recall.

She quickly replied again.

[Zhou Wan: Sorry, that was my boyfriend using my phone just now.]

[Zhou Wan: Thank you for your feelings and care, but I told you from the start, don’t waste your time on me, I won’t like you. Your future career choice is also very important, I hope you’ll consider it carefully and not make casual decisions because of me.]

After replying, Zhou Wan put the phone aside and looked up at Lu Xixiao again.

“…”

His face had darkened even more.

Zhou Wan thought he hadn’t seen what she typed, so she held up the phone to show him.

Lu Xixiao only glanced at it before sneering: “You’re certainly willing to write him such a long message.”

“…”

After all these years, Lu Xixiao’s habit of randomly accusing her when jealous hadn’t changed one bit.

Zhou Wan watched him for a while, finding this side of him somewhat cute. She wanted to laugh but didn’t dare, only pressing her lips together to suppress her smile.

She thought for a moment, trying to comfort him by seeing things from his perspective.

“There’s nothing between us, he just confessed to me once before,” Zhou Wan said, not forgetting to compliment him, “You’ve encountered this too, you’re so wonderful, you have many more people who like you than I do.”

“Don’t compare me to you.” Lu Xixiao pinched her face: “I’ve never chatted with anyone for more than ten words.”

“…”

Zhou Wan let him pinch her, but couldn’t help muttering quietly: “Well, you had so many girlfriends before, while I’ve never had another boyfriend.”

She brought up old accounts, but Lu Xixiao still didn’t feel guilty, his fingers pressing harder as he threatened: “Say that again.”

Zhou Wan fell silent.

Lu Xixiao let out a light sneer and bent down to bite her lips: “Acting so innocent.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao’s fingertip touched her lips: “Have many people been pursuing you these years?”

“No, not many,” Zhou Wan said immediately.

Zhou Wan had grown more and more beautiful over the years, with a cool temperament mixed with southern gentleness, undoubtedly attractive. Lu Xixiao knew very well there must have been many men who liked her, which was normal, but he just couldn’t feel comfortable about it.

His possessiveness towards Zhou Wan was somewhat extreme – he didn’t even want others to look at her.

“I want to hide you away,” Lu Xixiao kissed the corner of her mouth and said softly, “So only I can see you.”

Zhou Wan smiled.

Lu Xixiao pinched her nose, lightly scolding: “Heartless.”

He got into bed too, pulling Zhou Wan into his arms, but didn’t do anything more, still concerned about her and afraid of making her ill.

Zhou Wan’s colleagues were all commenting too, with Ji Jie being the most dramatic, typing “Ah” that stretched for five whole lines.

Zhou Wan replied to them one by one while Lu Xixiao watched beside her.

As she was about to exit, his finger accidentally touched her profile picture, opening it.

Zhou Wan’s Moments were set to be visible for one year, and today’s post was her first this year, but now, Lu Xixiao saw the previous one.

Posted four winters ago, a snow scene.

The caption read: [Lu Xixiao, happy new year, it’s snowing again.]

Visible to self only.

Lu Xixiao paused, his gaze fixed as he frowned slightly: “What’s this?”

Zhou Wan let out a soft “ah”: “This?” She paused, then said quietly, “This was from my first winter in B City, and also the first time I’d seen such heavy snow since we last watched it together.”

The end of her first semester of freshman year.

Winter break had arrived.

Her roommates had all gone home, only Zhou Wan stayed in the dorm. She had nowhere to go, so she simply stayed at school, studying and interning.

She always kept herself very busy, spending all her time outside of internships and part-time work in the library, not letting herself get distracted, single-mindedly moving forward, which also meant thinking about Lu Xixiao less. Until New Year’s Eve.

It snowed heavily that day, the campus was very quiet, so quiet you could almost hear each snowflake falling.

Zhou Wan sat in the dorm, watching the snow outside, and suddenly missed Lu Xixiao terribly, wanting to return to that New Year’s Eve from before, when they had run wildly through the bustling train station to catch the last train to see the snow.

“That time when we took the train together to see the snow, I posted something on Moments that night, also visible to myself only, but later I lost my phone and couldn’t recover my WeChat, so it’s all gone now.”

Lu Xixiao asked: “What did you post?”

“I took a photo of the snow scene, and the caption was—”

Zhou Wan paused, no longer wanting to hide anything from him. She glanced at him and said softly, “I like you so much. Lu Xixiao, Happy New Year.”

So, in her first winter in B City, on that New Year’s Eve, Zhou Wan sat alone by the window, tears falling drop by drop, and she posted the same kind of Moments post as before, except for the “I like you so much” part.

Back then, she felt she wasn’t worthy of liking Lu Xixiao at all.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed sharply: “So, you liked me, right?”

Never expecting Lu Xixiao to react this way, Zhou Wan looked at him and blinked in surprise.

Lu Xixiao gripped her shoulders, his expression exceptionally serious as he looked into her eyes, stubbornly persisting with his question: “Wan Wan, did you like me back then?”

At this moment, he was like a stubborn youth, asking again and again, wanting to hear the answer he desperately yearned for.

Yet he was Lu Xixiao, who could always handle all emotional matters with ease.

“Mm.” Zhou Wan grabbed his hand and said earnestly, “I love you.”

Lu Xixiao was visibly stunned.

Like a puppy receiving more rewards than expected, after a moment’s shock, he pulled Zhou Wan tightly into his arms, still seeming disbelieving: “Say it again.”

Zhou Wan held his hand and patiently replied with sincerity: “I love you, Lu Xixiao.”

“You’re not allowed to deceive me.”

Zhou Wan laughed, also somewhat puzzled: “We’re already together, of course, I love you.”

Lu Xixiao buried his face in her neck, squeezing his eyes shut tightly, saying nothing.

When they first started dating, Lu Xixiao had been certain of Zhou Wan’s feelings. He’d had many girlfriends before and had seen all kinds of love, able to see through people’s hearts.

But after discovering it was all fake, he couldn’t help but doubt everything – that Zhou Wan’s kindness to him was fake, that her love for him was also fake.

He let out a light breath, holding back the roughness in his voice: “You have to love me for your whole life.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan gently patted his back to comfort him, “In this lifetime, you’re the only one I can love.”

*

The next day.

They woke up at nine in the morning.

With an afternoon flight, Zhou Wan prepared to get up and pack her luggage, but just as she sat up, Lu Xixiao pulled her back by the waist, followed immediately by a kiss on her neck.

“Still sore?”

“What?”

Lu Xixiao slightly lifted his hips: “You know what.”

“…”

Zhou Wan’s face grew hot, “Still need to pack, we’ll miss the flight.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, modestly saying: “The flight’s still hours away, I won’t take that long.”

“…”

So, after this delay and another nap afterward, when Zhou Wan woke up again it was already afternoon, and they’d completely missed the flight.

Lu Xixiao changed their booking to an evening flight, and after dinner, they leisurely took a taxi to the airport.

He was satisfied, feeling completely content.

Zhou Wan felt like her whole body had been dismantled and reassembled, exhausted, with many marks left on her body. She could only wear a jacket, pulling the collar up to her chin to cover everything, feeling dizzy the whole way.

After getting out of the taxi, Lu Xixiao held her hand as they walked toward the airport. Seeing how tired she was, he asked amusedly: “Want me to carry you?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“I don’t think we can continue like this.”

He raised an eyebrow: “Like what?”

“Just—” Zhou Wan glanced at him, her face reddening again, “like, what we did today during the day.”

“What did we do today?”

“…”

Seeing Zhou Wan about to get angry, Lu Xixiao finally backed off, “Oh, that. Why not?”

“I still have work tomorrow, if this continues I won’t have any energy, and besides, the weather’s getting warmer, you’ve left marks all over me, I can’t even go to work like this,” Zhou Wan tried to reason with him.

“Then next time I’ll leave them somewhere else, like…”

Lu Xixiao leaned down, whispering two words in Zhou Wan’s ear, then smirked, “How’s that?”

“…”

Since they’d officially gotten together, he’d become incorrigible.

Zhou Wan could never win against him in verbal sparring, and he’d made her blush again, so she simply stopped responding and walked quickly into the airport.

“Wan Wan,” he called from behind.

Zhou Wan kept walking forward without stopping.

Lu Xixiao jogged back to her side, raising his arm to pull her into his embrace: “Already angry?”

Zhou Wan puffed her cheeks slightly, replying coldly: “No.”

Lu Xixiao laughed again: “Didn’t you say you loved me?”

His voice lifted teasingly as if showing off.

Not continuing to provoke Zhou Wan’s anger, Lu Xixiao ruffled her hair and conceded: “Alright, I was wrong.”

*

The next day, Zhou Wan returned to work at the newspaper.

Her colleagues had all seen her Moments post from yesterday and teased that while everyone was working, she was the only one taking leave for romance.

Zhou Wan felt somewhat embarrassed and bought coffee for her colleagues in the afternoon as compensation.

Just after distributing the coffee, Uncle Ye walked in: “Zhou Wan, come with me.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Ji Jie has a stomach ache, she probably can’t go now, and those two interns still don’t understand things. Are you free? If so, come with me.”

“Okay.”

Zhou Wan immediately grabbed her equipment bag and notepad, heading downstairs. Only after getting in the car did she learn that today’s field assignment was to cover Jiang Yan’s patent bidding conference, which many companies were reportedly attending.

Zhou Wan paused, taking out her phone to message Lu Xixiao about this in advance.

[6: I’m going too.]

Zhou Wan was surprised: [Are you bidding too?]

[6: No, have some other business to handle, just dropping by.]

The car arrived at the exhibition center, and Zhou Wan got out with Uncle Ye.

The parking lot was already full of luxury cars, suggesting this would be quite an event.

When Zhou Wan entered the hall, Lu Xixiao hadn’t arrived yet.

Presumably, because Jiang Yan had given them special access, their interview position was excellent, in the middle of the front row. Zhou Wan set up the camera and checked everything was working properly.

With some free time, Zhou Wan sat in her chair chatting with Lu Xixiao, asking if he’d arrived.

[6: Stuck in traffic, will be a bit late.]

[Zhou Wan: Ah, is it urgent?]

[6: It’s fine, sent others ahead, they’re already there.]

As they were chatting, Jiang Yan’s voice suddenly came from beside her: “Zhou Wan.”

She turned around to see him in a formal suit and politely smiled: “Congratulations.”

Jiang Yan didn’t chat further, just gave a slight bow: “I need to go prepare. Feel free to let me know if you need an interview afterward.”

“Alright,” Zhou Wan said, “Thank you.”

Jiang Yan jogged over to the side stairs and up to the stage, where there was a huge screen behind him showing technical presentation slides.

Soon, the bidding conference began.

All the lights in the hall dimmed, and the host welcomed Jiang Yan to the stage to present.

Jiang Yan stood on stage, completely unruffled, calmly and beginning his introduction. As the slides progressed, he said, “Next, I’ll demonstrate the specific application results through video.”

He moved his mouse to the video plugin and clicked.

Suddenly, an extremely harsh sound screeched through the speakers with a sharp ripping noise.

Instead of the expected video, after flickering several times, the screen jumped to display large red characters—”Jiang Yan Plagiarized.”
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After a moment of silence, the crowd erupted in chaos.

Uncle Ye was stunned. “What… what’s going on?”

Jiang Yan had rehearsed today’s procedures several times and knew them by heart. After pressing the button, he hadn’t even looked back at the screen. Only when he noticed the commotion below did he turn around, his face flashing with shock and panic.

He hurriedly shut off the video and grabbed the microphone. “I apologize, that was an accident. Please give me some time to—”

Before he could finish, a voice rang out from below: “Jiang Yan, you know in your heart whether this was an accident or the truth.”

Everyone turned toward the source of the voice.

Standing among the crowd was a man about Jiang Yan’s age. As all eyes followed him, he walked toward the stage while speaking: “This technological achievement of Jiang Yan’s was developed jointly by him and me in the laboratory. Although we did work independently in the later stages, the data and models he used in his results were plagiarized from my work.”

“Tian Xuanyue!”

Jiang Yan’s composure was gone. His fingertips trembled with anger and panic as he glared at him with bloodshot eyes. “Stop spreading these vicious lies!”

“Vicious lies?”

Tian Xuanyue walked onto the stage and headed straight over. He held a USB drive in his hand, intending to plug it into the computer on stage. When Jiang Yan saw this, he immediately lunged to grab it, but Tian Xuanyue pushed him away, sending him sprawling to the ground in utter humiliation.

But Jiang Yan was beyond caring about appearances now. He shouted “Security!” ordering them to remove Tian Xuanyue.

Security guards immediately rushed into the hall.

But at that moment, another voice rose from below: “If the work is truly yours, what are you afraid of? Let’s see what he wants to show.”

After all, everyone here had come prepared to spend large sums to bid on this patent. No one wanted to risk buying a counterfeit.

Jiang Yan had no choice but to stop, watching Tian Xuanyue intently with rapidly changing emotions.

Tian Xuanyue inserted the USB drive into the computer and opened a folder.

The large screen behind them displayed screenshots of data, chat logs, videos, and other evidence. Tian Xuanyue played them one by one, clearly explaining the whole story from beginning to end.

The murmuring from below grew increasingly chaotic.

The organizing staff of the bidding conference urgently cut off the microphone and approached: “We apologize, distinguished guests, but today’s bidding conference will end here. We will notify everyone of subsequent developments later. We sincerely apologize.”

“No… this isn’t true.”

Jiang Yan scrambled up from the ground in panic and ran after Tian Xuanyue, grabbing him by the back of his collar and yanking hard—

The Jiang Yan of the past might not have done something like this.

Back then, before he had glimpsed hope in his life, he had been cautious and calculating, terrified of taking a wrong step. Even when he had personally heard Old Master Lu belittle him and his mother, he hadn’t found the courage to confront them.

But now things were different. He had grown accustomed to the halo and honor of being at the top. He was no longer that poor young man who had once walked alone toward the summit.

“Why did you have to destroy me? Why!”

Jiang Yan gritted his teeth, his eyes dark with hatred, his rationality worn dangerously thin by that hatred.

Until—BANG—a tremendous crash.

Before everyone’s eyes, Tian Xuanyue fell from the steps, his forehead striking hard against the corner of the stage. Bright red blood immediately gushed forth, and something seemed to have been knocked over, making a sharp, brief sound.

Jiang Yan stared at the scene before him, his mind exploding in an instant. His legs went weak, and he collapsed to the ground.

…

No one present had anticipated any of this. A long silence fell over the crowd, followed by someone crying out in panic: “Quick, call an ambulance!”

Zhou Wan was standing in the front row, close enough to see the dark red, viscous blood on the ground. She seemed to fall into some kind of memory, her legs weakening, her vision darkening.

Just as she felt she might not be able to remain standing, a warm hand grasped hers from behind, and her back pressed against a chest. Her nose filled with a familiar, faint tobacco scent.

Zhou Wan blinked, coming back to herself somewhat, and looked back to see Lu Xixiao. He was looking down at her, asking softly, “Are you alright?”

Zhou Wan looked at him for a long moment, then shook her head gently. “I’m fine.”

She looked at Jiang Yan, still collapsed on the ground, finding him both strange and somehow oddly familiar at this moment.

Lu Xixiao’s fingertip brushed her cheek lightly. “Alright, stop looking.”

Zhou Wan turned back. “Do you know what this is about?”

“Just as Tian Xuanyue said. This matter will be reinvestigated, and there should be results soon.”

“Mm.”

With this mishap, the companies that had come to bid had no choice but to leave, while Zhou Wan needed to pursue a new angle for her interviews and document the process.

After saying goodbye to Lu Xixiao, she went to the hospital with Uncle Ye.

Uncle Ye went to inquire about the situation from the doctor, while Zhou Wan found a seat to draft her news article and send it to her colleague. After finishing these tasks, she got up to go to the bathroom.

After washing her hands, Zhou Wan looked at herself in the mirror and tied her hair in a ponytail. As she was leaving, passing through the open corridor, she caught a glimpse of Jiang Yan crouching on the ground, smoking.

One cigarette after another, the ground around his feet was littered with half-smoked butts.

Zhou Wan’s steps faltered.

She had never known when Jiang Yan had started smoking. This scene of swirling smoke seemed utterly incompatible with him.

Hearing footsteps, Jiang Yan looked back, started slightly, then turned away again, lowering his head. His voice was hoarse: “How is he?”

“Eight stitches in his forehead, mild concussion. Fortunately, he’ll be fine.”

Jiang Yan: “Mm.”

He exhaled a puff of smoke, stubbing out his cigarette beside his foot, and said softly: “Zhou Wan.”

“Mm.”

“You must look down on me.”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

Jiang Yan gave a slight laugh: “That’s right. If I were you, I’d look down on myself too. After trying so hard for so long, only to end up in complete defeat, utterly humiliated.”

“So what Tian Xuanyue said was true?” Zhou Wan asked.

Jiang Yan was silent for a moment, then buried his head in his arms: “I was just too impatient.”

He let out a breath, his voice trembling, “Zhou Wan, I was too rushed. I wanted success, I wanted everyone to see me, I wanted all those who looked down on me to regret it.”

Zhou Wan stood beside him, not crouching down, just standing quietly like a detached observer.

“Jiang Yan when you won the highest award, I wasn’t particularly impressed,” Zhou Wan said softly, her tone calm. “Rather, I admired you more back in school, when you were steady and humble, taking things one step at a time.”

“Back in school… At that time, Old Master Lu once commented about me, saying that it’s hard for a poor family to produce noble children.”

Jiang Yan gave a bitter laugh, “But if we could choose, who would choose to be born poor? If I had everything Lu Xixiao has, I could be just as free and unconstrained as him.”

Jiang Yan always remembered his first meeting with Lu Zhongyue.

He was very young then, and because he had no father, his kindergarten classmates would mock and bully him. One day, when he walked out of kindergarten and saw a black car, his mother standing beside a man, saying this was his father.

Many of the details had become unclear, but he remembered the man’s pleasant scent, his crisp, well-tailored clothes, and the many lit buttons inside the car.

It was all entirely new to him.

The man took him to dinner and then to an amusement park.

Young Jiang Yan was overjoyed, feeling he finally had a father.

But after the weekend, the man left, and the times he could see him could be counted on one hand.

His mother always said Dad is too busy, you need to study hard, if you get first place, Dad will be happy and will come to see you more often.

So Jiang Yan was obedient and sensible from a young age, and thus received many rewards from Lu Zhongyue, though opportunities to see him remained rare.

Until one day after school, when his mother couldn’t pick him up and he had to take the bus home himself. While waiting at a traffic light, that familiar car stopped beside the bus.

Jiang Yan excitedly opened the window to greet him, only to see a boy sitting in the passenger seat. Though he was still very young then, he suddenly understood everything.

Jiang Yan closed his eyes tightly in hatred: “All of that should have been mine.”

Zhou Wan frowned slightly.

Even now, he was still stuck in his narrow perspective, unable to see clearly.

Zhou Wan didn’t know what to say to him and knew that whatever she said wouldn’t get through to him.

“Tian Xuanyue is awake,” she turned to leave, “You should go see him if you want.”

Jiang Yan remained silent. Only when Zhou Wan’s hand was on the doorknob did he speak again, calling out softly: “Zhou Wan.”

“Mm.”

“If Lu Xixiao and I switched places if I were the one born into the Lu family, would I be the one you loved?”

“No.”

Zhou Wan answered directly, “My love for him has nothing to do with whether his surname is Lu or not. And he didn’t become who he is today because he was born into the Lu family.”

“Jiang Yan, in your entanglement, everyone is a victim, but there’s only one perpetrator—Lu Zhongyue. Yet you’ve never blamed him. Instead, you curse Lu Xixiao and his mother.”

Zhou Wan looked at his back, “I don’t believe you can’t understand this. But even back in school, you insisted definitively that it was Lu Xixiao’s mother who broke up your family. You self-righteously slung mud at him, making yourself Lu Zhongyue’s accomplice in the process.”

Jiang Yan’s back stiffened for a moment.

“What you’ve spent your life pursuing is exactly what Lu Xixiao has long since cast aside. His mother died within those mansion gates. He fought desperately to break free and has long since cut ties with the Lu family. His current achievements have nothing to do with the Lu family.”

“Impossible.”

At this point, Jiang Yan finally spoke.

He turned his head, his eyes slightly red, showing stubborn disbelief and self-deception: “Zhou Wan, that’s impossible. Without the Lu family, he would be nothing.”

He enunciated forcefully, staring intently at Zhou Wan, trying to dig out any trace of evidence that she was lying.

Zhou Wan suddenly felt pity for Jiang Yan.

He saw Lu Xixiao as a thorn in his eye, unable to bear seeing any good in him.

In the past, he had lived to gain Lu Zhongyue’s approval; later, he lived to surpass Lu Xixiao. He pursued quick success, rushing forward at full speed, yet in the end, he had never lived a single day for himself.

“I don’t care whether he’s successful or not,” Zhou Wan said. “I love him simply because he’s Lu Xixiao. He loves me when I have nothing, and I would love him even if he had nothing too.”

…

Walking out of the stairwell, Zhou Wan coordinated some work matters with Uncle Ye before heading downstairs.

As she left the hospital, Lu Xixiao messaged to say he had arrived.

She bought a roasted sweet potato and ran over to get in the car.

Lu Xixiao glanced at what she was holding and smiled: “Hungry?”

Zhou Wan shook her head: “My colleague ordered takeout at the hospital earlier, so I already ate. I just had a craving. I used to like roasted sweet potatoes when I was little, they’re so sweet.”

She peeled off the skin, revealing the steaming orange flesh inside. While waiting at a red light, she turned and asked: “Want some?”

Lu Xixiao didn’t answer, just leaned closer.

Zhou Wan tore off a piece of the sweet potato flesh, blew on it to cool it, and fed it to him.

The light turned green, and the car drove steadily forward.

Zhou Wan nibbled on the sweet potato while looking at the city’s distinctive night scenery outside the window, thinking about what Jiang Yan had said earlier.

She knew Jiang Yan had yearned for success and fame since their school days, but she had never asked Lu Xixiao this question.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“What was your dream when you were in school?”

He paused, thought for a moment, then instead of answering directly, asked: “What about you?”

“I didn’t have any particularly concrete dreams. Back then, Grandmother wasn’t well, so I just took things one step at a time. I didn’t even have a specific university in mind, just a very general, broad dream.” Zhou Wan smiled and said softly, “I wanted to become a kind person, didn’t want to disappoint my father.”

If anyone else had heard this dream, they would certainly have laughed at how impractical it was.

But Lu Xixiao didn’t.

He understood the struggles and contradictions in Zhou Wan’s heart.

“And now?” Lu Xixiao asked, “Have you achieved it?”

“Not yet, I suppose, but I like my current job. Here, I can encounter many people and many things, and I can become a little kinder.”

Lu Xixiao smiled, freeing one hand to ruffle her hair: “Then next time, let’s go visit your father together.”

Zhou Wan was startled for a moment, then smiled and nodded, her eyes growing hot. She turned to look out the window to hide it, waiting a while before asking again: “You still haven’t told me about yours.”

“I didn’t think about dreams when I was in school. I was pretty depressed then.”

Ever since moving out of the Lu family home and experiencing so many setbacks, Lu Xixiao has gone through a long period of self-destruction and willing degradation.

The proud young man had been beaten back repeatedly by harsh reality, becoming so desperate that he refused to believe in romantic dreams. He didn’t dare hope for a future, only begged the gods not to let memories of past joys torment him in his dreams.

But he never expected that in his aimless existence, he would meet such a girl.

Quiet and reserved, carrying stories and mystery, yet pure and transparent.

Unlike some heartwarming movie stories, that girl wasn’t a warm sun, didn’t shower him with light, didn’t reach out to pull him from the abyss.

Because she was standing in the abyss too.

She stood beside him, and then gently took his hand.

Just like when he had casually asked Zhou Wan if she wanted to date him, and Zhou Wan had answered “Okay.”

If their story were made into a movie, the tone and color wouldn’t be of sunny blue skies and white clouds, but rather something dark yet warm.

Like that dim and noisy arcade.

Like that cherry blossom-filled but silent street.

Like that small, rundown noodle shop.

Like that little Western-style house lit with warm yellow light.

That girl stood under the night lights, neither fully in light nor shadow.

They were isolated from the world, developing a sense of mutual dependence, of destiny intertwined like flesh and blood.

The girl held his hand, walking toward the hazy future.

Let’s go.

Let’s go together.

Even if I don’t know whether what lies ahead is good or bad.

But I’ll be with you.

Even if it’s hell.

Then we’ll plant flowers in hell together.

…

“If we’re talking about dreams, I did have one,” Lu Xixiao said. “Later, when I started studying hard and working hard to become someone capable, it was all because of that dream.”

Zhou Wan’s heart suddenly skipped a beat, somewhat guessing his answer.

But that answer was too precious, she didn’t dare rashly break the moment, and softly asked: “What was it, that dream?”

“It was you,” Lu Xixiao said.

Because of you, there is the Lu Xixiao of today.

I love you in your glory, and I love you covered in mud.

Just as my destitution and disgrace came from you, my honor and glory were also bestowed by you.

In those lonely times of moving forward, it was Zhou Wan who supported him through countless hardships.

In those years when he couldn’t hold on, it was also Zhou Wan who gave him strength.

“Zhou Wan.”

He turned his head, reaching out to hold Zhou Wan’s hand. His voice remained soft but was firm and gentle: “You are my only dream.”
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A few days later, Jiang Yan’s case was fully investigated.

It was a fateful connection—in their second year of high school, during the National Physics Competition, Tian Xuanyue had placed first nationally while Jiang Yan had placed second. Later in university, they continued competing for first place for four straight years.

In graduate school, they both chose the same research direction, selecting the most accomplished advisor in their field, and later collaborating to tackle the same technological challenge.

But both had sharp personalities and were constantly at odds. When their collaboration reached later stages, they simply couldn’t continue working together, so they split up to work independently.

This meant whoever solved the problem first would make their name in the physics world.

Everyone only remembers first place; no one cares about second.

Jiang Yan and Tian Xuanyue both worked tirelessly, day and night, spending countless sleepless nights in the laboratory. Initially, Tian Xuanyue thought he had simply lost to superior skill until he later discovered that most of Jiang Yan’s data had come from him.

The aftermath of this incident continued to expand.

As much praise as there had been when the news of winning the highest physics award came out, there was now just as much criticism.

Zhou Wan’s newspaper, having been at the forefront of reporting this story from the beginning, needed to continue covering the developments.

“Zhou Wan,” the editor-in-chief said, “You’ll do the interview later, on camera.”

Zhou Wan was startled: “On camera?”

“Yes, you’re our newspaper’s face. Don’t worry, we’ll just film your profile during the interview, no need to be nervous.”

Zhou Wan nodded, responding: “Alright.”

Since this matter had blown up online, they hadn’t been able to contact Jiang Yan.

He was ambitious and proud; facing something like this, he surely wouldn’t know how to cope.

Zhou Wan still couldn’t forgive what he had done in the past, nor could she continue to consider him a friend, but she didn’t want to see Jiang Yan do anything foolish.

She asked Uncle Ye for Jiang Yan’s phone number.

Uncle Ye found it strange: “Weren’t you classmates? Don’t you have his number?”

Zhou Wan smiled and shook her head: “I lost my phone after graduating high school, and afterward I lost contact with many people.”

“I thought you had exchanged contact information during the last interview.” Uncle Ye copied Jiang Yan’s number and sent it to Zhou Wan’s WeChat, sighing, “I never imagined things would turn out like this. During the interview, I thought Jiang Yan seemed quite easy-going and nice.”

Zhou Wan thanked him and returned to her seat.

—Jiang Yan, this is Zhou Wan…

She composed the message.

[Jiang Yan, this is Zhou Wan. I couldn’t contact you so I wanted to check how you’re doing.]

[When my grandmother had just passed away, I was extremely sad, felt life had no direction or purpose, and even had thoughts of ending it all. But it was Lu Xixiao who told me then that nothing was set in stone, that everything could still be changed, that we still had afterward, still had a future. Those words gave me great strength at the time and helped me pull myself together, and I hope they can give you strength too.]

[Jiang Yan, you’re still young, and you’re very smart. Things will get better.]

Just after sending the messages, the editor-in-chief called her to prepare for the interview.

“Coming,” Zhou Wan responded.

When she got in the car, Jiang Yan replied.

[Jiang Yan: Can we still be friends?]

Zhou Wan paused, then replied.

[Zhou Wan: I told you before, I can’t forgive you on Lu Xixiao’s behalf.]

[Zhou Wan: Jiang Yan, from now on, live well for yourself for once.]

After sending that message, Zhou Wan put away her phone and looked out the window.

Spring was in bloom, the sunshine perfect.

Arriving at the hospital, Zhou Wan was responsible for interviewing Tian Xuanyue.

She was naturally beautiful, with a gentle and steady air about her. Her profile was graceful and distinguished, looking extremely good on camera.

That evening, the interview video was released through the newspaper’s official accounts, becoming the first official explanation of the whole story, quickly reaching over a million views. While the comments below discussed the incident itself, many focused on Zhou Wan—

[The interviewing sister is so beautiful and speaks so gently too. Haven’t seen her in videos before.]

[I think she’s beautiful too!]

[What’s going on, why are you all discussing my wife? Don’t you have your wives?]

[Hey above, don’t just drink, remember to eat something too.]

…

Zhou Wan never expected that by just temporarily serving as an interview backdrop, she would somehow become popular.

Even Lu Xixiao received a message from Huang Ping with a video screenshot: [Is this our little sister? Not bad, you’ve got a lot of rivals now.]

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow at the message and showed it to Zhou Wan exactly as received.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but smile, asking: “What’s wrong?”

“Explain.”

“…”

Zhou Wan felt completely wronged, with nothing to explain. Seeing Lu Xixiao’s open display of jealousy was adorable, and she couldn’t help lowering her head to hide her smile.

“What are you smiling at?”

Caught.

“Nothing.” Zhou Wan quickly straightened her face. “It’s just that I haven’t been at the job very long, so I’m trying different positions, and the editor-in-chief just wanted me to try interviewing temporarily.”

Lu Xixiao raised his hand, his finger hooking under her chin to lift her face, the gesture somewhat playful.

“Let me see—whether you’re as beautiful as they say.”

Zhou Wan blinked at him.

Being stared at like this made her embarrassed, and just as she was about to push him away, Lu Xixiao laughed and couldn’t help leaning down to kiss her lips.

He clicked his tongue: “So annoying.”

His tone was impatient, mixed with a hint of awkward displeasure.

Zhou Wan slowly hooked his fingers: “What’s wrong?”

“They’re calling you wife.”

“I saw that most of the ones saying that were probably girls, their avatars were all quite cute.”

