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  Chapter 1: Parking Lot
After sending the last email, it was already thirteen minutes past ten.

Sang Ru shut down her computer and packed up her things without hesitation. The new proposal had been sent over, and the rest would depend on whatever brilliant ideas the client might have.

However, these brilliant ideas came surprisingly fast today—the notification sound for a new email chimed simultaneously with the “ding” of the arriving elevator.

Sang Ru swiped open the message. Well, three options, all rejected by the other side in less than three minutes.

She didn’t reply, locked her screen, and entered the elevator.

In the thirty-eight-story office building, she wasn’t the only one leaving work at this hour.

Two other men from above the sixteenth floor stood in the elevator, well-dressed elites, one appearing relaxed, the other rigid.

Sang Ru glanced at them, then stood in front, facing away from them, carefully composing her email reply.

The gist was: Please take another look.

Pei Feng had seen Sang Ru before, and each time this woman made his heart flutter. Great figure, beautiful face, and a fragrance unlike common perfumes that swirled around one’s nose before sneaking straight into the heart when you weren’t paying attention.

Pei Feng dropped his casual demeanor, took out his phone, and typed a message for Zhou Tingzhao to see.

“My type, should I go for it?”

Zhou Tingzhao glanced at the woman’s back and said, “Up to you.”

“What?” Sang Ru had just pressed send on her email and reflexively responded, only realizing afterward that he hadn’t been talking to her. She smiled, apologizing without any trace of embarrassment, “Sorry, I misheard.”

“No problem,” Pei Feng smoothly seized the opportunity to move next to her, casually starting a conversation, “I’ve seen you several times late at night, sixteenth floor… advertising company?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Must be tough,” Pei Feng commented while looking at her profile, but in his mind, he was calculating how to ask for her contact information in a way that would seem natural.

Some people are too quiet; the quieter they are, the more they provoke others.

So Sang Ru smiled imperceptibly and replied, “Same for you, investment bankers.”

Pei Feng was taken aback, then became delighted: “How did you know?”

He had almost believed this beautiful woman shared the same interest in him.

“I just know,” Sang Ru said.

The elevator moved faster than expected. Just before the doors opened, Pei Feng seized his last chance: “Need a ride home?”

Sang Ru dangled her keys: “No need.”

The elevator stopped.

“Then could I have your WeChat?”

The woman’s beautiful brow arched slightly, and Pei Feng’s heart inexplicably rose with it.

As the doors opened, Zhou Tingzhao walked past them first.

“Sure,” he heard her say.

Zhou Tingzhao sat in the driver’s seat but didn’t start the car for a long time.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, and in the moment of relaxing his nerves, thought about the difficult opponent he’d encountered in business today, trying to review where he might have made mistakes while dealing with him.

But he quickly found he couldn’t complete the review.

Unusually, he couldn’t focus his thoughts.

Pei Feng’s message popped up at that moment: “Why did you leave so quickly? You disappeared in the blink of an eye.”

“I got her WeChat hahaha! She’s even more interesting than I thought! Brother, put in some effort, this time I’m going to leave the lonely singles club.”

“You broke up less than a week ago,” Zhou Tingzhao replied. “Send me the merger case files again later.”

“…You’re going to spend your whole life with work.”

Zhou Tingzhao closed the chat window and opened the car window to light a cigarette.

He soon received the files Pei Feng sent, and then watched as his friend’s flashy red sports car roared past.

As the sound of the sports car’s engine faded away, the entire parking lot suddenly fell into a strange, eerie silence.

Yet there was still someone there.

Zhou Tingzhao, as if he had rested enough, finally started the car. The headlights came on, and the parking lot became noisy again.

He opened another chat window and tapped a few times.

“Come here.”

After a few seconds, Zhou Tingzhao heard another sound.

Besides the engine, besides his breathing in the car, another sound.

His focus, which had wandered when trying to think about work matters, now returned.

The sound of high heels approached bit by bit, from far to near. Zhou Tingzhao put out his cigarette and raised the car window.

Then, the owner of the high heels knocked on his window.

Someone deliberately repeated the same action, just to make her bend down and knock on his window.

A suffocating cloud of smoke hit her face. Sang Ru stepped back, frowning: “You’ve been smoking.”

“Get in.”

“Next time,” Sang Ru said.

The smell of smoke was a major deterrent from making love. She did want something to happen with Zhou Tingzhao, but not today.

Sang Ru said goodbye, but suddenly found her left wrist grabbed, and her whole body was unexpectedly pulled back to the car window. She barely stabilized herself by grabbing the window frame with her right hand.

Painful and awkward, she was somewhat annoyed. Sang Ru glared at the person in the car through the dim light: “What are you—”

What are you doing?

That’s what she meant to say, but couldn’t get the words out.

Zhou Tingzhao must have truly taken the wrong medicine, as he held the back of her head and kissed her with what seemed like all his strength. The tobacco scent suddenly enveloped her completely, entering her heart and lungs through her lips and tongue.

A kiss too passionate—all her anger that hadn’t fully formed was swallowed in an instant.

Chapter 2: Hotel
Zhou Tingzhao was by no means a considerate friend.

He was extremely difficult.

Sang Ru thought as she leaned against his shoulder.

She moved slightly, but Zhou Tingzhao still showed no reaction, as if that sudden hug, one that seemed so meaningful, hadn’t been from him at all.

If she had walked away earlier, she would now be comfortably relaxing at home, rather than being ignored by an extremely inconsiderate friend.

It wasn’t enough for Zhou Tingzhao to talk to her through the car window; after she got into the passenger seat, he immediately started another serious conversation.

Amid Sang Ru’s confusion, Zhou Tingzhao frowned, his tone also serious.

“You never intended to leave,” he said.

“So what?”

Indeed, so what—that’s why they ended up in this hotel again, where the front desk staff had become so familiar with them that they always gave them the same meeting room, complete with a professional smile.

There was a hint of familiarity in it. Sang Ru pretended not to notice, but thought that next time perhaps she should invite him to her home, then immediately felt like she’d lost her mind.

Zhou Tingzhao followed behind her, maintaining a distance that was neither too far nor too close.

The room keycard was in Sang Ru’s hand. Just before she could insert it into the power slot, a sudden movement changed its course, causing it to drop to the floor with a faint sound.

Darkness surrounded them from all sides. Zhou Tingzhao’s breath was close, warm against the tip of Sang Ru’s ear.

He was cold in personality, but somehow his presence was very warm—his hands and demeanor radiated a strange heat. When her shoulder was suddenly touched, she instinctively stepped back, which only brought her closer to him.

Zhou Tingzhao guided her gently. Sang Ru was caught off guard as he positioned her against the wall, and she became nervous almost immediately.

Zhou Tingzhao heard her release a soft “mm,” slightly confused, revealing her uncertainty. His hand brushed against her arm reassuringly.

He paused, then suddenly stepped back. He smiled slightly and said, “No warning before coming to meet me today?”

His voice was very low, quiet enough just for her ear, unbearably mysterious. Sang Ru was annoyed with him while outwardly trying to stay calm: “It was a quick decision. I didn’t have time to plan.”

Zhou Tingzhao casually hummed in acknowledgment, his eyes watching her carefully. The barely-there connection made her feel strangely uncomfortable.

“Mmm… tell me why you’re here…”

“Too sudden,” Zhou Tingzhao ignored her question and continued to keep his distance, making this declaration.

“It’s been a while since we talked. I’d be this way even if you weren’t here.”

As soon as Sang Ru said it, she felt satisfied, hearing Zhou Tingzhao’s indifferent laugh.

“Mm,” he even agreed, then in the next moment, moved away from her. Just as Sang Ru unconsciously began to follow him, he suddenly turned on the lights.

Sang Ru’s eyes blinked at the brightness. Before she could react, Zhou Tingzhao appeared in her vision. He stepped further into the room, loosening his tie, and glanced back at her, saying, “I need a minute.”

Jerk! He was such a jerk!

When Sang Ru came to her senses, she was so angry her temples throbbed. She thought that if he were paid to be here, at least she could demand better treatment for wasting her time.

But Zhou Tingzhao wasn’t an employee, nor did he lack money. They had started as equals in a complicated friendship.

Sang Ru followed him and, catching him off guard, pulled and pushed him onto the long sofa chair.

The tables turned. Zhou Tingzhao obediently adjusted his position, leaning back against the soft cushion, watching her quickly sit across from him without resistance.

One moment he was friendly, the next he could immediately withdraw and walk away—such behavior could only be described as haughty, and Sang Ru despised it.

But just being watched by Zhou Tingzhao this way made every nerve in Sang Ru’s body tense with irritation.

In contrast to her nearly desperate actions before, her movements suddenly slowed. She sat near Zhou Tingzhao, calmly asking a few questions, then moved her hand in a dismissive gesture to show her frustration with his attitude.

As she spoke to him, her whole posture showed her annoyance. At first, she wanted to make him talk, but later it was just to express her feelings.

Before she could fully explain herself, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly interrupted her.

“You’ve completely ruined my evening.”



Chapter 3: KTV
Sang Ru’s next encounter with Zhou Tingzhao was at a class reunion more than two months ago.

The one who contacted her was Xue Lu, her high school language class representative. Xue Lu had remained her WeChat friend and specifically sent her a personal message, worried that Sang Ru might not check the group chat.

At that time, Sang Ru had recently changed jobs and had posted a work-related update with her new location. Xue Lu used this as an opportunity, suggesting they all get together to congratulate her on starting a new career path.

With things put that way, Sang Ru couldn’t refuse anymore.

Old classmate reunions were predictable—everyone chatting about current situations, reminiscing, and making somewhat awkward jokes. One meal passed just like that, and after eating, they moved on to a KTV.

Sang Ru wanted to slip away, but Li Chenfei, her high school deskmate and current good friend, held her arm and wouldn’t let her leave, pouting: “If you leave, I’ll be so awkward by myself.”

Seeing Sang Ru waver, Li Chenfei leaned closer to her ear and whispered: “Zhou Tingzhao hasn’t arrived yet. Don’t you want to see him?”

“Zhou Tingzhao?” Sang Ru was momentarily stunned, matching the name to a tall figure who usually wore glasses. She couldn’t remember his features clearly, but somehow felt he overlapped with someone she’d encountered in the elevator a few days ago.

“Yes! He organized this gathering—he was our class monitor, after all!”

“He organized it? Then why isn’t he here?”

“Where did you pick up this terrible habit of not checking messages?” Li Chenfei opened their newly created dinner WeChat group, scrolled up a bit, and held it in front of Sang Ru. “Here, look.”

[Zhou Tingzhao: Sorry, everyone, delayed by work and can’t join for dinner. Will treat everyone to karaoke later.]

Sang Ru glanced at the group name and realized she had indeed muted its notifications. She responded with an “Oh,” just as a new message notification appeared. She pushed the phone back: “There’s a new message.”

Opening it, she saw Xue Lu had shared the KTV location link in the group and tagged Zhou Tingzhao.

[Zhou Tingzhao: Good, heading there in ten minutes.]

Zhou Tingzhao still arrived a bit late and was immediately surrounded by everyone pretending to interrogate him.

At that moment, Sang Ru was holding the microphone, singing. His interruption made continuing to continue awkward. She stood there blankly holding the microphone for a moment, then decided to cut the song short.

Making an entrance that disrupted her performance, even if she couldn’t remember Zhou Tingzhao’s face clearly, that feeling of disliking him felt very familiar.

That was Sang Ru’s first reaction.

Her second reaction was: the man she met in the elevator a few days ago was him!

People say girls change dramatically after entering university or starting work. Sang Ru thought that Zhou Tingzhao had changed even more.

Before, he wore glasses and seemed lifeless, doing nothing but studying all day. Now as a working professional, he’d removed his glasses, wore a sharp suit, and the way he held his glass toasting others was actually… quite handsome.

The next song started playing. The person who had selected it was still beside Zhou Tingzhao and hurriedly called out to Sang Ru, who was still at the song selection panel: “That’s mine! Sang Ru, please hit pause for me!”

“Sure.” Following his instruction, Sang Ru returned to Li Chenfei’s side under everyone’s gaze.

She felt his gaze follow her as she walked, then quickly look away. Then she heard Zhou Tingzhao say: “Sorry for being late, I’ll punish myself with three drinks.”

Having just accepted toasts from others, he downed three more glasses in succession. Sang Ru thought to herself, Drink yourself to death.

Evidence proved Zhou Tingzhao wouldn’t drink himself to death. As soon as he finished the first glass, everyone began to cheer. After the second glass, Xue Lu stopped his hand, shaking her head.

If she wasn’t mistaken, Zhou Tingzhao smiled slightly. Though faint, Sang Ru saw it—he smiled, as if to reassure Xue Lu, then continued to finish the third glass.

This prompted cheers from many people, and some even applauded. Sang Ru also clapped her hands a few times for courtesy’s sake.

Zhou Tingzhao looked over at her, his eyes showing no particular emotion. But somehow, she couldn’t continue clapping. Sang Ru let her hands rest on her lap. Seeing that Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze hadn’t moved away, she smiled and raised an eyebrow in response.

Although this eyebrow raise didn’t look like acknowledgment, it looked more like she was trying to start something.

Then Zhou Tingzhao turned his head to answer someone else’s question and didn’t look back in her direction again.

Li Chenfei, who had witnessed the eye contact between the two, became excited and whispered to Sang Ru: “Don’t you think Xue Lu still likes Zhou Tingzhao?”

She glanced between the two standing together and said, “Probably.”

“Wait,” Sang Ru turned to look at her, “Still? She liked him before?”

Li Chenfei suddenly looked at her as if she were some alien creature: “It was an open secret in our class during high school! What were you doing not to know this?”

Before Sang Ru could retort, Li Chenfei continued as if talking to herself: “Oh, you were studying.”

…

Fine, she probably was studying. Gossip was a bad habit she only began to cultivate after majoring in media studies in college.

Li Chenfei suddenly leaned closer, lowering her voice even more: “There’s something else—do you know about it?”

“What?”

“That Zhou Tingzhao liked you.”

Sang Ru: “?”

She instinctively glanced at the person not far away, still finding it incredible: “Huh?”

Li Chenfei slapped her thigh: “You didn’t know!”

Chapter 4: Nemesis
Li Chenfei failed to keep her voice down, drawing everyone’s attention to their corner.

Someone asked: “Don’t know what?”

Li Chenfei stammered, looking at Sang Ru for help.

“Don’t know that our class monitor and I work in the same office building,” Sang Ru said.

At this, not only did Li Chenfei’s jaw drop, but all the men and women present were stunned.

Among the few who maintained a calm expression, the male protagonist, being mentioned, nodded slightly toward her, a formal greeting after their reunion.

Back then, Sang Ru’s dislike for Zhou Tingzhao had been almost common knowledge.

Both were people who shone brightly, always competing for first and second place in their class and grade. Everyone present could clearly remember the years of rivalry between these two.

Who could have expected that former rivals would meet on such a narrow path, even working in the same building? Everyone seemed to have been hit with a pause button.

The two protagonists, however, appeared extremely composed.

“That’s indeed the case,” Zhou Tingzhao smoothly opened a new bottle of juice and said, “Everyone, sit down, let’s continue.”

Sang Ru smiled, shifting her gaze to someone beside Zhou Tingzhao, and said: “Brother Chen, your song has been paused for a long time.”

“Right, right, right! I’ll sing now! Watch me give you all a performance!”

The atmosphere gradually became lively again, with laughter, singing, and conversation. Sang Ru also had a few drinks of soda, a slight flush appearing on her face.

She nudged Li Chenfei and asked: “Who told you that?”

“Huh?” Li Chenfei frowned, then realized what she meant and, learning her lesson, lowered her voice: “You mean about him liking you… I heard it from someone else, too.”

“It was in our senior year, not long after our first mock exam. Someone walked past Zhou Tingzhao’s seat and accidentally knocked over his books. A piece of paper fell out that looked like a note with just a few lines written on it.”

“It wasn’t a big deal, except for the name at the beginning…” Li Chenfei touched her nose and said, “It was your name.”

Gossip always spreads, from one to ten, from ten to a hundred, then fades away. How it spread everywhere without the person involved knowing was mainly because she had always been the type to ignore everything outside her studies. But Sang Ru couldn’t remember clearly—maybe she had heard about it, but didn’t take him seriously.

Setting aside the fact that Sang Ru had never received any such note, Zhou Tingzhao was not the type to write her any kind of personal message, or any message at all.

He only knew how to study hard and compete with her for first place.

Even for a story with herself as the protagonist, Sang Ru just listened and let it go. Looking at Zhou Tingzhao’s handsome face, she could barely feel a slight ripple of emotion—

*Later that evening…*

Zhou Tingzhao watched as Sang Ru’s eyes sparkled with challenge during their conversation at the gathering, wondering why she still seemed so competitive after all these years.

He smiled slightly as she passionately debated a point with him, her beautiful features animated and lively.

“You haven’t changed at all,” he commented quietly, interrupting her mid-sentence.

Sang Ru tilted her head back, her elegant posture perfect, words flowing confidently from her lips.

Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to gesture politely, his movements careful and measured, like someone handling a delicate situation.

Her arguments were sharp, too. Everything about her was fierce, especially her determined spirit.

Zhou Tingzhao switched topics, bringing up a shared memory from school, not giving her time to prepare before he mentioned the time she had beaten him in the regional math competition. When she smiled proudly, he couldn’t help but acknowledge her achievement.

Sang Ru was still completely engaged in their conversation, her mind now filled with memories, her heart also filled with nostalgia—completely wrapped up in the moment, every part of her experiencing a long-missed intellectual challenge.

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression softened slightly as he listened, his eyes following her animated gestures, admiring, then responding. The intensity of their conversation seemed capable of drawing everyone’s attention, yet it also felt like they were in their world.

Sang Ru felt energized, as if their old rivalry had been rekindled, bringing back the drive to excel.

That familiar competitive spirit moved from their academic debate to stories of their current careers. Her enthusiasm grew more intense as she described her recent work project, allowing Zhou Tingzhao to suddenly realize how far she had come since their school days.

Sang Ru smiled confidently. The story suddenly changed direction, and then her name was called as someone proposed a toast to the former top students.

Zhou Tingzhao gave her no chance to decline, raising his glass of juice while maintaining eye contact.

“To old rivals,” Sang Ru truly began to smile, yet with a touch of competitiveness, “May we both continue to succeed.”

“You say you want success, but you don’t want to collaborate.” Zhou Tingzhao’s voice was calm as he offered a business card, asking directly, “Would you consider working together on a project?”

The surprise from his offer spread throughout her mind. Sang Ru considered it carefully and heard Zhou Tingzhao take a small breath as he waited. Finally feeling some satisfaction at his interest in her professional abilities, she nodded: “I’ll think about it. Send me the details.”

Smiling at a former rival yet still maintaining her independence, confidence still in her expression—this was the little princess.

This was his former rival, the little princess.

Zhou Tingzhao immersed himself in their conversation, thinking, you see, little princess, I want you to remember how good it feels to be challenged intellectually by me, even if you used to dislike me, for the rest of your life.



Chapter 5: Back to Senior Year
Before her eyes was a murky darkness, like an endless black cloth wrapping tightly around her, letting no air through. Sang Ru felt awake, yet her eyelids were too heavy to open.

Then suddenly, an overwhelming sensation of weightlessness surged through her. She felt herself continuously falling, falling.

This might be a nightmare, Sang Ru thought.

Some faint sounds appeared in her ears. They seemed to come from far away, gradually getting closer, becoming clearer alongside indistinct noises from somewhere unknown.

“Sang Ru, Sang Ru?”

Someone was calling her name…

Sang Ru’s eyes flew open. Her chest heaved as she took deep breaths. As air rushed into her body and flowed to her limbs, she suddenly realized she was alive again.

Li Chenfei was startled, gripping her arm and asking urgently: “What’s wrong?”

Sang Ru took a moment to recover and said, “Nothing.”

“You scared me to death,” Li Chenfei patted her chest. “As long as you’re okay. Class is about to start, hurry and get ready.”

“Class?”

“Yes, it’s Old Zheng’s class,” Li Chenfei flipped through a tall stack of books, turning to look at her. “How did you manage to become so confused after just a nap?”

Class, nap, Old Zheng…

Old Zheng was her high school math teacher, and she was his class representative.

These distant terms coming from Li Chenfei’s mouth…

Wait, Li Chenfei!

Sang Ru was dazed for quite a while, then broke out in a cold sweat.

Li Chenfei, before her, had short hair and wore a school uniform, but the last time they met, she had flamboyant beach waves… This was her high school appearance.

High school…

Sang Ru looked down at herself—the same blue and white school uniform with its peculiar aesthetic. On her desk was the same pile of books and test papers, with a book pressed on top of the stack. Wind came through the window, lifting the corner of a page.

Sang Ru’s heart raced as she looked around, seeing those faces both strange and familiar.

She had seen them just a few months ago—or more precisely, more mature versions of them.

…

Sang Ru couldn’t help but doubt: Am I still dreaming?

Li Chenfei watched as Sang Ru uncharacteristically looked around everywhere, then put her head down on the desk as if about to continue sleeping. She leaned over and asked: “Are you feeling unwell somewhere?”

“No,” Sang Ru replied dully.

“Tell me if you’re not feeling well, okay?” Li Chenfei advised with concern, then went back to correcting her mistakes.

Her deskmate was indeed acting strange today, Li Chenfei thought.

Sure enough, after lying down for a moment, Sang Ru suddenly sat up again, extremely frustrated as she ran her hands through her hair, then asked: “What grade are we in?”

Li Chenfei: …

Well, she had lost it.

“We’re in senior year, sister, and the first mock exam is coming soon. Are you awake now?”

Sang Ru unscrewed her water bottle and took a sip: “I’m awake.”

What the hell was happening?

Wasn’t she just enjoying her life, having sex with Zhou Tingzhao? How was she suddenly back in a high school classroom doing practice questions?!

And in senior year, no less! If she couldn’t get back, wouldn’t she have to take the college entrance exam again?

…Damn!

Right, Zhou Tingzhao…

Sang Ru sat in the third-to-last row, and she remembered that Zhou Tingzhao was tall and always sat in the very last row.

She stretched her neck to look, but before she could get a clear view, someone called her name.

“Sang Ru,” Old Zheng walked into the classroom, “come help me hand out the test papers.”

Old Zheng wasn’t old—at least now he was still a middle-aged man in his forties without a beer belly, which was rare.

Later, when Sang Ru visited this teacher again, he had added quite a few white hairs but remained spirited and energetic. When asked about his method for staying young, he half-jokingly said that being around students kept him young, as long as they didn’t irritate him to death.

It felt like a reunion after a long time, and Sang Ru suddenly felt her eyes getting warm.

She went up to the podium, preparing to hand out the papers one by one, but was stopped. Old Zheng unscrewed his thermos and said, “Call their names and have them come up to get them.”

Sang Ru secretly rejoiced—the perfect opportunity to recognize people. As expected from her favorite teacher!

“Should I announce the scores?”

Old Zheng glanced at her: “Use your judgment.”

Sang Ru agreed and called out names, having them come up one by one to get their papers. She didn’t announce the scores—only a heartless person would announce scores aloud.

She turned over a paper, her mouth moving faster than her brain: “Zhou Tingzhao.”

Only after saying it did Sang Ru realize that Zhou Tingzhao had already stood up and was walking toward the podium.

No wonder she couldn’t find him—he was sitting at the back of her row.

Sang Ru felt a bit dazed. The vague image of Zhou Tingzhao in her memory was now plainly before her eyes.

He was very tall, already over 180 cm in his senior year. His expression was calm, and he wore black-framed glasses that somewhat subdued his sharp edge. Perhaps because they were the same person, Sang Ru could already vaguely detect some similarities with his future self.

Or perhaps, Sang Ru thought, could Zhou Tingzhao also have returned here, just like her?

“150 points,” she said as she handed him the test paper.

Zhou Tingzhao’s hand paused as he looked up at her. Sang Ru sincerely complimented him: “You’re amazing.”

After all, 150 was a perfect score.

Zhou Tingzhao’s calm expression showed a slight crack. Sang Ru caught his surprise and gave him another sweet smile.

Then Sang Ru was surprised as well, because she discovered—

Zhou Tingzhao’s face had turned red.

Chapter 6: Teach Me
It wasn’t as if Sang Ru had never seen Zhou Tingzhao blush before.

That time, she had suddenly challenged him to a video game competition, sitting beside Zhou Tingzhao while facing the screen. She played with great enthusiasm, her fingers moving quickly over the controller until both of them were completely absorbed in the game. As she continued, her excitement grew, too. She shifted position, asking him to give her some tips.

Zhou Tingzhao thought she was too far away, so he moved closer to show her the right button combinations, his hands briefly guiding hers on the controller.

Sang Ru only felt his presence nearby, but then nothing happened for a long time. She paused the game, her voice showing her impatience: “Hurry, help me…”

Zhou Tingzhao neither agreed nor refused, only telling her in a calm voice to “keep playing” as he watched her character moving across the screen, becoming more confident with each moment.

Sang Ru heard Zhou Tingzhao laugh once, then tease: “So competitive.”

Before she could retort, he suddenly showed her a secret move in the game.

His guidance was very helpful—Sang Ru smiled, her expression brightening as she excitedly said “wow,” and he continued showing her the tricks.

Zhou Tingzhao could even multitask at times like this, playing his character while guiding hers. The challenge was difficult and the game complex, making Sang Ru’s fingers ache a little from pressing the buttons.

She couldn’t help but lose focus, her character almost losing the match. Zhou Tingzhao just encouraged her and continued coaching. After a while, Sang Ru turned to look at him. His face was flushed, probably from the excitement of the game, looking happy and somewhat… cute?

Sang Ru had said so aloud, which led to him challenging her to another round and enthusiastically teaching her more advanced techniques for a while.

Zhou Tingzhao paused, suddenly switching to showing her some character customization options. Her game character had been customized until it was perfectly styled. He pointed to the different outfit choices and said in an enthusiastic voice: “Next time, shall we try designing our game level?”

What had her reaction been then? Oh right, she had excitedly agreed, only to find that making game levels was much harder than she expected, and they spent hours working on it together.

Sang Ru’s thoughts wandered to these fun, innocent memories. Looking at the somewhat serious and focused Zhou Tingzhao before her now, she felt inexplicably curious. Even though she had spent time with him before, now it felt like she was meeting a different version of the boy she knew.

Zhou Tingzhao returned to his seat, and Sang Ru continued calling names.

“Xue Lu.”

130, oh, and I got 145.

Sang Ru smiled as she handed the test paper to her.

She didn’t know where this competitive spirit came from, but yesterday, more precisely, during that study session before she mysteriously returned here, Zhou Tingzhao had casually replied to a text message while helping her with homework. She had seen the contact name: Xue Lu.

It annoyed her, greatly annoyed her.

She had looked at Zhou Tingzhao’s phone with curiosity and asked: “Text messages or study with me, choose one.”

Zhou Tingzhao had stared into her eyes for a moment, then suddenly smiled and said: “You.”

Despite this, Sang Ru was still annoyed.

She had been Zhou Tingzhao’s study partner for over a month. Perhaps students are creatures that easily develop friendships—at any rate, she had begun to enjoy his company, but while becoming friends with him, she discovered that he seemed to act the same with everyone.

He could be friendly with her or with others, appearing to accept anyone who came along.

Especially Xue Lu.

Right, she had liked Zhou Tingzhao since the beginning of high school. If everyone knew, did Zhou Tingzhao know as well? What kind of relationship did they have now?

Sang Ru suddenly regretted not asking Li Chenfei about Zhou Tingzhao’s friendship history.

But regardless, for the sake of her future self, she should first become friends with the seventeen or eighteen-year-old Zhou Tingzhao.

Sang Ru returned to her seat, looking at her high-scoring paper but unable to smile.

The entire paper was complete except for the last part of the final big question, and everything else was correct. However, these problems were too distant from her now. Even though the score was high, it was the achievement of her past self, having nothing to do with the twenty-six-year-old Sang Ru.

Old Zheng’s explanations skipped around, but thankfully, her foundation was solid. Sang Ru could keep up fairly quickly; her reactions to certain knowledge points were almost like muscle memory.

At this moment, Sang Ru was immensely grateful that she had truly studied hard back then. By the end of the class, she had reviewed quite a few key points.