“Don’t care.” Lu Xixiao bit her lip, his teeth grinding slightly as if venting frustration. “I haven’t even called you wife yet.”

Zhou Wan was startled, then smiled.

Lu Xixiao touched her ear, leaning to the side: “When can I call you that?”

“Huh?”

“Don’t pretend.”

“…”

Zhou Wan’s face grew hot at this direct and sudden question, but she still carefully considered it: “I haven’t saved enough money for marriage yet, but the editor-in-chief values me now, and the salary is about the same as my previous company. After saving for a few more years, things should be more comfortable.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t follow her train of thought.

After a while, he nodded: “Fine.”

He lowered his eyes, then leaned closer after a moment, blowing on Zhou Wan’s loose hair by her face, looking a bit roguish: “Then I’ll fulfill my duties in advance.”

“What?”

Lu Xixiao simply picked Zhou Wan up, effortlessly, walking toward the bedroom: “Spousal duties.”

…

An hour later, Zhou Wan lay exhausted on the bed.

Her phone rang then, and she reached for it. It was an unsaved number from Pingchuan City.

Zhou Wan paused before answering: “Hello?”

The other end was also hesitant and quiet for a few seconds, then a young woman’s voice came through: “Is this Zhou Wan?”

Zhou Wan frowned slightly, feeling the voice was familiar. After a moment, she finally realized: “…Gu Meng?”

“It is you!” Gu Meng immediately dropped her previous reserve. “Wan Wan, it’s been so long since we’ve been in touch. If I hadn’t seen your interview video online, I wouldn’t even know how you’re doing now!”

Zhou Wan smiled, explaining that she had lost her phone not long after leaving Pingchuan City, and hadn’t intentionally cut contact.

“How did you get my phone number?”

“A college friend of mine interned at your newspaper before, so I asked her to help me find out. I can’t believe I got in touch with you.” Gu Meng said, “Wan Wan, how have you been?”

Zhou Wan laughed lightly, downplaying: “Pretty good, quite smooth. How about you?”

“Oh, you know, same old. I’m teaching now.”

Zhou Wan thought Gu Meng’s cheerful personality was indeed very suitable for teaching.

The two chatted casually, sharing what had happened in their lives over the years, and discussing Jiang Yan’s situation with sighs.

At this moment, Lu Xixiao came out from his shower.

He wore only loose pants, his upper body bare, revealing the tattoo on his collarbone and his scars. His muscle lines were smooth and even, arranged in perfect horizontal and vertical patterns, still covered in water droplets that rolled down his waist before disappearing at his waistband.

“Who are you chatting with?” he asked.

“High school classmate,” Zhou Wan answered. “We just got back in touch.”

She smiled, her eyes curved into crescents, bright and sparkling, looking extremely beautiful. Lu Xixiao couldn’t resist leaning down to kiss her, saying softly, “Keep chatting, I’ll go handle some work.”

“Mm.”

Gu Meng naturally heard what she said, and her gossip radar immediately activated. She teased, “Wan Wan, was that your boyfriend?”

“Mm.”

“Wow, next time I come to B City, you have to bring your boyfriend out to let me see him.”

“You’ve seen him before,” Zhou Wan smiled, a subtle dimple appearing at the corner of her mouth. “It’s Lu Xixiao.”

Gu Meng was stunned for a full ten seconds before exclaiming: “You two are still together!?”

“Mm, though we only met again last year.”

“That’s wonderful, Wan Wan, that you’re still together. Though I had thought before that it wouldn’t end so simply between you two.”

“Why?”

“Because what one thinks of and hopes for can be seen daily.”

Zhou Wan laughed, “No wonder you’re a Chinese teacher now.”

“I’m being serious!” Gu Meng said. “When you first transferred schools, I disliked Lu Xixiao because he didn’t seem sad at all, still acting the same as before, like it didn’t matter. The school forum was full of people talking about it then.”

Zhou Wan paused, her heart suddenly beating faster: “And then?”

Zhou Wan had heard from Huang Ping about Lu Xixiao from that time and also heard about him from his old friends’ perspectives, but those were all from boys, who were straightforward and couldn’t see too much detail.

“Later—oh right, Wan Wan, when exactly did you lose your phone back then?”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment: “The year I transferred, after National Day, late October I think.”

“Right, that was around then. I think it was around the end of the year when I tried messaging you and couldn’t get through, calls wouldn’t connect either. I got a bit worried and thought I’d try my luck and go to your house, thinking maybe I might run into someone who knew where you were.”

…

The reason Gu Meng remembered so clearly—

It was because that year, Pingchuan City’s typhoon came later than usual, arriving fiercely in late October with strong winds and heavy rain. The old residential complex seemed like it would dissolve in the rain, the air thick with a humid tang.

Her umbrella was torn away by the fierce wind, so she ran into the building wearing a raincoat, dripping water, her shoes completely soaked.

She ran up the stairs, but suddenly stopped at the last few steps, looking up.

Lu Xixiao was covered in rain, his hair wet and messy, raindrops falling one by one from his hair strands. He was thin, his lines sharp, angles distinct, like a bedraggled, rain-soaked stray cat.

Gu Meng stared at him in surprise, calling out: “Lu Xixiao?”

“You—”

His voice was hoarse as if roughly ground against sandpaper. Gu Meng even suspected he had been waiting there for a long time.

Lu Xixiao cleared his throat and asked, “Do you know where Zhou Wan is?”

Coming closer, Gu Meng could smell the strong scent of alcohol on him. In the dim corridor light, she could see his reddened skin, clearly drunk.

When Zhou Wan had left so suddenly, Gu Meng didn’t know what had happened between them, only seeing that not long after Zhou Wan left, Lu Xixiao had gotten a new girlfriend, acting as if nothing had happened.

Angry on Zhou Wan’s behalf, her tone was sharp: “What does it matter to you where she is? You two broke up long ago.”

Lu Xixiao went quiet.

His gaze was sluggish as if slowly processing this fact.

After a long while, Lu Xixiao said softly: “She’s the one who didn’t want me anymore.”

Gu Meng was startled.

Lu Xixiao had sharp facial features, but at that moment his whole being radiated a kind of damp desperation as he silently looked aside with reddened eyes.

None of this suited Lu Xixiao—the redness in his eyes and the vulnerability seemed to break through something inherent in his nature.

His breath trembled as he repeated in a low voice, word by word: “She’s the one who didn’t want me.”

After that day, when Gu Meng saw Lu Xixiao at school again, he returned to his usual self.

That typhoon night became like an illusory dream.

*

Not long after hanging up, Zhou Wan was added to a class group chat by Gu Meng.

Soon, many former high school classmates came to add her as a friend.

The class group had been quiet for some time, but suddenly having an old friend back opened the floodgates of conversation, making it instantly lively.

Many former close friends asked Zhou Wan about her current situation, and as they chatted, they began reminiscing, all sighing about how blessed their school days had been, though they hadn’t realized it at the time.

Zhou Wan read through the messages one by one.

She learned that some classmates had married, some had gone abroad for further studies, some had successful businesses, and some were still dependent on their parents—forty or fifty people, forty or fifty different paths in life.

Later, someone brought up how time was a merciless blade, saying that their former PE representative now looked completely different.

The PE representative was named Lu Hai; Zhou Wan remembered him as a tall, thin boy with tanned skin, sunny and outgoing.

At this comment, Lu Hai immediately posted a photo of his dinner, the dishes looking exquisite and appetizing.

He replied: [Can’t help it, my wife has fed me into happiness.]

The group members teased him for showing off his love life, making Zhou Wan smile, her eyes curving.

[I can barely remember what Lu Hai looked like.]

[Hahaha, you reminded me that I had a crush on him for a while during school.]

[Hahaha, too late to say that now, he’s already got a wife.]

[Get out of here, I only liked him for less than half a month, and then I heard him reading texts with that accent and instantly lost interest.]

[Does anyone have photos of Lu Hai from back then? Quick, let me see!]

…

Soon people started posting pictures in the group, mostly candid shots from sports meets.

As the pictures loaded one by one, the last one made Zhou Wan pause.

It was a panoramic photo—the graduation picture of the entire grade.

She clicked to open it, downloading the original image. The file was large and took a while to download completely.

Zhou Wan enlarged the photo, carefully looking for Lu Xixiao.

She found him quickly.

Lu Xixiao stood out wherever he was.

The young man stood in the back row, wearing the blue and white school uniform, his black eyelashes like crow feathers casting shadows below, his eyes dark and deep.

The weather that day must have been quite sunny, his brows slightly furrowed, his expression showing impatience and casual indifference, his features sharp and severe.

Sunlight fell on him, creating a faint halo of mist, softening and blurring the edges. His back was straight, his figure detached, yet like a lonely island.

Zhou Wan suddenly felt very sad, and very regretful.

Among the five or six hundred people from the entire grade in this photo, she alone couldn’t be found.

How she wished everything could start over, that she could have grown up by Lu Xixiao’s side.
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When Lu Xixiao returned to the bedroom after finishing work, he saw Zhou Wan sitting with her head lowered, holding something in her hands, hunched over and studying it with intense concentration.

“What are you looking at?” he walked over.

Zhou Wan looked up, instinctively wanting to cover it with her hand as if hiding a secret, but it was just a momentary reaction before she withdrew her hand.

“Photos,” she said, “old photos.”

A light pink metal box lay scattered on the bed, where the photos had originally been stored.

Over the years as Zhou Wan drifted from place to place, changing locations many times, she had few possessions, but this metal box had accompanied her through every location.

Lu Xixiao sat down beside her and casually glanced over, then froze.

There were several photos.

Some were photo booth pictures they had taken at the mall before, and there were other photos Lu Xixiao didn’t remember.

He picked up one of them, where they were both wearing winter clothes, and the background seemed to be inside a vehicle.

Zhou Wan was looking at the camera, while he had fallen asleep leaning against her.

“Was this taken during the New Year?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Mm.”

That day after they had finished viewing the snow, they couldn’t get train tickets, so they had to take a bus back to Pingchuan City.

Lu Xixiao had only gotten a few hours of sleep the night before, so he fell asleep leaning against her on the bus.

Zhou Wan had secretly taken this photo with her phone.

Later, after leaving Pingchuan City, she had the photo developed and kept it in the metal box ever since.

“Wan Wan.” Lu Xixiao curved his lips, teasing, “Why were you taking secret photos of me?”

There was another photo taken at Yangming Middle School’s podium, with Zhou Wan standing in front, looking at the camera, holding an award certificate, while Lu Xixiao stood behind her, looking languid, his pupils appearing very light in the sunlight, his gaze falling carelessly on her.

Lu Xixiao had no memory of this photo: “When was this taken?”

“Second year of high school, after the provincial physics competition, when I received a first-place award and went on stage for the photo.”

Lu Xixiao vaguely remembered – they had only known each other for a short time then, not very well acquainted.

“Then why was I there?”

“Being punished by standing.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao had been quite unruly during his first two years of high school, getting scolded by various teachers countless times and receiving numerous disciplinary actions. Hearing Zhou Wan mention it, he couldn’t recall which specific incident it was.

He curved his lips in a roguish smile: “These photos are from so long ago, and you still kept them.”

Lu Xixiao looked at the photo between Zhou Wan’s fingers, in a distinctive instant photo frame. The film had faded considerably over time, turning whitish, making both the people and scenery appear hazy.

The photo was taken on the school’s sports field, during a sports meet.

Zhou Wan was smiling at the camera, with gentle happiness in her eyes, making a “peace” sign next to her cheek, showing her pink lips and white teeth, with wisps of hair blown messy by the wind, beautiful and delicate.

She was the focal point in the photo, standing in the center.

Behind her was a corner of the rubber track and long jump area, with many classmates standing around the field, and Lu Xixiao was among them, coincidentally looking up at the camera.

The moment was frozen in time.

“How did you hide so many photos that I didn’t know about?” Lu Xixiao found it somewhat incredible and smiled, “The high school sports meet was in late September, we probably…”

Zhou Wan glanced at him and answered: “We met in late September.”

“Oh, that sports meet.” Lu Xixiao remembered, “You were your class’s flag bearer, and Jiang Fan kept praising how pretty you were next to me.”

Zhou Wan’s fingertips unconsciously curled, she pressed her lips together, then smiled faintly: “Mm.”

“This photo was taken quite perfectly.”

“This photo was taken by Gu Meng, her mother had just bought her an instant camera, these kinds of cameras were very popular among girls during school days,” Zhou Wan said.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “This must be our first photo together.”

Zhou Wan paused for a moment.

Lu Xixiao waved the photo paper between his fingers.

He reached over and grabbed his phone from the bedside, his phone case was the plainest transparent one, and he placed the instant photo inside the phone case, staring at it for quite a while before curving his lips: “It’s mine now.”

The following days passed quickly.

They were both busy with work, constantly on the move, and before they knew it, summer had arrived.

That promise finally came true.

She finally welcomed the height of summer together with Lu Xixiao.

Later, under the chief editor’s arrangement, Zhou Wan hosted several more interviews. Her natural disposition was well-suited for this position, and with consistently good feedback, she gradually settled into this role.

Zhou Wan met many people and experienced many things.

She discovered she truly loved this job, and in the process of talking and interacting with others, she was gradually finding herself.

At the end of August, due to some colleagues leaving or retiring, there were major position changes, and Zhou Wan, who had always been valued by the chief editor, became the deputy director of the news department.

“By the way, Zhou Wan,” the chief editor said, “there’s a last-minute arrangement next week, it’s quite far away, if you’re free, would you go?”

“Sure,” Zhou Wan said, “where is it?”

“America.”

Zhou Wan paused: “America?”

“Yes.” The chief editor shrugged, saying helplessly, “Can’t be helped, the interview subject is there and can’t return to China at the moment, so we have to make the trip, but this is quite a rare opportunity, high-level, it’ll be a learning experience for you.”

Zhou Wan smiled and said: “Okay.”

Zhou Wan hadn’t applied for a U.S. visa before, so she first went to get an expedited work visa, which was approved just the day before the interview.

After work, Lu Xixiao was already waiting downstairs for her.

They got in the car to go home.

Lu Xixiao was concerned about Zhou Wan’s hands often getting red spots, and since they were both frequently busy with work, they had hired an auntie to handle dinner and cleaning at home recently.

After dinner, Zhou Wan pulled out a suitcase from the storage room and began packing.

Lu Xixiao asked: “The flight back is Saturday at 8 PM?”

“Mm.”

“I’ll pick you up then.”

Zhou Wan curved her lips: “Okay.”

Their destination was California, where summers were very sunny, so Lu Xixiao dug out an unused parasol from the cabinet and packed it in the suitcase as well.

“By the way, Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan crouched on the ground, looking up at him, “which state did you study in before?”

“California.”

Zhou Wan paused: “Then I’m going to the city where you spent four years!”

He chuckled lightly: “Mm.”

“I’m suddenly looking forward to this business trip.”

“Why?”

“I want to see what the city you used to live in is like.”

Lu Xixiao leaned down and ruffled her hair, saying carelessly: “Actually, there’s nothing special about it, I was pretty focused on my studies during that time, didn’t bother getting to know people, didn’t go out to play much.”

“Just looking around is fine.”

Zhou Wan said with a smile, “Maybe I’ll walk on the same roads you used to walk on.”

They had missed so many things before.

Zhou Wan wanted to try her best to make up for it, to see the scenery he had seen, to walk the paths he had walked, attempting to experience Lu Xixiao’s solitary life in various ways.

The young woman looked particularly beautiful when she smiled.

During this time of being back together with Lu Xixiao, she gradually began to open herself up, no longer as closed off as before, and consequently, her whole person became much softer.

She sat on the ground, surrounded by not-yet-organized scattered clothes, her gentle and clean eyebrows curved, eyes bright like a deer’s, hands propped behind her, comfortably leaning back slightly, like a sloth exposing its belly for pets.

Lu Xixiao couldn’t take his eyes off her, and couldn’t help but stare for a while longer.

“If I can handle things quickly here, I’ll fly over to find you.”

“It’s fine,” Zhou Wan smiled, “it’s only three days total, just need to adjust to the time difference, finish the interview, and come back, it’ll be quick.”

“But I want to see you every day.”

Zhou Wan blinked at him.

“This is the first time we won’t see each other for three days since we got back together.” Lu Xixiao was quite reluctant to part, but when the words reached his lips they carried an inexplicably mischievous tone, his eyes containing a hint of a frivolous smile, his voice lowering, “Shouldn’t you compensate me first?”

“…”

Zhou Wan unconsciously licked her lips, playing dumb: “Ah?”

Lu Xixiao knew she was playing dumb, leaned against the bed, looking composed: “Come here.”

“…”

Zhou Wan shuffled closer, and just as she reached the edge of the bed, he grabbed her wrist firmly, and after a whirl of movement, their positions were swapped.

Lu Xixiao leaned down, looking at her up close, then kissed her earlobe, gently grazing it with his teeth.

Those typically indifferent black pupils of his were tinged with desire, each breath magnified next to her ear.

Zhou Wan felt a sense of shame about this, couldn’t fully let go, but extremely enjoyed seeing Lu Xixiao’s immersed expression, his body covered in sweat, eyes dark, as if pulled into the mortal realm.

So even if she was shy, she would always can’t help but stare at Lu Xixiao.

Yet Lu Xixiao was most susceptible to those eyes of hers filled with misty tears, every time he saw them he felt his reason empty out, all his wicked tendencies provoked, wanting nothing more than to make her cry completely, cry even harder.

…

The room was filled with an intimate atmosphere so thick that even the summer thunderstorm couldn’t disperse it.

The next day, Lu Xixiao woke up first, helped her pack all the luggage that wasn’t finished the night before, and then gently woke her up: “Wan Wan, it’s time to go to the airport, I’ll take you.”

Zhou Wan’s entire body felt like it was falling apart.

They had been together for some time now, but she still couldn’t adjust to Lu Xixiao’s stamina.

It was truly terrifying.

Zhou Wan dragged her exhausted body up, finished washing up, got in the car, and fell asleep again during the ride.

The car stopped outside the airport.

Lu Xixiao: “Send me a message after you land.”

“Mm.”

Before she got out of the car, Lu Xixiao kissed her again for a while before finally letting go: “Go on.”

Her colleagues gradually arrived, and the group went through security and boarded.

The flight from B City to California was 13 hours, and when they arrived, it was still morning in California, with bright sunshine and straight, wide highways.

The interview was tomorrow, and everyone hadn’t adjusted to the time difference yet, so they decided to go to the pre-booked hotel to catch up on sleep first and arrange work matters after waking up.

A colleague had rented an SUV in advance for transportation during these few days. Zhou Wan got in the car and turned on her phone to let Lu Xixiao know she was safe.

He replied quickly: [What are you going to do now?]

Zhou Wan calculated the time difference – it should be around 1 AM in B City.

[Zhou Wan: Going to the hotel first.]

[Zhou Wan: Why aren’t you sleeping yet?]

[6: Soon.]

[Zhou Wan: Don’t neglect your sleep just because I’m not there.]

Lu Xixiao sent a voice message, carrying a faint smile and some helplessness: “I can’t sleep without you here.”

Zhou Wan paused for a moment.

When she first met Lu Xixiao in B City, his sleep quality was indeed very poor, often needed medication to fall asleep.

Now because Zhou Wan went to bed early, Lu Xixiao adjusted to her schedule and also went to bed earlier, and gradually got used to it, and she hadn’t seen him take medication anymore.

Zhou Wan slightly furrowed her brows, thought for a while, then replied: [Then when I get to the hotel, I’ll video chat with you for a bit.]

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Okay.”

Putting down her phone, Zhou Wan looked out the window.

The straight highway presented a unique symmetrical beauty, with palm trees along the roadside and flocks of birds passing by.

This was where Lu Xixiao had once lived.

…

Outside the hotel, Zhou Wan, being one of the better English speakers among her colleagues, was sent to communicate.

They had already booked several suites online, but now they were suddenly told there were no rooms available.

It was currently summer vacation, and California was hosting a sporting event, so there were many tourists rooms were scarce, and the hotel had an overbooking problem.

Although overbooking was an unspoken rule in the hotel and airline industries, they were a group of people unfamiliar with the area, and during peak season, blindly looking for another hotel would be too complicated. After coordinating for about ten minutes, there was still no solution.

They had to take the compensation and look for another hotel.

California’s sun was scorching, Zhou Wan had already broken into a light sweat. Getting back in the car, she sent Lu Xixiao a message about the situation.

[6: Where are you now?]

Zhou Wan sent him their location.

The next second, Lu Xixiao called: “Have you found another place to stay?”

“Not yet, just got in the car and still navigating,” Zhou Wan said, “It’s okay, you should go to sleep first.”

“I bought a house there when I was studying, not far from where you are now,” Lu Xixiao said, “There’s an event in California recently, probably won’t be easy to find a hotel.”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment since everyone was visiting for the first time, it wasn’t convenient, so she mentioned this to the department head leading the group.

“Really? But wouldn’t that be too much trouble for your boyfriend?” the department head said.

Zhou Wan: “It’s fine, he’s not staying there now anyway.”

…

The group arrived at Lu Xixiao’s former residence, a two-story house near the beach with distinct foreign characteristics.

The front door had a digital lock.

Zhou Wan entered using the password Lu Xixiao sent her and went inside. There wasn’t much furniture, just the basics, spacious and minimalist, but there were enough rooms for everyone.

Zhou Wan naturally stayed in the master bedroom where Lu Xixiao used to live.

When he returned to China, he hadn’t taken many things with him.

There were still many college textbooks on the desk, covered in a thin layer of dust. Zhou Wan opened the windows for ventilation and made a video call to Lu Xixiao.

It was very late in B City, Lu Xixiao’s end was dark and quiet, he sat at the head of his bed, staring at Zhou Wan in the video.

“I bought some toiletries for you all, they’ll be delivered soon.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan chatted with Lu Xixiao while doing some basic cleaning.

After cleaning, they ended the video call and both went to sleep.

When she woke up again it was already evening, colleagues gradually woke up, there were many restaurants near the beach, so they found one and had dinner together.

The sky gradually darkened, at sunset, the entire ocean was shimmering with warm orange sunlight, the sea and sky merging, light and darkness meeting.

A colleague played “Sunset Boulevard” on their phone speaker, perfectly matching the scenery before them.

Zhou Wan took a photo of the golden sea and light before her and posted it on social media.

Such scenery was beautiful no matter how you captured it.

Soon there were many comments on her post, and as they were preparing to head back, Lu Xixiao sent her a message with a photo.

Zhou Wan opened it and paused.

It was taken from the same angle as hers.

Even the blue swing in the corner of the photo was identical, except hers was at dusk, and Lu Xixiao’s was at night.

He had been here before.

He had also stood on this same ground where her feet now were, and taken this photo.

Even though hundreds or thousands of days and nights separated these two photos, at this moment, Zhou Wan suddenly had an illusion that they had never been apart, that they had been here together.

She stood in place and lightly stomped her feet twice, her shoe tips stirring up some fine sand.

She curved her lips and smiled softly.

…

Back at the house, Zhou Wan showered and sat on the bed to prepare for tomorrow’s interview.

The interview subject was high-profile, and the entire news agency took it very seriously.

Zhou Wan read through his biography and resume several times until she knew them by heart, and went through all his previous video and written interview records.

They set out early the next morning.

The entire interview process went very smoothly, Zhou Wan was well-prepared, and the interview content was able to go deeper.

After finishing, everyone had a meal together, and since it was still early, they walked around the streets before heading back.

The flight back home was tomorrow at noon.

Zhou Wan packed her luggage, she had been too busy preparing for the interview to properly look around Lu Xixiao’s former bedroom. Since he had left many things here when he returned to China, after Zhou Wan’s cleaning, the bedroom looked like someone lived there, with curtains stirring in the breeze, showing signs of life.

She sent Lu Xixiao a message.

[Zhou Wan: Can I look around your room?]

After she finished showering, Lu Xixiao replied with a voice message, carrying a smile: “Look around all you want, why so formal?”

Zhou Wan smiled and walked to the desk.

The textbooks on it were all in English, computer science books.

[Zhou Wan: Did you study computer science in college?]

[6: Mm.]

She had thought Lu Xixiao’s college major would be something like finance or management, unexpected that it was computer science, no wonder his company focused on intelligent development.

Zhou Wan casually opened one page, inside were records of codes that made one dizzy just looking at them.

Opening the drawer, the first thing she saw were many award certificates.

Zhou Wan had always found it hard to imagine Lu Xixiao studying seriously, but looking at these things before her, those images became somewhat more concrete.

She carefully put the certificates back in the drawer exactly as they were, and when she opened the lower drawer, she saw a black leather notebook, probably a journal, very thick.

Zhou Wan took it out and opened it.

When she opened it, she wasn’t mentally prepared at all, so when she saw the clear black text on white paper reading “Psychological Consultation Record Form,” her entire heart sank.

As if triggered, her fingertips tightened forcefully, digging into her palm.

She wanted to deceive herself into believing this couldn’t be Lu Xixiao’s.

But the name field wrote his name, it is impossible to argue otherwise.

The first consultation date was November 18, 2014.

That year, Lu Xixiao’s first year studying abroad, was his freshman year.

The “Voluntary Treatment” field was marked “Yes.”

Under symptoms, it listed long-term insomnia, severe mood swings, reduced communication, extreme mental tension, preliminary diagnosis of Bipolar I Disorder.

Bipolar I Disorder.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled, suddenly feeling suffocated, a breath stuck in her throat, neither up nor down, almost choking.

She took out her phone and opened a search app, typed, clicked.

Bipolar I Disorder is a type of manic depression.

The heavy diagnostic record fell on the desk with a thud.

Zhou Wan forcefully covered her mouth and crouched down, her nerves stung by those words, spreading a near-spasmodic pain.
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B City.

Lu Xixiao had been very busy these past few days. After the incident with Jiang Yan, his company bought the patent technology from Tian Xuanyue and hired him as an engineer to participate in new technology development.

These days had been spent dealing with product launch matters, finally ending on Saturday evening.

When Lu Xixiao left the company it was already very late, though this city never had a concept of “late,” remaining as noisy and bustling as ever.

He drove home, where Zhou Wan wasn’t present, not even a single light was on when he returned at night.

Come to think of it, he had lived like this for most of his twenty-some years and should have been used to it, but after being with Zhou Wan for just a few months, he already felt unaccustomed.

Lu Xixiao came out after showering and sent Zhou Wan a message: [At the airport yet?]

It was morning in California now, Zhou Wan had finished the interview and was supposed to return today.

[Zhou Wan: Yes, about to board.]

[6: I’ll pick you up then.]

[Zhou Wan: Okay.]

[Zhou Wan: You should go to sleep now.]

Lu Xixiao curved his lips and chuckled softly, putting his phone aside.

Although his sleep had improved greatly recently and he no longer needed medication, being used to staying up late made it quite difficult to sleep at this hour.

Lu Xixiao sat at the head of the bed handling new emails, another hour had passed.

He put his computer aside, placed his phone on top of it, and reached to turn off the light.

But just as the light went out, his gaze swept across the instant photo tucked in the back of his phone, the one he had taken from Zhou Wan.

Lu Xixiao had never found anything strange about this photo before, but suddenly something felt odd.

During their first year of high school’s second semester, they had changed school uniform styles. The old uniform had a dark blue collar, while the new uniform’s collar was a brighter blue, much more vibrant in color.

In this photo, Zhou Wan was wearing the old uniform.

Lu Xixiao slightly furrowed his brows, a piece of memory opening like a dusty box from the past.

Yangming Middle School’s sports meet lasted two days, and during their second year, he only went to school on the first day. The second day, some friend had a birthday party, so he didn’t go.

On the first day during the entrance ceremony, Zhou Wan was carrying the entrance placard, wearing a dress, not a school uniform at all.

This wasn’t from the second-year sports meet.

It was a photo taken during their first year sports meet.

*

Lu Xixiao couldn’t figure out what was going on even until he fell asleep.

However, he didn’t take it too seriously, thinking Zhou Wan must have remembered wrong, and after waking up he headed to the airport.

The flight wasn’t delayed, and after waiting half an hour he saw Zhou Wan walking out from afar.

Seeing him, the young woman smiled and waved.

After saying goodbye to her colleagues, Lu Xixiao took her suitcase in one hand and held her hand with the other: “Was it fun?”

“Mm, the scenery was beautiful,” Zhou Wan said, “Too bad you weren’t there.”

“I’ll take you again when we have time,” Lu Xixiao said casually.

Zhou Wan nodded.

Lu Xixiao had noticed something was off about Zhou Wan. Usually, she would interrogate him about how he’d been sleeping and eating these past few days, showing concern, but today she hadn’t at all, only answering when asked, quietly.

Probably hadn’t adjusted to the time difference and was still tired.

Lu Xixiao didn’t rush to take her to eat, instead going straight home to let her sleep first.

Zhou Wan truly hadn’t slept well last night, or more accurately, hadn’t slept at all.

This nap lasted until it was dark outside. Lu Xixiao wasn’t there but had left a note on the living room table saying: Went out for something, the auntie finished cooking and put it in the fridge, heat it in the microwave if you’re hungry, if not hungry wait for me to come back and I’ll take you out to eat.

Zhou Wan wasn’t hungry and didn’t have the energy to heat anything.

This nap had made her feel even more groggy.

She propped her chin on her hand, closed her eyes briefly, and let out a long breath.

Her mind unconsciously returned to that diagnostic record book.

On the last night in California, Zhou Wan had read every single word on it, each character cutting into her heart like a knife, but she still read it all. From November 18, 2014, to March 5, 2018.

For three and a half whole years, Lu Xixiao had been seeing a psychiatrist and had been taking medication.

The diagnostic records were very detailed, recording his symptoms at each stage, recording the process of each episode.

And throughout these processes, no one had been with him.

He didn’t have anyone by his side.

Her young man, that brilliant young man, had been tortured by mania and depression, his emotions alternating, rising and falling.

On the last day he went, the record book documented this conversation—

“Do you know Sie Mu-rong has a poem called ‘Youth,’ with a line that says youth is too hasty a poem? Youth is short compared to an entire life, and it comes too early when we’re too young, so it’s normal to have regrets and impulses. Life comes and goes in a hurry, don’t be too fixated on the people and things you encounter in youth, life needs you to keep moving forward, to become who you want to be.”

“I know, eventually everything will pass, but when I think back on all those years, it seems only those few months with her were when I truly felt alive.”

…

Zhou Wan pressed hard between her eyebrows, fingers running through her hair as she lowered her head.

She hadn’t eaten anything for a long time, wasn’t hungry, and had no appetite.

After a while, she finally got up and opened the refrigerator, casually taking out a bottle of what she thought was water—

Clear liquid, clean simple packaging, only realizing it was lychee wine after taking a sip, heavy sweet lychee flavor mixed with alcohol.