After class, the classroom didn’t become much noisier. Most students were either still reviewing their papers, doing homework, or resting. The few who were conversing kept their voices low.

Recalling Li Chenfei’s mention of the approaching first mock exam, Sang Ru felt a bit anxious.

She had some memory of this exam—it was almost her worst performance throughout senior year. At the time, she had been in a slump for a long while after dropping nearly twenty places.

Though she hadn’t done well, she couldn’t make things even worse for herself.

Old Zheng hadn’t yet covered the last big question. Sang Ru stared at that blank space for a long time before making a decision.

She stood up and walked to the last row, giving Zhou Tingzhao’s deskmate a polite smile.

“I have an academic question to discuss with your deskmate. Could I switch places with you for a bit?” Sang Ru quickly searched her memory for his name and asked gently, “Yang Fan?”

The tall boy immediately blushed furiously, stammering out a “yes.”

However, even after Sang Ru sat down, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t glance at her once, focused on solving a problem. Sang Ru looked over physics.

“Zhou Tingzhao,” Sang Ru poked his arm, leaning in slightly closer, and said softly, “There’s a question I don’t understand. Could you teach me?”

Zhou Tingzhao finally spared her a glance. They looked at each other for a few seconds. Sang Ru pouted and finally heard him say: “Which one?”

Sang Ru smiled.

Friendship and good grades—she could have both.



Chapter 7: Teaching Method
In their province, the last big question typically ended with analytic geometry. The final part of this question required proving an equation.

Zhou Tingzhao took out a new pencil and, before writing on the paper, asked: “May I write on it?”

Sang Ru rested her chin on her hand: “Go ahead.”

Her eyes were bright and sparkling. Zhou Tingzhao inexplicably thought of the kitten he kept at home—it would look at people the same way when it had done something wrong or wanted to please someone.

Zhou Tingzhao paused, then began writing on the problem statement, asking: “It’s a sequence, can you see that?”

“Mm-hmm.” Sang Ru nodded, ready to listen attentively.

“Good, k should have a range, right?” Seeing Sang Ru nod, Zhou Tingzhao continued, “So we need to discuss several cases. First, when k equals 1…”

…

“I understand, I understand!” After listening to most of it, Sang Ru had grasped the approach. She pulled the test paper back and began writing the answer.

Zhou Tingzhao tilted his head to watch her write furiously, looking as if she wouldn’t tolerate any interruption. This familiar feeling finally returned somewhat.

After all, she had never complimented him before, had never initiated conversation with him except to relay messages from teachers, let alone ask him about math problems, and certainly never looked at him with such an expression.

Sang Ru’s eyes were always busy—when silent, they looked at every subject, at many famous works; when conversing, they looked at her friends.

Those beautiful eyes looked at many people and things, but never at him.

This was a very special day, Zhou Tingzhao thought.

After finishing her answer, Sang Ru scanned it once more from beginning to end. Satisfied, she unceremoniously placed it in the crook of Zhou Tingzhao’s arm.

Math on top of physics. Zhou Tingzhao didn’t mind her interrupting his train of thought again and seriously examined the paper.

“It looks correct,” Zhou Tingzhao followed through the solution process and said, “No problems.”

“You’re amazing,” Sang Ru said again.

Zhou Tingzhao: “…You’re the smart one.”

“I am smart,” Sang Ru didn’t decline, accepting the compliment readily. Looking at the young version of Zhou Tingzhao, she couldn’t help but reach out to pat his head, saying, “You’re very smart too.”

The students sitting in front of them exchanged glances after overhearing the conversation. These two complimenting each other so formally—it was like seeing a ghost!

Zhou Tingzhao also felt like he was seeing a ghost. His ears immediately turned red, yet he maintained a composed expression, furrowing his brow as he looked at her.

In this brief interaction, Sang Ru had almost confirmed that Zhou Tingzhao hadn’t returned with her.

For final confirmation, she asked: “How old are you this year, Zhou Tingzhao?”

Zhou Tingzhao was a bit taken aback by the question but answered: “17.”

“Still a minor…”

It was hard not to hear the regret in her voice.

She had her clear answer—this certainly wasn’t that Zhou Tingzhao.

This young Zhou, though also quiet and somewhat aloof, was methodical when explaining problems. He would guide you step by step, patiently explaining how each part was derived, making sure you thoroughly understood the entire question.

And the older Zhou?

The older man Zhou Tingzhao would never be like this!

Both of their professions involved much uncertainty and randomness, often requiring them to handle sudden problems at irregular hours. For some reason, however, Zhou Tingzhao was hardly ever busy with work when they met at hotels, while Sang Ru still had to make time to deal with clients who might contact her at any moment.

Once, as Zhou Tingzhao took her from behind, Sang Ru lay on the bed crying and panting while still having to reply to a client’s criticisms of her design proposal.

The older man showed no mercy, thrusting deeper and deeper, reaching around to grab her breasts and knead them freely. He even pressed against her ear and cruelly said, “If you can’t hold the phone, don’t type. Just call them directly and let them hear how wantonly you moan.”

Sang Ru was so angry she tightened around him deliberately, but he just chuckled and thrust even harder, until she no longer had the strength to squeeze him on purpose.

Sang Ru had enjoyed it, curling up contentedly on the bed afterward, entering a state of post-climax clarity. But Zhou Tingzhao wouldn’t let her rest! He insisted she tell him about the client’s issues. Annoyed, Sang Ru simply tossed her phone to him.

Then she heard Zhou Tingzhao laugh as he looked at it, saying: “You should focus when working—so many typos in one message.”

Sang Ru:?

Whose fault was that?

Zhou Tingzhao also asked for her proposal, promising repeatedly that he would erase it from his memory after reading. Only then did Sang Ru show it to him.

After looking at it and considering the client’s feedback, he gave Sang Ru a few concise, pointed suggestions for revisions. Seeing Sang Ru’s eyes widen in surprise, Zhou Tingzhao knew his comments had hit the mark.

After a long moment, Sang Ru finally said: “You’re not a spy sent by my competitors, are you?”

Zhou Tingzhao lightly tapped her head: “I am.”

She vaguely remembered he had said something else that time.

Oh, right—

“When you’re with me, your time belongs to me.”

Looking at young Zhou, Sang Ru inexplicably thought of Zhou Tingzhao, and suddenly an indescribable emotion began surging through her heart, making her eyes and nose sting.

Perhaps this was a kind of suspension bridge effect—returning to a familiar past yet feeling isolated and helpless, instinctively becoming more dependent on familiar faces.

He was right here, but Sang Ru knew clearly that he remained in the future.

Sang Ru thought, I have developed feelings for Zhou Tingzhao.

Chapter 8: Corridor
Sang Ru switched back with Yang Fan. Li Chenfei felt her forehead for quite a while before saying, “You don’t have a fever.”

Sang Ru: “?”

“Weren’t you always the most annoyed by Zhou Tingzhao?” When saying his name, Li Chenfei lowered her voice. “Why would you go to him to discuss problems?”

“I could ask you too,” Sang Ru gathered her things and turned to her sincerely. “Question 20, the last part—can you teach me?”

Li Chenfei: …Damn.

Mocking me again, you top students think you’re so great!

Before high school graduation, Sang Ru had lived with her parents in a neighborhood near the school for convenience. After starting university, they had moved back to the villa district, renting this place to students who came later.

Having not walked this route for many years, she followed her memory back home.

The aroma of food wafted into her nose as the door opened, nearly bringing tears to Sang Ru’s eyes.

At that moment, Mrs. Jiang opened her bedroom door and came out, still wearing her pajamas, saying: “You’re back, darling.”

Oh, there was a hired cook in the kitchen.

But Sang Ru still threw herself into Mrs. Jiang’s arms.

White hair meant nothing to a lady like her mother. She could continuously dye it black, get beauty treatments, happily go shopping, and visit exhibitions when in a good mood, and do the same when she wasn’t—forever an elegant, wealthy wife.

But no one can fight against time. Mrs. Jiang, who had returned nearly ten years ago, still had a different spirit in the corners of her eyes and brows.

After dinner, Sang Ru clung to her mother’s side again, nestling in her arms, saying, “I miss you, I miss you.”

Jiang Shu stroked her daughter’s hair, smiling: “You’re acting like you’ve gotten younger.”

“Haven’t I gotten younger indeed?”

Mrs. Jiang had a refined taste for life; besides herself, the room also carried a subtle fragrance.

Sang Ru buried herself in the blankets and took a deep breath, smelling the familiar scent, which finally allowed her to truly relax and think through everything that had happened so far.

Everything now was incredible. If she wasn’t dreaming, then she needed to figure out what she should do at this point.

If Sang Ru’s life were to start counting anew from this moment, what regrets or gaps could be filled now? Yet when Sang Ru thought carefully, every choice she’d made had led to who she later became. There was nothing to regret, so she didn’t need to deliberately do anything different—just walk the same path step by step as before.

Except for one thing: she hadn’t dated in high school.

It wasn’t exactly regret, but it was certainly a pity. After burying herself in books for over a decade and crossing the threshold into adulthood at university, seeing many friends who had continued relationships with old classmates, Sang Ru occasionally thought that perhaps dating in high school wouldn’t have been so bad.

This missed opportunity could probably be filled with Zhou Tingzhao, Sang Ru thought.

Another question was whether she could go back. But this was beyond her control—thinking about it wouldn’t yield an answer. Better to just proceed with this pace, taking one step at a time.

Having sorted these thoughts, Sang Ru felt somewhat happier.

It seemed that her current biggest tasks were to help herself complete the college entrance exam and to seduce Zhou Tingzhao.

The working hours at an advertising company differed from other conventional companies. Sang Ru was accustomed to leisurely arriving at the office at eleven each day. This habit, when applied to senior year, had only one outcome—tardiness.

As the first class was nearing its end, a “knock knock” sounded on the closed classroom door. The Chinese teacher opened it to find the math class representative standing there, crisply calling out “Reporting!”

Under the gaze of the entire class, Sang Ru stood stiffly, hearing the Chinese teacher ask: “Were you on sick leave?”

“…No.”

“Then you’ve timed it quite well,” the Chinese teacher, in her forties and usually strict, looked at Sang Ru with a smile and said, “Why not just come when class is over?”

Usually, the one to stump others, the tables had turned. Sang Ru was speechless, finally saying after a long pause: “I’m sorry, teacher. It won’t happen again.”

The Chinese teacher waved her in, and Sang Ru returned to her seat, as if granted amnesty.

Class ended a few minutes later. Sang Ru slumped on her desk, exhausted from running. Though she had been startled awake earlier, drowsiness was now returning.

Someone’s finger tapped on her desk, giving Sang Ru a big fright. She looked up to find the Chinese teacher.

Still not having left after class, she probably wanted to settle accounts with Sang Ru.

Sang Ru followed her into the corridor, prepared to be scolded.

“I know you’re a good student, Sang Ru,” the teacher’s voice was surprisingly gentle. “Look at your grades—year after year, you’re second in the grade, with Zhou Tingzhao being first. Do you know where you lose points compared to him?”

“Chinese,” Sang Ru answered.

“Yes, Chinese. Your foundation is good; most of the earlier sections are fine. Your problem often appears in the essays.”

Sang Ru silently listened as she continued: “Essays may seem like a place where you can write freely, but there are many restrictions. You like to write narratives, right? With narratives, it’s easy to either go too high or too low. If you go off-topic even slightly, it will significantly lower your score.”

“I know, teacher,” Sang Ru did remember this—these issues hadn’t been completely resolved even by the end of the college entrance exam. “But I’m not good at expository essays, and they’re very rigid.”

The teacher smiled: “Yes, they are rigid. In narratives, you can tell stories; in expository essays, you can only talk about viewpoints back and forth—comparatively dull and inflexible. But Sang Ru, our goal isn’t just creative writing, it’s also the exam. You can continue writing narratives, but can you guarantee you’ll always score high without deviating? If not, then prepare for expository essays as well, so at least you have a choice.”

Sang Ru suddenly found this very sensible and said, “I understand, teacher. I will.”

Zhou Tingzhao, doing who knows what, passed by them. Sang Ru, quick-eyed and quick-handed, grabbed the hem of his clothes and said: “Can I ask Zhou Tingzhao if I don’t understand something?”

“You can. He’s always written well,” the teacher nodded and looked at the confused Zhou Tingzhao. “When you have time, teach Sang Ru how to write expository essays.”

Zhou Tingzhao followed that hand, holding onto him, to look at this person. She was smiling at him; when she pressed her lips together, her cheeks puffed up like a squirrel’s, which was somewhat cute.

His Adam’s apple nervously bobbed once, and Zhou Tingzhao answered: “Okay.”

Chapter 9: Note
First math problems, now Chinese literature connections. Perhaps even heaven felt guilty about inexplicably sending her back before the college entrance exam—a somewhat unfair situation—so it seemed to be helping Sang Ru’s wishes come true.

After the teacher left, Sang Ru released her grip and said: “I’ll trouble you from now on, then.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze swept over that delicate wrist, his tone neutral: “It’s nothing.”

“Then I’ll head back first.”

“Wait,” Zhou Tingzhao called out to her, abruptly asking, “Have you eaten breakfast?”

Sang Ru was briefly stunned, then frowned, looking pitiful: “Not yet.”

Zhou Tingzhao also frowned and said, “Come with me.”

Sang Ru obediently followed him to his seat. Zhou Tingzhao took a bottle of milk from his drawer and handed it to her: “Have this for now.”

It happened to be the old brand she often drank. Sang Ru accepted it, even secretly brushing against his fingers, and thanked him before leaving.

As Sang Ru drank the milk, she thought teasing this young boy was too enjoyable.

Li Chenfei caught a whiff of food, sniffing a few times and following the scent: “What delicious thing are you hiding in your bag?”

“Shh!” Sang Ru put her index finger to her lips in a gesture, then passed the sandwich that the housekeeper had made in the morning from under the desk, whispering, “It’s yours now.”

Every Friday afternoon included a class meeting. Old Zheng, as the homeroom teacher, announced some news during the meeting.

“This time, when changing seats, we won’t simply shift row by row like before. We’ll respect everyone’s wishes, following principles of good mutual learning and healthy competition as we rearrange the seats.”

“If you want to sit next to someone specific, you can express that,” Old Zheng smiled slightly at this point. “Though we might not necessarily agree.”

A fearless student raised his hand and boldly asked: “Can boys and girls sit together too?”

Old Zheng was good-natured, and no one was afraid of him. Now, everyone began to make a commotion.

“Yes, they can.”

As soon as he said this, the class boiled like a pot of porridge. Someone even happily whistled.

“Alright, alright, settle down. Now each person tears a piece of paper. Write your name in the upper left corner, and in the middle of the paper, write the name of the person you want to sit next to.”

Seeing everyone enthusiastically tearing paper, Old Zheng reminded them: “I asked you to write down who you want to improve with, not who you have a crush on.”

Below the podium came a wave of quiet laughter.

Li Chenfei saw that Sang Ru had already quickly written and folded her paper, so she confidently said, “You wrote me, right?”

Sang Ru unfolded the paper to show her a glimpse. That one look nearly made Li Chenfei cry out: “Sang Ru! You are very strange!”

Sang Ru folded the paper back, looked at Li Chenfei, and raised an eyebrow with a slight smile: “I like him.”

Li Chenfei:?

“Besides, don’t you have feelings for Yang Fan? Perfect timing—we’ll separate them, one for you and one for me.”

“…How did you know?!”

“I came from the future. I know everything about you.”

Sang Ru’s tone was half-serious, half-joking. Li Chenfei rolled her eyes, not believing her at all, and tore another piece of paper to write Yang Fan’s name.

Everyone folded their papers, and the last person collected them from the front.

Sang Ru placed her paper in Zhou Tingzhao’s hand, her eyes fixed on him, but she didn’t say a word.

This was the second time today that Zhou Tingzhao’s hand had touched hers, and her staring made his heart race. He hurriedly looked away and continued forward.

Sang Ru was unfazed and took out a test paper to work on.

After collecting all the notes, Old Zheng said, “I’ll organize these in my office later. If two people have written each other’s names, I’ll let you sit together. If not, I’ll arrange according to your wishes, or simply by height.”

“The last period is my math class. I’ll leave time for you to change seats then. Now let’s finish going through yesterday’s test paper.”

Sang Ru was called to the office after the next class ended.

When she arrived, Old Zheng was adding goji berries to his thermos. Sang Ru stood properly: “You asked for me, teacher.”

“You’re here, sit down.”

Old Zheng always kept a stool next to his desk, specifically for students to sit on when they visited. He said that in class, he stood while students sat, and he wasn’t used to the reverse.

Sang Ru readily sat down and heard Old Zheng say: “Sang Ru, you wrote Zhou Tingzhao, right?”

“Yes.”

“Now there’s a problem,” despite calling it a problem, his tone wasn’t serious at all. “Several people wrote his name.”

Sang Ru smiled and said, “Then the person he wrote isn’t among these people?”

“He didn’t write anyone.”

…

This truly wasn’t within Sang Ru’s expectations. She had thought that at worst, he would have written a male student’s name.

Old Zheng sighed: “So I wanted to ask your thoughts—why did you choose him?”

Sang Ru pondered for a moment, then spoke with an extremely serious expression:

“He’s first in the class, I’m second. I want to sit next to him to learn his secrets, and then defeat him.”

Upon returning, Sang Ru saw that Xue Lu had also been called over, and she understood.

The reason was certainly made up, but her former self had indeed always harbored the idea of beating him. Although the fundamental reason for this decision now wasn’t this, she could hardly bluntly tell the homeroom teacher—

I want to date him in high school—

Even without piggies, I still look forward to everyone’s comments. Have a happy weekend.

Also, although next week will be busy, I nervously say, how about a bonus chapter for 100 piggies?

Chapter 10: Deskmates
This was a major undertaking. While the students could simply consider who they wanted to sit with, Old Zheng, as the homeroom teacher, had many factors to consider—whether their heights were compatible, whether the combination of their study attitudes would be positive. From those little notes, he could only piece together about ten pairs that could smoothly become deskmates.

Then there was Zhou Tingzhao, a popular choice with both boys and girls writing his name, yet he hadn’t written anyone’s name. Among the girls, Sang Ru was the most sought-after, and this most sought-after girl had chosen the most popular boy.

These two could disrupt many potential pairings. Old Zheng was at his wits’ end and thought he might as well pair them up. After all, he didn’t need to worry about their grades, their heights matched well, and they both already sat in the back rows anyway.

So, besides calling Sang Ru to ask, he also called Zhou Tingzhao.

“Many people wrote your name.”

“Mm.” Zhou Tingzhao’s reaction was indifferent, as if it didn’t matter whether anyone chose him or not.

“You’re the only one in the class who left this paper blank. There’s no one you want to sit with?”

Zhou Tingzhao paused for a moment before saying, “I suppose so.”

“What do you mean ‘suppose’?” Old Zheng muttered, then spread six notes on the desk. “Do you have any preference among these?”

He spotted that graceful handwriting almost immediately.

Though they were supposed to write their names in the upper left corner, she hadn’t. Instead, she had written “Sang Ru” and “Zhou Tingzhao” side by side, and even had enough time to draw a small boat with a paddle next to them.

“Tingzhao” (停棹) sounded like “stop the boat” (停船). Like a boat stopping at the shore.

Those few characters seemed to have a pulse, beating their hearts along with them.

Why not… stop here.

Zhou Tingzhao picked up this note, subtly caressing it, and said: “Her, Sang Ru.”

Old Zheng laughed: “That’s what I was thinking too.”

Everything was proceeding too smoothly. When Sang Ru heard Old Zheng announce the seating arrangements, she almost laughed out loud. Old Zheng was too naive to believe that reason.

Li Chenfei also got her wish. They hugged goodbye and promised to still sit near each other.

By senior year, when changing seats, students usually moved the entire desk for convenience. The classroom was filled with the noisy sounds of moving furniture, mixed with everyone’s soft murmurs of joy or dissatisfaction.

Sang Ru stood up to drag her desk outward, but only managed to move it one centimeter—too many books made it incredibly heavy. So she paused to gather strength, then pulled backward forcefully. The desk didn’t move, but her heel stepped on something, and she lost her balance, falling backward.

She didn’t hit the ground but fell into someone’s arms. Sang Ru looked back to see Zhou Tingzhao looking down at her.

His black-framed glasses weren’t the thick, encompassing kind. That thin black rim wound delicately around the frame, not bulky, giving him a cool appearance at first glance, making him seem even more aloof and distant. The black also made him look serious and proper.

It suited him well.

He truly looked good in glasses. Sang Ru was a bit entranced.

At this moment, Zhou Tingzhao released his hands—he had instinctively gripped her shoulders to prevent her from falling.

“Let me help you,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

His Adam’s apple moved up and down as he spoke. After Sang Ru was steady, her line of sight was almost level with it. She stared for a while, until Zhou Tingzhao felt his throat becoming hot and dry. He unconsciously swallowed before looking away, shifting his gaze to her eyes.

Sang Ru smiled: “Okay, thank you.”

Yang Fan had already moved to another group in the last row. The space for the new deskmate was ready. Zhou Tingzhao moved Sang Ru’s desk over and turned to see her following behind him, dutifully carrying her chair. When their eyes met, she smiled at him.

Zhou Tingzhao quickly lowered his gaze, taking the chair and setting it in place.

He was flustered, as if trying to escape.

Finally seated, Sang Ru took several gulps of water to quench her thirst. As if having rested, she then turned to talk to him: “Thanks for just now.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Of course,” Sang Ru stretched lazily, without restraint. “We’re deskmates now.”

After a long moment, Zhou Tingzhao softly responded with an “mm,” actually agreeing.

Others hadn’t finished moving yet, so they could still chat a bit.

Sang Ru gently poked her new deskmate. Seeing him turn toward her, she said: “I wrote your name on that paper, did you know?”

“Mm,” after saying this, he felt he had said too little, so Zhou Tingzhao added, “I know.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the girl in front of him stopped smiling and put on a familiar expression—the same slightly aggrieved look she had when asking him to teach her problems or when telling him she hadn’t eaten breakfast.

Then he heard her say: “But you didn’t write my name.”

Zhou Tingzhao felt inexplicably flustered and gripped his pen tightly: “That’s not it. I didn’t write anyone’s name.”

“But that still means you didn’t write mine.”

This could be considered unreasonable. If Zhou Tingzhao had maintained his usual state of mind, he probably would have said: We’re not that close.

But now he was experiencing unprecedented panic, his brain short-circuiting, unable to say anything.

Sang Ru wasn’t truly angry; she just wanted to see how Zhou Tingzhao would react.

He stuttered without saying anything meaningful, but then seemed to think of something. He took out a sheet of paper—without tearing it, a whole large sheet—and wrote something on it, head lowered.

After writing, he passed it to her. Sang Ru looked—

“Zhou Tingzhao Sang Ru”

Similarly, with no division of upper left or middle, the two names were neatly arranged in one line.

His handwriting was beautiful, and these two names listed together were even more beautiful.

Chapter 11: Competition
Zhou Tingzhao had never cheered up a girl before, and he wasn’t sure if this approach would make Sang Ru less angry.

She took the paper and read it silently for quite a while. Suddenly, she raised her eyes to look at him. Those eyes curved gently, filled with laughter. She said, “Zhou Tingzhao, you’re so cute.”

He objected, “I am not.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

Zhou Tingzhao was left speechless. Even after thinking about it for a long time, he couldn’t understand how a 182cm tall guy could be associated with the word “cute.”

Changing seats only took half of the class period. For the remaining half, Teacher Zheng simply assigned weekend math homework for everyone to work on.

Two sets of test papers. Sang Ru placed her textbook and supplementary materials aside to tackle the problems, filling in knowledge gaps as she went along.

She could remember some high school knowledge points. Though slightly fuzzy, they were clearer than what she remembered after working, suggesting a partial continuation of her body’s original memories. But she still wasn’t fully accustomed to returning to the high school test-grinding lifestyle, and the first set of papers proved somewhat arduous.

As class was ending, Zhou Tingzhao handed her a set of papers she hadn’t seen before: “These are mock exam questions from the neighboring school. Do you want to try them?”

Only then did Sang Ru vaguely recall that Zhou Tingzhao’s parents were both teachers at their school, so getting these papers must have been easy for him.

“Yes.”

Zhou Tingzhao gave her the papers and lowered his head to continue working on problems. His facial features were handsome with strong lines, making Sang Ru feel a flutter of excitement.

She lowered herself closer to him, resting her chin on the crook of his arm, but controlled her weight so she wasn’t pressing down. Looking up, she said, “Tomorrow’s the weekend.”

It sounded like she was being coquettish.

Zhou Tingzhao just looked at her with slightly downcast eyes, saying nothing, waiting for her next sentence.

“Do you have plans?”

Zhou Tingzhao shook his head slightly.

They were too close.

“Well, now you do,” Sang Ru retreated to sit properly and tapped her finger on the test papers she had just received. “Let’s solve problems together, Zhou Tingzhao. We’ll time ourselves like in an exam. Let’s compete.”

Sang Ru applied light makeup using Madam Jiang’s cosmetics. When she arrived at the entrance of the city library, Zhou Tingzhao was already waiting.

He was easy to spot—white shirt, black pants, radiating freshness. With his glasses and serious expression, he exuded an additional air of restraint.

Later, Zhou Tingzhao would often wear shirts too, but with a tie and suit, maintaining the restraint but with less youthful energy.

During their moments of urgent desire, Zhou Tingzhao would sometimes wear this kind of outfit, only releasing his hard member to enter her. When proper clothes became stained with the scent of chaos, he would gently rub her nipples and chuckle, “These clothes are unwearable now.”

Sang Ru would pretend to kick him, saying, “Take them to the dry cleaner.”

It was different, yet Sang Ru was surprised to find that she liked both versions of him very much.

She even wanted to know what would happen if she made Zhou Tingzhao’s current white shirt dirty.

Although it was still early, the library already had many people. They found a self-study area, and Sang Ru quickly claimed a single desk in the corner. Zhou Tingzhao paused for a moment, then sat down across from her.

It began with playful thoughts, but they unconsciously became serious when working on the problems.

Zhou Tingzhao took off his watch and placed it between them. It was so quiet they could hear the ticking of the second hand.

Competitiveness made Sang Ru unwilling to lose badly. Last night, she had completed both assigned math papers to get back into practice, so now she worked smoothly. She was just finishing the last problem on the front page when she heard Zhou Tingzhao turn the page. Sang Ru thought, I’m not far behind; I’m still pretty good.

The mock exam wasn’t difficult. After careful calculation, she solved the final question too. As a corporate drone, she’d discovered that solving problems was truly a good way to relieve stress. Sang Ru finished and let out a sigh of relief. When she looked up, she met Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze.

She didn’t know when he had started staring at her. Caught in the act, his eyes showed some evasiveness, but he remained fairly composed.

Sang Ru was in a good mood and smiled at him, silently mouthing: “Done.”

Zhou Tingzhao wrote on scratch paper: “Want to check the answers?”

He pushed it over. Sang Ru replied below: “Yes.”

Zhou Tingzhao had brought sample answers and began checking.

In the end, he had all the correct answers again, while Sang Ru missed one fill-in-the-blank question.

Sang Ru moved over the paper with their conversation and deliberately wrote: “Did you secretly look at the answers?”

Zhou Tingzhao wrote methodically: “No.”

I was already quite distracted. Getting everything right was just luck.

Zhou Tingzhao pressed his lips together tightly, realizing he’d been rather unfocused lately. This wasn’t good.

His thoughts were suddenly interrupted when he found his right foot trapped, unable to move. Looking down, he saw her leg had crossed over to trap his, like a childish game kids would play.

She wore a skirt today, the hem reaching mid-calf. With her leg extended to his side, more of that fair skin was exposed.

His mind grew unfocused again. He looked at her and, for the first time, silently mouthed: “Let go.”

She raised her eyebrows slightly, her expression both proud and smug, like a little peacock: “No.”

The next moment, it was Sang Ru’s turn to be stunned.

She suddenly felt pressure against her leg as Zhou Tingzhao tightened the gap, trapping her. The fabric of his pants rubbed against her exposed skin, tightening inch by inch.

She instinctively pulled back, but Zhou Tingzhao moved forward to follow, restraining her more tightly.

As they moved, the friction between them made Sang Ru feel weak all over.

Yet they had barely done anything.