She licked her lips, pausing.

It tasted quite good.

The alcohol wound through her nerve endings, finally allowing her emotions to relax a bit.

Zhou Wan’s alcohol allergy wasn’t as severe as before. When working at the media company, there were often unavoidable drinking occasions, and after taking allergy medicine beforehand, there were no obvious allergic symptoms.

Zhou Wan paused for a moment and took another sip of wine while pulling out her phone.

It had automatically shut down from a low battery.

She plugged it in to charge, then opened a delivery app to order allergy medicine.

*

When Lu Xixiao returned home after handling emergency work, he opened the door to find Zhou Wan sitting on the fluffy carpet in front of the sofa, two bottles of lychee wine on the coffee table, one empty and the other half drunk.

Her gaze was somewhat blank as she sat there dazedly on the ground, her face very red, clearly drunk.

Hearing movement, she turned to look, her nerves numbed by alcohol, slowly breaking into a smile, her voice soft: “You’re back.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao walked over, getting close enough to see small red spots starting to appear on her skin.

He snatched the wine bottle from her hand and shoved the label in front of her eyes: “Couldn’t see this big word ‘wine’?”

“I saw it later,” she said slowly.

Lu Xixiao: “And you still drank it, don’t you know you’re allergic to alcohol?”

“I ordered allergy medicine,” Zhou Wan sniffled, looking somewhat pitiful, “But the delivery is so slow, I finished the wine before it arrived.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao couldn’t help but laugh in exasperation.

Not bothering with this drunk, he turned and walked to the TV cabinet, dug out a box of allergy medicine they kept on hand from the drawer, twisted out two pills, poured a glass of warm water, and handed it over: “Drink.”

Zhou Wan blinked confusedly at his palm: “It arrived?”

“From home.”

“Why would we have it at home?”

Lu Xixiao directly grabbed her chin to tilt her head back: “Open your mouth.”

Feeding medicine, pouring water, all in one go, only speaking after seeing her swallow: “Bought it before.”

“Why?”

Drunk Zhou Wan turned into a thousand whys.

Lu Xixiao said irritably: “Because there’s a drunk at home who keeps having allergic reactions.”

Zhou Wan slowly, softly: “Oh.”

After a while, she leaned over, softly nestling into Lu Xixiao’s arms, nuzzling her head, “I’m sorry.”

“Now you know to be sorry.” Lu Xixiao snorted, smacking her bottom hard, “Ordering allergy medicine to drink alcohol, you’re something.”

Zhou Wan mumbled another: “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for this time?”

“Can I trouble you,” Zhou Wan hiccupped from the alcohol, arms wrapping around his neck, “to carry me to the bedroom, I kind of, can’t stand up.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao felt both annoyed and amused.

Drunk Zhou Wan had rosy cheeks, moved slowly, and spoke sluggishly like she was acting cute.

After a while, he couldn’t help it and laughed: “Alright.”

He picked up Zhou Wan and walked toward the bedroom.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but raise her hand, gently touching his left collarbone, and caressing it through his clothes.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm.”

“Did it hurt?”

“What?”

“When you got the tattoo.”

“Not really.” Lu Xixiao tugged at the corner of his mouth, “Don’t remember, probably didn’t hurt.”

“Then, when you were stabbed?”

“That hurt quite a bit.”

Lu Xixiao lowered his gaze to look at her, seeing the young woman’s red-rimmed eyes looking like she was about to cry, he quickly comforted her, “But it’s been so many years, I can’t remember anymore.”

Zhou Wan tightly wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face deep in his chest.

“Lu Xixiao, I’m sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for.” Lu Xixiao said gently, “It was my choice.”

Zhou Wan shook her head slightly in his arms: “I mean, if I had been more honest from the start, trusted you more, maybe you wouldn’t have suffered so much.”

Lu Xixiao paused, lowering his eyes.

“When I was with you back then, it wasn’t to use you.”

Lu Xixiao gently laid her on the bed, ruffling her hair: “Mm, it’s all in the past.”

Zhou Wan gripped his palm tightly, with great force.

The warm light in the bedroom illuminated her wet eyes, her expression dark and bitter.

Her voice carried an uncontrollable tremor, enunciating each word with particular care: “Really, I was with you because I liked you, and just because of that, I wanted to make you happy… I thought you wouldn’t like me for long, so I just thought, at least for those few months we were together, as long as I could make you happy.”

Lu Xixiao’s eyelashes trembled slightly, his Adam’s apple moving sharply.

His throat felt bitter, he opened his mouth but couldn’t make a sound.

Those secrets buried in the past, unknown to anyone, were all laid bare in this moment, finally seeing the light of day.

“Lu Xixiao, I started liking you very early on.”

At sixteen or seventeen, Lu Xixiao was the most dazzling light, arrogant and unrestrained, and free-spirited.

Young and proud, unbridled, like a tiger with wings soaring in broad daylight.

Young love was like a spring prairie in full bloom, a wildfire that could never be extinguished.

“Before you even knew me, I was already secretly in love with you.”

Hearing this, Lu Xixiao finally froze.

“What?”

“I liked you so much, I always liked you, but I didn’t dare get close to you.”

He was too dazzling.

So dazzling that she had never dared to hope she could one day stand beside Lu Xixiao, had never even thought about it, let alone act on it.

From childhood, she had always been like a burden, a liability, even her mother didn’t love her, how could she dare hope that anyone would love her for no reason?

I don’t even like myself, how could I believe someone as wonderful as you would like me?

The incident with Guo Xiangling was perhaps just a catalyst.

It gave her a reason to get close to Lu Xixiao.

The manipulation and darkness were real, but the secret love and admiration were also real.

Back then, Lu Xixiao was too rebellious, Zhou Wan watched the girls around him change one after another, a playboy who seemed unlikely to settle down.

At first, she indeed wanted to get revenge on Guo Xiangling, and also to fulfill her dream.

A fleeting dream. But when she accepted Lu Xixiao’s confession, it was only because of that bleeding, sincere heart.

By then, she had already decided never to involve herself with Guo Xiangling again, her original plan had already stopped.

In her naive plan at the time, Lu Xixiao would never know about any of it, they would date for a while, maybe a month, maybe two months, and when Lu Xixiao told her they should break up, she would leave, forever sealing away that secret.

But she had underestimated how much Lu Xixiao would come to like her.

And underestimated how evil Guo Xiangling’s heart could be.

Everything was like interlocking gears, one connecting to another, until finally she too was caught up in it, unable to protect herself.

…

Lu Xixiao said softly: “So, that photo was from the first-year sports meet.”

Zhou Wan froze, looking at the instant photo on the back of his phone.

In the photo, she was smiling at the camera making a peace sign, while Lu Xixiao stood lazily in the background, coincidentally looking up.

She stared at it steadily, as if being pulled back into that blazing summer.

…

Those few days of the first-year sports meet were particularly hot and dry.

It was just before a typhoon, the air pressure was low, humid, and dry, and even the wind was parching.

Gu Meng had just received the instant camera as a summer vacation gift and brought it to school during the sports meet. Early in the morning, many girls had already gathered around to take numerous photos together.

“Wan Wan.” Gu Meng said, “Let me take one of you too.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Okay.”

Not far away was the long jump field where competition was ongoing, surrounded by many people.

Zhou Wan caught that familiar figure in her peripheral vision.

He wasn’t wearing the school uniform, just a clean white short-sleeve shirt, pale skin, with veins slightly visible on his arms, hair tousled by the wind, talking to friends nearby, wearing a casual smile, wild and free.

Her heart pounded rapidly.

Gu Meng called to her: “Wan Wan, stand over there, the lighting’s not good here.”

“Here is fine,” Zhou Wan stood on the rubber track behind the long jump field, finding an excuse, “There’s a competition over there, don’t want to disturb them.”

“All right, but don’t blame me if it doesn’t turn out well.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “How could I?”

Gu Meng raised the camera.

Zhou Wan looked at the lens, showing a smile, feeling strangely nervous and awkward, pressing her lips together.

Gu Meng peered out from behind the camera: “Wan Wan, try to relax.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan paused, then raised her hand to make a peace sign.

A gust of wind blew past, and Zhou Wan took the chance while fixing her hair to glance back—from this angle… he should be in the frame too, right?

“Click.”

The moment was frozen in time.

This was her first photo with Lu Xixiao.

And it was the only evidence left of her silent play of unrequited love.
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Zhou Wan still clearly remembered the first time she saw Lu Xixiao.

It was during the two-week military training in mid-August, before the official start of high school after she passed the entrance exam.

Under the scorching summer sun, with the air so stifling it felt like a single spark could cause an explosion, formations of students were arranged around the field, all in dark green military uniforms.

Zhou Wan was introverted and slow to warm up to others.

She had attended an ordinary middle school, and among those who made it to Yangming High School, she only knew Jiang Yan.

So when everyone gathered together chattering and playing during breaks, Zhou Wan could only sit alone in the shade, quietly drinking water.

That was when she first noticed Lu Xixiao.

She didn’t know his name at the time.

He was often late to military training and got scolded by their instructor several times, but he didn’t care at all, hands in his pockets, maintaining a casual and carefree demeanor.

She had never met someone like him before.

Unruly and untameable, yet honest and straightforward.

They were complete opposites.

Zhou Wan grew curious because of this, and would secretly glance at him during breaks.

Even before school started, he had many friends, naturally becoming the center of attention.

He stood in the shade, tall and long-legged, the oversized military training uniform doing nothing to diminish his height. He held a cigarette between his fingers, wearing a faint smile, his features exuding charm.

A girl approached him – tall, beautiful, and confident.

She said something to him, probably asking for his number.

Lu Xixiao gave it to her.

Zhou Wan blinked and looked away.

…

Halfway through military training, one afternoon she felt dizzy from heatstroke, and the instructor allowed her to rest in the infirmary.

The infirmary was crowded with both genuinely sick people and those pretending to be ill.

It was too stuffy, so Zhou Wan didn’t stay. After drinking some Huoxiang Zhengqi water, she left the infirmary and walked around the campus, eventually finding a secluded spot under a tree to sit.

Soon after, she heard something from above and behind her.

Zhou Wan turned around and looked up.

Behind her was the wall, and a hand reached over it, followed quickly by a leg. The movements were swift – before Zhou Wan could see what was happening, he had already jumped down and was standing steadily in front of her.

Lu Xixiao noticed her too, raising an eyebrow.

Zhou Wan quickly shook her head slightly and looked away.

He was holding a bag, which he lifted and opened, making rustling sounds as he searched through it.

An ice-cold cola was tossed over, drawing an arc in the air.

Zhou Wan frantically caught it, then was startled by the cold, her hand slipped, and the can fell onto the lawn. She quickly picked it up.

Her palm pressed against the ice-cold can, making even the midsummer heat drop a few degrees.

Lu Xixiao looked back and said casually, “Hush money.”

After saying that, he turned and left.

Zhou Wan stared at his retreating figure until he disappeared around the corner, only then realizing what he had said.

After military training ended, Zhou Wan didn’t see him again and still didn’t know his name.

One day after school, she was walking home with Gu Meng and they stopped at a convenience store to buy water.

Zhou Wan was walking with her head down, and when she pushed open the door, she bumped into someone. She jumped in surprise, instinctively stepping back to make way, but nearly fell off the steps.

A sharp scent of tobacco entered her nostrils, and a firm force steadied her waist, letting go once she was stable.

She looked up, her pupils involuntarily dilating.

The young man had a cigarette in his mouth and didn’t look at her, simply stepping aside to pass by her and walk out, as if he had just casually helped steady her.

Zhou Wan’s gaze followed him.

“Wan Wan! Did you see that guy just now!” Gu Meng exclaimed excitedly.

Zhou Wan quickly withdrew her gaze: “Huh?”

“He’s from Class 7 of Year 1, called Lu Xixiao. School just started but he’s already the campus heartthrob,” Gu Meng said. “I heard there’s a super pretty senior from Year 2 pursuing him.”

Lu Xixiao.

So that was his name – Lu Xixiao. Zhou Wan learned his name.

This should have been something the whole school knew, yet it became a secret buried in her heart.

Lu Xixiao rarely came to school, and when he did, he was either late or left early. Zhou Wan didn’t see him often, and when she did, he was usually surrounded by various beautiful girls.

Zhou Wan didn’t feel sad about it.

Her feelings had been sentenced to fade away in her heart from the start, never harboring any hope, never having any expectations, and thus there was no disappointment.

…

Then later, it was in the dim game arcade.

Lu Xixiao took a pack of cigarettes from the counter, scanned to pay, and when he looked up, he caught sight of Zhou Wan. Finding her somewhat familiar, he asked casually, “From Yangming?”

“Yes.”

He exhaled a puff of smoke, raising his eyebrows in the haze: “What’s your name?”

“Zhou Wan, the ‘Wan’ from ‘will draw a bow like the full moon.'”

He gave an ambiguous laugh, then unhurriedly said his name: “Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan met his gaze.

“I know.”

I’ve known for a long time that you’re Lu Xixiao.

Because–

I’ve liked you for a long time already.

*

Lu Xixiao remained silent, staring at her intently, his thoughts in chaos at this moment.

The feeling was like suddenly receiving something more precious, better than expected – a heavy, fragile thing that he was afraid to bump or drop, afraid even to think too deeply about.

After a long while, he spoke hoarsely: “Why did you never tell me before?”

Zhou Wan paused, then said softly: “At first, I never thought you would like me back, so I felt there was no need to tell you, treating it as just a beautiful dream.”

Her eyes gradually reddened, “Later, other things got mixed into these feelings, and I became afraid to tell you. So many people liked you, my feelings… weren’t worth mentioning.”

“Silly girl.” Lu Xixiao pulled her into his arms, placing a burning kiss on her neck, “Your feelings are the most precious to me.”

He brushed away the stray hair from her cheek, gripped her shoulders to create some distance, looked down into her eyes, and said with utmost seriousness: “Wan Wan, I’m very happy that you like me.”

Zhou Wan remained silent.

She didn’t feel that those past feelings of love could make up for the mistakes she had made.

Just as he had said at his peak before, between them, no matter how you break it down or analyze it, she was the one who had wronged him.

She dared not look into his eyes, lowering her head as a tear fell onto Lu Xixiao’s hand.

“And that time, when you called me on the phone when I said I didn’t love you,” Zhou Wan said. “That was also a lie, I never stopped loving you.”

“Mm, I know,” Lu Xixiao said hoarsely.

Zhou Wan gripped his hand tightly, the scene from that night floating back into her mind.

That was her first encounter with such stark malice from strangers after entering society, an unforgettable shadow in her life.

Word by word, she tore open the old wound and told Lu Xixiao completely about what had happened to her that day.

Lu Xixiao had heard her mention before about being harassed, but it was briefly mentioned then. He had never so clearly understood what Zhou Wan had gone through.

His girl, all alone, so insecure she loathed herself.

She had bid him farewell in near desperation, pretending to be strong.

Zhou Wan was only 17 then, young and naive, using what she thought was the best way to let Lu Xixiao start anew, stride forward, no longer dragged down or constrained.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he tried to speak, but anything he could say seemed too weak.

Finally, his voice was deep and nasal: “It’s all in the past.”

From now on, in your world, such things will never happen again.

I will protect you well.

“I wonder if we had started purely like this,” Zhou Wan said softly, her voice trembling, “would we have had a different ending?”

“We already have the best ending,” Lu Xixiao kissed away her tears, “The process doesn’t matter, as long as you’re by my side now.”

Zhou Wan shook her head firmly: “It does matter.”

The process matters.

Lu Xixiao’s sacrifices throughout these experiences could never be simply glossed over.

“If we had a different ending, with different experiences, would you…” Zhou Wan sniffled, trying very hard to finish her words, “Would you… not have gotten sick?”

Lu Xixiao froze.

It took him a while to realize what Zhou Wan was referring to.

That psychological consultation record book was given to him by the doctor during his last treatment session when he was about to graduate and return to China. He had casually put the book in a drawer and hadn’t thought about it specifically over the years.

He had forgotten Zhou Wan would see it.

“I’m already better,” Lu Xixiao said softly, gently nuzzling her nose, barely perceptibly comforting her, “Everything’s fine now.”

“I’m sorry, Lu Xixiao, I didn’t know… I had no idea you went through such difficult times these years, why is it that I only bring bad things to you…”

From the very beginning, she had only wanted to make Lu Xixiao happy.

Later, she just wanted him to get back on track and move forward.

The young girl’s eyes and nose were red as she cried heartbrokenly, emboldened by the alcohol.

She felt guilty, remorseful, and heartache, yet powerless.

“Wan Wan.”

Lu Xixiao raised his hand, covering her tear-streaked face, lifting her chin, his voice deep and firm, with a hint of stubborn determination, “Wan Wan, listen to me.”

She looked up, her eyelashes wet and clumped together.

“My illness wasn’t caused by you. Actually, from when my sister passed away, my mother jumped from a building in front of me, to when my grandparents left, I was in a very depressed and degraded state for a long time.”

“Even though I might have seemed normal to you then, only I knew that my heart was like a deep swamp. I had no hope for life, no illusions, just aimlessly moving forward, living carelessly and wildly, numbing myself, giving up on myself.”

“Wan Wan, do you remember? That New Year’s Eve, I sent you a message.”

Zhou Wan looked up, her voice trembling: “I remember.”

–Zhou Wan.

–Spend every New Year with me from now on.

“That was the first time I imagined the future, and the first time I felt that future days might not be so bad.”

That wasn’t just a simple love message.

It was Lu Xixiao’s banner of recovery.

It was the sign that she had finally taken the hand of that young man in the dark abyss.

“Later, when I first went abroad, perhaps because of the change in environment, my emotions and state underwent major changes. I had insomnia and irritability, so I saw a doctor and was diagnosed with Bipolar I Disorder. The doctor told me about many related symptoms, and I realized I might have had this condition long before.”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

“But I didn’t know it then, and after meeting you, those symptoms gradually disappeared.”

“Moreover, I was able to get through it because of you,” Lu Xixiao said softly. “You were the one who told me that in the future days, keep moving forward, keep moving upward.”

During those lonely days, and countless moments, Lu Xixiao had relied on these words to walk step by step to where he was now.

“So, if we look into it, you don’t owe me anything.”

Lu Xixiao said, “Without you, I wouldn’t be who I am today. We’re even.”

*

Deep night.

All was quiet.

Lu Xixiao woke up in the middle of the night and went to the bathroom.

Splashing cold water on his face, he supported himself on the glass counter, water droplets following his facial contours downward, falling drop by drop onto the counter surface.

After a while, he let out a gentle sigh, though something still felt blocked in his chest.

The words Zhou Wan had said earlier lingered in his mind, refusing to disperse.

If he had known what Zhou Wan would encounter, he would have gone to find her regardless of everything, begging or pleading, anything to keep her by his side. Compared to Zhou Wan, his pride and stubbornness meant nothing.

But those past events were something he could never recover or change.

Then he thought of what she had said earlier.

–Even before you knew me, I was already secretly liking you.

Back then, he had been living in a daze. He moved out to live alone in that empty house and often felt lonely when waking from dreams at midnight.

That loneliness, growing darker layer by layer, was terrifying, constantly making him recall the image of his mother’s leap.

He stubbornly lived in his mother’s old house while also resisting returning there.

So he made many friends, including quite a few bad influences, frequenting bars, and KTVs, drowning himself in alcohol and loud noise, and going wherever was lively.

He had many girlfriends but never invested any real feelings.

Deep inside, that true Lu Xixiao just coldly observed it all, watching himself play through life, living wastefully.

…

After a long while, he shook his head and left the bathroom.

Lying back in bed, Zhou Wan was awakened by his movement. Without opening her eyes, she just reached out to hug him: “Can’t sleep?”

“No,” Lu Xixiao turned his head to kiss her lips, saying, “Just went to the bathroom.”

Zhou Wan gently patted his chest: “Go to sleep.”

That night, Lu Xixiao had a dream.

The dream took him back to 2018.

He was about to graduate and went to the psychological counseling room for the last time.

The psychologist was Chinese, and they had always communicated in Chinese, which was one of the rare opportunities for Lu Xixiao to use Chinese during those years.

Perhaps for this reason, he was able to open up as much as possible here.

The psychologist knew this was his last visit and advised: “Although your condition is much better than when you started, you still can’t stop the medication after you return. If needed, you must still see a doctor.”

Lu Xixiao smiled slightly: “Mm, thank you for these years.”

“It’s my duty,” the doctor smiled. “I hope you can truly move forward soon.”

Lu Xixiao paused, then spoke after a moment: “I’m going back to B City, I might meet her.”

“She’s in B City?”

“Don’t know, maybe,” Lu Xixiao’s tone was steady. “She’s a good student, and there’s nothing left for her in Pingchuan, so she should be studying or working in B City.”

The doctor said helplessly: “All these years you said you never checked on her whereabouts, but you knew clearly in your heart, right?”

Lu Xixiao remained silent.

“Would you like to hear my advice?”

“Mm.”

“Although facing the past is necessary to truly move forward, considering your situation and the special nature of your relationship, I don’t recommend seeking her out. Things between you have ended, and you need to shift your focus back to yourself and maintain emotional boundaries. Only then can you fully move forward.”

Lu Xixiao was quiet for a while. He sat on the sofa as the setting sun through the floor-to-ceiling windows cast its light. His hands were in his pockets as he leaned lazily against the chair’s back.

“Sometimes I wonder, at that time, at that moment, why did I decide to face that knife head-on?”

Lu Xixiao’s voice was faint as if telling an insignificant past event. “I wasn’t even sure if that knife would pierce my heart if I would never wake up again. It’s just that by then I could feel she was going to leave. Many times she was right beside me, but she was saying goodbye.”

“I gambled with my own life. Maybe looking back later, I’d think I was extremely stupid and immature, but at that time I just felt that if I could survive, she would stay out of guilt and remorse. And if she wanted to leave, there would be nothing left in this world that I couldn’t let go of.”

The psychologist frowned: “Xiao, a healthy relationship shouldn’t be like this.”

“I know.”

He looked at a distant point outside the window. “But she was my everything.”

Later, many people thought he was Heaven’s favorite child – wealthy background, excellent grades, and accomplished at a young age. But only Lu Xixiao knew that to some extent, he had nothing.

He didn’t want what he had, and couldn’t have what he wanted.

From age 18 until now, the only thing he had truly possessed was Zhou Wan.

When she left, he had nothing.

…

After graduation, Lu Xixiao returned to Pingchuan City.

Old Master Lu sent someone to pick him up and asked about his plans. Lu Xixiao mentioned going to B City, and the old man just paused briefly before nodding in approval.

No one had expected he would like Zhou Wan for so long.

After leaving the Lu family, Lu Xixiao originally had a direct flight to B City but changed his mind at the last minute, rebooking for the evening.

He went alone to Pingchuan City’s “Eye of the City.”

When it first opened, it had been bustling with activity, but now only scattered tourists came to visit.

As the elevator doors opened, he faced the spacious circular observation deck. He bought a ticket for the glass walkway and put on the safety equipment.

When the door to the glass walkway opened, howling wind filled his ears.

Lu Xixiao closed his eyes briefly, his hand touching the railing as he slowly walked out.

The wind hitting his face felt like rough blades, painfully stinging, almost forcing tears from his eyes.

He held the railing and walked forward with closed eyes, his mind occupied by the bloody image of his mother’s jump, the crimson blood, and the chaotic noise.

He stood still, cold sweat on his forehead, his whole body weak.

Someone behind urged him to hurry up.

Lu Xixiao’s fingers gripped the railing tighter, his knuckles turning white from the force.

Just when he felt he couldn’t go on, a voice suddenly floated in his ears, gentle and steady, calm yet carrying a warm strength.

–Don’t look down, look forward, there are mountains ahead, and clouds above, look into the distance, there’s wind.

He slowly opened his eyes, looked at the mountains before him, and moved forward again.

He stood on that square platform, recalling the words Zhou Wan had once said to him.

“Lu Xixiao, in the future days, always look forward, walk toward higher places.”

“Don’t look back, Lu Xixiao.”

“Go see the vast world, walk the bright path, be joyful each day, peaceful each year.”

…

Zhou Wan was the person who least believed in his feelings.

Yet she was also the person who understood him best.

Very early on, she had seen through his loneliness, and his helplessness, and understood his pretense of toughness and wildness.

So, in the gentlest yet most determined way, she bid him farewell.

That day, Lu Xixiao came down from the “Eye of the City,” left Pingchuan City, and flew to B City.

From that day on, he stopped taking medication and never had an episode again.

Zhou Wan was his addiction.

She was also his medicine.
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In the following period, when work at the newspaper wasn’t too busy, Zhou Wan took time to learn to drive.

Throughout her life, she had never feared any exam, yet somehow she failed the third section of the driver’s license test once, passing only on her second attempt, finally getting her license.

When she came out, Lu Xixiao was already there to pick her up.

“Passed?” he asked.

“Mm,” Zhou Wan said, “When my first chance came up, I got it wrong again, thought I’d have to take it a second time, scared me to death.”

Lu Xixiao laughed.

Zhou Wan turned her head to ask: “Did you have to take it twice back then?”

“No,” he raised his eyebrows.

Of course – Lu Xixiao used to race cars before.

Getting a driver’s license was too simple for him.

“Do you still race cars now?”

“Not anymore,” Lu Xixiao said casually. “Want to eat out tonight? To celebrate you getting your license.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Sure.”

Lu Xixiao chose a restaurant.

He had always been picky about food, and the restaurants he chose were always delicious.

Zhou Wan ate some fish meat, biting the tip of her chopsticks, and asked Lu Xixiao: “Do you want to drink some alcohol?”

He raised his eyebrows: “Why?”

“You can drink a little,” Zhou Wan said. “Now that I can drive, you won’t need to call a designated driver after drinking, I can drive you back.”

Lu Xixiao gave a light laugh, raising his hand to have the server bring a bottle of wine.

In recent years, except for occasional business dinners and gatherings, Lu Xixiao didn’t drink much.

After dinner, Zhou Wan drove back.

Driving Lu Xixiao’s car was certainly much more advanced than the ones at driving school. Although she had watched Lu Xixiao drive many times and roughly knew the purpose of each button, suddenly sitting in the driver’s seat still made her nervous.

“It’s too late to be scared now,” Lu Xixiao said with a laugh. “I’ve already had some drinks.”

“I’m afraid of crashing.”

Lu Xixiao was very open-minded: “If you crash, you crash. Learning to drive means you’ll have to crash sometimes.”

“Repairing this car must be expensive.”

“Wan Wan,” he reminded her with a smile, “your boyfriend is quite wealthy now.”

“…”

Despite these words, Zhou Wan maintained a speed of 30 kilometers per hour back, crawling slowly on the spacious road.

Fortunately, Lu Xixiao’s car brand served as a protective charm, with surrounding vehicles consciously making way, giving Zhou Wan plenty of space to maneuver.

Driving home so cautiously, Zhou Wan was tense the whole way, only letting out a long breath after parking safely, feeling her right calf muscles sore from tension.

Lu Xixiao looked at her amusedly: “Tired from driving?”

“Let’s still call a designated driver in the future.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “Then you learned to drive for nothing?”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment: “After I practice more and get more familiar, I can drive you.”

“Alright,” Lu Xixiao nodded, reaching out his hand, “Let me massage you.”

He suddenly leaned over, his body covering hers in the dim underground garage, Lu Xixiao’s body radiating heat and a faint smell of alcohol.

His hand slid down, gently massaging her calf, and then he bent down to kiss her lips.

Zhou Wan liked the feeling of kissing him, finding it intimate.

She tilted her head slightly, cooperating to make it more comfortable for him.

Noticing her movement, Lu Xixiao curved his lips, then suddenly seemed to think of something, pausing his movements and pulling back slightly, no longer touching her lips.

Zhou Wan opened her eyes, her eyelashes fluttering, giving a soft confused “Mm?”

“I’ve been drinking.”

Lu Xixiao’s lips gently brushed over hers, “Kissing you like this, will it make you allergic?”

“…”

It was just that tiny bit of almost negligible alcohol.

Zhou Wan was about to say “no” when she heard him continue in a hoarse voice: “Then let’s try somewhere else.”

The burning temperature moved downward.

Past her chin, neck, and lower.

It was now the tail end of summer, and Zhou Wan was only wearing a thin short-sleeved shirt. He pulled down her collar, and before the cool air from the car’s air conditioning could reach her, an even hotter temperature covered her skin. Zhou Wan unconsciously widened her eyes, letting out a whimper, her hands pushing against Lu Xixiao’s shoulders: “Lu Xixiao, someone might see…”

“They won’t, they can’t see inside.”

“…”

The temperature in the car continued to rise.

Finally, he fixed Zhou Wan’s clothes, and deliberately took a tissue to wipe his fingers clean, his voice somewhat hoarse, mumbling to himself: “Next time need to keep some protection in the car.”

“…”

They hadn’t gone all the way, but it felt like they had done everything.

Zhou Wan’s face was burning hot, and his words made her even more embarrassed and angry. She directly opened the car door, her legs still weak, barely managing to stand steady, and slammed the door shut with a “bang” before walking toward the elevator.

Lu Xixiao watched her behavior, couldn’t help laughing, following her out of the car, calling from behind: “Wan Wan.”

She didn’t stop.

Lu Xixiao caught up, wrapped his arm around her neck, and pulled her into his embrace: “Are you angry?”

Zhou Wan wouldn’t look at him: “Don’t talk to me.”

“Angry, huh.” Lu Xixiao leaned in to kiss her cheek, “I just couldn’t help myself for a moment, I was wrong.”

Though apologizing, he didn’t sound sincere at all.

Zhou Wan ultimately couldn’t bear to stay truly angry with him, though she was still awkward, not wanting to think about what had just happened, her face reddening again and again. Her steps had slowed, but she still didn’t want to talk to him.

“Not speaking to me?”

Lu Xixiao held her waist, saying seriously, “I think you were lying to me before.”

Hearing this, Zhou Wan finally looked at him: “What?”

“About liking me since first year of high school.” Lu Xixiao counted on his fingers shamelessly, “That means you’ve liked me for eight or nine years, yet you’re still giving me the cold shoulder.”

He was again acting like a thief crying “Stop thief,” wrongly accusing her.

Zhou Wan puffed her cheeks: “Who told you to be like that.”

“I just saw you work so hard driving me home, wanted to reward you a bit,” he said lazily, drawing out his words, his tone mischievous and naughty, “Wasn’t it good?”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“But you still…”

Zhou Wan stopped walking, cutting off what he was about to say: “Lu Xixiao!”

His laughter made his chest vibrate, his long eyes curving slightly: “Yes?”

“If you keep this up, tonight I’ll–“

“You’ll what?”

“I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“…”

He’d seen girlfriends angry and making their boyfriends sleep on the couch, but never one threatening to sleep there herself.