She looked at him and saw that Zhou Tingzhao’s ears had turned red, but he didn’t back down. The deep ink color in his eyes was almost enough to drown in—
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Chapter 12: Confusion
Zhou Tingzhao’s reaction left Sang Ru stunned for quite a while.

She had simply thought of him as an innocent young boy, forgetting that the future Zhou Tingzhao evolved from this stage, with an inherently consistent, stubborn personality.

She felt nervous after their awkward conversation. Now these back-and-forth tensions had stirred up confusing emotions.

She wore casual flats today, which she tapped against the floor anxiously. With some unknown source of courage, Sang Ru’s actions suddenly became bolder.

She moved closer to Zhou Tingzhao’s desk, carefully sliding her notebook toward him.

Zhou Tingzhao’s eyes widened as he looked at her, freezing in disbelief.

He had once visited an old district where there was a building that seemed neglected for a long time, with ivy growing rampantly across an entire wall. It was during a seasonal transition—the mottled old wall was covered with vegetation that was half vibrant green, half withered vines. They intertwined in complex tangles, so dense they seemed capable of capturing one’s attention completely, leaving him breathless from just a glance.

Now he felt like that wall, with confusion slowly growing from within, making his heart race and breath quicken.

Zhou Tingzhao felt uncomfortable from her sudden attention. When she directed her gaze toward him, a strange feeling rose in his chest. His remaining rationality was partly incredulous, partly seemingly flustered.

Having found her courage, she began to write a note. The warmth in her cheeks grew as she wrote, igniting a feeling of nervousness in her heart as well.

Sang Ru didn’t stop writing as she picked up her pen to continue: *You make me nervous.*

With a light flick of her finger, the words appeared before Zhou Tingzhao’s eyes.

On the pure white draft paper were scattered calculations and those few proper exchanges. This bold and unexpected confession broke through, hitting him like a surprise, making his ears warm.

He almost immediately grabbed her notebook in panic, but in the next second, Sang Ru pushed another note toward him.

Zhou Tingzhao made a small sound, frowning as if in extreme confusion. Sang Ru thought she had upset him and instinctively tried to take back her notes.

Zhou Tingzhao assumed she was about to write something else, so he gripped the paper tightly, freeing his right hand to write—

*Stop that.*

She also wanted to stop, but her notebook was still firmly held in his hand, difficult to retrieve. Sang Ru frowned and mouthed: “Give it back.”

Zhou Tingzhao released the notebook, and the paper immediately disappeared from his palm as she withdrew it.

The tension had built up without permission and then retreated on its own, but his mind remained confused and extremely uncomfortable. There was an inexplicable emptiness, as if everything that had just happened was a dream.

Sang Ru felt somewhat regretful. Although she indeed wanted to be friends with him, her original plan was to have a youth drama-like early friendship with a handsome boy, then innocently talk, share stories, and connect, before becoming closer friends.

Who knew that upon meeting Zhou Tingzhao, such a simple plan would be impossible, whether he was seventeen or older.

*Still too impulsive…*

Would he be bothered by her? What should she do next?

Sang Ru appeared calm as she read the problems—a long reading comprehension passage—but in reality, she wasn’t absorbing anything.

Zhou Tingzhao wasn’t faring any better. His smooth problem-solving thought process seemed to have been knotted countless times, getting stuck with each step. Yet he didn’t dare raise his head to look at her, and his mind remained distracted for a long time before finally settling down.

They parted on the street in the afternoon, barely finishing an awkward lunch. Sang Ru abandoned her idea of spending the entire day with him.

“Sorry, don’t take it to heart,” Sang Ru finally said.

Zhou Tingzhao stood in place watching her retreating figure, his fist unconsciously clenched tight.

What did she mean by “don’t take it to heart”?

After being so forward and crossing boundaries, now she knew to tell him not to take it to heart? What was she doing earlier?

Zhou Tingzhao rarely addressed his emotional needs. Even moments of confusion would be ignored until they subsided on their own.

However, back home and alone, that scene continued to automatically appear in his mind. He would recall her kind expression. When she passed him the note, her hand briefly touched his, revealing a moment of connection. Her writing was also very neat. He had grabbed her notebook like that just now—he wondered if he had upset her.

Her words were extremely direct, too, honest with a touch of boldness. If she had continued writing… if there had been no awkwardness between them…

Zhou Tingzhao’s throat grew dry. After a long while, he finally resigned himself to pacing around his room. The confusion, present all day, was now overwhelming.

*”You make me nervous…”*

If she were to say it aloud, she would sound like that.

Zhou Tingzhao closed his eyes to imagine and found his heart beating faster.

What if it wasn’t just her notes? What if they talked, became friends, or became something more…

Thinking of everything about Sang Ru, Zhou Tingzhao felt his mind spinning. He tried to focus on his homework, but couldn’t concentrate. Finally, with a deep sigh, he put his head in his hands.

Zhou Tingzhao raised his arm to cover his eyes, blocking out the light, yet her image remained in his mind.

So one person could truly become unlike themselves because of another—



Chapter 13: In Dreams and Reality
During Zhou Tingzhao’s moments of reflection, the person who had sparked this confusion wasn’t faring well either.

Even though she had already decided to sleep, closing her eyes only brought back the image of his intense focus, his gaze filled with a determination quite unlike his usual self, thin lips tightly pressed together, exuding the kind of confidence unique to young students.

Sang Ru unconsciously tapped her fingers, her mind seemingly still replaying their conversation. So his thoughts had been quite impressive even back then…

Disorderly thoughts quietly emerged, growing feelings that seemed to flutter everywhere. Sang Ru reached for her journal and wrote down her confused emotions.

This friendship was new and unexplored. Sang Ru didn’t dare write down all her thoughts, only noting the interesting conversation between them. After all, she had a previous lesson—her first real friendship had been accidentally ruined by her careless words.

After writing for quite a while, she felt a small sense of clarity and then felt ready for sleep. However, having been curious for so long, she couldn’t feel satisfied. In her mind, images of the current Zhou Tingzhao and how he might be in the future flashed. In the end, thinking that either version would make a good friend as long as he could understand her, she also thought that if given such circumstances again, she would not only talk to him more but would also ask him more about his dreams and completely learn about his aspirations… Gradually, with these meandering thoughts, she drifted into sleep.

This sleep was extremely unsettled. In her hazy state, she felt as if she were on a small boat, rising and falling with the waves, unable to tell if it was comfortable or the irritation of disturbed sleep.

Slowly opening her eyes, before she could discern where she was, she suddenly realized she was in a bright classroom.

“Mmm…”

Sang Ru involuntarily murmured, only then realizing she was sitting at her desk, being called on to answer a question.

She turned her head to look, but before she could see clearly, a familiar voice asked her again.

A poised tone with a slight hint of challenge, a familiar voice that brought focus—it was Zhou Tingzhao.

Her hands, which initially wanted to hide her face, instead loosely gripped her pencil. Sang Ru tilted her head up to meet his questioning gaze. She felt Zhou Tingzhao pause momentarily, then softly laugh. He raised his hand for an even more challenging question.

Until Sang Ru felt her mind racing and began to think clearly, only then did Zhou Tingzhao stop. His eyes swept across the room, his voice calm and thoughtful.

“Awake now?”

Sang Ru was still dazed: “Hmm?”

“You need more practice,” Zhou Tingzhao continued to calmly explain the problem, speaking in a low voice as if containing triumph. “You dozed off during the most important part, sleepy little thing.”

Sang Ru began to feel alert again.

Wasn’t I sleeping at home? Which is the dream after all?

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t give her a chance to ponder, taking advantage of her current confusion to intensify his explanation.

He showed Sang Ru the right formula, positioning himself to allow his voice to reach just her. Amidst the quiet of the classroom, he raised his hand and began writing with clear, deliberate strokes.

During the time she had dozed off, he had been carefully solving the problem for quite a while. Now the solution was nearly complete, both elegant and precise, making it increasingly easy for her to follow his reasoning.

“How are you still taking notes while half-asleep?” Zhou Tingzhao’s attention shifted to her notebook, noticing her neat writing in his peripheral vision. The pages were filled with careful notes; Sang Ru could see it by looking down, and seeing it made her focus return completely.

She wanted to understand more than this, far more than this.

Sang Ru raised her hand to point at Zhou Tingzhao’s solution, half-squinting as she joined him in discussing the problem. At the same time, she leaned forward, trying to absorb as much knowledge as possible.

“I’ve been explaining all morning. How are you still this curious?” Zhou Tingzhao said.

“Mmm… not enough, I still need you to teach me more…”

Zhou Tingzhao’s explanation suddenly became more animated: “You’re boundlessly eager to learn, still trying to understand every concept after listening for so long. Do you want to study all day, hmm?”

“Yes… want to learn all day…” Having finally been engaged, she didn’t want to let go. In her focused state, unlike her usual competitive manner, Sang Ru was like an enthusiastic student, leaning forward attentively, nodding continuously, her questions both thoughtful and genuinely curious. “Teach me everything… Zhou Tingzhao.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s eyes brightened as he explained more passionately. His chalk moved confidently and paused meaningfully. After several such examples, he delivered one perfect solution to the most challenging problem, then remained at the board, answering questions like a helpful mentor.

“Try it yourself.”

Encouraged, Sang Ru truly became increasingly confident in her responses. As she approached understanding, she smiled broadly, thanking, questioning, and learning. Zhou Tingzhao responded by offering additional tips to help her.

“I challenge you.”

Her voice during this realization carried a determined quality. Zhou Tingzhao smiled again, writing a new problem on the board in response: “Mm, challenge accepted.”

Sang Ru said, “Then do you know why I challenge you?”

“Hmm? Why?” he indulged her.

“You’re too smart, not fair. In the future, when we have contests, you must give me a chance.” Sang Ru closed her eyes, saying words that felt meaningful, feeling as if she were dreaming, and in dreams, one could say anything.

Then she heard him seemingly holding back laughter, saying: “Alright, I’ll give you a fair chance.”

Sang Ru’s mind was becoming clearer. Suddenly remembering something, she asked again: “Then do you know why I disliked you when I first joined the class?”

This time, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t say anything, only making a light gesture to indicate she should continue.

The now fully awake person opened her eyes, looked at him directly, as if confessing: “You were always first. I tried so hard, and you wouldn’t even let me catch up a little.”

Now it was Zhou Tingzhao’s turn to be surprised. After a while, he said: “Just because of that?”

Sang Ru nodded: “Just because of that.”

Who wants to be second forever? It’s so annoying!

The next moment, she was suddenly handed a new worksheet. Zhou Tingzhao abruptly placed it on her desk, his expression somewhat serious.

Being suddenly given this challenge, Sang Ru let out a determined sigh. He leaned closer, his words clear and direct.

He said, “You didn’t even ask if I was willing to help you reach first place, and you disliked me?”

“Would you help me?”

Zhou Tingzhao fell silent, paused, then continued to watch her work.

“No.”

Sang Ru gripped her pencil tightly, thinking Zhou Tingzhao was truly difficult.

Through slightly narrowed eyes, she seemed to glimpse a white lab coat near the door.



Chapter 14: Coldness
Monday’s early reading session had already been underway for a while, yet the seat beside him remained empty. Zhou Tingzhao gazed at the vacant seat, lost in thought.

The previous night, he had a strange dream. In it, he saw her naked, pinned beneath a man, their lower bodies tightly connected. Intimate fluids overflowed from their point of connection, and with each movement from the man, she trembled and panted.

She seemed to be crying, appearing both innocent and lewd.

At times, he felt like an observer, and at other times, he seemed to be that man pressing down on her, taking her desperately, then gently kissing away her tears.

Those sensations floated, elusive, yet were so vivid that he awoke to find himself excessively hard.

He had dreamed of Sang Ru before, but the scenes were never this explicit. He guessed it must be related to the absurdity at the library, which allowed him to become uninhibited in his dreams.

More than half of the early reading session had passed when Sang Ru finally snuck in through the back of the classroom. With no teacher present, she had escaped a potential ordeal.

Upon waking yesterday morning, she realized that her satisfying encounter with Zhou Tingzhao had been entirely a dream. The previous fullness now gave way to emptiness. Sang Ru cursed Zhou Tingzhao as a bastard while pleasuring herself again.

She spent the entire day reviewing all high school subjects—only a little over a week remained until the first mock exam.

Having not slept well, Sang Ru yawned. Her gaze fell on Zhou Tingzhao’s profile, and she couldn’t continue her yawn. She had originally planned to say good morning to him, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to speak.

Zhou Tingzhao felt similarly, first because of the awkwardness from the library incident, and second because he felt somewhat guilty about imagining her that way in his dream. Additionally, for the past couple of days, he had been feeling… subtly agitated.

She was too dangerous, making him dangerous as well.

The two passed the entire morning in silence. Sang Ru went to the cafeteria with Li Chenfei for lunch. Upon returning, she found someone sitting in her seat.

Xue Lu sat in her place, turned sideways to listen to Zhou Tingzhao. She nodded occasionally. They hadn’t noticed her approach. As Sang Ru drew closer, she could hear Zhou Tingzhao explaining problems to her, patient and gentle, no different from how he explained things to her.

Li Chenfei tugged at her hand and deliberately coughed twice: “Someone’s in your seat. Sit here with me, Sang Sang. Yang Fan hasn’t come back yet anyway.”

Sang Ru said nothing, but Xue Lu finally noticed her and hurriedly stood up, saying, “I’m sorry, please sit.”

Zhou Tingzhao showed no reaction, not even turning to look at her. Sang Ru sat down, feeling a lump in her throat. Her anger grew upon hearing Zhou Tingzhao’s next words.

“It’s fine, let’s go to your place,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

Xue Lu was taken aback momentarily before smiling: “Sure!”

The two went to Xue Lu’s seat to continue their session of one explaining and one listening. Li Chenfei came over and fumed, “What’s wrong with these two?”

“Filming a campus drama, I guess,” Sang Ru didn’t even raise her eyelids.

The talented scholar and beautiful lady, a perfect match.

You’re something else, Zhou Tingzhao. Just because I touched you there through your pants? Not speaking is one thing, but to hold such a grudge that you won’t even look at me? Fine, just fine!

When Zhou Tingzhao returned, Sang Ru was napping on the desk. Her head buried in the crook of her arm, her tied-up long hair swept to one side, exposing her delicate nape.