Teasing Zhou Wan was an interesting thing; Lu Xixiao had liked teasing her since their school days, and even after so many years, it was still the same.

“Fine,” Lu Xixiao nodded, “Then let’s try it on the couch.”

“…”

Zhou Wan had been patient with him for half the day, holding back again and again, but at this point, she really couldn’t take it anymore.

How could someone be so provoking?

His mind is full of nothing but inappropriate thoughts all day long.

“Lu Xixiao,” she said seriously with a red face.

“Mm?”

“From now until tomorrow night, let’s not talk anymore.”

“…”

*

In the following period, both Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao were very busy with work.

Zhou Wan had become the most representative interviewer and host at the newspaper, often appearing on camera, and occasionally being sent to collaborate with television station events.

She had gradually received many olive branches from other newspapers or television stations, but Zhou Wan refused them all.

She wasn’t particularly career-driven, to begin with, and she liked her current work content and environment, getting along particularly well with her colleagues, so she was too lazy to switch to a new environment.

The editor-in-chief particularly valued her, even giving her several pay raises.

By early October, during National Day, they finally got a seven-day holiday.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao bought plane tickets in advance, deciding to go traveling.

This was their first long-distance trip together, and Zhou Wan was both eager and excited, packing her luggage early, and waking up early the next morning to go to the airport with Lu Xixiao. Sitting on the plane, Lu Xixiao turned his head to look at her: “So happy?”

“Mm,” Zhou Wan’s eyes were curved and sparkling, “I haven’t traveled in so long, and now it’s with you.”

Since Zhou Jun passed away, Zhou Wan hadn’t properly traveled.

She was still young then, and now looking back, the memories were blurry, she couldn’t even clearly remember where they had gone.

Lu Xixiao paused, holding her hand: “We’ll travel every year from now on.”

“Yes,” she smiled.

…

They chose a small southern city as their destination, a coastal tourist city with blue skies and white clouds, particularly beautiful scenery. Today the sun wasn’t too hot, and the wind brought just the right warmth.

They put their luggage at the hotel and went out to find food.

They went to the snack street recommended online by everyone, walking the entire street and eating quite a bit, filling their stomachs.

“Want to go to the beach?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Mm.”

It was just evening time, with the sunset falling.

Warm orange sunlight reflected on the horizon, looking along the sea into the distance, a huge sun hung in mid-air, partially hidden by clouds, only half visible, dreamlike as a scene from a manga.

There were many people on the beach, both couples and families.

Lu Xixiao wore a casual white shirt and black pants, his figure tall and straight. The sunset reflected on his profile, making him look sharp yet graceful like he had returned to his youth.

Zhou Wan looked at him, her heart unconsciously beating faster, and took out her phone to take a photo of him.

Hearing the sound, he turned his head, raising an eyebrow: “What?”

Zhou Wan showed him the photo.

Lu Xixiao smiled, took out his phone, and opened the front camera, taking a selfie with Zhou Wan.

The background of their photo was the beach and ocean.

The light had dimmed further, showing the misty purple of dusk.

Zhou Wan inexplicably thought of that blue sea in California.

“Lu Xixiao,” she looked at him and said softly, “I guess we’ve seen the sea together now too.”

“Mm.”

He understood what she was thinking about, his voice gentle, “We still have decades ahead, we’ll see all the scenery together, those few years apart don’t matter, everything will be made up for.”

Zhou Wan slowly blinked.

Because of his words, that small gap in her heart seemed to be filled with something again, and the slight melancholy from before dissipated like smoke.

The sky gradually darkened.

As they were preparing to leave the beach, they saw many people gathered on a bridge not far away.

“Want to go look?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“Mm.”

Only when they got closer did they see the words “Lovers’ Bridge” carved on a stone at one end of the bridge.

Many couples were gathered there, with locks and heart-shaped wooden cards hanging densely on the bridge’s iron mesh.

Many places had such attractions.

Usually, people would think it was a tourist trap, something meaningless, but when you actually had someone you liked and came to such a place together, you couldn’t help but do these things you once thought were stupid.

Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao also bought a lock and two wooden cards.

Zhou Wan picked up the pen, thought for a moment, and wrote on the card: 2013.8.15, Lu Xixiao, dreams come true.

On August 15, 2013, in that blazing summer, she first saw Lu Xixiao, thinking it would be a dream known only to herself, never imagining that one day, the dream would come true.

Lu Xixiao strung both cards through the lock ring, threading them through, and securing them.

Zhou Wan crouched down, turning on her phone’s flashlight, wanting to see what Lu Xixiao had written.

His handwriting was flowing, somewhat cursive, but each stroke was written very heavily, with clear strokes.

–Zhou Wan, spend every year, every day with me from now on.

Zhou Wan’s eyes grew hot.

Then she heard a splash, the sound of something falling into the water.

She looked up to see Lu Xixiao had thrown the key into the sea.

He looked down at her, his pupils illuminated by the yellowish light, his expression both gentle and determined: “No one will ever be able to open this lock now.” Zhou Wan swallowed silently, saying softly but seriously: “Okay.”

Lu Xixiao looked into her eyes, instantly understanding which sentence this “okay” was answering.

–Zhou Wan, spend every year, every day with me from now on.

–Okay.

The words she hadn’t dared to respond to before, she finally gave her answer now.
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Before going on vacation, Zhou Wan had enthusiastically prepared a detailed travel itinerary, planning everything down to wake-up times, subway routes, and travel durations. However, they ended up spending almost every morning in the hotel bed.

Halfway through the trip, Zhou Wan was growing frustrated with Lu Xixiao’s relentless demands.

Even with her usual good temperament, she could hardly bear Lu Xixiao’s persistence anymore.

At noon, Lu Xixiao emerged from washing his hair. Zhou Wan was lying on the bed, drowsily propping her eyelids open to look at her phone. Since starting work at the newspaper, checking the news had become her first task every morning.

Lu Xixiao walked over and patted her through the blanket. “Help me dry my hair.”

Zhou Wan turned her head, stared at him for a moment, then put her phone aside, flopped back down, and slowly closed her eyes.

“…”

Lu Xixiao paused briefly, then couldn’t help but laugh. “Hey, what kind of attitude is this?”

“I’m tired.”

“Zhou Wan, look at yourself now. Aren’t you acting like a scumbag?”

Fine, let her be a scumbag then.

Just thinking about last night made Zhou Wan angry. She didn’t want to deal with him, so she pulled the blanket over her head, completely refusing to listen to anything he had to say.

“…”

Lu Xixiao wasn’t so easily brushed off. He simply pulled her out from under the blanket.

After their shower last night, she had casually thrown on one of his t-shirts. The collar was somewhat loose, revealing faint red marks that trailed down from her collarbone.

His eyes darkened slightly as he leaned in to kiss her collarbone, running his tongue over it and unable to resist grazing it with his teeth.

“Lu Xixiao!”

“Hmm?” His voice was husky.

“Can’t you stop being annoying?”

Lu Xixiao chuckled softly, sliding his hand under the blanket to massage her thigh. “Still sore?”

Zhou Wan was too embarrassed to answer that question. She turned her head away from him, dodging, and complained, “Your hair is dripping water.”

Lu Xixiao pinched her face, gripping it firmly. “Zhou Wan.”

“What?”

“You’re getting bolder and bolder these days.”

“…”

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but remind him: “Your hair is dripping on me.”

“That’s why I asked you to dry it for me.”

He was utterly relentless and even had the nerve to act righteous about it.

Zhou Wan obviously couldn’t win against him in a battle of words, so she could only sigh and sit up. Though this sigh was particularly heavy, sounding especially tragic.

Lu Xixiao glanced at her, raising an eyebrow.

Just as he was about to say something, Zhou Wan noticed his gaze and decided to appease him: “What are we going to do later?”

“You decide.” Lu Xixiao drawled lazily, speaking slowly and deliberately. “How dare I make any suggestions?”

“…”

Zhou Wan could see that he dared to say anything.

After all this fussing around, it was already quite late when they went out. They found a seaside restaurant to eat seafood.

Lu Xixiao was the type who would take a mile if given an inch, a classic case of “emboldened by indulgence.” Give him a little spark and he’d shoot to the sky, becoming increasingly willful.

At this hour, the sun was hanging low, half-suspended over the ocean.

There were still many people playing on the beach.

The breeze was pleasant now, and they chose a spot on the beach with plastic tables and chairs, under dim light bulbs mounted on frames.

It somewhat resembled the environment of that old noodle shop from before.

Lu Xixiao had a plate of lobster in front of him, and he carefully removed the meat and placed it in Zhou Wan’s bowl.

As they were eating, a voice suddenly came from beside them.

“Lu Xixiao, what a coincidence.”

A tall woman walked over, wearing form-fitting clothes that showed off her excellent figure. “I just saw you and could hardly believe it was you.”

Lu Xixiao looked up, showing no recognition of the face before him.

He raised an eyebrow, returning what amounted to a questioning look.

The woman then looked at Zhou Wan, paused, and smiled in greeting: “Oh, it’s you.”

Zhou Wan returned a smile.

Lu Xixiao looked at her: “You know each other?”

Zhou Wan: “…”

The woman seemed to have expected this reaction from him and let out a cold laugh.

This laugh already said plenty – nowadays, hardly anyone else would dare take such an attitude with Lu Xixiao.

Seeing that he truly didn’t remember, Zhou Wan had to lean over and explain: “Xu Yixuan, your ex-girlfriend.”

Lu Xixiao:?

Xu Yixuan looked at his expression and gave another cold laugh: “Even if you tell him my name, he won’t remember. He’s had too many ex-girlfriends to keep count.”

Just then, another woman who had come with her walked over carrying a food tray: “Xuan’er, shall we sit here?”

“Sure.”

“Who’s that, your friend? Let’s all eat together.” Her friend was quite outgoing.

“Ex-boyfriend, not appropriate.”

“…”

The restaurant was crowded at this hour, and the only available seats were next to them.

Zhou Wan could hear their conversation. Her friend complimented how handsome her ex-boyfriend was, and Xu Yixuan proceeded to list all the ways Lu Xixiao had been terrible in the past.

Finally, her friend cast a sympathetic look at Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan: “…”

She glanced at Lu Xixiao across from her. He was still focused on peeling shells for her, seemingly completely unaffected by this interruption.

“I’m full.” Zhou Wan fed the shrimp meat in her bowl to Lu Xixiao, and leaned close to his ear to ask quietly, “You don’t remember?”

Lu Xixiao paused, then smiled and said: “Am I only allowed to say I don’t remember now?”

“Huh?”

Lu Xixiao looked at her, wiping a bit of soup from the corner of her mouth: “I just didn’t want to make you jealous.”

“If I got jealous over this, with all your ex-girlfriends, I’d never stop being jealous.”

“…”

Lu Xixiao pinched her cheek, saying casually: “I do have some vague impression, not completely forgotten.”

“Well, your memory…” Zhou Wan looked at him, blinking slowly, and said deliberately, “is quite good then.”

“No, Zhou Wan.” Lu Xixiao chuckled, “You’re setting me up.”

“…”

After finishing dinner, Lu Xixiao got up to pay the bill. Just then, Xu Yixuan had also finished eating and walked over to Zhou Wan with a can of cola: “I never expected you two would still be together.”

Zhou Wan was startled, not expecting her to come over to talk.

“When he first dumped me, I was really upset. Later, when I heard from others at school that you two were together, to be honest, I felt schadenfreude.”

Xu Yixuan smiled and said, “You were so smart and had such good grades, yet you also fell for his handsome face. I thought it wouldn’t be long before you ended up like me.”

“But later, when I saw how he was with you, I suddenly realized that I was a fool for not being able to let go of him – he had never liked me at all.”

“…”

Zhou Wan wasn’t sure how to handle this situation, unsure if she should offer comfort. After a pause, she tried to agree: “Ah… he was quite terrible back then.”

Xu Yixuan laughed: “You don’t need to comfort me. It’s all in the past, and I stopped liking him long ago. After so many years, how could anyone still like the same person?”

So many years.

How could anyone still like the same person?

Zhou Wan sometimes felt she was very lucky.

At least the person she had liked for so many years had also liked her all this time.

This itself was something rare enough and romantic enough.

“Back then, when I saw you two together, sometimes even without speaking, I could feel you were people from the same world. When I was with him, I wanted to know what he was thinking every day, but he wouldn’t say, and I couldn’t figure it out. I never truly entered his heart for a single day.”

Xu Yixuan pulled at the corner of her mouth and patted Zhou Wan’s shoulder: “Actually, I don’t think you’re the lucky one for being liked by Lu Xixiao. He’s the truly lucky one. With that awful personality of his, never willing to say anything, if it weren’t for you, he’d never find someone to love in this lifetime.”

“…”

Her friend called out to her from a distance, and Xu Yixuan raised her hand: “Coming!”

She turned her head and casually bid farewell to Zhou Wan: “I’m off.”

“Xu Yixuan.” Zhou Wan suddenly called out to her.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Thank you for what you just said.” Zhou Wan said sincerely, “I hope you find someone to love too.”

She smiled: “I already have!” She tilted her head and added casually, “I’ll introduce you sometime. He’s a hundred times better than that jerk.”

…

Lu Xixiao returned after paying: “What were you chatting about?”

“Lu Xixiao.”

“What?”

“Back then, why were you willing to tell me about your past?”

Those broken memories buried deep in his heart, Lu Xixiao had never shared them with anyone.

Zhou Wan still remembered that day when a junior student was about to jump from the roof, and they rushed up to the rooftop to stop her. During the process of trying to talk her down, Zhou Wan suddenly realized why Lu Xixiao was afraid of heights, and that’s how she discovered his secret.

That same day, they had dinner together outside, and on their way back, they passed a convenience store where Lu Xixiao went to buy water.

After coming out, he sat on the swing outside the convenience store and said quietly: “Why aren’t you asking me?”

The dim streetlights overlapped, shadows and light intertwining, slowly shifting with the clouds floating across the sky, gradually merging, blurring the edges of their shadows until they were indistinguishable.

He held a cigarette between his fingers, a tiny red glow amid the swirling smoke.

Then calmly, he laid bare all of his past to Zhou Wan.

This wasn’t something Lu Xixiao would typically do.

Lu Xixiao paused, his thoughts returning to that time, and said quietly: “Because I wanted you to stay with me.”

Because with you here, I could see the beauty in this world again.

After the National Day holiday ended, they returned to B City.

On her first day back at work, Zhou Wan was called in by the chief editor, who told her about a hosting competition. Various media platforms would be sending participants, and the newspaper wanted to nominate Zhou Wan.

“But I’m not professionally trained. I’m worried I’ll perform poorly in many aspects,” Zhou Wan said.

“It’s fine, just give it a try. Think of it as a learning experience. It doesn’t matter if you win or not.”

The chief editor had always valued her highly. Zhou Wan couldn’t bring herself to refuse further, but after a pause, she asked: “Does this competition have prize money?”

“Yes, the top ten all get prize money. First place gets 100,000 yuan, and even the last five places get 10,000 yuan.”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment: “All right.”

The chief editor asked with a smile: “Are you hinting that I should give you a raise?”

“Huh?” Zhou Wan quickly waved her hands, saying, “No, no, I just thought it would be nice if I got lucky and won some prize money.”

“I’m just joking,” the chief editor said. “But if you need money urgently, you can tell me. I can lend you a hundred thousand or so.”

After saying this, the chief editor remembered Zhou Wan’s boyfriend’s impressive status and immediately felt like she’d said something pointless.

Zhou Wan smiled and thanked the chief editor: “It’s not urgent. I just thought if I had more money on hand, I could find time to buy a ring and propose to my boyfriend.”

The chief editor was stunned: “You’re going to propose to your boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t proposing usually the man’s job?”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Because he’s already done so much for me. In countless choices, he’s always firmly chosen me, so I want to actively choose him once too, especially for this.”

…

The “Golden Microphone” competition Zhou Wan was participating in was highly prestigious and widely recognized. Not only working journalists participated, but also many top-ranking broadcasting students from famous universities. This competition was considered an important stepping stone for advancement.

In the following period, she watched many hosting competitions from various platforms with particular attention, taking detailed notes of key points. She had always been smart and good at drawing inferences and making connections.

The preliminary selection was in mid-to-late October, finally narrowing down to thirty people. Zhou Wan made it through, successfully entering the top thirty.

The chief editor had originally just wanted to send someone to gain experience, never expecting her to advance to the top thirty.

In November, the competition to advance from thirty to fifteen began.

At this stage, there were live broadcast segments that would be shown on many streaming platforms.

The competitors became increasingly formidable as the competition progressed.

In the three rounds of tests, Zhou Wan performed normally, ranking sixth overall and advancing successfully.

Because today’s test background was hosting a large-scale evening gala, Zhou Wan wore a formal gown – a black V-neck on top with a huge princess skirt below, cinched at the waist, accentuating her slender figure.

She wore exquisite makeup, with deep-set eyes, red lips, a refined nose, elegant black onyx earrings, and a tiara.

When she reached the rest area, Lu Xixiao was waiting for her.

Zhou Wan had never worn such elaborate makeup before. When Lu Xixiao saw her, he was momentarily stunned, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“You’re here,” Zhou Wan smiled. “Have you been waiting long?”

Lu Xixiao stared at her, lost in thought for a moment, before finally saying: “Just got here.”

Such a formal gown wasn’t easy to change out of, so Zhou Wan planned to change it when she got home. She gathered her things from the rest area and went to hold Lu Xixiao’s hand: “Let’s go.”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao picked up her bag. “How did the competition go?”

“I passed, sixth place.”

Lu Xixiao chuckled: “Our Wan Wan is so capable.”

They drove home and took the elevator up.

As soon as they entered the apartment before the lights were even on, Lu Xixiao pulled her shoulders down and covered her, looming darkly above her, immediately capturing her lips in a kiss.

His voice was slightly hoarse as he grazed Zhou Wan’s lips: “Why did you dress like this?”

Zhou Wan was breathless from his kisses, responding softly: “It was required for the competition.”

“Wan Wan.” His kisses trailed downward, tugging at the neckline, his eyes dark with desire as he whispered like in a dream, “I love you so much…”

“Wait, wait a moment.” Zhou Wan’s face was red as she tried to stop his movements: “Let me change clothes first.”

She had worn bright red lipstick today, which was now all smeared, half smudged, and half transferred to Lu Xixiao’s lips, looking particularly alluring against his pale skin.

He was helplessly drawn in, letting himself fall deeper as he pulled at her skirt.

Zhou Wan whimpered, restraining her delicate voice: “This dress was expensive.”

“I’ll pay for it.”

…

Having been worn out several times, Zhou Wan slept particularly deeply.

The next day was Saturday. Her body clock woke her at seven, but she went back to sleep for a while, not waking again until ten in the morning.

She had no idea what had happened that night.

Some clips from yesterday’s competition live stream had been posted online, with many people discussing them. Zhou Wan’s segment had become particularly popular.

[The sister is so beautiful! This look is a princess!!!]

[I’ve seen her interview videos before, she’s really impressive. You can tell she prepares thoroughly before interviews. I heard she’s a top student from Huaqing University.]

[Once again, I’m amazed by how grace comes from knowledge. Unlike me who just blurts out ‘holy shit.’]

…

Zhou Wan stared at these comments, stunned.

Deep down, Zhou Wan was still somewhat insecure. The personality shaped by her upbringing wasn’t something that could be easily changed.

She had never received such widespread praise before, to the point where it made her feel… caught off guard and at a loss.

Lu Xixiao hugged her from behind, his arm resting across her waist over the blanket.

“What are you looking at?” His voice was husky.

“Comments,” Zhou Wan said absently. “Yesterday’s competition was posted online.”

Lu Xixiao glanced at them, pulled at the corner of his mouth, then hugged her again, muttering hoarsely: “So annoying.”

“What’s annoying?”

“You’re mine.” Lu Xixiao’s voice carried a disgruntled stubbornness. “I wish I was the only one who could like you.”

Zhou Wan was stunned.

Lu Xixiao sighed, burying his face in her neck: “Never mind, at least you can only like me.”

She had never thought she had anything particularly likable about her.

Yet there was someone who knew all her dark sides but still treasured her like something precious.

After a while, Lu Xixiao continued on his own: “After all, you’ve liked me since tenth grade.”

His tone was a bit smug. Zhou Wan was amused, giving him a gentle push: “You sound quite proud of that.”

“I am proud.” His hand rested on Zhou Wan’s stomach as he said softly, “When there’s a little Zhou in here, I’ll have to brag about it to them too.”

Zhou Wan froze, then suddenly realized what he meant. Her face burning, she pushed Lu Xixiao away and ran into the bathroom to wash up.

Lu Xixiao heard the “bang” of the door closing and the sound of running water, and couldn’t help but chuckle softly.

*

When Zhou Wan came out after washing her face, Lu Xixiao had also gotten up.

She picked up her phone from the bedside. She had set it to silent yesterday and missed the ringtone. It showed a missed call from five minutes ago.

No contact name, just a string of numbers.

Zhou Wan vaguely felt the number looked familiar, but couldn’t remember who it was.

At the same time, another call came in from the same number.

Zhou Wan answered: “Hello?”

“Wan Wan.” A woman’s voice came from the other end. “It’s me.”

That voice, though no longer familiar, was deeply etched in the depths of her memory. The moment she spoke, many unpleasant memories flooded Zhou Wan’s mind.

Her fingertips involuntarily curled, her spine turning cold.

The voice was like a nightmare, instantly breaking her out in a cold sweat.

Zhou Wan’s voice was hard: “Do you need something from me?”

“Mom has been looking for you all these years,” Guo Xiangling said.

“You’re not my mom.”

Zhou Wan said calmly, “From the beginning, you were the one who told me not to call you mom anymore, have you forgotten?”

Before she could speak again, Zhou Wan continued: “We have no relationship anymore. Stop bothering me.”

It had been a long time since Zhou Wan had spoken such harsh words to anyone.

So harsh that her heart felt like it was weighted down with a stone, heavy, constantly sinking.

After saying this, Zhou Wan immediately hung up and blocked the number.

After doing all this, she collapsed onto the bed as if drained of all strength.

When Lu Xixiao walked in, he saw her looking lost and dazed. She had been fine just moments ago. He frowned and walked over: “What’s wrong?”

Zhou Wan slowly raised her eyes to look at him.

She just looked at him for a long while, until the Lu Xixiao before her eyes became clear and real, standing in front of her. Only then was Zhou Wan pulled back to reality, her heart steadying somewhat.

She shook her head instinctively: “Nothing.”

Her state was not “nothing.”

Lu Xixiao understood Zhou Wan. She had been like this since their school days, habitually keeping everything to herself, never actively relying on others.

Otherwise, they wouldn’t have reached that point back then.

This habit wasn’t easy to change.

Although Lu Xixiao didn’t like her being this way, he was willing to give her enough time to slowly change, get used to it, and slowly learn to rely on him.

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he gently stroked Zhou Wan’s head.

Before he could say “It’s fine,” Zhou Wan suddenly raised her hand and firmly grabbed his wrist.

Lu Xixiao was startled.

Zhou Wan’s eyes slowly welled with tears.

She found it difficult to speak, experiencing a complex mixture of self-blame, guilt, and shame, but she forced herself to open her mouth, her voice choked as she struggled to get out each word.

“Just now, Guo Xiangling called me.” Her brows furrowed slightly, clearly frightened, her voice trembling as her eyes grew redder, “Why does she suddenly want to find me again, Lu Xixiao… I’m scared…”
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Those few words made Lu Xixiao understand how much Zhou Wan had changed.

Even though it was difficult for her to say it, she was finally willing to tell him and depend on him.

She was also trying hard to change, wanting to make up for the regrets between them.

Lu Xixiao felt his nose tingle as he pulled Zhou Wan into his embrace.

“Don’t be afraid, Wan Wan,” he coaxed softly. “She can’t do anything. Even if she wants to try something, it won’t affect us.”

At the sound of his voice, Zhou Wan’s suspended heart gradually settled.

The shadow Guo Xiangling cast over her was immense.

All her unpleasant childhood memories stemmed from Guo Xiangling, including the darkness and selfishness that Guo Xiangling had brought out in her.

All of Zhou Wan’s childhood hardships were caused by her.

So much so that years later, hearing her voice again, Zhou Wan’s first reaction was fear and instability, worried that her current life would once again be disrupted.

It wasn’t until she heard Lu Xixiao’s words that she suddenly realized they were all grown up now, and no external force could hinder them anymore.

Guo Xiangling was just a middle-aged woman, without much capability, who couldn’t do anything outrageous.

Lu Xixiao gently patted her shoulder and lowered his head to look directly into her eyes, his gaze focused and serious as he told her word by word: “Don’t be afraid. No matter what happens, I’ll handle it.”

Zhou Wan sniffled and nodded.

He was standing while she sat, her face pressed against his chest, her mood still a bit low. After a while, she said, “I’m sorry.”

Lu Xixiao smiled. “What are you sorry for?”

“Always making you worry about my problems.”

“Wan Wan, I’m happy that you’re willing to tell me about your concerns,” Lu Xixiao said.

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, tilted her head up and kissed him lightly on the lips: “I won’t keep things from you anymore.”

…

Over the weekend, Zhou Wan was busy preparing for the next round of competition, leaving her little time to think about Guo Xiangling’s matters. After blocking her, she couldn’t harass Zhou Wan anymore.

Until Tuesday afternoon, when Zhou Wan received several more messages.

The phone number had changed.

[Wan Wan, we haven’t seen each other for so many years. When are you free? Mom wants to see you again and wants to apologize in person. Back then, Mom was blinded by money and did many things that hurt you. Mom has regretted it all these years. Mom is getting old now, with no one by her side, and can’t help crying at night thinking about the past.]

[Wan Wan, you’re working in B City now, right? Mom saw your interview video online. So many people in the comments praised you. You’ve always had good grades, Mom always knew you’d be successful when you grew up.]

[After some time, when Mom is less busy and saves some money, I’ll take a bus to B City to find you.]

When she saw the last message, Zhou Wan’s fingers froze, and that nauseating feeling welled up again.

She gritted her teeth, forcing herself to calm down again.

She didn’t want to see Guo Xiangling at all.

Their relationship had been severed long ago, the mother-daughter bond completely exhausted that year, leaving nothing behind. They should simply stay in their lanes and not disturb each other.

If she came to B City, with her shameless personality, Zhou Wan couldn’t imagine what she might do.

If it only affected her, that would be one thing, but now it involved Lu Xixiao too. She didn’t want others to look at Lu Xixiao through colored glasses.

“Wan Wan.”

Ji Jie came over and patted her shoulder. “Are you alright? You look quite pale.”

Zhou Wan came back to herself, smiling and shaking her head: “I’m fine.”

Looking at her complexion, Ji Jie was still worried: “Is it because the competition schedule is too tight and you’re too tired? There’s no interview this afternoon anyway, why don’t you tell the chief editor and go home to rest?”

“I’m fine. I just need to sit for a while,” Zhou Wan thanked her again for her concern.

“Alright, but call me if you need anything.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan sat alone at her desk, staring at those messages several more times before finally getting up and walking to an empty corridor to dial that new number. After two rings, it was answered, and Guo Xiangling’s voice came through.

“Hello, Wan Wan.”

Zhou Wan closed her eyes briefly: “Where did you get my phone number?”

“Oh, that? I saw your competition video on my phone and asked someone about it,” Guo Xiangling said. “Mom just wants to talk to you properly and apologize.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me. Just don’t disturb my life from now on, that’s all.”

After a moment of silence, Guo Xiangling seemed to sigh, her voice softening further: “Wan Wan, we’re still mother and daughter, connected by blood.”

Zhou Wan’s chest tightened, feeling utterly disgusted.

She didn’t know how Guo Xiangling could say such things, abandoning her when she needed a mother most, and now coming to disrupt her life again.

“Guo Xiangling.”

Zhou Wan forced herself to stabilize again, “You caused Grandmother to miss her transplant surgery, and you never took care of me. You were the one who said you didn’t have a daughter like me. Don’t you find it ridiculous to say these things now?”

“I…”

Zhou Wan stood by the window, gripping the railing so tightly her knuckles turned white: “If you had even the slightest bit of remorse, you wouldn’t make this call. I will never forgive you, and I don’t want to see you again. Please stop harassing me in the future.”

After hanging up, Zhou Wan supported herself on the railing, hunching over as her chest heaved with heavy breaths.

After composing herself, she blocked the new number as well.

…

For the next few days, Guo Xiangling didn’t contact her again.

Zhou Wan could finally breathe and continue preparing to host the competition.

In this competition, she was completely a dark horse, far exceeding the chief editor’s original expectations. As a result, all her original work was redistributed, allowing her to focus entirely on the competition.

The day after the 15-to-9 competition ended, Lu Xixiao needed to go on a business trip.

That evening, Zhou Wan helped him pack his luggage.

“You don’t need to pack so much.” Lu Xixiao took the coat from her hands, “It’s not cold there, and it’s only three days.”

“I checked the weather forecast. There’ll be cold air the day after tomorrow, dropping the temperature by 7 or 8 degrees,” Zhou Wan stuffed the coat back into the suitcase.

Lu Xixiao chuckled softly, ruffling her hair: “Take good care of yourself these three days, and tell me if anything happens.”

“Mm.” After responding, Zhou Wan blinked and couldn’t help smiling, “It’s only three days, how could I not take care of myself?”

She had managed all those years before.

“What do you mean ‘only’ three days?”

Lu Xixiao picked at her words again, pinching her chin and shaking it gently, “I see other girlfriends missing their boyfriends after three days apart, but with you, it’s just ‘only’?”

“…”

It was just three days.

Zhou Wan would indeed miss him and worry about him not taking good care of himself, but she wasn’t a fussy person by nature. They’d see each other again in three days, so she felt it wasn’t a big deal.

No matter how much she’d miss him, it was just three days.

However, in their time together, she had figured out his personality.

When he was unhappy, she needed to comfort him quickly, or he’d keep escalating things, eventually starting to make baseless accusations.

He could be quite difficult.

“Not at all.” Zhou Wan took the initiative to kiss him, “I’ll miss you too.”

Unfortunately, Lu Xixiao had also figured out her tactics.

He bit her lip, scoffing unsympathetically: “Acting all sweet now.”

“…”

The next morning, Zhou Wan took an hour off work to accompany Lu Xixiao to the airport.

Outside the airport, Lu Xixiao held his suitcase in one hand and his phone in the other, sending his secretary’s number to Zhou Wan: “I’ll have a lot of meetings these next few days. If you can’t reach me and it’s urgent, contact him first.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan smiled, giving him a hug: “Go in now, don’t be late.”

“Mm.”

He bent down again, his tongue intertwining with Zhou Wan’s in a kiss. The crowd bustled around them, coming and going, but Lu Xixiao kissed her deeply, paying no mind to others.

In such an environment, Zhou Wan felt uncomfortable, pushing him away with a red face.

At that moment, nearby, a couple who looked like college students – the girl seeing off the boy – were reluctant to part. The girl was crying, her eyes red, holding hands unwilling to let go, while the boy patiently comforted her, saying he’d fly back to see her next month.

Seems they were in a long-distance relationship.

Zhou Wan glanced their way, and when she looked back, she found Lu Xixiao also watching in that direction.

Then, he raised an eyebrow.

Zhou Wan’s heart skipped a beat.

She felt she could see several clear words written on his face — I’m. About. To. Start. Acting. Up.

Then she saw Lu Xixiao lower his gaze back to her and start complaining: “Look at them.”

“…”

He continued: “I’m leaving, how come you’re not shedding a single tear?”

“…”

Zhou Wan remained silent outwardly, but couldn’t help thinking to herself that this was just three days, not like those long-distance couples.

After a moment of silence, Zhou Wan decided to play along, speaking slowly and seriously: “How come you’re not shedding a single tear about not seeing me for three days?”

“…”

After a pause, Zhou Wan thought about how he usually acted up and added: “Is this how you’re supposed to be as a boyfriend?”

She was completely imitating Lu Xixiao, repeating like a recording, without much inflection, dragging out her words, sounding listless.

“…”

Lu Xixiao looked at her expression for a long while, then laughed in exasperation: “Zhou Wan.”

She pressed her lips together, falling silent again.

“Do you think I can’t deal with you just because I’m leaving?” Lu Xixiao asked.

“…”

Zhou Wan shrank her neck, mumbling softly: “No.”

“Apologize.”

“I’m sorry,” Zhou Wan said immediately.

Lu Xixiao messed up her hair randomly, making it completely disheveled: “Just look at you.”

Zhou Wan let him “vent,” and after he finished, reminded him: “Go in now, it’s almost boarding time.”

“Kiss me.”

Though he said this, he neither lowered his head nor bent down.

Having no choice, Zhou Wan had to put her hands on his shoulders and stand on tiptoes to reach him.

Lu Xixiao bit her lip lightly again and patted her bottom: “I’m going.”

*

After watching Lu Xixiao enter security, Zhou Wan waved goodbye to him once more before leaving.

She was somewhat happy about Lu Xixiao being away for these three days. The night he returned would be November 18th, his birthday, and she could use these few days to think carefully about what birthday gifts to prepare for him.

Back at the newspaper office, everyone was currently focusing on doing a theme about families who had lost their only child. Zhou Wan prepared the topic for the next competition stage, and in the afternoon went with colleagues to do research and interviews at a nursing home.

During this time, Lu Xixiao messaged to say he had landed.

Zhou Wan smiled at her phone and took a picture of the nursing home to send him, telling him what she was doing.

After finishing the research and interviews, it was almost time to get off work. Some colleagues who drove themselves went straight home, while others took the company car back to the office first.

“Wan Wan, your boyfriend’s not picking you up today?” Ji Jie asked.

Zhou Wan: “He’s on a business trip.”

Uncle Ye turned around: “Then how are you getting back? I can give you a ride if we’re going the same way.”

“It’s fine.” Zhou Wan smiled, her eyes curving, “Taking the subway from the office is very convenient.”

Although she had gotten her driver’s license, B City was always congested, and Zhou Wan didn’t like driving normally.

At first, Lu Xixiao told her to call his secretary for a ride after work, but Zhou Wan always felt embarrassed about troubling others and was used to taking the subway.

Uncle Ye didn’t insist: “Alright, be careful on your way then.”

The group returned to the newspaper office, and Zhou Wan went back to her desk to tidy up before going downstairs with Ji Jie.

She had been thinking all day about what birthday gift to buy for Lu Xixiao, but Lu Xixiao lacked nothing, and though she wanted to give something meaningful, she couldn’t think of anything.

“Xiao Jie,” Zhou Wan asked, “do you know what kind of gifts guys like?”

“Hmm?” Ji Jie blinked, “Is it your boyfriend’s birthday?”

“Yes, the day he returns from his business trip is his birthday.”

“Someone like Mr. Lu can probably buy anything he wants,” Ji Jie analyzed for her. “This kind of gift needs to touch his heart. Why don’t you cook him a candlelight dinner when he returns?”

“A candlelight dinner… wouldn’t that be too little? Like it’s not sincere enough.”

Ji Jie: “I wasn’t finished. After dinner, you can give yourself to him as a gift, buy some sexy sleepwear, and let him unwrap his present personally.”

“…”

Zhou Wan tried to imagine that scene but didn’t dare continue halfway through.

It was just… too frightening.

Ji Jie had no filter.

Never mind, she’d think about it more herself.

The two chatted as they went downstairs. At the bottom, Zhou Wan waved goodbye: “Be careful on your way, see you tomorrow.”

“Bye-bye!”

Just as Zhou Wan turned around, a voice came from beside her ear, Guo Xiangling’s voice: “Wan Wan.”

Her whole body stiffened as she turned to look.

Guo Xiangling was standing on the other side of the service road.

They hadn’t seen each other for seven or eight years.

She had aged a lot, with many wrinkles on her face, deep creases at her eyes, sallow skin, and pupils that had lost their former brightness. She wore a short black down jacket with sleeve protectors on both arms.

This Guo Xiangling was vastly different from Zhou Wan’s memories.

So much so that when she first saw Guo Xiangling, Zhou Wan froze completely, her heart instantly filled with mixed emotions.

In her memory, Guo Xiangling always dressed well. Even before her divorce from Zhou Jun when they didn’t have much spare money, she would still spend generously on her appearance.

Even if she fell on hard times, she should still maintain herself meticulously.

For a moment, Zhou Wan wondered if she had dressed this way deliberately to gain sympathy.

But then she saw how rough the skin on her hands had become, covered in chilblains already in November’s weather.

This wasn’t something that could change overnight; it was clear that she hadn’t been living well these years.

“Wan Wan.”

Guo Xiangling called out again, stumbling forward quickly and gripping Zhou Wan’s wrist tightly.

Her voice trembled with sincere emotion, her eyes reddened, and tears immediately rolled down along the winding wrinkles at her eyes, like a pitiful mother who had finally found her daughter after traversing mountains and rivers.

“Mom has missed you so much these years.”

Zhou Wan felt cold all over. When Guo Xiangling reached for her sleeve again, she instinctively raised her hand, avoiding her touch and taking a clear step back in rejection.

“Wan Wan.”

Ji Jie had stopped at Guo Xiangling’s first call, watching this scene in surprise, and tentatively asked, “Is everything okay?”

In this bustling city of flowing traffic and concrete, with skyscrapers behind them and asphalt roads ahead, Zhou Wan wore proper, clean clothes and elegant flats, radiantly beautiful, while Guo Xiangling was the complete opposite. Under such contrast, every inch Zhou Wan retreated could be misinterpreted as disdain.

She had already been forced to the edge of a precarious cliff, the moral high ground.

Working in the news herself, Zhou Wan knew too well how this scene could be misinterpreted.

But she didn’t want others prying open her past wounds for public viewing.

“It’s fine.”

Zhou Wan smiled at Ji Jie, then grabbed Guo Xiangling’s hand with her cold one and walked toward the subway station on the other side.

“Wan Wan…”

“Don’t speak right now,” Zhou Wan cut her off coldly, walking quickly. “And don’t call me that.”

Guo Xiangling opened her mouth but finally said nothing.

Zhou Wan bought her a subway ticket and they boarded a train heading toward the suburbs.

Finally, Zhou Wan found a coffee shop that wasn’t too crowded. She ordered two coffees and sat with Guo Xiangling by the window.

As she sat down, Zhou Wan suddenly remembered something and found it all rather laughable.

She still remembered meeting Guo Xiangling at a coffee shop in her second year of high school about Grandmother’s illness. When leaving, it started pouring rain. Guo Xiangling left in a sedan while she ran through the rain to the bus stop. At the platform, she turned to look at that car and saw it stopped by the roadside, Guo Xiangling leaning out to talk to Lu Xixiao.

“Why did you suddenly come to find me?” Zhou Wan asked directly.

“Wan Wan, Mom just wants to apologize. Mom knows I was wrong before. Can you forgive Mom?”

“No.”

Zhou Wan looked at her, her voice soft but firm, “Why should I forgive you? You had no real difficulties, you simply didn’t want me anymore.”

Guo Xiangling started crying again.

Tears fell one by one until she covered her face, weeping.

The tissue box was right beside Zhou Wan, but she never pulled out a single piece to offer.

“I will never forgive you in this lifetime, and I’ve ruined what would have been your peaceful latter years.”

Zhou Wan calmly watched her cry, “So we might as well just hate and resent each other, and not disturb one another anymore.”

The server brought two coffees.

Zhou Wan picked up her cup and took a sip, then got up to exchange five hundred yuan in cash from the staff.

She put the cash in front of Guo Xiangling: “You probably can’t buy a ticket now. Find a hotel, and use this money to go back tomorrow. You won’t get anything else from me.”

With that, Zhou Wan picked up her bag and turned to leave.

“Wan Wan.”

She didn’t stop walking.

Guo Xiangling said hoarsely: “I have nowhere else to turn—”

Zhou Wan didn’t look back. She hunched over, her back very bent, white strands hidden in her dry hair, shoulder blades protruding through her sweater.

“I later invested in a beauty salon, but business has been bad these years and it went bankrupt,” Guo Xiangling said. “I had no choice but to borrow money. If I can’t pay it back, they’ll beat me to death…”

Zhou Wan’s steps faltered, her throat involuntarily swallowing, her legs feeling as heavy as lead. When she opened her mouth, she could barely make a sound, saying softly: “So you came to find me because you want me to help you repay the money?”

Guo Xiangling turned back with red eyes: “I have no other choice. That year…”

Zhou Wan’s eyelids burned fiercely, something hot threatening to spill out, but she held it back forcefully, her eye sockets burning red as she refused to let a single tear fall.

“I told you not to call me that!”

Her emotions exploded as she stared at this rapidly aged woman, “Now you don’t want to die, but what about Dad and Grandmother back then? What did you do at that time?”

“How can you treat me like this? You made me lose Dad and Grandmother, and now how can you still make such demands of me?”

Zhou Wan had no expectations of Guo Xiangling.

She knew with Guo Xiangling’s personality, suddenly coming to find her couldn’t be about genuine repentance.

But at this moment, she still felt incredibly sad and wronged.

After meeting Lu Xixiao again in B City, she met many good people and thought her unlucky life was finally turning around, but Guo Xiangling’s appearance dragged her back into the abyss.

Why did her birth mother have to be such a person?

Why did she have to endure all of this?

Zhou Wan lowered her eyes. Finally, that tear she couldn’t hold back fell to the ground.

“Why did you give birth to me in the first place? If you never loved me, why did you have me? Why is it that every time I think I’m finally going to see better days, you have to appear!”

“After Dad left, didn’t I beg you not to abandon me? I was kneeling on the ground clutching your clothes begging you not to leave, but you still left. Why do you have to come back now?”

“Am I your dog? You leave when you want to leave, and when you want to come back you just whistle and expect me to wag my tail at you? There’s no such unfair logic.”

Guo Xiangling: “Mom knows…”

“I won’t give you money, and I definitely won’t help you repay your debts.”

Zhou Wan said with red eyes, “Whether you live or die has nothing to do with me. If you harass me again, I’ll call the police directly.”

Guo Xiangling was taken aback.

She seemed shocked by these heartless words, her gaze turning cold and disbelieving.

“I carried you for ten months and cut open my flesh to give birth to you. If not merit, at least there was hardship. Now you not only refuse to help me in my hour of need but even threaten to call the police on me!?”

Guo Xiangling’s facade completely crumbled as she shrieked, “We’re blood relatives, still registered in the same household. What you’re doing now is abandonment!”

Such words couldn’t frighten Zhou Wan.

She found she was still used to this version of Guo Xiangling.

She even managed a self-mocking smile: “After all, we are blood relatives. What I’m doing now is just like when you abandoned me before.”

…

Back home, Zhou Wan lay in bed after taking a shower.

After seeing Guo Xiangling, she was completely exhausted, both physically and mentally. She tried to empty her mind, but Guo Xiangling’s appearance and words kept circling in her thoughts.

She couldn’t forget them no matter what.

She raised her arm across her eyes and let out a soft sigh.

At that moment, her phone rang.

It was Lu Xixiao.

Zhou Wan paused, not wanting him to hear her low mood. She coughed slightly and answered: “Hello?”

“What are you doing?”

“Lying down, doing nothing.”

He chuckled: “Not preparing for the competition today?”

“I looked at it during the day.” Because of what had happened earlier, Zhou Wan’s voice was a bit hoarse. “I’m a bit tired, just wanted to lie down for a while before looking at it again.”

“If you’re tired, rest early and look at it tomorrow.”

After a pause, Lu Xixiao seemed to sense something was off and asked: “You’re not feeling unwell, are you?”

“No.”

“Let’s do a video call, I want to see you.”

Zhou Wan was startled.

The next second, Lu Xixiao was calling for a video chat.

She quickly wiped her eyes, dimmed the lights, and then tucked her chin under the blanket.

It wasn’t that she wanted to hide it from him, but he was out of town now with lots of work to handle, and Zhou Wan didn’t want to make him worry at this time – at least not now.

She opened the video call.

The screen flickered, and Lu Xixiao’s face appeared.

He was back at the hotel, wearing the hotel’s bathrobe, probably just out of the shower too, his black hair slightly damp, his eyes looking particularly deep under the overhead light.

“Why are you hiding your face?”

His voice carried a slightly nasal tone of hoarseness, making it especially gentle. “Let me see.”

Zhou Wan lifted her chin slightly, mumbling softly: “I’m not unwell.”

“Then why do you look so listless?” Lu Xixiao furrowed his brows, glancing at the clock. “Should I fly back now?”

Zhou Wan blinked.

She looked at the man on the screen – his features and contours were naturally sharp, but at this moment they had all softened, leaving only distinct tenderness.

That tenderness seemed to penetrate through the phone screen, mixed with Lu Xixiao’s unique scent, squeezing out the grievance and unease in Zhou Wan’s heart.

“No need.”

She smiled, her eyes curving, holding back the sourness in her nose, “I just… miss you a bit.”

She gently rubbed her cheek against the pillow, dragging out his name softly: “Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“After you finish your work, can you come back quickly?”
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Zhou Wan’s words made Lu Xixiao’s heart melt like water. He was most vulnerable to her being like this – earnest while unconsciously acting cute. He wanted nothing more than to fly back immediately and pull her into his arms for a tight squeeze.

“Listen to you,” Lu Xixiao chuckled softly. “Of course, I’ll come back once I’m done with work. Do you even need to ask ‘okay?'”

Looking at his smiling face on the screen, Zhou Wan smiled too. “Mm.”

“Why suddenly say you miss me? Did someone bully you?”

“No,” Zhou Wan blinked. “With you around, who would dare bully me?”

Lu Xixiao figured no one would bully her anyway, and Zhou Wan wasn’t the type to repay evil with kindness. He’d only been gone three days – she couldn’t have faced any real hardship.

“If you’re tired, get to bed early. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Mm.”

After a pause, Zhou Wan remembered the 18th was Lu Xixiao’s birthday. If he came back early she wouldn’t have time to prepare, so she added, “Don’t change your flight. Just come back after you’re done with work.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow, his tone a bit smug: “I just worried some little girl might cry after not seeing me for three days.”

Zhou Wan thought for a moment, then said, “I’ll be pretty busy with work and the competition the next two days, so just come back at the original time.”

“Alright.”

Lu Xixiao had already packed his schedule full, and it would indeed be difficult to free up time for new arrangements.

“Go to sleep then.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan buried her face deeper in the blanket. “Good night, Lu Xixiao.”

“Good night, baby.”

*

The next day brought another round of competition.

As the competition progressed to later stages, the remaining contestants grew stronger, putting considerable pressure on Zhou Wan. However, her advantage lay in her strong learning ability since childhood. As the competition went on, her improvement was exponential. Combined with her fitting image and superior vocal conditions, she became increasingly certain of victory.

After this round of competition, Zhou Wan successfully entered the top five.

In one impromptu interview question, Zhou Wan even scored first place among all contestants.

This was her first time getting first place in so many rounds of competition.

Her performance was particularly eye-catching, scoring far above second place. Soon, the clip of her interview was extracted and posted online, sparking another round of discussion.

Many former classmates who saw it sent congratulatory messages.

The next day at work, colleagues showered her with praise, especially Ji Jie, who was particularly effusive and dramatic.

“How much is the prize money for the top five?” Ji Jie asked.

“Fifth place is about fifty thousand, first place is a hundred thousand, with ten thousand more for each rank up.”

“That’s great, I want prize money too.”

“Isn’t there a photography competition coming up?” Zhou Wan said. “You could join that.”

Ji Jie: “My amateur skills couldn’t win anything.”

“You won’t know unless you try. I didn’t think I’d make it this far at first either.”

“You’re a natural talent. I noticed back in high school – that getting into Huaqing isn’t just about effort, you need to be gifted.”

Ji Jie asked, “Wan Wan, did you have tutoring back then?”

“Me, tutoring?”

“Yeah.”

“No,” Zhou Wan smiled. “Though I did tutor others, never got tutored myself.”

“See, that’s what I mean by gifted. When I was in school, my mom sent me to tutoring centers every day, even one-on-one sessions, and still couldn’t get me into a top school.”

Speaking of this, Ji Jie suddenly remembered something. “Oh right, Wan Wan, was that auntie waiting for you downstairs last time your mom?”

Zhou Wan paused, then slowly mumbled an “Mm.” “Sort of, but my parents are divorced, and I haven’t been in contact with her for a long time.”

Her relationship with Guo Xiangling couldn’t be explained in just a few words.

Zhou Wan explained the situation in the simplest, most straightforward way.

Ji Jie nodded. “Oh.”

Though outgoing by nature, she wouldn’t pry into others’ private matters they didn’t want to discuss, so she didn’t continue this topic. “Wan Wan, are a lot of places trying to poach you now? Are you planning to switch jobs?”

“There are a few offers, but I don’t plan to leave right now. I quite like it here.”

“True, I also think our workplace atmosphere is especially harmonious. We’re all working people anyway, might as well be happy working people – that’s most worthwhile.”

Zhou Wan’s phone vibrated at this moment.

[6: Boarding the plane now.]

[Zhou Wan: Okay, travel safe.]

[6: It’s cold today, no need to pick me up tonight. I’ll stop by the company first then head straight home.]

Zhou Wan calculated the time – going to pick up the cake in the afternoon, then decorating the house, it would indeed be tight. She replied: [Okay, send me a message when you land.]

[6: Mm.]

There were no interview tasks in the afternoon, so it was quite free.

Ji Jie’s favorite singer was coming to B City for a concert, and tickets would go on sale soon. Worried about not getting tickets, she asked colleagues to help buy them together.

She set an alarm for one minute before.

This was Zhou Wan’s first time trying to buy concert tickets. She stared at the standard time stopwatch on the computer screen, waiting for the exact moment to quickly click in.

“Ah! Couldn’t get any!” Ji Jie shouted in the office. “Did anyone get tickets?”

“No.”

“That was too fast, everything sold out in less than a second.”

“Is this band that popular?”

…

Zhou Wan watched the circle in the upper left corner of her screen rotate and rotate, and then a check mark appeared, showing the payment was successful.

She was stunned, unexpected: “I think I got one?”

Ji Jie quickly came over, then hugged Zhou Wan’s neck, and shook her frantically: “Ahhhhh! Wan Wan, I love you!!!”

Zhou Wan laughed: “It’s my first time trying, I don’t know how I managed to get it.”

“That’s called beginner’s luck.”

Zhou Wan filled in Ji Jie’s ID information for the ticket, and Ji Jie transferred the money to her.

This singer Ji Jie liked was extremely popular. Soon, news about concert tickets selling out in one second hit the trending topics, with many fans in the comments crying about not getting tickets.

“Lucky I had you, Wan Wan.” Ji Jie showed her phone to Zhou Wan. “Look, they say lots of fans failed to get tickets this time.”

Zhou Wan leaned in to look.

Just then, a notification suddenly popped up at the top of the screen.

—Exclusive! “Golden Microphone” Contest Popular Contestant Zhou Wan Allegedly Abandoned Mother!

Zhou Wan’s fingertips froze, clenching tight.

“What garbage clickbait is making up stories again.” Ji Jie was startled at first, then immediately cursed angrily, “Aren’t they afraid of getting sued!”

She didn’t believe the content at all and quickly clicked to see what kind of clickbait headline it was.

But upon opening it, the first photo showed Zhou Wan and that woman from yesterday sitting face to face in the cafe.

The woman was crying pathetically, while Zhou Wan watched her silently, appearing particularly cold in contrast. Add to that the contrast in their clothing, she seemed even more aloof.

Ji Jie opened her mouth, momentarily at a loss for words.

Zhou Wan didn’t speak either.

She didn’t know how to explain any of this and had no way to begin.

“What news?”

Others in the office who had heard Ji Jie’s cursing earlier turned to ask when they heard no follow-up.

Ji Jie glanced at Zhou Wan, saying nothing.

Zhou Wan stood up, saying softly: “I’m not feeling well, I want to go home first.”

Ji Jie immediately said: “Okay, I’ll explain to the chief editor later.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan nodded somewhat absently. “Thanks.”

She picked up her bag and quickly left.

Everyone there worked in news – it wouldn’t take long for them all to see that piece of news.

Although she had a clear conscience regarding Guo Xiangling, being in this situation left her unable to defend herself. She could almost imagine how people around her would gossip.

Only after getting on the subway did Zhou Wan take out her phone.

That news had already gained high visibility, with unbearable comments below.

[She can stay unmoved while her birth mother cries like that, worse than an animal?]

[I used to like her, never thought she was this kind of person.]

[Doesn’t anyone think she did much better in the latest competition round than before? Maybe there’s a sugar daddy behind it, leaked the questions?]

[Does everyone not know she was one of those who exposed Huang Hui’s sexual harassment? Later Huang Hui and the whole Shengxing Group suddenly fell – doesn’t anyone find that suspicious?]

…

Every word, every sentence transformed into swords, turning around to shoot at Zhou Wan.

She looked at those comments, slowly blinked, and turned off her phone.

The subway stopped at one station, Zhou Wan got off and walked following navigation to find the cake shop she had ordered from.

She showed the order to the shop assistant, asking if the cake was ready.

The shop assistant gave her several extra looks while taking the cake from the refrigerator and handing it over.

As she turned to leave, she heard whispered discussions from behind.

Zhou Wan didn’t look back, didn’t stop to explain, just silently left.

That news spread faster than she had imagined. It was rush hour, and she didn’t dare take the crowded subway back. It was quite a distance home from here.

She walked aimlessly on the street.

The cold wind chilled her slender ankles.

Soon after, it started raining – heavy drops pounding down.

Zhou Wan had to take shelter under a shop’s eaves. She took out her phone again, fingers clenching tight until her knuckles turned white.

[My aunt works at the same newspaper as her, heard her boyfriend is really powerful, called Lu Xixiao, you can search and find basic info.]

[Then that Huang Hui thing before must have been her boyfriend working behind the scenes.]

[Terrifying when you think about it, maybe Huang Hui was falsely accused?]

[The Lu family is powerful, to begin with, one of the top in Pingchuan City.]

[Damn, someone interviewed Zhou Wan’s mom and said she was with Lu Xixiao’s dad before, but later Zhou Wan deliberately seduced his son and ruined the marriage. Her mom could have lived happily otherwise.]

[How can there be such a daughter?!]

[Seducing mom’s boyfriend’s son??? Is this even human???]

[This is too disgusting]

[How dare they still be together… aren’t they afraid of karma?]

…

This was the terrifying nature of the internet, the terrifying nature of rumors.

Zhou Wan suddenly recalled what Old Master Lu had said to her long ago—

What would people say if they knew about your relationship?

Disgusting, perverted, immoral, filthy…

These things won’t be erased just because your mother left.

You should know what kind of condemnation he’ll face from now on, and what he’ll lose.

At that age, no matter how reluctant she was, she still gave in to these words and surrendered to them.

Under the eaves, the rain curtain poured down, raindrops hitting the ground and creating tiny splashes, dirtying Zhou Wan’s white shoes.

She looked out through the rain curtain.

A shop’s lights lit up across the street, particularly eye-catching in the gloomy evening, neon lights spelling out letters—TATTOO.

*

It was nine o’clock at night when Lu Xixiao’s plane landed.

He retrieved his luggage and turned on his phone while walking out. His secretary was already waiting outside, hurrying over when he saw him: “Mr. Lu, there’s something…”

Lu Xixiao had never seen him so hesitant, and paused: “What is it?”

The secretary showed him the news online.

After several hours, the matter had blown up completely.

Besides the unbearable insults, even various details about him and Zhou Wan had been dug up thoroughly.

Many photos of them together from school days posted on campus forums had been unearthed, becoming targets for pointing fingers.

Lu Xixiao frowned.

His phone turned on, but there wasn’t a single message or missed call.

With something like this happening, Zhou Wan couldn’t possibly not know.

He wasn’t bothered by those comments at all, but he worried all this would affect Zhou Wan.

Worried she would start blaming herself again, thinking she had caused him to suffer these unfounded accusations.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he immediately dialed Zhou Wan’s number without saying anything. After several rings, it showed temporarily unavailable, please try again later.

“Mr. Lu, what should we do now?” the secretary asked.

They had just signed the contract when this happened and were about to launch a new project.

The Xingsheng Group matter had been handled too thoroughly, offending many people openly and secretly. Who knew how those with ulterior motives would exploit this situation?

“Go to the police station first and find Chief Zheng, ask him to help find Zhou Wan no matter what.”

The secretary was stunned for a moment, then nodded: “Yes.”

Nothing mattered more than Zhou Wan.

Lu Xixiao drove straight home, running all the way, and pushed open the door to find the house completely dark.

“Zhou Wan.” He called from the entrance.

No response.

Even the echo was swallowed by darkness.

Lu Xixiao’s jaw tightened, his jawline sharp.

He seemed to merge with this darkness, his black lashes lowered, concealing a hint of obscure light.

He recalled video chatting with Zhou Wan the day before yesterday, the little girl nestled in her blanket, her long dense eyelashes slowly fluttering, looking tired and listless.

Her voice was soft and gentle as she told him:

I just, miss you a little.

Come back quickly after you’re done with work, okay?

Had she encountered those troubles since then?

But now he was back, and she was gone.

Was she trying to escape somewhere he couldn’t find her again, unilaterally trying to be good to him in her way?

This apartment, without Zhou Wan, was just a place to stay.

With her there, it could be called “home.”

Lu Xixiao could almost feel the suffocating darkness in the room slowly devouring him, dragging him back to his former solitary state.

Just then, his phone suddenly rang without warning.

It was Zhou Wan calling.

Lu Xixiao froze for a moment, and immediately answered, his voice still trembling from not having recovered: “…Zhou Wan.”

“Did you land? My phone was on silent and I forgot to turn it off, I didn’t hear that call earlier.” Zhou Wan’s voice sounded very calm. “Lu Xixiao, I have something to tell you.”

Lu Xixiao’s brow twitched, his Adam’s apple bobbed as he spoke in a hoarse voice: “Where are you? I’ll come over.”

Zhou Wan paused.

She stood in front of a shop, looking at the high-rises before her, and told Lu Xixiao about a nearby landmark building.

Lu Xixiao immediately drove over.

It had just rained, his tires splashing through puddles.

He thought about many things on the way.

Zhou Wan’s voice earlier had been unnaturally calm.

He thought, if Zhou Wan wanted to break up with him, he definitely wouldn’t agree. He wouldn’t let her leave again no matter what methods he had to use.

Once was enough.

If she left again, it would be the end of him.

At a traffic light, Lu Xixiao saw Zhou Wan standing at the corner across the street.

The little girl was dressed rather thinly, her exposed slender ankles reddened from the cold, her nose also red from the cold, looking a bit dazed as she stared fixedly at a spot on the ground, lost in thought.

Lu Xixiao turned around and parked by the roadside, quickly walking over.

When he closed the car door, Zhou Wan looked up.

The headlights were still on, piercing her eyes, so she couldn’t see Lu Xixiao’s face clearly, only vaguely saw a tall figure walking towards her against the light with big strides.

Then he stopped in front of her, gripping her wrist, particularly forcefully, somewhat painful.

But upon feeling how cold her wrist was, his grip immediately loosened a bit.

Zhou Wan seemed to see the stormy aura around him gradually recede, leaving only restraint and forbearance. His voice was low and hoarse when he spoke: “What are you doing out here so late? Your hands are so cold, get in the car first.”

Zhou Wan was pulled forward a few steps by him, then stopped, gently tugging her arm back.

Lu Xixiao’s movement paused as he turned back.

Zhou Wan withdrew her hand, crouched down to pick up the cake box on the ground, and got in the car with Lu Xixiao.

The sensor light above lit up.

Lu Xixiao turned the air conditioning to maximum, holding Zhou Wan’s hand up to the vent to warm it.

Finally, it started to warm up again.

Zhou Wan looked at him, asking softly: “Lu Xixiao, are you angry?”

Lu Xixiao glanced sideways, not speaking.

“Is it because of what they’re saying online?” Zhou Wan lowered her eyes, speaking quietly, “I’m sorry, it’s my fault, tomorrow I’ll…”

“Besides sorry, what else do you want to say?”

Lu Xixiao interrupted her, his voice low and obscure, “So you want to break up with me again, is that it?”

Zhou Wan was stunned: “No, I wanted to say…”

Not expecting Lu Xixiao would think this way, she didn’t know where to begin with all her heartfelt words.

Her index finger was still hooked around the thin ribbon of the cake box, her fingertip unconsciously curling as she said abruptly: “I wanted to say, happy birthday, Lu Xixiao.”

Lu Xixiao was stunned.

He hadn’t expected this response at all.

He had been so busy lately, that he completely forgot today was his birthday.

He had prepared himself all the way here, imagined many scenarios of Zhou Wan breaking up with him, thinking he would tie her up and take her back if he had to, but never expected to receive a “happy birthday” like this.

“Lu Xixiao, happy 27th birthday.” Zhou Wan looked at him, saying seriously, “I’ll be with you for all your birthdays from now on.”

The little girl’s black hair fell over her chest.

She hadn’t cut her hair in a long time, the long hair past her chest was smooth and shiny, her eyes bright, looking gentle yet determined.

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

It all came too suddenly and too perfectly, leaving him at a loss for words.

Only then did he notice large patches of red spreading from Zhou Wan’s collar across her fair neck.