He also leaned down, and her gentle breathing seemed amplified, traveling to his ears across the wooden desk.

His throat grew dry again.

There were still a few people at noon. If he didn’t walk away, he would be alone with her, yet being with her made it impossible to control those improper thoughts.

She was beautiful today, beautiful every day. No matter what she did, she always distracted his mind. Seeing her face, he would imagine her crying and begging to be taken, unclearly saying she wanted it, then not wanting it the next moment.

Continuing like this would lead to a loss of composure, so he could only escape.

During the afternoon self-study session, Li Chenfei passed a note to Sang Ru, which required Zhou Tingzhao to hand it over.

He placed the note on her desk. After an entire afternoon, she finally raised her head from her work, regarding him coldly, tilting her head slightly.

“From Li Chenfei to you.”

Only then did Sang Ru pick it up, reading it and writing a reply.

Zhou Tingzhao waited for her to finish, ready to pass it back, but he heard her reach behind him, snap her fingers to call Yang Fan, and hand the note to him instead.

Bypassing him, giving it to someone else.

Zhou Tingzhao’s hand paused while solving problems, his train of thought completely disrupted.

It had been like this originally. She had been like this before.

Meeting face to face, she would ignore him, never greeting him. She had discussed problems with many people, but never approached him.

He knew she disliked him; almost everyone knew they didn’t get along.

But suddenly she began to smile at him, her eyes always seemed to contain light, sometimes she even acted coquettishly, wanting to choose him as her deskmate, writing his name, even arranging to study together, and furthermore, they had even more intimate physical contact…

Human desires are truly insatiable, Zhou Tingzhao thought.

She had only changed for those few days, yet he found it hard to tolerate her attitude returning to how it was before.

Is this all it takes to upset you, Zhou Tingzhao?

There’s nothing to be upset about, he thought—
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Chapter 15: No Hiding
During evening self-study, Teacher Zheng supervised the class and asked Sang Ru to go to the office to fetch some workbooks.

Sang Ru found two thick stacks of books on his desk and was wondering if they might fall if she carried them all at once, when suddenly footsteps sounded behind her.

She turned around. It was Zhou Tingzhao.

Instinctively, she asked: “What are you doing here?”

After speaking, she regretted it, feeling she shouldn’t have started a conversation with him, especially since the two seemed to be in some unexplained silent treatment mode.

Zhou Tingzhao walked over: “Teacher Zheng was worried you couldn’t carry them all, so he asked me to help.”

“I don’t need your help.”

Sang Ru stacked the two piles of books together, just about to pick them up, when her wrist was gently held.

Zhou Tingzhao’s hand was large compared to her small wrist. Sang Ru felt him hold her hand gently as he said, “Don’t be upset with me anymore, Sang Ru.”

“Me, upset?” Sang Ru pulled away, turned around, and looked up into his eyes, saying, “What do I have to be upset about?”

Zhou Tingzhao remained silent for a while. He hadn’t figured out why she was unhappy, but he knew she was displeased. He had realized one thing, though—

If she treated him coldly like before, it was really hard to bear.

After thinking about it, he could only trace it back to the library incident. Perhaps it was because he had stopped her from reaching a book, making her unhappy?

So before he could speak, his ears turned pink: “That time… did I grab your arm too hard? I’m sorry.”

Sang Ru didn’t immediately understand: “Huh?”

“If my stopping you from reaching that book made you unhappy, I’m sorry too.” Zhou Tingzhao stepped forward, “In the future, if you want something, I won’t stop you.”

Sang Ru followed his train of thought for quite a while before finally understanding what he meant.

So he thought she was upset because he didn’t let her get a book she wanted?

But actually, she felt uncomfortable seeing him being awkward and not speaking to her, while being so friendly with Xue Lu. That’s why she responded with the same cold treatment.

But Sang Ru didn’t plan to explain. Since Zhou Tingzhao believed this, she might as well go with it. After all, he said he wouldn’t stop her anymore, so wouldn’t it be easier to tease him in the future?

Sang Ru almost laughed out loud. She held back her smile, pretending to be unimpressed, and said: “Oh.”

Her response was too flat, making Zhou Tingzhao unsure what this “oh” really meant.

He frowned, asking softly: “Is that all?”

“What else do you want?”

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t answer. What response did he want? For her to say it was okay?

But the next moment, Sang Ru stepped closer to him, her eyes playful. “Like this?” she asked with a teasing smile, poking his shoulder.

Zhou Tingzhao hadn’t expected her to get so close. He blinked in surprise, but didn’t step back.

Sang Ru gently tugged at the hem of Zhou Tingzhao’s uniform shirt. “You said you wouldn’t stop me from doing anything. No hiding.”

After a moment, Zhou Tingzhao seemed to consider, and replied softly: “Mm.”

Then he truly stood still.

Sang Ru had only meant to tease him, but she found herself enjoying making him nervous.

Zhou Tingzhao swallowed nervously. She moved closer and whispered: “So good.”

Zhou Tingzhao was trying very hard to stay calm, his hands at his sides. He didn’t want to upset her again.

The office door was wide open, and the windows were open for ventilation. Someone could pass by at any moment, making them both nervous.

Remembering where they were, Zhou Tingzhao spoke quietly: “Someone might see us…”

These words made Sang Ru more aware too. She stepped back, turned around to divide the workbooks into two piles again, and said: “Let’s go back.”

She withdrew so quickly that Zhou Tingzhao was momentarily surprised. Sang Ru had already walked out first.

After a while, Zhou Tingzhao smiled to himself, adjusted his uniform, picked up the workbooks, and strode after her.

They had taken some time with the workbooks, so Teacher Zheng casually asked: “Why so slow?”

Sang Ru: “I accidentally dropped them on the floor. We had to pick them up and reorganize them.”

Zhou Tingzhao glanced at her, seeing not the slightest hint of guilt on her face. He found even her casual little fib to be charming…

Teacher Zheng understood and waved them away to continue their homework.

When evening self-study ended, Sang Ru finished packing up and was about to leave when Zhou Tingzhao suddenly stopped her.

“That afternoon, I browsed around a bit more and picked out a gift for you.”

Sang Ru thought it would just be some hair ties, bracelets, or pretty trinkets that girls liked, but when Zhou Tingzhao brought out the items, she was immediately confused.

Zhou Tingzhao held a thick supplementary math textbook and a comprehensive essay collection, earnestly saying, “This one is great for making breakthroughs. Doing more problems helps with solving the final question. And I looked through this essay collection—besides sample essays, it also includes critiques and some examples that can be used as material…”

“Stop,” Sang Ru took the books and placed them on the desk, “Thank you.”

She was about to leave when Zhou Tingzhao stopped her again.

“Wait,” Zhou Tingzhao held her wrist with one hand and pulled a red woven friendship bracelet from his pocket with the other, “There’s also this.”

That’s more like it!

Sang Ru raised her hand: “Help me tie it on.”

Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head and carefully tied it around her wrist, then examined it for a moment before looking into her eyes and saying: “It suits you well.”

Sang Ru tilted her head slightly, finally showing her first genuine smile of the day: “Thank you.”



Chapter 16: Come Home With Me
Zhou Tingzhao had spent nearly two hours selecting the books at the bookstore, but the hand cord was a split-second decision.

A middle-aged auntie had a small roadside flower stand that sold not only flowers but also these small woven cords.

Upon seeing the flowers, Zhou Tingzhao wanted to give them to her. Seeing the little red cord, he also wanted to give it to her. As he hesitated to leave, the vendor called out to him: “Buy one for your girlfriend.”

And so he bought it.

The next day, when they met again, Zhou Tingzhao instinctively looked at her wrist.

She had been obedient, not removing it since he had put it on her last night. The red color peeked out intermittently from her wrist, partially hidden by her school uniform sleeve. Zhou Tingzhao’s mood immediately improved.

The third-year students’ morning exercise during the long break had been canceled. The half-hour was used instead for unified English listening practice. Before the listening exercise began, the broadcasting station first announced a notice.

Sang Ru didn’t pay attention to the content, distracted by the male announcer’s voice. Resting her chin on her hand, she muttered softly: “His voice sounds quite nice.”

Zhou Tingzhao was looking at the listening comprehension questions when he heard this comment. He paused, saying flatly: “Is that so?”

Sang Ru glanced at him: “Yes, it is.”

Zhou Tingzhao fell silent, as if seriously preparing for the listening exercise.

Sang Ru suddenly placed her hand over his notebook, revealing the red cord he had tied on her wrist, and asked: “Does it look good?”

“It looks good.”

“It’s loose. Help me tighten it a bit.”

“Okay.” Zhou Tingzhao put down his pen, untied it, and retied it properly.

Little liar, it wasn’t lost at all.

Sang Ru not only told lies without blinking but also said provocative things just as easily.

“Your voice sounds even better,” Sang Ru suddenly said, turning her palm upward as she spoke, curling her fingers to hook his. “Say something so I can hear it.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart trembled, but he pretended to be calm, allowing her to play with his fingers: “What should I say?”

Sang Ru thought for a moment, then said: “Can you recite love poems?”

“Which one would you like to hear?”

Sang Ru didn’t have time to make her request as the prelude to the English listening exercise started playing over the loudspeaker.

She withdrew her hand back to her territory, behaving properly, and said softly, “I’ll tell you next time.”

She might have forgotten most high school subjects, including English, but having worked at an advertising company for so long, her listening and speaking skills were still quite good.

Sang Ru had developed a habit of comparing every type of exercise with Zhou Tingzhao. In the past, she had also done this, but then it was a private comparison. Now it was open and aboveboard. In the past, when she lost, she would doubt herself and then dislike him. Now, when she lost, her skin had grown thicker; she could even make excuses that she wasn’t fully prepared, and Zhou Tingzhao never contradicted her.

Fortunately, this time she had the upper hand. She got all the answers correct while Zhou Tingzhao missed one question.

“I won.”

Like a little peacock, even the end of her voice lifted.

Zhou Tingzhao went along with it and praised her: “Yes, you won.”

After the listening exercise, there were still a few minutes before class began. Teacher Zheng called both of them outside the classroom.

“Tomorrow, our school and the neighboring No. 3 Middle School will observe each other’s teaching methods. You two will come with me and the academic director to attend several open classes.”

“How long will we be gone?” Sang Ru asked.

“Most of the day.”

Zhou Tingzhao: “What time do we leave?”

Teacher Zheng said, “Come to school as usual first. I’ll call you when it’s time to leave, probably around 9 o’clock.”

“Okay.”

As Teacher Zheng was about to leave, Sang Ru finally asked: “Can I not go?”

“That’s fine if you don’t go,” Teacher Zheng considered for a moment, probably thinking about a suitable replacement, and after a while said, “Then Xue Lu can go with Zhou Tingzhao.”

Sang Ru: “I’ll go.”

Then she heard Zhou Tingzhao’s muffled laugh.

When it was mealtime, the teacher rarely dragged on the class. As soon as “class dismissed” was announced, the classroom emptied with just a few students remaining.

Zhou Tingzhao stood up but noticed that Sang Ru had already put her head down to nap.

He sat back down and, afraid of startling her, asked softly: “Are you feeling unwell?”

Sang Ru lifted her head and shook it: “There are too many people. I don’t want to line up. I’ll go later.”

Zhou Tingzhao was silent for a moment, then said: “Would you like to… come home with me?”

Sang Ru remembered that Zhou Tingzhao’s parents were teachers at the school, but she didn’t know that their family usually lived in the faculty dormitory building behind the school.

She followed Zhou Tingzhao into the house. The home was very clean, everything neat and orderly, giving the same impression as Zhou Tingzhao himself—refreshing and well-organized.

“Have a seat first,” Zhou Tingzhao said as he headed toward the kitchen. “Is egg fried rice okay? It’s quicker.”

“Sure.” Sang Ru didn’t sit down but followed him.

“Any foods you avoid?” Zhou Tingzhao casually picked up an apron, held it in his hand, then suddenly stopped, oddly wondering if it would be strange to wear this in front of her.

“None,” Sang Ru saw him freeze and poked his waist, saying, “Why aren’t you putting it on?”

Zhou Tingzhao snapped back to reality and put on the apron. Immediately afterward, his body stiffened.

Her hands had encircled his waist, not embracing him but a sort of subtle exploration. Her fingers slid from his abdomen to his side, spreading a fine tingling sensation from where she touched.

But that subtle touch quickly disappeared. His waist tightened as a butterfly knot formed at the back.

“All tied up.”

It was already becoming difficult to bear. Zhou Tingzhao suddenly wasn’t sure if bringing her home had been the right decision or not.

Chapter 17: Good At Everything
“Won’t your uncle and aunt come back to eat?”

“They usually eat lunch in the faculty cafeteria,” Zhou Tingzhao said as he took a few eggs from the refrigerator.

Sang Ru rubbed her hands together eagerly: “Let me crack the eggs!”

Zhou Tingzhao indicated with a slight lift of his chin: “Sure, get a bowl.”

So Sang Ru picked a large bowl and washed a pair of chopsticks. After Zhou Tingzhao briefly rinsed the eggs, she enthusiastically began cracking them into the bowl.

Zhou Tingzhao took out a carrot, washing it while keeping an eye on Sang Ru’s movements.

She was always diligent when studying, but her playful nature emerged at times like this.

She lowered her head to look at the eggs nestled in the bowl, first swirling the bowl gently, then using chopsticks to carefully pierce the yolks, only beginning to stir once the egg whites flowed out.

Unbearably cute.

Sang Ru looked up and met Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze: “What are you looking at?”

“Nothing.” Zhou Tingzhao turned to the counter and took out a cutting board.

Just as he put down the carrot, his elbow was suddenly bumped upward, and the next second, someone was standing in front of him.

She had slipped into his arms, lifting the bowl slightly, and asked: “Is this how you stir it?”

Her tone was innocent, as if she were genuinely asking for instruction.

Zhou Tingzhao tightened his jaw, enduring as he stepped back, but she wouldn’t let him. Sang Ru freed one hand to take Zhou Tingzhao’s hanging hand and placed it on the counter behind her.

She had deliberately placed herself within his embrace, gently stirring the egg mixture, and asked again: “Is this right?”

People usually maintain a safe distance between them, but now they were so close that each breath was audible. What distance could there be?