“What happened here?” Lu Xixiao reached out, his finger hooking her collar, pulling down, “An allergic reaction…”

His words cut off abruptly halfway.

Her skin was red around her collarbone, and beneath that thin skin was carved a bright red tattoo—

Lu Xixiao.

Clearly in Zhou Wan’s handwriting.

Serious and elegant.

The final stroke of “Xiao” was drawn long, just like how he wrote the character “Wan.”

Below that was a “6.”

Lu Xixiao stared at the tattoo silently for a long time, then asked in a low voice: “Why did you get this tattoo?”

“Because you got one too,” Zhou Wan said softly.

Because I also wanted to know how much it hurt you back then.

Lu Xixiao heard her, but still stubbornly asked the same question.

“Why did you get this tattoo?”

He kept his eyes lowered, his voice also low, but more emotions were crushed within it, his breathing entangled, as if persistently wanting to hear that specific answer.

Zhou Wan paused, reaching out to intertwine her fingers with his: “Because I love you.”

Because I love you.

So, I also want to carve you into my blood and bones.

“I won’t back away anymore, Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan looked at him and said, “When you rush towards me, I’ll also run flying towards you.”
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When Zhou Wan first saw that news and the comments below, she was indeed panicked, guilty, and self-blaming.

But when she saw that tattoo shop through the rain curtain, she suddenly thought of what birthday gift she could give Lu Xixiao.

Back on her 17th birthday, Lu Xixiao had tattooed her name on his collarbone.

Now on his 27th birthday, Zhou Wan tattooed his name on her collarbone.

Lu Xixiao had once said what made him agree to break up back then.

He desperately walked toward Zhou Wan, but from beginning to end, all she thought about was how to leave.

But now, through thousands of days and nights, Zhou Wan finally held Lu Xixiao’s hand again and also held the hand of that youth sitting in the hospital on that early summer evening in May.

This time she no longer said, “Let’s break up, brother.”

Instead, “I won’t back away anymore, Lu Xixiao.”

When you rush towards me, I’ll also run flying towards you.

I’ll never leave you alone again.

I will also choose you without hesitation, unwavering.

It can only be you.

Until death do us part.

*

Lu Xixiao’s nose tingled when he heard that answer.

He had traversed thousands of miles of mountains, finally seeing that person walking towards him through the vast snow, that person who had taken such a winding path.

“Did it hurt?” he asked.

“A little,” Zhou Wan answered honestly, then deliberately joked to lighten the mood, “Last time when I asked if yours hurt, you said it didn’t – that’s how you tricked me into getting one too.”

Lu Xixiao’s fingertips repeatedly stroked gently over her collarbone.

Unable to let go while aching with tenderness.

After a pause, he bent down, placing a burning kiss on her collarbone, particularly reverent, like bowing in allegiance.

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled lightly, feeling his emotions, and gripped his hand tightly: “Let’s go home.”

“Okay.”

…

Neither of them brought up what happened online.

They had been like this since they were seventeen or eighteen – the world was bustling and noisy, but their world was isolated, left with only each other’s voices.

Silent yet intense collisions.

Lu Xixiao had never cared about others’ views and judgments.

And as long as he didn’t care, Zhou Wan could also manage not to care.

Back home, Zhou Wan took out the cake.

Several hours had passed since she picked up the cake, but thanks to her careful attention, it was still intact and exquisite.

She lit the candles and turned off the lights.

In the dim room, only candlelight remained.

“Lu Xixiao, make a wish,” Zhou Wan said.

He looked at Zhou Wan and said softly: “Stay with me forever.”

“Okay.” Zhou Wan’s eyes curved, her smile radiant, captivating, “I’ll help you make this wish come true.”

With a lifetime.

Lu Xixiao leaned in to kiss her, their lips and teeth entangling. A moment later he couldn’t help but bite her lip, using some force, like venting frustration, yet with an inexplicable relief: “I waited eight years.”

Zhou Wan was hurt by the bite and drew back: “Hm?”

“Finally raised you to be sensible.”

He smiled and pecked her lips, saying softly, “Our Wan Wan has grown up.”

He knew how difficult Zhou Wan’s changes had been.

Those habitual tendencies to escape and self-loathe were shaped bit by bit through her growing experiences, not easily changed or reversed, but she still chose to stand beside him.

In this process, she struggled and tossed, but still made the most unwavering decision.

Zhou Wan laughed lightly: “You talk as if you’re much older than me.”

“Being one year older is still older.”

Lu Xixiao lowered his eyes, his fingertips gently stroking under her eyes, “Wan Wan, these years have been hard.”

Those times of being alone.

Those times of guilt and self-blame.

Those times of self-loathing.

All have been hard.

Now the bitterness has turned sweet, we can both stand openly in the sunlight, fearless of worldly judgment and rumors.

Zhou Wan paused, suddenly feeling her nose tingle.

From beginning to end, Lu Xixiao had been the person who understood her best.

For a moment, she felt that Lu Xixiao hadn’t just wiped away her current tears, but had wiped away the tears of that little Zhou Wan who repeatedly despised and scorned herself.

“Lu Xixiao.” Zhou Wan held back the tightness in her throat, “I’m so fortunate to have met you.”

Because of you, I can forgive all the things that happened to me.

“Me too, fortunate to have you,” Lu Xixiao said softly.

*

This incident fermented and escalated over the entire night, with many media outlets going to interview Guo Xiangling. She probably lied about being sick, and netizens even started donating money.

Early the next morning, Lu Xixiao woke up first, and Zhou Wan followed shortly after.

“Sleep a bit more,” Lu Xixiao said. “Don’t go to work today, take a day off. I’ll handle this matter.”

“It’s fine, this was caused by me in the first place, I can’t face it.”

Lu Xixiao frowned, still worried she would face attacks.

When information is unequal, people subconsciously tend to side with the weaker party.

Zhou Wan held his hand: “Don’t worry, this matter was just taken out of context. I’ve done nothing wrong, so I won’t bear false accusations.”

She had worked hard growing up alone, finally changing from the weaker to the stronger party, yet was being blamed unfairly – there was no logic in that.

After a night, Zhou Wan had calmed down again, understanding that running away wouldn’t solve anything.

“Alright.” Lu Xixiao ruffled her hair, “Tell me anytime if anything happens.”

“Mm.”

After getting ready, Lu Xixiao drove her to work.

She arrived early today, and no one was in the office when she entered. After waiting a while, everyone gradually arrived.

Everyone already knew what happened yesterday, and didn’t know how to bring it up appropriately. Though they didn’t want to believe Zhou Wan was that kind of person, they also couldn’t ask about privacy she didn’t want to discuss.

At this time, the chief editor walked in: “Zhou Wan, come here for a moment.”

Zhou Wan stood up and walked into the chief editor’s office.

“Chief Editor, I’m sorry,” she said proactively upon entering. “My matter has brought criticism to the whole newspaper. I’m willing to accept any handling.”

“Even dismissal?”

Zhou Wan pressed her lips together: “Mm.”

The chief editor clicked her tongue: “That won’t do. Unless someday you want to switch jobs, I won’t let talent like you go.”

Zhou Wan was stunned, raising her head.

The chief editor smiled: “I’ve seen many people and things in this position, and I pride myself on my judgment of character. I know what kind of person you are. Every family has its difficulties – I won’t force you to talk about what you don’t want to. The internet is just like this. Wait a bit, the heat will naturally die down.”

Zhou Wan’s throat bobbed: “…Thank you, Chief Editor.”

“What’s there to thank? Doing right by yourself is most important.”

“Mm, I understand.”

Chief Editor: “Alright, go on with your work.”

“There’s one more thing I’d like to trouble you with,” Zhou Wan said. “I can wait for myself, but in this matter, whether past or present, my boyfriend is too innocent. I can take the criticism, but he has no reason to bear false accusations, so I want to come forward to clarify, at least tell the truth, and let people judge right from wrong.”

The chief editor was stunned, then smiled: “Good.”

She stood up and patted Zhou Wan’s shoulder, “I’ll go tell Ah Ming to prepare.”

…

From interviewer to interviewee.

Zhou Wan sat in the chair, looking at the camera lens on the tripod opposite her, and slowly began: “Hello everyone, I’m Zhou Wan.”

“The woman in that photo is indeed my birth mother. She came to find me because she owed loan sharks money. I refused to help her repay the debt and asked her not to harass me again. Besides this, there are some stories about the past that people don’t know.”

“When I was ten years old, my father fell ill. Treatment would cost a lot of money, with no end in sight. My father didn’t want to waste money on treatment, hoping that money could be saved for our future living expenses. She agreed not to treat him. Later, not long after, my father passed away. Within a month, she took all the money my father had left and abandoned me, leaving just me and my grandmother, living on my grandmother’s pension.”

“But my grandmother had uremia and needed dialysis to maintain her life, requiring a sum of money every month. I’ve done many part-time jobs since I was young – tutoring, minding shops, waiting tables… I’ve done it all. I worked very, very hard to earn money, but it still wasn’t enough to live on. I didn’t want to ask her for money, I just wanted to get back one of the sums of money father had left to treat grandmother’s illness, but she refused.”

Zhou Wan looked into the camera, laying bare those old stories, exposing them to sunlight.

“I’m indeed not as good as everyone used to think. I’m not pure or innocent. I hate her – hate her for betraying my father, hate her for abandoning me, hate her for watching my grandmother die without help.”

“There’s an old saying: poverty breeds treachery, while wealth nurtures conscience.”

“I’ve always lived in fear of not having money, truly not knowing how to become a pure and kind good person.”

“Later she got together with a wealthy man, but I just couldn’t stand seeing her live well. I stubbornly thought, why should someone like her find happiness? I would do anything just to destroy her life then.”

“So I set my sights on that wealthy man’s son. I thought, if I could be with him, she wouldn’t be able to continue living in luxury.”

She exposed all those dark, unspeakable thoughts.

She spoke slowly, her voice deep yet light, pouring out everything from the past.

Including that she truly liked Lu Xixiao.

Liked him from the very beginning.

Liked him without any purpose or impurity.

They had been like any ordinary couple, watching fireworks, seeing snow, going to amusement parks, and experiencing happiness, jealousy, and arguments.

But fate played tricks on them.

She learned that her grandmother’s death was inextricably linked to Guo Xiangling.

That was her only family member, the one she depended on for survival.

At that moment, her eyes were blinded by overwhelming hatred. She couldn’t see anything – if there had been a knife nearby, she might have killed Guo Xiangling directly.

Everything that happened afterward was beyond her control, more like the turning of fate’s gears, pushing her step by step to a point of no return.

They broke up.

She left Pingchuan City, coming alone to a strange city.

Since then, she never contacted Guo Xiangling again.

Then, six and a half years later in B City.

After much mutual struggle, they finally compromised and got back together.

“I’ve never tasted much sweetness in this life, always suffering bad things for various reasons. Only Lu Xixiao has consistently and firmly chosen me.”

Even her birth mother didn’t want her.

Only Lu Xixiao treated her like a precious treasure.

“And in this whole matter, he was passive and innocent. He shouldn’t bear any condemnation because of me.”

“Old stories aren’t buried just because time passes. At least those lonely days and nights remind me to remember – I still hate her, and cannot forgive everything she did, but I don’t want any more entanglement with her. I just hope we can remain strangers until death.”

“Perhaps some won’t understand what I’ve done, but I won’t change. My kindness to return good for evil was long ago exhausted through repeated encounters and hardships. Why should I cast aside grudges and show no resentment when she ignored me when I needed her most, yet now comes looking for me?”

Zhou Wan’s eyes were somewhat round, appearing gentle and young, without aggression, but she carried a natural, childlike gravity.

She sat by the backlit window, facing the camera lens, with gathered colleagues beyond.

She sat alone, straightening her thin back, her whole being radiating gentle stubbornness.

Like standing alone against worldly opposition.

“Since things have come to this, I want to take this opportunity to say to Guo Xiangling – after all, we probably won’t have another chance to speak from now on.”

Her voice remained gentle but was entwined with clean-cut determination, each word distinct and resonant, “Guo Xiangling, our mother-daughter fate ended the year you abandoned me. From now on, I will have no more involvement with you. You don’t love me, and I won’t love you. Your future has nothing to do with me.”

The filming ended.

Zhou Wan stood up, returning to her usual demeanor, and bowed deeply to her colleagues standing before her: “I’m sorry for troubling everyone with my affairs. Thank you for your hard work.”

As she walked out, suddenly Ji Jie rushed over, throwing her arms around her in a tight embrace.

Zhou Wan stumbled back several steps from the impact, barely managing to hold her.

“Wan Wan.” Ji Jie sniffled, “Why didn’t you tell me any of this yesterday?”

Zhou Wan was stunned for a moment, then smiled: “Well, I’m telling you all now, aren’t I?”

“Those people online don’t understand anything but still talk nonsense, they’re just aiding evil.” Ji Jie said, “Don’t worry, if that woman dares come again, I’ll beat her away myself. How can anyone be such a mother? She dares to come find you, it’s too much!”

Uncle Ye nearby also said: “Don’t worry, we’re all on your side. Whatever happens, we’ll face it together.”

Other colleagues also chimed in with agreement.

Zhou Wan’s eyes grew hot, unable to express her current feelings beyond gratitude.

She had never experienced such overwhelming kindness and warmth before.

She thought that although these words were spoken with a clear conscience, they might not necessarily be believed. But everyone believed her without hesitation, standing on her side.

Even when everything was unclear, they had never spoken ill of her.

Zhou Wan truly felt that after completely saying goodbye to the past, the people and things she encountered afterward also became better.

She had truly stepped out of darkness into the sunlight, step by step.

“Thank you, everyone,” she smiled with tears in her eyes. “Thank you.”

“What’s there to thank?”

The chief editor patted her shoulder, “Let’s do something practical – treat everyone to coffee this afternoon.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Okay.”

…

In the afternoon.

Zhou Wan ordered coffee for everyone in the newspaper office.

Everyone temporarily set aside their work to process the video she recorded in the morning – editing, adding subtitles, writing copy, adding images – aiming to release this clarification video before getting off work.

Zhou Wan felt apologetic and went out to buy some cake to share with everyone.

Racing against time, they finally finished processing the video and text before closing time.

The editor sent the complete version to Zhou Wan: “See if this works, or if anything needs to be added or modified.”

Zhou Wan carefully watched it through.

Besides her recorded video, the text portion also laid out a timeline of all past events between her and Guo Xiangling, stating everything completely, point by point, incident by incident, like listing evidence.

It was clear a lot of effort had gone into it.

Zhou Wan replied: “It’s good, thank you, Sister Xian.”

But just as they were preparing to publish, Lu Xixiao’s company officially released a long Weibo post.

It included a photo, a photo of Zhou Wan, casually taken, not very clear.

The background was an arcade, dimly lit, with red lights from game machines interweaving. Zhou Wan stood in front of all this, wearing a clean short-sleeved school uniform, young and pure. Her expression was a bit dazed, clearly unprepared for the photo.

Zhou Wan looked at it for a while, recognizing it.

This was the first photo Lu Xixiao ever took of her.

That day was his birthday, and she had given him a picture frame.

Her gaze paused slightly, then continued reading the text portion—

I am Lu Xixiao, Zhou Wan’s boyfriend.

This photo of Zhou Wan was taken on my 18th birthday. She was working part-time at the arcade then, and that’s where we met, where our entanglement began.

At that time, Zhou Wan had excellent grades, and was smart and outstanding, while I was living terribly. For a long time, I willingly degraded myself, playing through life, coming and going freely through various relationships and affairs.

It was she who firmly took my hand, leading me out of the dead end I had trapped myself in.

She showed me the meaning of life, the meaning of existence.

She made me pick up textbooks again, and start studying again, no longer living aimlessly and idly all day.

Without her, I wouldn’t be who I am today.

I’ve liked her since I was 18.

I’ve seen her cry because of Guo Xiangling, seen her self-loathing. Guo Xiangling forced her to be unable to become a perfectly kind person without blemish, while her true self stood at a moral high ground, constantly criticizing and despising herself.

The day her grandmother passed coincided with a physics competition. She didn’t attend and disappeared for many days. When I found her, the gas was on at home – it almost became an accident.

And throughout it all, Guo Xiangling never appeared.

Back then, we were like two lonely islands, drifting aimlessly through the world, only able to depend on each other, comfort each other, supporting each other to keep going step by step.

Zhou Wan and I aren’t just lovers, we’re also the closest family, comrades fighting side by side.

Long before Guo Xiangling got together with my father, Zhou Wan already liked me; and before I knew about this, I had already fallen for her.

If anyone wants to say our relationship is perverted or immoral, then it started with me, having nothing to do with her.

After Zhou Wan left, I was the one who couldn’t forget her, I was the one who insisted on bringing her home after reuniting with her in B City, and I was the one who pursued her to be with me again.

We’re not saints.

And I don’t love saints.

From the beginning, I saw through her sharp edges and thorns.

I love her brilliance, and I love her scars.

All of this makes up the vivid Zhou Wan. I don’t need her to be kind and pure, I just want her to be free and happy, bold in love and hate, open and genuine.

In the end, she is my Zhou Wan, not everyone’s Zhou Wan.

She doesn’t need to live up to what the public likes. She is herself, doesn’t need to be responsible for public preferences, and doesn’t need to tear open scars to satisfy everyone’s voyeuristic desires. She just needs to have a clear conscience.

As for the aftermath of this incident, I have already filed lawsuits against the media that reported out of context and made false accusations, as well as against Guo Xiangling for her lies and defamation of Zhou Wan. You can await the court’s verdict.

…

Below are several images of the lawsuit notices.

And Lu Xixiao’s signature.
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This didn’t seem like something Lu Xixiao would write.

He had a bad temper and rarely showed patience for anyone or anything except Zhou Wan. He was particularly distant and cold toward strangers, and would never willingly share his stories or reveal his inner thoughts to them.

He was unwilling and thought it beneath him.

But he did it anyway.

He didn’t care about the outside world, only Zhou Wan.

His colleagues had all seen the article too.

In it, Lu Xixiao still hadn’t told the public about Zhou Wan’s past – that was her privacy, her pain.

Even as her boyfriend, he had no right to speak about those things on her behalf.

Moreover, Lu Xixiao clearly understood that Zhou Wan didn’t want others to know about that past; it was more like a nightmare to her.

It wasn’t an article meant to explain or clarify. Rather, it was more like a gentle yet firm love letter that rang true.

He responded to the public in his most rebellious, individualistic way.

It was him who stubbornly, obsessively loved her; it was him who insisted on being with her.

And as long as he was there, she wouldn’t need to go against her heart and suffer undeserved grievances.

Then he ended it most straightforwardly – if they wanted gossip for their idle chatter, they wouldn’t get it. If they wanted the truth, they’d have to wait for the final verdict.

This was more like Lu Xixiao’s style.

“Wan Wan,” the editorial team leader asked, “should we still release that video?”

The sight of Zhou Wan sitting alone before the camera, dissecting her past, was truly heartbreaking.

What schemes born of poverty, what conscience grown from wealth, what helplessness and pity?

If she had been purely bad, she might have found peace of mind, but she was caught between being forced by circumstances while having a kind soul – the two contradicted each other, tormenting her.

She had simply found a job that occasionally required appearing on camera before the public. Why should she have to explain her dark past to everyone?

Besides, with Zhou Wan’s abilities, she could have achieved success in any field, not just as a host.

Zhou Wan didn’t hesitate, saying softly: “Release it.”

Lu Xixiao was protecting her, and she was protecting Lu Xixiao too.

She didn’t want anyone to misunderstand him.

And that past, those momentary lapses in judgment, that darkness and malice – she needed to personally draw a line under it all.

Only then could she truly move forward.

Walk proudly under the sun, without any shadows.

*

By evening, when the newspaper’s official account released the video, the view count quickly skyrocketed.

After last night, Zhou Wan hadn’t checked the comments under the news again, unaware that since the fundraising channel for Guo Xiangling opened, some of the public opinion had already shifted.

Later, some people claiming to know Guo Xiangling or Zhou Wan came forward to share what they knew of the truth.

Although it was impossible to verify if these “truths” were real or false, by this point, the situation was no longer the one-sided criticism it had been at first.

After the video and article were released, public opinion completely turned around.

[How could there be such a mother? After carrying a child for ten months, how could she bear to treat her daughter this way?]

[As a girl who grew up in poverty, I relate to this. Sometimes I envy some friends who are carefree and purely kind-hearted, but the ones who can be like that are all from well-off families. It doesn’t matter if they get deceived, they have the means to make mistakes, and they can grow through hardships. But some people don’t even have the chance to make mistakes – one wrong step and there’s no turning back.]

[There was a line in a movie that said it’s not ‘being rich yet kind,’ but rather ‘kind because of being rich.’]

…

Before Zhou Wan had a chance to read the comments, Lu Xixiao called.

Zhou Wan went outside to answer: “Hello.”

“Why did you release that video?” Lu Xixiao asked softly, “You don’t have to talk about things you don’t want to. I would have handled everything.”

Zhou Wan stood by the window in the corridor. The early winter sunlight streamed through the windowpanes, falling on her, warm and comfortable.

She unconsciously narrowed her eyes, smiling: “At first I didn’t want to talk about it, but now that it’s all out, I feel lighter.”

People should face themselves openly to live openly.

Those parts of her past she hadn’t wanted to remember or acknowledge, now exposed before the camera without any shadows, were like sunlight penetrating a dark valley bottom, with even the dust being blown away by the wind.

She finally dared to straighten her back and look back at her past.

Look back at that not-so-good little Zhou Wan.

“Lu Xixiao,” she suddenly called his name softly after a pause.

“Mm?”

“I’m sorry for hurting you before,” Zhou Wan said. “If I had been braver, you wouldn’t have had to work so hard.”

“Wan Wan, let’s only talk about the future.”

“Mm, this is the last time I’ll say sorry to you.” Zhou Wan smiled lightly. “I’ll be very good to you from now on.”

In the sunlight, those two lonely boats finally reached shore.

…

Zhou Wan didn’t follow the aftermath of that incident.

Everything afterward was handled by Lu Xixiao, including dealing with Guo Xiangling – he didn’t allow her any chance to harass Zhou Wan again.

Just as Zhou Wan had said that day, she completely cut ties with Guo Xiangling.

By the end of the year, all the previous lawsuits had reached their conclusions.

Zhou Wan didn’t ask Lu Xixiao about the specifics, and he didn’t volunteer the information.

He silently handled everything, creating a clean slate for Zhou Wan.

What followed was the finals of the “Golden Microphone” hosting competition.

Only three contestants remained in the finals.

The competition was broadcast live that day, and Lu Xixiao came too, wearing a well-tailored suit that accentuated his broad shoulders and narrow waist, tall and long-legged, with an excellent figure.

Before the competition, Lu Xixiao went backstage to find Zhou Wan.

She was getting her makeup done.

Eyes closed, letting the makeup artist work on her face.

Her skin was already good, and with makeup, it became even more translucent and delicate, not a single pore visible.

Wearing a fitted evening gown, that tattoo was impossible to hide, but since tattoos couldn’t be shown on camera, it had to be temporarily concealed with the cover-up, though up close the text underneath was still faintly visible.

Lu Xixiao sat to the side, his gaze falling on her collarbone: “Nervous?”

“Not really.”

Zhou Wan smiled, “I never thought I’d make it to the top three, I’m satisfied with any placement.”

She had never been particularly ambitious.

Because of this, she didn’t have much attachment to winning or losing in competitions like this, just as when she was in school.

Lu Xixiao didn’t care what place she got either, just said: “After the competition, I’ll take you somewhere good to eat.”

She had lost so much weight preparing for this troublesome competition, feeling several pounds lighter when he held her.

The makeup artist listening to their conversation couldn’t help but comment: “You two have such a good relationship.”

Though not nervous, Zhou Wan took everything seriously and always gave her all, striving for perfection within her capabilities.

When the competition began, she stood under the hot spotlight in a pure white evening gown, her body emanating a soft glow.

She held the microphone, wearing a gentle smile, looking at the sea of people below, composed and confident, her words clear and flowing, unhurried.

Zhou Wan hadn’t changed, yet she had changed so much.

Like now, you could hardly see traces of her former self.

Lu Xixiao stood below the stage, watching Zhou Wan in the spotlight, suddenly filled with emotion.

His thoughts began to drift, like a movie playing backward in his mind, frame by frame.

New Year’s Eve, the crowded green train, snowflakes, an innocent kiss.

New Year, brilliant fireworks, cold dumplings, the young woman’s illuminated profile.

One winter night, that sentence full of meaning: “If I dated you, would you be happy?”

On her 18th birthday, when she said, “May you always dare to love and hate, and may everything go smoothly.”

…

Finally, back to that old, dim arcade.

The young woman, tender and soft, her fair slender fingers holding a pen, raising those clear doe eyes: “Zhou Wan, the ‘wan’ from ‘will draw a bow like the full moon.'”

Ten years had passed, and they had crossed thousands of miles together.

That contradictory, insecure girl could finally stand confidently in the spotlight, watched, applauded, and cheered by everyone.

*

The competition reached its end.

The final results were announced.

By the finals, everyone’s skill level was very high, and many segments became “godly battles” worthy of being replayed.

Finally, the host announced the competition results – Zhou Wan won second place.

Coincidentally, she had always been second in school, and now second in the competition.

But for someone without professional training to achieve this result, Zhou Wan was already very satisfied and sincerely admired the champion’s abilities.

Next, the host asked the top three to give their acceptance speeches.

Third place was a male contestant, and after he finished his speech, it was Zhou Wan’s turn.

Having been so busy with the competition content, she had never thought about what to say afterward, making it completely improvised.

Zhou Wan looked at the dense crowd below, and Lu Xixiao sitting in the middle of the front row watching her.

She thought about what people usually say in acceptance speeches.

After a pause, Zhou Wan began with a gentle smile: “I’m very happy and honored to receive this award. This will be a milestone, a medal, and a starting point in my life. At this moment, standing here, I want to thank my editor-in-chief, and my colleagues, they’ve all given me so much help and support, and also, I want to thank-“

She looked through the crowd at Lu Xixiao.

Their eyes met.

Her smile deepened involuntarily: “I want to thank my boyfriend, Lu Xixiao.”

“He once said that without me, there wouldn’t be who he is today. It’s the same for me – without him, there wouldn’t be the Zhou Wan of today.”

“Thank you for staying with me, thank you for being willing to love me at any time, thank you for never giving up on me.”

That helpless, cowardly Zhou Wan.

That unknown Zhou Wan.

That not-so-kind Zhou Wan.

Thank you for loving that Zhou Wan.

Now I can finally stand in the spotlight, confident and gentle, no longer obsessing over my past self, insecure about others’ gazes, and truly reconciled with myself.

“We are friends, lovers, family, comrades standing shoulder to shoulder. Thank you for accompanying me through the darkest times, thank you for growing with me.”

Around her was the noise of screams and shouts.

But Zhou Wan’s heart was extraordinarily quiet, everything around her became blurred and receded, leaving only Lu Xixiao before her.

His features were deep-set, his gaze steady, like a swamp pulling her deeper and deeper, willingly.

“This lesson of growth, I once wrote it with difficulty and pain, even thought about giving up, but standing here now, I think-“

Zhou Wan looked at him as he slightly curved his lips, his eyes bright, “I think I’ve finally written an answer I’m satisfied with.”

After the previous incident, everyone understood and knew about Zhou Wan’s past.

They could particularly understand what she was saying now.

As soon as she finished speaking, applause erupted, surging like a tsunami.

She was lifted high by the lights and applause, fine rays of light wrapping around her body, bursting forth from within, dazzling, brilliant to the extreme.

In the thunderous applause, she saw Lu Xixiao sitting there, clapping for her.

Applauding for her growth.

He had changed from a participant in her growth to an observer, wearing a gentle yet casual smile, sincerely cheering for her.

Suddenly, an indescribable impulse surged in her heart.

Most of the time, Zhou Wan was calm and reserved, but the current impulse almost numbed all her nerves, making her act purely on instinct.

She hadn’t spoken for a long time.

Even the host and lighting technician thought her acceptance speech was over.

The light on her dimmed.

But at this moment–

“Lu Xixiao,” she suddenly spoke.

The lights came back on.

The background music stopped, and the venue was quiet except for that piercing light.

Zhou Wan looked toward where the light was pointing, her heart beating faster and faster.

“Lu Xixiao,” she called again.

She saw Lu Xixiao in the audience open his mouth and say: “Mm.”

“If– I proposed to you,” Zhou Wan said softly, “would you be happy?”

As soon as the words fell, deafening screams erupted in the venue.

Nothing else could be heard.

But in that instant, Lu Xixiao seemed to see the 16-year-old Zhou Wan.

Back then she stood under a street lamp, light also falling from above, wearing a blue and white school uniform, her hair slightly messy in the wind.

“Want to date, with me?”

“If I dated you, would you be happy?”

“Probably.”

“Okay.”

…

The scene fast-forwarded frame by frame, constantly accelerating–

The dim street lamp above her head became a hot spotlight, her school uniform became a beautiful evening gown.

Asking him, if I proposed to you, would you be happy?

…

Zhou Wan’s heart beat faster and faster.

Amid cheers and shouts, she could only hear her thundering heartbeat.

Then she saw Lu Xixiao, after his initial shock, lower his eyes and smile.

As if receiving an answer, Zhou Wan smiled too.

Her hand tightened on the microphone, her cheeks flushing.

“Lu Xixiao.”

She looked at him seriously and solemnly, asking word by word, “Will you marry me?”

Zhui Luo – Chapter 80
Zhou Wan had indeed thought about proposing to Lu Xixiao for a long time.

Because she wanted to decisively choose Lu Xixiao once, to tell him, I love you, and I’m willing to run toward you without hesitation.

But she had never thought about proposing to him on stage.

In her original plan, she was going to use the prize money from the competition to buy a pair of rings, pick a nice day, decorate the room, prepare her confession speech, and then propose to him.

But at that moment, her emotions completely overtook her reason, and she couldn’t think of anything else.

And when she said “Will you marry me,” it was as if she suddenly came back to her senses, looking at the sea of audience members below, blushing to her neck.

But she still fought through her embarrassment, continuing to look straight at Lu Xixiao.

After his initial shock, he first smiled, then bent slightly forward, elbows resting on his legs, lowering his neck, and raising his hand to press hard against his eyes.

When he straightened up again, his eyes were red, and the corners were wet.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

Lu Xixiao stood up, made his way through the crowd, and walked toward the stage.

At the stairs, he couldn’t help but speed up, climbing onto the stage, he ran over, bringing a rush of wind, opening his arms to embrace Zhou Wan.

His entire back curved down as he buried himself forcefully into Zhou Wan’s shoulder, his burning breath trembling as he repeatedly whispered in Zhou Wan’s ear:

“I will, Wan Wan, I will.”

Zhou Wan smiled, tilting her head back, hugging him tightly in return.

And just then, suddenly something scalding hot fell, dropping onto her shoulder.

Zhou Wan was stunned.

Belatedly realizing what it was.

Lu Xixiao was crying.

“What’s wrong?” Zhou Wan asked gently, lightly patting his shoulder.

“Thank you.”

Lu Xixiao’s voice was hoarse, his tone trembling, “Thank you, Wan Wan.”

*

That single “thank you” contained so many things.

Thank you for loving me.

Thank you for coming back.

Thank you for your changes and efforts.

Thank you for finally running toward me.

Lu Xixiao clearly understood everything Zhou Wan had been through and thus understood even more clearly how great her changes were, and how much effort she had put in.

He had witnessed all her timidity and also witnessed all her solitary courage.

…

After the competition ended, Zhou Wan and Lu Xixiao returned to the car together.

The car drove onto the elevated highway, bright street lights stretched straight ahead along the road, with brilliantly lit high-rises alongside.

Lu Xixiao glanced sideways at Zhou Wan.

He saw her looking out the car window, corners of her mouth lifted, eyes filled with endless joy.

He couldn’t help but smile too: “What are you smiling about?”

“Ah.”

Zhou Wan came back to her senses, looked at him, and pressed her lips together, “Because you accepted my proposal.”

“Your proposal was quite sudden.” Lu Xixiao curved his lips, looking a bit roguish, drawling lazily, “Gave me quite a shock.”

“Well, since you accepted–“

Zhou Wan paused, carefully choosing her words, “When are you free to look at the rings?”

“You’re buying me a ring?”

“Mm.”

Lu Xixiao: “Isn’t it usually the man who buys them?”

“I proposed to you, so of course I should buy it,” Zhou Wan said matter-of-factly. “Besides, I won the competition prize money, it should be enough for a men’s ring.”

Zhou Wan had specifically looked into this before.

Men’s rings didn’t have large diamonds, just design costs and brand premiums, so the prize money should be enough.

“You can look online first, see what type you like,” Zhou Wan said.

“Alright.” Lu Xixiao was in an excellent mood, “Then I want an expensive one.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan thought this was reasonable too.

“When are you free? We can go pick one together.”

“In a while, during the New Year break,” Lu Xixiao said. It was half a month until New Year.

“Are you very busy lately?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Not busy, but, for something this important, let’s wait until New Year when we go back to Pingchuan together, to tell your father and grandmother too.”

Zhou Wan was startled, not expecting him to think of this aspect.

“Mm.” She said softly, “Then we’ll also go see your mother together, tell her too.”

“Alright.”

The car stopped at the residential complex, and they went upstairs.

As soon as they opened the door, Lu Xixiao leaned down, his aggressive aura enveloping her, he lowered his neck, touching Zhou Wan’s lips, voice hoarse: “Wan Wan.”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes fluttered rapidly, feeling every bit of skin he touched burning up, her voice very soft: “Mm?”

His fingertips brushed against her collarbone, wanting to wipe away all the concealer covering the tattoo, his touch was a bit heavy, making that patch of skin turn red.

Zhou Wan shrank back but was pulled back by him.

After who knows how long, he bent down, gently biting that patch of skin, his teeth licking and grinding.

“It hurts,” Zhou Wan frowned slightly, “…Lu Xixiao.”

“Wan Wan.” His voice was somewhat hoarse and trembling.

Lu Xixiao wasn’t good at revealing his inner feelings to others. Earlier, under everyone’s watchful eyes, apart from that single tear that only Zhou Wan knew about, others couldn’t see any emotion besides happiness.

But at that time, happiness was only a small part of it.

More than that was the moving feeling and comfort of suffering finally giving way to sweetness, of clouds parting to reveal the moon, various complex emotions intertwined together, finally pouring out at this moment.

“Thank you,” Lu Xixiao said softly.

Zhou Wan gently patted his back, saying warmly: “You’ve already said that.”

Lu Xixiao buried his head further into her neck: “Wan Wan, I finally have a home.”

Zhou Wan froze.

A rush of bitterness suddenly surged in her nose.

“Mm.” She also hugged Lu Xixiao tightly, “We have a home now.”

*

In the blink of an eye, it was the end of the year.

They went back to Pingchuan City together.

The plane arrived at night, and early the next morning, they set out for the cemetery.

It was drizzling, Lu Xixiao held an umbrella as he accompanied Zhou Wan inside.

When grandmother passed away, Zhou Wan had her and her father buried in the same cemetery, spending almost all the money she had at the time, but fortunately this cemetery was nestled against mountains and water, with an exceptionally good environment and dedicated staff for cleaning.

In the past years, partly because she was busy making a living, working from early till late every day with no time; but more importantly, it was because she didn’t dare come back, she was obsessed with the past, unable to forgive herself, and felt she had no face to see her father and grandmother.

Until now, she finally dared to stand here openly.

Zhou Wan looked at the familiar faces on the tombstones, her eyes moist.

“Dad, Grandmother, I’m here.” Her eyes were very red as she gazed at their features in the photos, “I’m sorry… I’ve made you worry all these years.”

Lu Xixiao gripped her hand tightly.

“I’m doing very well now, don’t worry, I’ve found a job I like, and gradually become the person I want to be, made peace with my past self,” Zhou Wan said softly. “And, I’ve also found someone I love.”

Someone I’m certain I want to spend my life with.

“I won’t disappoint you anymore in the future,” Zhou Wan said. “I will live well, do what I believe is right, I will make you proud of me.”

Speaking these words, Zhou Wan suddenly thought of before, when her father was still alive.

Back then her grades were very good, getting almost perfect scores on every test, winning many awards each year, and her father would neatly paste all those certificates on the wall.

He would always hug her and say, Wan Wan is Dad’s pride.

“Uncle, Grandmother,” Lu Xixiao spoke softly.

Zhou Wan paused, turning her head.

The man looked seriously at the photos on the tombstones, his profile smooth and sharp, calm yet gentle: “I am Zhou Wan’s boyfriend, my name is Lu Xixiao, we will be married next year, please don’t worry, as long as I’m here in the future, Wan Wan won’t suffer any grievances.” He always kept his word.

The young Lu Xixiao might not have had confidence in such words, but now he finally had the assurance to say this, even his expression showing some of that bold and unrestrained youthful spirit.

“I will stay with her forever.”

The young Lu Xixiao had seen too much of life and death, too much of open and hidden struggles, and didn’t like using “forever” to define any relationship.

He had only mentioned “forever” twice.

Once was on that snowy night, when he first felt that having Zhou Wan accompany him in the future might not be bad, so he said, stay with me for every year from now on.

The second time was now.

I will stay with her forever.

From my reckless youth to the twilight of age, I will always stay with you.

Until death do us part.

…

After leaving, Zhou Wan went with Lu Xixiao to see his mother.

When she was in school, she had seen photos of his mother at Lu Xixiao’s home, she was a very gentle and elegant beauty, with features similar to Lu Xixiao’s.

But after so many years without seeing her, his mother’s appearance in her memory had gradually become somewhat faded and blurred.

Until this moment.

Zhou Wan saw her photo again and saw her appearance.

Memories suddenly flooded back.

She remembered the scene when she first went to Lu Xixiao’s home and saw his mother’s photo.

Lu Xixiao bent down, placing the bundle of lilies he had just bought in front of the tombstone, saying quietly: “The flowers you liked.”

He didn’t know what to say to Shen Lan, she had left too early, and he could barely remember those memories anymore, his memory of her appearance was only from the photos.

Perhaps it also had to do with how boys grow up and become less sure of what to say to their parents.

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan broke the silence, asking softly, “Did Auntie really like lilies?”

“Mm.”

This was one of the few things Lu Xixiao still remembered, “In the past, our home was always full of lilies, but later my sister developed an allergy to pollen, after she was born we never had lilies in the house again.”

“When we get back to B City, let’s plant some lilies too.”

Lu Xixiao paused briefly.

“Your mother loved lilies so much, if we put some in our room, perhaps she’ll come to visit you in your dreams more often.”

Zhou Wan turned her head, tilting her face up, murmuring, “Our A’Xiao must miss Mom very much.”

Lu Xixiao’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

Zhou Wan had rarely called him that–A’Xiao.

And now her voice was low and gentle, like a soft hand, brushing over those emotions he was holding back deep in his heart.

“She just couldn’t find you for a while, just like before when she was sick and didn’t know how to love you.”

Zhou Wan said softly, “After we plant the lilies when spring comes next year and the flowers bloom, your mother will smell their fragrance and come see you in your dreams.”

Then you’ll be able to see Mom again.

This time, she’ll surely tell you that she loves you.

Just like I do.

…

After leaving the cemetery, as soon as they got back to the car, Lu Xixiao’s phone rang.

It was Old Master Lu calling.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow; they hadn’t been in contact for a long time.

Zhou Wan saw it too, her fingers unconsciously tightening, but the next second Lu Xixiao held her hand, like a silent reassurance.

“Hello?” Lu Xixiao answered the phone.

Zhou Wan couldn’t make out exactly what was said on the other end, Lu Xixiao’s voice was very flat, just responding with a few sounds, then said: “Alright, I’ll go back for a while.”

Then he hung up.

“Are you going back home?”

“Going back to the old house, they need to see me about something.” Lu Xixiao said briefly, “I’ll go by myself, shall I take you home first?”

Zhou Wan paused then said: “I want to go look at Grandmother’s house.”

“Alright.” Lu Xixiao ruffled her hair. “Don’t argue with your grandfather after you go back.”

Lu Xixiao laughed: “How old am I now? Don’t worry, I won’t.”

Lu Xixiao dropped Zhou Wan off outside that old apartment building.

This area had been old residential blocks before, and now after many years, it was even more old and run-down. Many surrounding areas had already been included in demolition projects, but only this section remained.

Zhou Wan hadn’t been back for a long time.

The osmanthus trees were still planted in the park, the exercise equipment was old and rusty, and no one played on it anymore.

Zhou Wan stood outside looking for a while, finally letting out a light sigh before walking in.

As she pushed open the stairwell door, a woman came out facing her.

Zhou Wan stepped aside to make way, but the woman didn’t move. Zhou Wan looked up puzzled, then heard the woman say in surprise: “Wan Wan, is that you?”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, and looked at her for a while, before finally matching the face before her with a certain memory.

“Aunt Zhang, what a coincidence.” Zhou Wan smiled, “You still live here?”

Aunt Zhang was a former neighbor who, during the time after Grandmother passed away, had felt sorry for Zhou Wan being alone and had helped her a lot, very warmheartedly.

“Yes, it is you. I almost didn’t recognize you just now, you’ve changed so much. If I hadn’t seen you on TV before, I wouldn’t have dared to believe it.”

She kept patting Zhou Wan’s hand, genuinely happy for her, “Wan Wan has made something of herself, your grandmother must be so happy seeing you from heaven.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan’s eyes curved, “I hope so.”

“You’ve finally made it through, good deeds bring good fortune, evil deeds bring retribution, and that woman finally got what she deserved.”

Zhou Wan realized who she was talking about and froze: “What happened to her?”

“You don’t know?” Aunt Zhang was surprised.

Zhou Wan shook her head.

“She’s dead.”

Zhou Wan’s heart suddenly contracted, and then began beating rapidly.

Although Aunt Zhang thoroughly despised Guo Xiangling, given that it was a matter of life and death, she still couldn’t help but sigh: “After all the terrible things she did before, you could say she got what she deserved. She won’t be able to harm you anymore.”

Zhou Wan’s throat felt strangely tight: “Was she…?”

The online news had spread like wildfire through the residential complex before, and Aunt Zhang had heard it all. Knowing what Zhou Wan was thinking, she quickly said, “What are you thinking? Even if those debt collectors had beaten her to death, it would have nothing to do with you. How could there be such logic in harming one’s daughter?”

“Then how did she…?”

“She was living quite poorly later, looking for work everywhere but couldn’t keep a job, changing every few months. She didn’t have the fortune for luxury but couldn’t break her expensive habits, so she could only borrow money. Fortunately, you didn’t soften your heart and get entangled with her then, or you’d have ended up shouldering quite a lot of debt for her, all high-interest loans, with creditors hounding her every day.”

Zhou Wan’s eyelashes trembled rapidly.

“It was just about half a month ago while being chased by debt collectors, she tried to run away and fell down the stairs by accident. By the time someone found her, she was already dead.”

“…”

Zhou Wan didn’t know what to say for a moment.

Aunt Zhang: “Look at me, talking about such things during New Year’s. Anyway, you just live your own life well. Now that she’s gone, you can live your life in peace, without having to worry about anything.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan pressed her lips together, “Thank you, Aunt Zhang.”

“What are you thanking me for? Auntie watched you grow up.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “Mm, I’ll go up first then, Aunt Zhang. I’ll come visit you next time.”

“Alright, alright, go ahead with your business.”

Zhou Wan said goodbye to Aunt Zhang, and as soon as the elevator doors closed, the smile disappeared entirely from her face.

She didn’t know how to describe what she was feeling right now.

She hated Guo Xiangling and had been determined to have nothing to do with her for the rest of their lives, but now knowing that someone who shared blood ties with her had passed away, Zhou Wan still felt melancholy.

After all, that was her only remaining blood relative.

Zhou Wan couldn’t accept this fact without any burden.

Her heart felt like it had been weighed down by a stone, getting heavier and heavier, pulling at her internal organs until they began to ache, her chest feeling blocked, unable to breathe properly.

Walking up to the third floor, Zhou Wan let out a breath, composing herself again before walking out.

After Grandmother passed away after Lu Xixiao had taken her out of that gas-leaking room, he wasn’t comfortable letting her live alone anymore, and for the period afterward she had stayed at Lu Xixiao’s home, rarely coming back.

Zhou Wan had heard many people say that when people get old, they develop an unpleasant “old person smell.”

Grandmother had a smell too, but it wasn’t unpleasant–it was the clean scent of soapberry.

For a long time, Zhou Wan hadn’t dared to open the door to Grandmother’s bedroom, and never ventilated it, afraid that the wind would blow away Grandmother’s scent, and she would truly have nothing left to remember her by.

She took out her key, unlocked the door, and went in.

The room hadn’t been ventilated for a long time and had a damp, dusty smell.

Zhou Wan waved her hand in front of her nose, stepping forward.

As soon as she stepped down, there was an unusual sound.

She looked down, there were several white papers by the door, appearing to have slipped through the door gap.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, moved her foot, crouched down, and turned the papers over.

There were five sheets in total, A4 size, covered in dense tables.

The curtains were drawn inside the room, the light dimmed, and Zhou Wan couldn’t see clearly at first, so she got up to turn on the light.

Fortunately, after all these years, the light still worked.

In the yellow light, Zhou Wan looked down, suddenly pausing.

–There were five report cards.

Report cards from Class 7, Grade 12.

Lu Xixiao’s class.

Zhou Wan didn’t know why these papers would appear here but instinctively looked for Lu Xixiao’s name among the dense tables.

At Yangming Middle School, each class’s student numbers were arranged by surname initials, “L” was in the middle.

Number 28.

Five report cards, recording five tests from the final year.

Five times, Lu Xixiao was first in Class 7, his grade ranking steadily rising, until the final mock exam before the college entrance exam, when he ranked first in the whole school, and then in the college entrance exam, third in the school.

Zhou Wan’s throat bobbed.

She turned over the last sheet of paper, where there was a line of writing, handwriting she knew better than any other, with sharp strokes–

Zhou Wan, I keep my word.

Since I promised I would stay with you, I definitely will stay with you.

See you in B City.

The last three words were written messily and boldly. Through these characters, Zhou Wan seemed to see that arrogant youth again.

And when had he promised to stay with her?

Zhou Wan wracked her memories, finally pulling out a fragment.

It was just after Grandmother had passed away, she was staying alone at home, in a daze.

That memory was too painful, she never dared to recall it, to the point where she had almost completely forgotten that time.

She only vaguely remembered that amid the fog, there was suddenly urgent knocking at the door, but she didn’t even have the strength to get up, letting the knocking continue, and after a while, the door was kicked open, harsh light shining through the gap.

Against the light, Lu Xixiao strode in.

She hadn’t cried since Grandmother’s death, until that moment when she finally broke down, crying almost to the point of collapse, falling to pieces, unable to form complete sentences.

And Lu Xixiao knelt before her, gently pulling her into his arms.

He told her over and over, tirelessly:

“Wan Wan, I’m here, I’ll always be here.”

“At least, I’ll accompany you as you grow up, grow up together with you.”

No matter what happens in the future.

Just look back.

You’ll find that I’ve always been by your side.

*

He had kept his word.

Now, Zhou Wan stood at age 25 looking back on her life.

She saw a young man, tall and straight, with a disheveled figure, sharp features, full of youthful arrogance, bold and unrestrained.

In that final year of high school, he had put away his sharp edges and studied hard.

Every time the results came out, he would come alone to this dilapidated corridor, crouch down, and slip the report cards through the door gap.

He had tried so hard to break free from all restraints and shackles, step by step, with all his might, getting closer to her.

As long as she looked back.

She could see Lu Xixiao, running toward her.

The wind lifted his clothes, carrying the unique radiance of youth.

Zhui Luo – Chapter 81: Falling in Love (Complete)
Old Master Lu was aging year by year, and it was time to find someone to entrust with his authority. Unfortunately, his son and daughter were both inadequate – the former foolish, the latter greedy. Neither could be trusted with power. His only satisfactory choice was his grandson, Lu Xixiao.

“Old Master.” Lu Xixiao entered the old residence and met him in the living room.

“You’re back.” Old Master Lu gestured. “Sit.”

Lu Xixiao sat on a nearby sofa. By now, his emotional connection to the Lu family was pitifully thin. Ever since Shen Lan’s death, Lu Xixiao had distanced himself from the Lu family. Being young and still in Pingchuan City at the time, he couldn’t completely avoid entanglements.

“Did you need something?”

Old Master Lu had someone pour tea and asked, “How have you been lately?”

He smiled faintly: “Pretty good.”

“I saw some of that drama between you and her online.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow but said nothing. He no longer depended on the Lu family, so naturally, there was no need to explain anything about Zhou Wan to others, nor did he care whether they accepted her or not.

“Do you like her that much?” Old Master Lu asked.

Lu Xixiao smiled and answered candidly: “Yes, it has to be her.”

Old Master Lu paused: “Before you two return to B City, bring her over for a meal.”

Lu Xixiao looked up. He knew exactly what kind of person Old Master Lu was. After a moment, he smiled and took a sip of tea, deciding to lay everything out clearly: “Old Master, this sudden change of heart – are you trying to negotiate some terms with me?”

“How could I negotiate terms with you now?”

Lu Xixiao lazily curved his lips.

“There’s just one thing I need your help with.”

“Please go ahead.”

Old Master Lu looked at him and sighed: “Grandfather is old now, and there are many things I can’t manage anymore. But with our Lu family’s business, I can’t trust anyone but you. Xiao’er, come back.”

Lu Xixiao truly hadn’t expected this conversation.

“I don’t want to get entangled in Lu family affairs anymore.”

With Lu Zhongyue and Lu Qilan watching closely, handing the business to Lu Xixiao would only create more trouble. Lu Xixiao didn’t want to risk anything that might harm Zhou Wan.

“When I finished the college entrance exam, I agreed to study abroad because I had already planned to use that to break free from the Lu family’s control.”

These thoughts weren’t lost on Old Master Lu, but he still let him go abroad. He simply hadn’t expected Lu Xixiao to be willing to give up such a large family business for one person, nor had he expected him to achieve his current success purely on his own.

“But you still have Lu family blood flowing through your veins…” Old Master Lu said.

“Half my blood is from my mother. After what Lu Zhongyue did to drive her to that state, how could I return to the Lu family as if nothing happened?”

Lu Xixiao looked at him, his expression calm, his voice light. “Grandfather, none of you know how I lived back then, but Zhou Wan does.”

“You probably don’t know I used to have severe acrophobia, a trauma from those days. For two years before going abroad, I would have heart palpitations every time I got off a plane. None of you knew about this, nor did you care.”

“I used to feel very lonely and wanted a real family, but now, I don’t care whether you know or not.”

“Some things can’t be fixed just because you want to make amends. What’s past is past, and can never be retrieved.”

Old Master Lu looked at him, momentarily speechless.

“Don’t worry, I understand I’ve benefited from many resources the Lu family provided as I grew up. If the Lu family needs help, I’ll certainly assist, and I’ll take care of you in your old age, but that’s the extent of it. Beyond that, I’ll live my own life.”

Lu Xixiao’s voice was steady, without deliberate distance, just deep and unwavering.

Old Master Lu finally understood that Lu Xixiao had truly grown up. And this growth meant he really wouldn’t come back.

… After leaving the old residence, Lu Xixiao messaged Zhou Wan.

[6: Still at Grandmother’s?]

[Zhou Wan: Yes.]

[6: I’m coming over now.]

He drove over and walked into the community with familiar ease. As he stepped onto the cement floor of the stairwell, he suddenly thought of past events and those report cards that had been slipped through the door crack.

Lu Xixiao’s steps faltered, then quickened.

The door was ajar.

He pushed it open to find Zhou Wan with her back to him, holding a bag. She turned at the sound: “You’re here.”

“Mm.” Lu Xixiao walked over and took the bag from her. “What’s this?”

“Some of my grandmother’s things that weren’t taken before. I was sorting through them.”

“Mm.”

“Also-” Zhou Wan paused, pressed her lips together, and said softly, “Your high school senior year report cards.”

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow: “You saw them?”

“They were right at the door when I came in.” Zhou Wan couldn’t help lowering her head, looking at her shoetips. “You must have hated me back then, so why did you still slip report cards through the door crack?”

“I was quite annoyed with you then.”

He smiled carelessly, “But I had promised you I would always be by your side.”

He said it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

As if those years were just a fleeting glance.

Lu Xixiao held Zhou Wan’s hand as they walked out of the old community. It was sunset, with the remaining light casting an orange-red glow across the horizon.

“Lu Xixiao.”

“Mm?”

“Guo Xiangling is gone.”

Lu Xixiao paused slightly, saying nothing.

Belatedly realized what that “gone” meant.

“The last person related to me by blood is also gone now.” Zhou Wan said softly.

“Let’s get married.”

He spoke quickly, saying it as naturally as if making small talk.

Zhou Wan slowly turned her head to look at him.

The man’s dark eyes were lightened by the sunset as he looked down at her: “I will be your family, I will always be with you.”

I will always be with you.

Just like what was written on the back of that paper:

Zhou Wan, I keep my word.

Since I promised to stay with you, I definitely will stay with you.

See you in B City.

…

“What if I hadn’t gone to B City at all, what if you couldn’t find me?” Zhou Wan suddenly asked.

“I never considered you wouldn’t go to B City.” Lu Xixiao squeezed her finger bones, smiling as he said, “After all, my Wan Wan is so capable, she would get into Huaqing University.”

During those years when she didn’t even believe in herself.

Lu Xixiao always believed in her.

“Wan Wan, I don’t like saying ‘forever,’ I always feel no one can decide ‘forever,’ saying it too easily makes it frivolous, weightless.”

He said in a deep voice, “But the forever I promised you, I will do my utmost to fulfill.”

I will stay with you forever, whether it’s the muddled 18-year-old Lu Xixiao, or the self-accomplished 27-year-old Lu Xixiao now, or even the gray-haired 80-year-old Lu Xixiao.

None will break their word.

…

They walked forward in the sunset.

Instead of going straight home, Lu Xixiao took her out for dinner. On the way back, they passed by Yangming Middle School.

The school had been renovated in recent years, with the entrance looking quite impressive after repairs, with four golden characters gleaming brightly.

“Want to take a look?” Lu Xixiao turned to ask.

Zhou Wan looked at the large characters above the entrance and nodded: “Mm.”

She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d last returned.

It was winter break now, and the school was empty with the gates locked.

“How do we get in?” Zhou Wan asked.

Lu Xixiao held her hand and walked to a nearby wall. He stepped back a few paces, suddenly accelerated, kicked off with one leg vaulted over the wall, and then reached his hand out to Zhou Wan.

Zhou Wan stared for a moment, looking up at him. The cool moonlight fell on him, his whole body emanating a luminous glow, making the scene before her overlap with a certain memory.

Zhou Wan couldn’t help but curve her lips: “I’ve seen you climb walls before.”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows, neither confirming nor denying.

He had climbed quite a few walls during his school days.

Zhou Wan said: “You even gave me an iced drink back then.”

He had no memory of this at all.

“When was that?”

“During military training.”

Military training.

Before formal enrollment in the first year of high school.

Lu Xixiao laughed: “When you had a secret crush on me?”

“Mm.”

“Your secret crush was truly secret, didn’t let anyone notice at all.”

Zhou Wan gave him her hand, and Lu Xixiao gripped it, his arm exerting force, easily pulling her up.

Before they had always climbed low walls, but after renovation it had become much higher. Lu Xixiao had intended to jump down first, then carry Zhou Wan down to prevent her from getting hurt or twisting her ankle.

But before he could say anything, she had already nimbly jumped down.

Lu Xixiao quickly jumped down after her, grabbing her arm: “Does it hurt?”

Zhou Wan shook her head.

There was thick grass below that cushioned the fall.

She then answered his previous comment: “Back then I didn’t even know this was called liking someone, I was just attracted to you, sometimes when you appeared at school I couldn’t help but look at you.”

Back then, Zhou Wan felt she didn’t even have the right to like someone, let alone confess.

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows: “You liked my face?”

Because of his words, Zhou Wan couldn’t help but turn to look at his face: “Mm.”

Zhou Wan didn’t seem like someone who would like someone just for their face.

“Alright.” Lu Xixiao laughed, joking, “Then I’ll have to take good care of this face from now on since it’s what won you over.”

Zhou Wan’s eyes curved as she smiled, letting him lead her into the campus, playing along: “Mm, you absolutely can’t get old.”

Even though he had started this line of conversation, now he wasn’t pleased. He pinched Zhou Wan’s cheek and pulled, lazily threatening: “Try saying that again.”

Zhou Wan stopped talking.

Lu Xixiao was someone who responded better to gentleness than force. He snorted softly and released his hand.

Zhou Wan took the initiative to hold his hand, taking the opportunity to smooth his ruffled feathers.

“Lu Xixiao, do you know what attracted me most about you back then?”

Zhou Wan tilted her head slightly, looking at the moon in the sky, “Because you were so forthright.”

She understood Lu Xixiao’s wildness then, and knew his untameable nature.

But when I looked at you, everything around blurred away, leaving only you, bringing the world’s freshest wind, blowing into my dark hiding place.

…

They walked through the corridor of the teaching building, across the vast playground and basketball court, past the grove and pond.

Every bit of the past flooded into their minds.

Without Lu Xixiao, Zhou Wan might have died in that room with the gas leak.

Without Zhou Wan, Lu Xixiao might have also died on some unknown night.

Sometimes it’s hard to tell exactly when I started loving you.

But no matter when it was, from the day I fell in love with you, I never stopped loving you.

They hadn’t been able to properly tour the school together before, so today they walked hand in hand around the school again and again.

Zhou Wan often heard people sigh that students don’t appreciate their blessings while in school, and after graduating and entering society, their most beautiful dream is to wake up and find themselves back in that classroom with the squeaking fan, looking up to see familiar faces.

“Lu Xixiao, do you want to go back to high school?” Zhou Wan asked.

“No,” he said.

Zhou Wan was somewhat surprised, then thought of something and corrected, “What about just back to the first semester of the second year?”

“Don’t want that either.”

Lu Xixiao smiled, “Back then I couldn’t protect you properly, I don’t want to see you struggling so much again.”

Zhou Wan froze for a moment.

She lowered her head, pressed her lips together, and said softly: “I quite want to go back to that time.”

Lu Xixiao turned his head.

Zhou Wan looked into his eyes: “If we could do it again, I could accompany you through senior year, and you could hand me every test report card in person.”

You wouldn’t have to go alone to that empty room, slipping report cards through the door crack.

Like sending letters destined to never be received.

If we could go back, our names would appear together on the grade honor roll, we wouldn’t have to endure that difficult time alone, and we wouldn’t have any more regrets.

“Wan Wan.”

Lu Xixiao said softly, “Those report cards eventually made it into your hands.”

That’s enough for me.

As long as the ending is you, any process is fine.

And those regrets can no longer be called “regrets,” they’re just thorns we cut through and pushed past on the way to each other.

Those are our medals of honor.

*

It was already late when they left the school.

B City had banned fireworks in recent years, and while Pingchuan City had similar policies, enforcement wasn’t strict during the Spring Festival. Many people were setting off fireworks now.

Brilliant fireworks rose into the sky one after another, illuminating the entire sky.

The car window was half down, the wind lifting strands of hair as Zhou Wan looked up at the fireworks painted across the horizon.

Another new year was about to begin.

They were about to step into a new year, together.

Having just left the school, Zhou Wan’s heart was still unsettled.

Schools always stirred infinite associations, making one look back on youth.

As if in those brief seconds, she had quickly reviewed the first half of her life.

And in her youth, the most worthwhile part to look back on was her time with Lu Xixiao.

The car suddenly stopped, and Zhou Wan looked outside – they weren’t home yet.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Lu Xixiao turned his head: “Don’t you recognize this place?”

Zhou Wan looked out again, then curved her lips: “You’re nostalgic tonight.”

The arcade.

Where they had first properly met.

“Let’s go take a look.”

Zhou Wan followed Lu Xixiao into the arcade.

Perhaps because it was New Year’s Eve, the arcade was empty.

“Welcome!” A young woman stood at the counter, looking only about twenty years old, smiling, “Would you like to get a card?”

Lu Xixiao had gotten a card before and had never changed his phone number all these years.

They played some games and got quite a few prize tickets, storing them all on the card.

Zhou Wan asked: “What’s the highest-value prize here now?”

“A bicycle.” The girl nodded toward the display case behind her, “That one.”

Zhou Wan looked over.

After so many years, while the outside world had changed rapidly, this place hadn’t changed much.

It was still the same bicycle as before, the one Lu Xixiao had won for her.

“Sister, would you like to redeem your points?” the girl asked.

Zhou Wan turned to look at Lu Xixiao, letting him decide.

“Let’s redeem them,” he said, “who knows when we’ll be back next time.”

There weren’t many choices available with their points.

Zhou Wan looked around and chose a pink fluffy keychain.

She remembered Lu Xixiao had exchanged for a blue one before.

She held up the keyring with her index finger, her eyes curved: “Is it pretty?”

Lu Xixiao curved his lips: “Mm.”

The girl added: “Sister, we have a New Year’s activity, you can also draw a prize.”

“Oh, you have New Year’s activities now?” Zhou Wan smiled, “I never encountered any before.”

A large bunch of red balloons hung nearby.