Zhou Tingzhao’s entire body seemed tense. From the moment she slipped into his arms, his gaze seemed to contain many unspoken things, his eyes deep as if they could absorb her entirely.

Sang Ru felt somewhat hot and was about to end this impulsive teasing when suddenly her shoulders were gripped. Then she felt Zhou Tingzhao applying force, and she was turned around.

Zhou Tingzhao pressed against her from behind, leaning down slightly, his breath falling on the sensitive area behind her ear. Sang Ru instinctively shrank back, and then her hand was suddenly enveloped.

“Like this,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

He held her hand this way, slightly changing the angle as he stirred, moving very slowly, circling around tantalizingly.

For every foot of the Dao, the demon grows ten.

Zhou Tingzhao learned quickly, but unexpectedly, he also showed exceptional talent in learning how to tease.

Sang Ru felt numb all over from his hand’s embrace, even her tongue seemed tied: “I get it, you can let go now.”

He didn’t speak or release her hand. Instead, his nose emitted a light laugh, the vibration of his chest transmitting from behind. Sang Ru tried to escape forward, but had nowhere to go. As her upper body leaned forward, her buttocks naturally rose, brushing against a certain part of him.

They touched for just a second before Zhou Tingzhao immediately backed away, saying: “You go rest. I’ll cook.”

Sang Ru sat on the living room sofa, contentedly waiting for the meal while pondering how he had learned to tease back so quickly. That posture was exactly like his later self.

Goodness, did he have a set of genes specifically for teasing people?

Sang Ru hadn’t known before that Zhou Tingzhao could cook. They had almost always met in hotels, either too busy to eat or grabbing a meal before or after making love, never interfering in each other’s private lives.

Only now did she realize how much of Zhou Tingzhao’s personal information she didn’t know—like his talents beyond studying, his hobbies beyond lovemaking.

Perhaps lovemaking wasn’t even his hobby; maybe she was just a diversion, the kind of adult typically indulges in.

Dissatisfaction with the 27-year-old Zhou Tingzhao immediately rose in her heart, making her intention to win over the 17-year-old Zhou Tingzhao even clearer. From their interactions during this period, Sang Ru could sense that Zhou Tingzhao didn’t reject her; he even now responded to her boundary-crossing behaviors.

It was a good sign. She needed to make him fall for her more quickly, Sang Ru thought.

This way, if she could return to her time, she would tell Zhou Tingzhao: You loved me desperately when you were in school.

If she couldn’t go back, she considered, staying with him and growing up again in a youth that included Zhou Tingzhao didn’t seem bad either.

“Food’s ready.” Zhou Tingzhao brought two bowls of egg fried rice. Besides eggs and carrots, he had somehow added corn kernels and ham, making it look quite appetizing.

“Smells great,” Sang Ru said. “How are you good at everything, Zhou Tingzhao?”

He placed the bowls on the dining table and removed his apron, joking rarely: “I’m not good at everything. I can’t give birth to children.”

Sang Ru: “I can.”

Her mouth was too quick; even she was stunned after saying it. Zhou Tingzhao also froze, the slight smile that had begun to form stiffening on his face.

Then his face suddenly turned red—

So you can give birth to children, so what?

Chapter 18: Teasing
The next day, besides them, there were also teachers and student representatives from first and second year who went for the exchange, so the school arranged a bus for transportation.

Sang Ru sat down by the window in the back row, and Zhou Tingzhao quite naturally took the seat beside her.

Yesterday, they had eaten that meal at his home, both tacitly passing over certain awkward moments in between. After finishing the meal, they hurried back to the classroom, with some time left before class started.

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t know that Sang Ru was planning to visit his home regularly in the future. She was gazing at the street scenes outside the window, beautiful even when lost in thought.

She had been different lately, seeming to draw closer and closer to him.

There was still some distance to go, and the journey made one drowsy. The conversations of others gradually quieted down. Sang Ru was dozing with half-closed eyes when a sudden brake caused her head to rest on Zhou Tingzhao’s shoulder.

She wasn’t truly asleep, but she nuzzled his shoulder and continued resting in that position. Zhou Tingzhao remained rigid, his neck feeling somewhat ticklish from her hair.

After staying like this for a few minutes, Sang Ru suddenly moved even closer, tilting her head at a slightly different angle while still pressed against him. Her sleeve brushed against his arm, teasing him on and off. Feeling his body tense and his breathing change, she finally spoke, almost directly into his ear: “Not sleepy?”

Her voice was muffled and incredibly playful.

With everyone resting with closed eyes, Zhou Tingzhao lowered his voice, making it even deeper: “Not sleepy.”

“Oh,” Sang Ru responded, suddenly raising her right hand to tap his shoulder, her fingers moving to his sleeve and lightly tugging it a few times. “Your voice sounds different when you whisper. Still nice though.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart skipped, not knowing how to respond except with a uniform: “Mm.”

“Zhou Tingzhao,” Sang Ru called his name and asked a random question, “Can you whistle?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Hmm?”

“Like this,” Sang Ru said, lifting her head, truly leaving his shoulder this time, moving to demonstrate by softly making a small whistling sound, “Mmm~”

It was so unexpected that Zhou Tingzhao almost immediately smiled.

He uncrossed his arms, and when he spoke again, his voice was quieter: “I don’t know how.”

“Is that so?”

Sang Ru, taking advantage of sitting in the last row where no one could see, leaned back on his shoulder to rest comfortably.

Zhou Tingzhao felt unusually nervous. Though he knew she was always playful, teasing him to both embarrassment and amusement, he still wanted to be close. Even just sitting together like this, without saying anything, felt nice to him.

But she didn’t seem to feel the same way, apparently determined to see him lose his composure before she would stop. When Sang Ru placed her notebook on his lap, Zhou Tingzhao felt confused.

He had a faint fragrance about him, perhaps from some laundry detergent or soap, different from what she had expected. Though he rarely seemed to use cologne, when their distance was that close, she could smell the subtle traces of mint on him. Not strong, but within a level she could appreciate—sometimes this scent even made her smile during their conversations.

But this Zhou Tingzhao before her—his scent was clean and gentle, without any heaviness, a comfortable freshness like a spring breeze. Sang Ru noticed his scent but wondered what cologne he might choose when he was older.

Sang Ru doodled on her notebook page, merely drawing a few small shapes before her pencil was stopped.

Zhou Tingzhao’s voice grew increasingly quiet: “Stop that tickling.”

“No,” Sang Ru drew a small star, “you said you wouldn’t stop me from drawing…”

Zhou Tingzhao pressed his lips together, one moment amused, the next embarrassed, unable to decide how he felt for a moment.

Sang Ru finally wrote his name in fancy letters.

“So artistic,” she decorated it lightly, looking up at his eyes, speaking with a smile, “you blush so easily, Zhou Tingzhao.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s thin lips were pressed tightly together without a word. The more he remained silent, the more Sang Ru wanted to tease him: “I wonder why? Hmm?”

Why indeed?

Zhou Tingzhao wanted to know why, too.

His composure had always been good, yet he repeatedly felt flustered in front of her. Just looking at her, hearing her voice, sitting close to her, his heart could race easily, feelings challenging his usual calm.

Why?

“Because it’s you.” Zhou Tingzhao’s breathing became slightly irregular, but his answer was sincere.

Sang Ru’s heart thumped suddenly. Her hand paused, then continued drawing, slowly adding details to the design around his name.

He was warm beside her, making her palm tingle. Her whole body relaxed, and even her expression softened involuntarily.

The school notebook was open, with blank pages that made creativity convenient. Sang Ru wrote him a small note for the first time. Zhou Tingzhao looked curious momentarily and read what she wrote.

“Let me know you better,” Sang Ru softened her voice, whispering, “I want to be your friend…”

Zhou Tingzhao was almost speechless. He even wanted to write back right then and share his thoughts, right with her, showing her completely what he had been thinking, then sharing all his ideas and hopes.

But he hesitated. Not only was the current situation somewhat public, but even if they were alone, he feared saying too much too soon.

So he could only wait, allowing her to do these friendly gestures that gave him both joy and nervousness.

Sang Ru drew a small picture at the corner of her page, and only then did she feel more confident flowing through her. Friendship was truly a marvelous thing, probably understanding some method of natural connection, once started between them, it could also bring them closer.

Wanting to be a casual friend who teases from a distance—this idea, when facing Zhou Tingzhao, seemed to have only three words:

No way possible—



Chapter 19: Secret
Sang Ru wanted to tease Zhou Tingzhao, but ended up feeling bashful as well. She rested her chin on Zhou Tingzhao’s shoulder, her palm continuing to linger on his school notebook, feeling the crisp pages that were satisfying to touch.

“Notes?”

“Mm.”

“Next time I want to see them,” seeing no response from him, Sang Ru tapped the notebook again, “okay?”

“…Okay.”

What room was there for negotiation? If he said no, would she stop asking?

Zhou Tingzhao had never experienced such friendly persistence before. He could only agree to whatever she said.

Having received a satisfactory answer, Sang Ru turned her attention in a different direction, moving toward his most treasured possession.

Her hand was gentle as she reached for his backpack. When she picked up his pencil case, the object felt as if it contained numerous secrets.

The classroom setting restricted her curiosity, preventing Sang Ru from looking through everything at once, but this encouraged her to lean even closer as she whispered questions.

Sang Ru’s fingertips gently traced the edge of his notebook, turning the page while noticing his handwriting become increasingly neater with each chapter.

Zhou Tingzhao’s breathing grew slightly quicker. Sang Ru pointed at a small doodle in the margin when suddenly, her finger found a folded note.

Sang Ru paused, then carefully unfolded the piece of paper before finally withdrawing her hand from his notebook.

Seeing clearly what was on the note, Sang Ru curved her lips, holding it up to Zhou Tingzhao’s eyes as if showing off a discovery.

The carefully written words shone with meaning in the light. She still pressed close to him: “Look, your secret…”

Zhou Tingzhao turned his head away, his earlobes red. Sang Ru smiled at his embarrassment, then softly called his name.

He looked over to see her with curious eyes and an innocent expression as she brought the note closer. Then her small smile widened, obviously pleased with her discovery.

Zhou Tingzhao’s forehead creased as he finally uttered her name with slight embarrassment.

“Hmm?” she responded, not showing the slightest regret. She tilted her head slightly in a thoughtful motion, then said: “I have secrets too. Do you want to know them?”

Something sparked in Zhou Tingzhao’s mind. Before he could think, his attention was already drawn to the person beside him.

Their school was peculiar. The blue and white uniforms that students usually wore were one set, but now Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao wore another set. The former was for daily wear, unremarkably plain, while the latter was one of the few red and white British-style designs, paired with a pleated skirt, which students were only required to wear on formal occasions.

Sang Ru wore a pleated skirt today, so when she took out her notebook, it rested neatly on her lap under the desk.

Being invited to share secrets, Zhou Tingzhao completely focused, quietly allowing Sang Ru to show him her notebook, bringing him closer to her private thoughts, and closer still.

Suddenly, he saw a page of poetry, and a feeling of connection began at his fingertips, sweeping through his entire being.

She had indeed written beautiful poems, filling her notebook. With one accidental glimpse, he saw words about dreams and hopes.

Zhou Tingzhao instinctively wanted to look away, but was encouraged by her gentle smile.

It seemed that even sharing this made her nervous. The confident girl who had just been teasing him now had slightly flushed cheeks, though he hadn’t truly said anything about her writing yet.

Not just the poems, Zhou Tingzhao thought. Her thoughts were beautiful everywhere.

Friends need no further encouragement to connect. Zhou Tingzhao almost instinctively began to read her words, nodding as emotions flowed through her writing, touching his heart as well.

She was so thoughtful, so sincere. Zhou Tingzhao read carefully; her poetry was like delicate crystal that revealed deeper meanings with each view.

During these moments, Zhou Tingzhao had already leaned slightly toward Sang Ru, conveniently allowing her to point out her favorite lines. She was so passionate that she continuously made small, excited sounds, like an enthusiastic, endearing young poet.

“Do you like them?” Zhou Tingzhao asked.

“Mmm, yes… I love writing…”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart warmed at her answer. A thought came from somewhere, and he suddenly turned to a blank page, his pencil poised above it.

So inspiring…

Zhou Tingzhao felt himself beginning to write, a few small verses that were probably about friendship, with ideas flowing out from inside, filling the page.

Sang Ru watched him write with bright eyes, her attention completely focused while enjoying this shared moment.

Zhou Tingzhao wrote with purpose, filling the page, then said thoughtfully: “Read my poem?”

If he hadn’t been continuously showing interest in her writing, Sang Ru would hardly believe these words came from Zhou Tingzhao.

But her curiosity was piqued. Following his invitation, she placed her attention on his poem, and they began to secretly share their creative thoughts.

Zhou Tingzhao inadvertently wrote a particularly meaningful line, and at this moment, he noticed Sang Ru began to smile more brightly. Understanding inwardly, he added more depth to this idea.

Zhou Tingzhao stated simply: “I’ve never shown anyone.”

“Don’t worry… It’s wonderful…”

She beamed with appreciation. Zhou Tingzhao could see her eyes shining as he looked up. When he spoke, there was a sense of accomplishment he didn’t notice: “Did you like it?”

Sang Ru didn’t speak right away. She straightened up to look at him once. This glance was brief, but its impact was immense. Zhou Tingzhao closed his notebook, feeling a sense of pride.

He was about to burst with happiness.

What Sang Ru did next almost made him completely speechless.

She suddenly leaned closer, pulling out a small folded paper from her pocket, and placed it carefully in his book.

Zhou Tingzhao was surprised and suppressed a gasp. Someone in the front row heard the sound and turned around, asking groggily: “What’s wrong?”

He almost immediately covered the note with his hand, saying calmly: “Nothing.”

As that person responded with an “Oh” and turned back, Zhou Tingzhao opened the note under his desk.

She waited with anticipation, her face brightening with hope, as he read it.

Simple, sincere, meaningful.

She smiled warmly, with friendship shining in her expression. She said, “I heard you gasp, Zhou Tingzhao.”



Chapter 20: Self-Defense
It was almost 11 o’clock when they arrived at No. 3 Middle School. The school staff led them to a rest area for a brief break before observing the last class, which was scheduled in their experimental class.