“Just pick any balloon here, there’s a paper inside saying whether you’ve won,” the girl said.

Zhou Wan tugged at Lu Xixiao’s wrist: “You do it.”

“You draw.”

Zhou Wan looked at him: “I have bad luck.”

He smiled: “Maybe this time will be different.”

They had drawn prizes and hit golden eggs together before, but Zhou Wan’s luck was always bad, getting “Thank you for participating” every time.

But she never took prize draws too seriously, just treating them as fun, so she didn’t refuse further, pulling out one balloon: “This one.”

The girl helped her pop the balloon.

With a “pop.”

A red paper floated to the ground.

Zhou Wan bent down to pick it up, turned it over to look-

Grand Prize.

She froze for a moment.

She had never had such good luck before.

Completely caught off guard.

The girl also saw the words on the paper, smiling as she said: “Congratulations, sister, Happy New Year, may good luck stay with you, and may everything go your way.”

“Thank you.” Zhou Wan clutched the paper tightly, still finding it unbelievable, looking at Lu Xixiao, smiling as she said, “My luck seems to have improved since being with you.”

She asked the girl again, “What’s the grand prize?”

The girl bent down and took out a square black velvet box from behind.

Zhou Wan froze for a moment, then saw Lu Xixiao reach out to take the box.

Such a box easily led to certain thoughts.

Zhou Wan’s heartbeat steadied as she looked up at Lu Xixiao.

Then she saw him lower himself to one knee.

Zhou Wan’s gaze followed him down, watching him slowly lower himself, kneeling on one knee, his back straight, opening the box to reveal a diamond ring.

The diamond sparkled dazzlingly, appearing especially bright even in the dim arcade.

She was completely stunned, it had only been two seconds just now, but every frame seemed to play out in slow motion.

Yet inappropriate fragments flashed through her mind.

The dilapidated abandoned station, pouring rain, the youth coming alone, his eyes bloodshot, saying nothing, knee bending, directly kneeling before everyone.

His pants were dirty with dust, like a fallen deity.

Before Lu Xixiao could speak, Zhou Wan reflexively stepped forward, grabbing his arm: “Get up, don’t kneel, Lu Xixiao.”

He laughed, not knowing what Zhou Wan was thinking of at the moment, speaking carelessly, matter-of-factly: “Isn’t this how proposals are done?”

Zhou Wan paused, looking at him.

The man wore a casual and rakish smile, identical to his younger years.

Her thoughts returned to the present.

“Zhou Wan.”

He knelt on one knee, looking up, saying softly, “Will you marry me?”

Zhou Wan’s eyes grew wet: “Didn’t I… already propose to you?”

“Whatever other girls get, you should have too.” Lu Xixiao curved his lips, “Zhou Wan, will you marry me?”

Tears blurred her vision.

Lu Xixiao’s figure became indistinct.

And she seemed to be pushed by a force into a whirlpool of memories-

“Zhou Wan, the ‘Wan’ that means to draw a bow like a full moon.”

“Lu Xixiao.”

“I know.”

The man was still like before.

Spirited, rakish, and forthright.

Just as he looked when she first saw him at 15.

“Yes.” Zhou Wan couldn’t look away, her voice trembling, “I will.”

He curved his lips, lowering his head to slip the ring onto Zhou Wan’s ring finger.

The diamond was too dazzling, reflecting brilliant light that made his eyes sting. Lu Xixiao lowered his head to kiss her finger joint, his spine slightly curved, a posture of complete submission.

“Let me introduce myself again.” His voice was magnetic and deep, “I’m Zhou Wan’s husband, Lu Xixiao.”

Zhou Wan smiled through tears: “I’m Lu Xixiao’s wife, Zhou Wan.”

…

The arcade was dimly lit, but the man was radiant, just like before, forging ahead without hesitation.

Zhou Wan suddenly remembered an insignificant old incident from long ago-

It was a day in early autumn.

After school, Zhou Wan went to the hospital to get her grandmother’s medical examination report. Coming out, she remembered her grandmother’s skin had been itching lately, so she went to the pharmacy across the street and bought a jar of menthol ointment, thinking it would make her grandmother more comfortable.

Coming out of the pharmacy, it was rush hour.

Before her eyes was an endless flow of people coming and going, the whole world seemed to be rushing forward, while she had no choice but to be left behind.

Zhou Wan held the medicine, trying to push back the bitterness, but it only grew stronger.

Zhou Wan slowly crouched down, hands hugging her knees, face buried.

The autumn wind was desolate, making her whole body cold.

After who knows how long, a magnetic deep voice came from above-

“Hey.”

Zhou Wan looked up, stunned.

Lu Xixiao stood beside her, head not lowered, gaze downward, looking down at her from above.

In the early autumn weather, he wore only a white short-sleeve shirt, the wind outlining his tall, clean figure. His expression was lazy: “You okay?”

Zhou Wan shook her head.

Through tear-blurred eyes, she saw Lu Xixiao bite the cigarette between his fingers into his mouth, hand in his pocket, pulling out a pack of tissues to hand to her.

Zhou Wan paused, reaching out to take them: “Thank you.”

He gave no further response. His friends gradually came out of the internet café nearby, calling his name. Lu Xixiao flicked his cigarette ash, and walked over, leaving only his back view.

The wind lifted his clothes, carrying the unique rakishness and forthrightness of youth.

So dazzling, so passionate.

Forcefully pulling Zhou Wan into a world that originally didn’t belong to her at all.

But do you know?

Back then when I looked at you, even the surrounding wind stood still, leaving only you, burning bright enough to illuminate my pupils.

Bringing the world’s freshest wind, blowing into my dark hiding place.

…

We are all pulled forward by fate, perhaps on a smooth path, perhaps stumbling along.

Some stop abruptly, some fall badly bruised, and some take wrong turns.

None of us remain pure and untainted.

But it’s okay to become imperfect because someone will always love you as you are.

Not just loving you in full bloom, but also loving you covered in mud.

And in the days ahead, let’s look forward together, and walk toward higher places.

Let’s have a beautiful dream we’ll never wake from.

Together, let’s plant flowers in hell.

Zhui Luo – Extra Chapter One
Later, they registered their marriage in Pingchuan City. As soon as the Spring Festival ended, on the eighth day of the first lunar month, when the civil affairs bureau opened, Lu Xixiao took Zhou Wan to the Pingchuan City Civil Affairs Bureau to get their marriage certificate.

The civil affairs bureau was crowded with people queuing, all with smiling faces.

Zhou Wan remained somewhat dazed, following the process step by step in a trance, and by the time she came back to her senses, she and Lu Xixiao each held a certificate.

“Does this mean we’re married now?” Zhou Wan looked at the red booklet in her hand.

Lu Xixiao chuckled: “If I’d known it was this simple, I should have dragged you here to get the certificate when you were 20, see where you could run then.”

Zhou Wan blinked gently, also smiling: “I won’t go anywhere now.”

In the car, Zhou Wan opened the marriage certificate again, looking at the photos inside.

Neither she nor Lu Xixiao were the type who liked taking photos, so they didn’t have many pictures together. During their school days, there were only a few, and after getting back together, they only took photos occasionally when the mood struck.

This was their first formal photo together.

Red background, both wearing white shirts.

Her hair was loose, half draped over her chest, smiling somewhat stiffly due to nervousness.

Though Lu Xixiao wore the same style of white shirt as her, somehow the same clothes on him exhibited a completely different quality.

One button was undone at the collar, revealing a bit of collarbone and a glimpse of his tattoo, appearing particularly unrestrained and free-spirited.

Very handsome.

At a red light, Lu Xixiao turned his head: “What are you looking at?”

“Lu Xixiao,” Zhou Wan said, “I’ve noticed you haven’t changed much over all these years, wearing a white shirt looks just like when you were in school.”

He laughed, the corners of his eyes and brows tilted upward, looking particularly happy. He took the marriage certificate from Zhou Wan’s hand, took a photo, and posted it on WeChat Moments.

Zhou Wan paused briefly, then also took a photo and posted it.

Soon, these two posts completely exploded on their social media on the first day back to work after the holiday.

That evening, they returned to B City.

Watching Zhou Wan changing shoes at the entrance, he suddenly spoke: “Wan Wan.”

“Mm?”

“What kind of house do you like?”

Zhou Wan didn’t understand.

Lu Xixiao reached out, his fingertip gently lifting her chin: “Now that we’re married, shouldn’t we buy a marital home?”

“I think this place is fine, no need to buy.”

Lu Xixiao raised his eyebrows, continuing on his own: “Do you like having a yard?”

Zhou Wan thought of his small villa in Pingchuan City and nodded.

Lu Xixiao smiled: “Then let’s buy a house with a yard, you can plant some flowers, just like we used to.”

Before Zhou Wan left back then, hoping Lu Xixiao could live in a warm and gentle environment, she had bought many easy-to-grow flowers with long blooming periods.

Only she hadn’t been able to tend those flowers herself.

And now, she had another chance to plant a garden of flowers.

Everything could start anew.

Zhou Wan’s eyes grew slightly misty as she smiled: “Okay.”

Actually, from getting the marriage certificate until now, Lu Xixiao has been quite calm, except for his visible happiness, there weren’t many other uncontrollable emotions.

Until bedtime.

Zhou Wan was made soft all over, stickily sinking into the bed as Lu Xixiao pressed firmly on her pubic bone with one hand, bending down to lick and kiss the tattoo on her collarbone.

As her consciousness was nearly emptied, she heard Lu Xixiao’s whisper in her ear.

His voice was very low, carrying heavy infatuation, as if completely immersed in the moment-

“Wan Wan.”

“You’re mine now.”

*

Because the marriage registration was sudden, many aspects of the wedding ceremony needed to be prepared step by step. Zhou Wan wasn’t good at handling these things, so Lu Xixiao arranged most of it.

In April, they prepared to take wedding photos.

Following the photographer’s suggestion, they decided to take one set of photos at Yangming Middle School, wearing school uniforms, as a commemoration.

Lu Xixiao contacted the school in advance, and on Friday evening, they returned to Pingchuan once again. When Zhou Wan left back then, she hadn’t taken her school uniform with her, and it was still at Lu Xixiao’s house. They went back together to get the uniforms and put them on.

Zhou Wan often heard people later sighing that during school days they thought those uniforms were ugly, but after graduating, looking back, they felt they were the most beautiful clothes, full of youthful vigor and bold spirit.

This was even more pronounced in Lu Xixiao.

It seemed that no matter how much time passed, seeing him still produced the same flutter as in their youth.

Just like how he looked when Zhou Wan first saw him.

…

In the past, the principal used to catch Lu Xixiao and criticize him endlessly, he had been disciplined many times, until later in his senior year when his grades rose sharply, becoming the most memorable student of all those years.

Now when they received his call saying he wanted to come back to take wedding photos, they immediately agreed.

Over the years, the academic pressure at school had become increasingly heavy, and they no longer had full two-day weekends like before.

On Saturday, everyone still had classes, still at school.

Some students saw them return to take photos and kept turning their heads back curiously.

Learning they were taking wedding photos, they became even more excited.

During a break in the photo shoot, a female student came over to ask: “Sister, did you both study at Yangming before?”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan answered.

“Wow, so you were dating during school?”

Zhou Wan’s eyes curved as she nodded.

“That’s so romantic, and that brother is so handsome!” The girl turned to look at Lu Xixiao standing not far away on the phone. “Was he the school prince back then? I feel like our current school prince doesn’t compare at all.”

“Yes.”

Zhou Wan also turned to look at Lu Xixiao’s back view, his shoulder line straight and broad, making even the school uniform look particularly good.

They took many photos together.

In the classroom, on the playground, at the basketball court…

It was sunset, the setting sun had dyed the entire sky orange, warm and cozy. The cherry blossom trees at school were all blooming, with petals scattered all over the ground by the wind.

Everything was as beautiful as a dream.

After the shoot, Lu Xixiao sat casually on the field’s grass, hands propped behind him, eyes slightly squinted against the sunlight, looking carelessly relaxed.

Zhou Wan finished looking at the photos and walked over to crouch beside him.

“Tired?” she asked.

Lu Xixiao shook his head, reaching out to hook her index finger.

Zhou Wan noticed his intimacy and couldn’t help but curve her lips: “What is it?”

“Just feels like I’ve dreamed this exact scene sometime before, the same.”

The most beautiful scene I could imagine is no more than this.

Zhou Wan looked at Lu Xixiao before her, leaning in to lightly touch his lips: “Lu Xixiao, I never dared to even dream of something like this before.”

To her, Lu Xixiao was simply too good.

So good that she didn’t dare hope to have his forever.

Lu Xixiao was quick to take advantage: “Yes, so you have to treat me well.”

“Mm.”

“Treat me well for this entire lifetime.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan curved her lips, “If there’s a next life, I’ll tell you I like you first.”

If there’s another chance, I’ll use all my courage to love you.

*

After leaving school, they had dinner together and walked back.

Zhou Wan still remembered, that when grandmother passed away, the cherry blossoms along this road hadn’t bloomed yet, but now they were in full bloom, a sea of pink and white.

It seemed everything was getting better and better.

Zhou Wan held Lu Xixiao’s hand, swinging back and forth, in a particularly good mood.

Passing by that old apartment building, Lu Xixiao stopped: “Want to go up and take a look together?”

“Sure.”

They were still wearing their school uniforms, which made them particularly eye-catching on the street, like students in an early romance.

Zhou Wan unlocked the door and entered, took off her school uniform jacket, then took Lu Xixiao’s, walking to the washing machine.

After so many years unused, it surprisingly still worked. She put the clothes in and started the wash.

…

Over all these years, Lu Xixiao had come here several times but had never properly looked at this apartment.

The rooms weren’t large but were extremely neat. Although no one had lived here for years, you could still see how warm and cozy the previous setup had been, with warm-colored carpets and bright tablecloths.

He pushed open Zhou Wan’s bedroom door.

Dust motes rose.

Lu Xixiao raised his hand to wave them away and stepped in.

When Zhou Wan left in such a hurry back then, alone with just one suitcase, she couldn’t take many things with her, including those heavy textbooks.

Lu Xixiao casually pulled out one and opened it.

The notes inside were written with particular care and attention, the handwriting elegant.

All those years of coursework he had missed, he had relied entirely on those few notebooks Zhou Wan left on his desk.

Those notes weren’t ones she had written before and passed on to him, but especially written for him, with each knowledge point recorded in detail, afraid he wouldn’t understand, who knows how much effort it took.

Zhou Wan was always like this.

Did so much, yet never said anything about it.

Lu Xixiao pulled at the corner of his mouth and pulled out another book.

It was a notebook, a very old-fashioned one, with a three-digit combination lock on one side – the kind that had been popular among students during school days.

Lu Xixiao raised an eyebrow slightly, surprised that Zhou Wan would buy such a notebook.

She had never been interested in such unnecessarily fancy things.

Lu Xixiao tried Zhou Wan’s birthday as the three-digit code – 325.

It didn’t open.

He raised his eyebrows and tried his birthday, which also didn’t work.

He didn’t think there would be anything significant recorded in this notebook, just like those school-day notebooks where most people would carelessly jot down passing thoughts, quickly forgotten.

He was just curious about what numbers Zhou Wan would use as a password.

But after trying many combinations, none worked.

After a while, Lu Xixiao suddenly thought of something and turned the combination again.

– 666.

Zhou Wan’s contact name for him had been ‘6’.

Including the tattoo on her collarbone which also had a “6”.

With a “click”, it opened.

The password was related to him, Lu Xixiao gave a light laugh.

Then he casually turned to the first page, at the very top was written – August 15, 2013, Sunny.

Lu Xixiao suddenly paused, his expression growing more serious.

…

August 15, 2013, Sunny.

I met someone.

August 26, 2013, Sunny.

He gave me an iced cola.

September 29, 2013, Thunderstorm.

First photo together.

October 8, 2013, Cloudy.

I learned his name, Lu Xixiao.

December 31, 2013, Rain.

Can’t help but look at you, even though I know nothing about you.

February 3, 2014, Sunny.

Want to be like you, pure, forthright, and sincere, like the world’s freshest wind.

May 5, 2014, Rain.

Could you share a little bit of your light with me?

…

September 15, 2014, Sunny.

They say if you make eye contact with someone twice, they’ll remember you.

September 30, 2014, Sunny.

I quietly reached out toward that fresh wind, opening my fingers.

October 10, 2014, Rain.

I want to fulfill a dream for myself.

A dream no one else will ever know about.

A dream that might be so brief it vanishes in an instant.

November 18, 2014, Sunny.

Lu Xixiao, happy birthday.

Hope you’ll always dare to love and hate boldly, may everything go your way.

…

This was Zhou Wan’s diary.

Or perhaps it couldn’t be called a diary.

The words recorded here were fragmentary and intermittent.

Often just a few words, brief phrases.

But finally, Lu Xixiao saw with his own eyes Zhou Wan’s unknown dream.

That small helpless girl, secretly watching the forthright, sincere, wild, unrestrained, brilliant boy before her,

The girl fell, sinking into the mud.

But in the end, she still walked toward him step by step.

Zhui Luo – Extra Chapter Two
Another midsummer arrived.

Green trees cast their shade while cicadas chirped endlessly.

Since that competition years ago, Zhou Wan has participated in several prestigious events, and her reputation in the industry has grown steadily. At the end of last year, she was even seconded to work at a government agency, keeping her exceptionally busy for several months.

“Teacher Zhou.”

Zhou Wan had recently taken on an apprentice, a fourth-year university student doing an internship. “I’ve sent all the materials I organized to your email. Please take a look when you have time.”

“Alright,” Zhou Wan glanced at her watch – it was almost time to leave work. “I’ll look at it tonight and get back to you tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, Teacher Zhou.”

“You’re welcome,” Zhou Wan smiled.

She packed her bag and headed out, “I’m leaving now, you should head home early too.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan had bought a car two years ago, though most of the time Lu Xikou still drove her to and from work. Only occasionally, when he was too busy, would she drive herself.

Today was one of those “occasional” times.

Lu Xikou was away on a business trip and would return today.

Zhou Wan got in her car, calculating the timing – if she left now, she should arrive at the airport just in time to pick him up.

It was rush hour, traffic was heavy, and the sun was blazing. Driving westward, the setting sun shone directly in her eyes, making it almost impossible to keep them open.

Zhou Wan felt stifled by the heat, her chest uncomfortable. During a red light, she reached out to lower the air conditioning by a few degrees.

An hour later, she finally reached the airport.

She didn’t wait long before seeing Lu Xikou walking with the crowd.

Zhou Wan raised her hand and called out: “Lu Xikou.”

After marriage, she still preferred calling him by name, though he had forced her to call him “husband” several times. But in public, Zhou Wan still wasn’t comfortable with such intimate terms.

Lu Xikou looked up, smiling the moment he saw her, quickening his pace.

After marriage, he rarely went on business trips, only going this time because it couldn’t be avoided.

Though it was just a week, they hadn’t been apart for so many days in all these years, and he had missed her terribly.

Lu Xikou strode to her, let go of his suitcase, bent down, and kissed her lips.

Both were strikingly good-looking, kissing at the bustling airport in the sunset’s warm glow – it was like a scene from a romantic drama, causing many people to turn and look.

After a while, Lu Xikou finally released her, raising his hand to chuck her chin: “Did you miss me?”

Zhou Wan nodded obediently: “I did.”

He chuckled, taking her hand: “Then let’s go home.”

At the parking lot, Lu Xikou put the suitcase in the trunk and didn’t let Zhou Wan drive, instead taking the driver’s seat himself to head home.

“Did the contract negotiations go well?” Zhou Wan asked.

“Mm, very smoothly.”

“That’s good.” Zhou Wan smiled, “You can rest properly for a few days now.”

They chatted about various matters they’d encountered during their week apart.

After talking for a while, Zhou Wan yawned, and Lu Xikou glanced at her: “What time did you sleep last night?”

“Midnight.” Zhou Wan pressed her brow, “Been a bit busy lately.”

Lu Xikou frowned. It was a red light, so he leaned over to recline the passenger seat slightly and pulled a thin blanket from the back seat to cover her: “Take a nap first.”

Zhou Wan couldn’t sleep, but lying down to rest was good too.

However, whether from the sun’s glare earlier making her dizzy or something else, she felt unwell, her chest felt stuffed with cotton, and she was somewhat nauseous.

Zhou Wan rolled down the window.

“What’s wrong?” Lu Xikou asked.

“Might be a bit carsick.”

Lu Xikou frowned slightly: “Want to rest for a while?”

“It’s fine.” Zhou Wan shook her head, “Not too uncomfortable, just need some fresh air.”

“We’ll be home in about ten minutes. I’ll drive steadily, tell me if you feel unwell.”

“Mm.”

The wind-dispersed some of the nausea in her chest, and Zhou Wan grew increasingly drowsy in the warm breeze.

At home, she had no appetite for dinner and went straight to the bedroom to sleep. Soon after, Lu Xikou came in with a bottle of Huoxiang Zhengqi water he’d bought at the pharmacy earlier.

“Drink this before sleeping.” Lu Xikou brushed away the stray hair on her cheek, “If you’re uncomfortable, we’ll go to the hospital. Don’t endure it.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan took the medicine bottle.

“I’ll get you some water.”

As Lu Xikou left the bedroom again, Zhou Wan picked up the medicine bottle, about to drink, then paused, suddenly thinking of something.

She got up and dug out a pregnancy test from the drawer – she’d bought it six months ago when her period was irregular. That time she had a cold and needed medicine, so she bought a box just to be safe. One test remained.

…

Lu Xikou came back with water and didn’t see her on the bed. Turning his head, he saw her standing at the bathroom vanity, looking somewhat dazed.

“What’s wrong?”

Zhou Wan slowly turned her head, not speaking.

Lu Xikou looked over, pausing when he saw the two lines: “What’s this?”

“A pregnancy test.” Zhou Wan blinked, saying softly, “I think… I’m pregnant.”

They had been using contraception since getting married.

But after three years of marriage, Zhou Wan had mentioned having a child, considering it the next stage of their life together.

But Lu Xikou seemed uninterested in children. Zhou Wan knew he didn’t particularly like kids and didn’t have any strong feelings about it, so they let nature take its course and didn’t try for a baby.

Only during that vacation in early May when they traveled together did they have one time when they weren’t careful with protection.

But Zhou Wan had just finished her period then, supposedly during the “safe period,” so she hadn’t worried about it.

Thinking it through, it could only have been that time.

“Are you feeling unwell anywhere else?” Lu Xikou asked quickly after his momentary shock.

Zhou Wan shook her head.

“Let’s go to the hospital first.” He pulled out a light jacket from the closet and helped her put it on.

…

Two hours later, the results came back.

She was… pregnant.

Almost two months along.

Fortunately, all the examinations showed that everything was normal.

On the way home, Lu Xikou drove in silence, not speaking.

Zhou Wan looked at his profile and asked softly: “Lu Xikou, do you not want the baby?”

“No.” His voice was somewhat hoarse.

Perhaps because he was tired from the business trip and all this rushing around, Zhou Wan didn’t say more, lowering her head to gently touch her belly. It was really hard to imagine… that a life had been growing here for nearly two months.

It was her and Lu Xikou’s child.

Back home.

As soon as they entered, Lu Xikou suddenly hugged her from behind, not daring to squeeze too hard, only burying his face deeply in her shoulder to express a fraction of what he felt inside.

Zhou Wan paused, holding his hands: “What’s wrong?”

“Wan Wan.” His voice trembled, “It’s not that I don’t want it, I just… can’t bear to see you suffer.”

“It’s not suffering.”

Zhou Wan smiled softly, “Having a child with you makes me very happy.”

Lu Xikou lowered his eyes, saying deeply: “I’ll be good to you.”

“Mm.” Zhou Wan smiled, “You’ve already been very good to me.”

So good that these three years have felt like a dream.

Even in my dreams, I never imagined such a beautiful, happy life.

And now, we have a child too.

Carrying both our blood, nurtured by us together, they might look like you, or perhaps like me – they’ll be our most precious existence in this world besides each other. Just thinking about it feels magical.

*

Because of the pregnancy, Zhou Wan ended her secondment early.

Each prenatal check-up was normal, but her morning sickness was severe. She often threw up whatever she ate, losing several pounds during that period.

When she couldn’t eat well, Lu Xikou couldn’t eat well either.

If he had known the pregnancy symptoms would be so severe, he would rather she hadn’t gotten pregnant at all. He even felt somewhat resentful towards the little one in her belly.

In the evening, they cuddled on the sofa watching TV.

Lu Xikou gently patted Zhou Wan’s belly, saying: “I spent years finally putting some meat on your mom’s bones, and in just a few months, you’ve wasted it all away.”

Zhou Wan laughed, grabbing his hand: “Why are you picking on them?”

“Isn’t it their fault?”

“My colleague said it’s normal to lose some weight in the first few months. You gain quite a bit in late pregnancy.”

“You should gain some weight.”

“I’m fine like this,” Zhou Wan said, “Too fat wouldn’t look good.”

“A bit fatter is good.”

Zhou Wan smiled, and couldn’t help tilting her head up to kiss him again.

Lu Xikou bit her hard, raising his eyebrows and playfully patting her bottom: “Deliberately torturing me?”

“…”

Fortunately, after four months, the morning sickness eased considerably. She stopped throwing up after eating, and the weight came back.

Zhou Wan didn’t take pregnancy too seriously, just paying attention to rest and diet, and going to regular check-ups. But Lu Xikou was nervous, getting more anxious as the months progressed, making a big deal out of everything.

In the last three months, he didn’t even want to let Zhou Wan go to work.

But Zhou Wan wasn’t delicate and wasn’t used to being treated delicately. She didn’t want to stay at home all day and still wanted to work.

Lu Xikou had no choice. Previously, he had rejected many interview requests from magazines and newspapers, but this time he actively proposed doing interviews, even long-term in-depth ones.

Using public means for private ends, he had Zhou Wan work directly under his watchful eye.

Though it was called work, she was being pampered.

Food, drinks, and massages from the CEO himself – Zhou Wan felt embarrassed taking that salary.

Even the work group chat was full of teasing during that time.

I just saw Mr. Lu and Mrs. Lu in the elevator, Mr. Lu was sticking close like a big puppy!!! Who understands this gap more!!!]

[I used to think no woman could completely possess Mr. Lu until I saw him being cute today!]

[Why do I have to eat dog food at work!?]

[The boss’s wife is so pretty! Caught them in the parking garage with her scolding Mr. Lu, so cute so cute so cute!]

[Their baby must be so gorgeous, I already want to squish them!]

…

*

Zhou Wan’s due date was in late February of the following year, after the Spring Festival.

Before the New Year, Gu Meng arranged a classmate reunion, which Zhou Wan attended.

In the afternoon when Lu Xikou came to pick her up, she suddenly started having stomach pains as soon as she got in the car, more than half a month before her due date.

“Lu Xikou.” Zhou Wan endured the pain, “Don’t panic, drive slowly.”

Most of the time, Lu Xikou was as calm as could be.

Only when it came to her would he easily panic.

Racing all the way, they finally reached the hospital, and Zhou Wan was immediately taken for examination.

The results showed she needed immediate delivery, and due to the baby’s position changing, she needed a cesarean section.

Lu Xikou had never been so panicked in his life, his hands trembling uncontrollably. He had always thought it would be a natural birth, and he was prepared to accompany her, but suddenly they needed a C-section.

Zhou Wan held his hand, saying gently: “Don’t be afraid, Lu Xikou, it will be over soon, you’ll see our baby soon.”

A nearby nurse couldn’t help laughing: “Usually it’s the husband comforting the wife, how come with you two it’s the other way around.”

Lu Xikou’s eyes were red.

He was terrified there might be even the slightest risk or accident in the surgery.

“I’ll be right outside.” Lu Xikou knelt halfway down, kissing Zhou Wan’s forehead, saying softly, “I love you, Wan Wan.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wan smiled: “In a little while, there will be one more person in this world who loves you.”

Both I and the baby will love you.

…

Zhou Wan was someone most skilled at enduring pain.

But when it came to actual childbirth, she couldn’t help crying from the pain.

Perhaps because of her special constitution, the anesthesia didn’t fully take effect, making the entire process especially painful.

And those sharp pains made her think of the knife that had pierced Lu Xikou’s chest.

Because of this, these pains somehow gave her a sense of atonement.

Soon after, a clear baby’s cry broke through the air in the operating room.

The nurse said it was a boy, fair and chubby, especially handsome.

After the wound was sutured, Zhou Wan was wheeled out of the operating room.

Lu Xikou immediately came over, holding her hand. Seeing the sweat covering her forehead, his heart ached unbearably: “Why so much sweat, didn’t they give you anesthesia?”

Zhou Wan had no strength to speak. The nurse beside them said: “She has a special constitution, and doesn’t respond well to anesthesia.”

For a moment, Lu Xikou could barely speak.

What did it mean to not respond well to anesthesia?

He could hardly imagine how Zhou Wan had endured through that surgery.

“Lu Xikou.” Her voice was weak.

“I’m here.” He bent down, bringing his ear close to her.

“Back then… did it hurt this much for you too.”

Lu Xikou froze.

For the first half minute, he hadn’t understood what Zhou Wan meant, until he saw her red eyes, not for herself, but for him.

His Adam’s apple bobbed, his nose stinging: “No.”

He pressed his lips together hard, comforting her softly, “It didn’t hurt, Wan Wan, it’s not the same.”

“Now I’ve felt the pain too, A’Xiao.” Zhou Wan smiled and said, “I feel like I’ve made up to you a little more.”

We have a child now.

We have the same tattoos and the same scars.

Those dark years, the path you walked alone, the pain you endured, the blood you shed – I’m willing to walk it all again for you.

And our life will now open a new chapter.

A family of three.

Hand in hand, towards the light, running forward together.

EPUB/cover.xhtml

    [image: Cover Image]
  

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Never-Ending Summer


      
        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 1
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 2
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 3
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 4
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 5
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 6
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 7
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 8
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 9
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 10
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 11
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 12
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 13
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 14
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 15
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 16
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 17
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 18
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 19
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 20
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 21
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 22
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 23
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 24
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 25
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 26
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 27
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 28
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 29
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 30
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 31
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 32
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 33
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 34
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 35
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 36
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 37
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 38
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 39
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 40
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 41
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 42
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 43
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 44
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 45
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 46
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 47
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 48
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 49
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 50
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 51
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 52
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 53
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 54
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 55
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 56
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 57
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 58
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 59
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 60
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 61
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 62
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 63
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 64
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 65
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 66
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 67
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 68
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 69
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 70
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 71
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 72
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 73
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 74
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 75
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 76
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 77
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 78
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 79
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 80
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Chapter 81: Falling in Love (Complete)
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Extra Chapter One
        


        		
          Zhui Luo – Extra Chapter Two
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.webp