Zhou Tingzhao and Sang Ru were both top-ranking students from the best class in No. 1 Middle School, and their teacher was also from the experimental class. Therefore, this exchange was more accurately described as mutual learning between the elite classes of the two schools, with an implicit sense of comparison.

They were arranged in empty seats in the classroom, while the teachers sat in the last row to observe the class.

Sang Ru sat toward the front, Zhou Tingzhao toward the back. Looking at the back of her head, his mind kept flashing back to the scenes on the bus earlier. The more he thought about it, the more he felt something was off. Zhou Tingzhao turned his gaze to the blackboard, forcing himself to calm down.

She was truly too much to handle.

This math teacher had a different style from Teacher Zheng. He was an older man whose teaching seemed somewhat serious compared to Teacher Zheng’s light and pleasant manner. It was unclear whether the usual classroom atmosphere was also like this, but it was somewhat dull.

But Sang Ru quite liked this teacher, so when he asked if any students had a better solution, she raised her hand.

For a solid geometry problem, Sang Ru’s auxiliary line was more concise than the previous student’s answer, eliminating many convoluted problem-solving steps. The teacher showed an approving expression.

Although it wasn’t her intention, Sang Ru indeed earned face for No. 1 Middle School. Even her temporary deskmate, a good-looking boy with delicate features, stopped her after class and asked: “What’s your name, classmate? I think you’re amazing. Can we get to know each other?”

Sang Ru didn’t think much of it and exchanged names with him. Before they could chat further, someone called her from behind.

She turned around to see Zhou Tingzhao.

“Let’s go.”

His voice and expression were flat. Before Sang Ru could respond, a girl behind him called out to him, asking: “Classmate, what’s your name?”

In the same situation, Sang Ru couldn’t help but laugh.

Lan Ting didn’t know what she was laughing at, only noticing that even her profile looked beautiful when she smiled.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” Sang Ru turned back, her face still bearing a smile that momentarily dazed Lan Ting. She said, “I’ll be going then. Goodbye.”

“Wait,” he somehow called her back. Seeing her stop and quietly wait for him to continue, he said, “Let’s add each other on QQ. It’ll be convenient for us to discuss study questions.”

Sang Ru could see that this boy was somewhat interested in her. However, with the college entrance exam in the distant future and the first mock exam coming soon, having someone to discuss problems with wasn’t a bad idea. So she wrote down the string of numbers she had used for many years and gave it to him.

The note had just been handed over when warmth approached her back, neither too close nor too far, not pressuring but very noticeable.

Zhou Tingzhao came to her side and asked again: “Are we going?”

“Yes,” Sang Ru looked behind him where the girl from before was no longer present, “Are you done?”

Zhou Tingzhao made a sound through his nose as if reluctantly answering.

So Sang Ru turned back to say goodbye to her temporary deskmate: “Goodbye, Lan Ting.”

Lunch was arranged in No. 3 Middle School’s faculty dining hall. They had another class to attend in the afternoon and couldn’t return yet.

The visiting teachers from No. 1 Middle School and the reception staff from No. 3 Middle School sat at a round table, while the students sat together.

A younger female student tried to make conversation: “Senior brothers and sisters, is the third year very hard?”

Sang Ru thought for a moment and said, “It’s okay.”

It was indeed okay—having a handsome boy to date, definitely okay.

Zhou Tingzhao had nothing much to say and echoed: “Mm.”

At this moment, someone whispered, “Why did you bring a mobile phone?”

“My mom was afraid I’d get lost, so she insisted I bring it secretly…”

Seeing the phone, Sang Ru remembered Lan Ting asking for her contact information, and then realized that she and Zhou Tingzhao didn’t even know each other’s phone numbers.

She placed her hand under the table, scratching his thigh a couple of times. Zhou Tingzhao looked at her, thinking she was about to tease him again, and said with difficulty: “There are many people…”

Now it was Sang Ru’s turn to be stunned. Understanding the misinterpretation, she laughed softly: “I wanted to ask you for your phone number and QQ number.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s ear tips reddened as he took out his phone from his pocket, operated it a few times, and handed it to her: “Add yourself.”

Sang Ru hadn’t expected Zhou Tingzhao to be someone who would carry such a device, and expressed surprise: “You brought one too?”

“Yes,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “for self-defense.”

“Self-defense?” Sang Ru repeated his answer, suddenly thinking of something. She leaned closer and said with a smile, “Seems it didn’t work. Did it protect you from me?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s chopstick-holding hand paused. He pressed his lips together and said: “Eat.”

Sang Ru was very pleased and turned her attention back to the phone.

The interface was quite outdated, making Sang Ru somewhat uncomfortable. After sending herself a verification request, she asked him: “Can I log into mine?”

“Sure.”

Sang Ru hadn’t changed her password for many years and quickly logged in. She muted the phone in advance, so the beeping sound didn’t ring out.

She accepted the request, sent Zhou Tingzhao a message, then logged out.

“Check your account. I think there’s a new message,” Sang Ru said as she handed the phone back, her tone serious.

Zhou Tingzhao put it back in his pocket: “Not urgent.”

“Look at it.”

Zhou Tingzhao looked at her, seeming to guess something.

When he opened the message interface—

[Baby’s: The food here is ordinary, not as delicious as yours.]

Zhou Tingzhao closed the screen, silently gritting his back teeth.

Meanwhile, the person who had sent this message looked at him sideways while biting her chopsticks, her expression mischievous, looking pleased with her successful prank.

He sighed almost inaudibly, his heart softening. How could he be angry at her mischief?

Chapter 21: Invitation
With her contact information, she couldn’t possibly stay calm. Zhou Tingzhao went to bed half an hour later than usual, finally waiting for Sang Ru to message him again.

【Zai Zai の: Zhou, are you there? Zhou, are you there?】

【Z: Yes.】

【Zai Zai の: I have a problem I can’t solve. Teach me tomorrow!】

【Z: Okay.】

【Zai Zai の:? Can’t you say a few more words】

【Z: …Go to bed early.】

Sang Ru lay in bed, looking at his reply, and let out a long sigh.

【Zai Zai の: I can’t sleep.】

Zhou Tingzhao saw her message and thought something might be wrong. He frowned and was about to ask when another message popped up on the screen.

【Zai Zai の: Every time I close my eyes, I think of you.】

【Zai Zai の: You looked so sexy when you came into my mouth.】

After sending the message, Sang Ru hugged her phone and laughed out loud. She could even imagine Zhou Tingzhao’s reaction. His current silence was exactly what she expected.

Zhou Tingzhao hadn’t anticipated her trying to provoke him through the screen like this. After calming himself for quite a while, he finally replied with something completely off-topic.

【Z: Goodnight.】

Sang Ru seemed to have been waiting and replied quickly. Seeing him avoid the topic, she didn’t try to pull the conversation back but followed his lead.

【Zai Zai の: Goodnight, Zhou. See you tomorrow.】

【Z: See you tomorrow.】

【Zai Zai の: You need to say “See you tomorrow, Zai Zai.”】

Zhou Tingzhao’s heartbeat secretly quickened. After a moment’s hesitation, his fingers still pressed the keys.

【Z: See you tomorrow, Zai Zai.】

After turning off his phone, the one with insomnia wasn’t her but himself.

Zhou Tingzhao stared blankly at the ceiling, his thoughts wandering but always circling back to the same person.

He had called her by her nickname. Did that mean they were getting a little closer?

–

The entire class fell into panic today, starting when someone mentioned, “This time next week will be the first mock exam.”

Sang Ru also felt nervous for a moment, but seeing Zhou Tingzhao completely unaffected, she suddenly remembered asking the Zhou Tingzhao from her dream if he would give up first place to her. What was his answer again?

“No.”

What would the current Zhou Tingzhao’s answer be?

“Zhou Tingzhao,” Sang Ru tugged at his sleeve with minimal movement and asked, “Have you always been first in your class since you were little?”

He seemed to think for a moment, then nodded, “Mm.”

“Me too,” said Sang Ru, “but not after meeting you.”

Seeing Zhou Tingzhao purse his lips thoughtfully, she deliberately asked, “So this time, will you let me have first place?”

Dreams are manifestations of the subconscious. Rather than becoming first, what Sang Ru wanted to know was the difference between the current Zhou Tingzhao, the future one, and the person she thought he was. So asking this question wasn’t so much about getting him to go easy on her, but more about her curiosity about him as a person.

He answered faster than she expected, seeming somewhat embarrassed as he spoke.

“No…”

Sang Ru immediately broke into laughter.

It’s you, Zhou Tingzhao. It’s you.

Then she heard him continue, “I don’t need to let you. You can beat me on your own.”

Sang Ru’s smile froze for a moment before her eyes curved into crescents again. She raised her hand to rub his earlobe and said, “Mm, of course.”

“By the way,” Sang Ru put down her hand, remembering the message she received last night, “Lan Ting invited me to study at the library this weekend. Should I go?”

Zhou Tingzhao asked, “Who?”

“Lan Ting, remember? That boy from No. 3 High School yesterday, who sat next to me.”

Zhou Tingzhao softly grunted in acknowledgment, silently taking issue with her use of the phrase “sat next to me.”

“The second character of his name sounds the same as yours. His grades seem quite good too, and he’s pretty good-looking…”

Zhou Tingzhao listened to her chatter without saying a word until she leaned closer to him.

“Should I go?” Sang Ru rested her chin on her palm, throwing the question to him.

Zhou Tingzhao looked at her, then lowered his head to his book, feigning a neutral tone: “It’s up to you.”

“Alright,” Sang Ru turned back without leaning to the side anymore, “I’ve already agreed.”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

His gaze was fixed on a certain character in the book without moving further down. When he spoke, there was a trace of unhappiness he didn’t notice: “Then why ask me?”

He heard her laugh, heard her fingers tapping on the desk one by one, and then heard her say, “Are you angry?”

As if some dark, hidden emotion had been exposed, Zhou Tingzhao curled his fingers: “No.”

“Yes, you are,” said Sang Ru, “so why don’t you come with me?”

The invitation was somewhat sudden, but undeniably, someone’s mood might shift from gloomy to bright because of this unexpected invitation.

But he still had to say: “He didn’t invite me.”

Sang Ru used her old trick and tickled his leg: “I’m inviting you.”

–

Chapter 22: Moonlight
Saturday morning, as Sang Ru came downstairs, she saw Zhou Tingzhao already waiting at the entrance of the hallway.

It was rare for Zhou Tingzhao to take the initiative to message her. Last night was the first time he’d proactively sent her a message, asking if she wanted him to pick her up so they could go to the library together.

Her efforts to pursue the handsome boy seemed to be bearing fruit. Sang Ru happily agreed.

They arrived a bit early today. After waiting for a few minutes, Lan Ting also arrived at the entrance with a pretty girl following behind him.

Sang Ru found her face familiar. Seeing how the girl kept smiling at Zhou Tingzhao, she finally remembered that this was the same girl who had stopped Zhou Tingzhao to ask for his name that day.

The four of them stood face to face, exchanging somewhat awkward greetings, then stared at each other for a while.

The girl examined their outfits, then stammered, “You two…”

Sang Ru looked at Zhou Tingzhao, then lowered her head to look at herself.

White shirt, jeans, white casual shoes—their coincidentally similar outfits could easily be mistaken for a couple’s matching clothes.

Her gaze met Zhou Tingzhao’s, and Sang Ru’s lips curved into a smile as she told the girl, “Just a coincidence.”

“That’s good,” Zeng Anyu looked as if she had breathed a sigh of relief, “Let’s go in then.”

As she spoke, she naturally walked to Zhou Tingzhao’s side. Sang Ru, appearing unbothered, automatically fell behind to walk side by side with Lan Ting.

“Zhou Tingzhao, we meet again!”

“Hello.” Zhou Tingzhao responded politely, then looked back to find the person who had just been beside him. Seeing the two chatting happily with bright smiles, he lowered his eyes and turned back to continue walking forward.

Sang Ru caught his movement from the corner of her eye but casually responded with a smile to what Lan Ting had just said.

The four found a table and sat down in pairs facing each other. Sang Ru and Lan Ting on one side, with Zhou Tingzhao directly across from her.

As they sat down, their eyes met. In the same place, sitting across from each other, they almost simultaneously recalled the circumstances of their last study session alone together. Sang Ru tilted her head, looking at him, while Zhou Tingzhao lowered his gaze to his test papers, appearing completely composed.

They hadn’t been studying quietly for long when Zeng Anyu began frequently attempting to ask Zhou Tingzhao questions. He tried to write all his answers on paper, occasionally exchanging a few verbal communications, but this inevitably created some mild disturbance.

Sang Ru found it irritating to listen to. A white piece of paper appeared before her.

It was from Lan Ting, who had written: “The library doesn’t seem suitable for discussion. Let’s study a bit more, then go to KFC. It will be about lunchtime by then anyway.”

Sang Ru nodded, and only then did Lan Ting turn the paper around for the others to see.

Zhou Tingzhao had certainly noticed.

Writing it first to show her, his intentions were written all over his face.

After a while, as they were about to leave, Sang Ru gestured that she needed to use the restroom first.

The three packed up their things while waiting for her. Just as Zeng Anyu leaned over to say something, Zhou Tingzhao’s phone vibrated twice in his pocket.

Opening it, he saw her avatar flashing. Zhou Tingzhao turned aside to open the message.

【Zai Zai の: Section I, 201-499】

A bookshelf location. He didn’t understand why, but something seemed to burrow into his heart along with this message, creating a restlessness that wouldn’t be calmed.

“I’m going to borrow a book,” he said.

Zeng Anyu immediately responded, “I’ll go too!”

“No need, just wait a moment.”

His tone was serious, and Zeng Anyu unconsciously sat back down.

Section I, the literature section.

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t think Sang Ru wanted to show him a great book, nor did he want to ask.

If she called him over, he would simply go.

When he found the corresponding bookshelf, she was holding a book and reading. Light streamed in from outside, half-illuminating her back. In this half-light, half-shadow, she seemed to perfectly match that restless something in his heart.

Zhou Tingzhao was momentarily stunned, but as she raised her head and looked at him from a few meters away, he involuntarily stepped toward her.

“I found a book I like,” she said.

“What is it?”

The distance was shortened to half a meter.

“‘Selected Poems of Borges,'” Sang Ru partially closed the book to show him the cover. “Do you remember what you owe me?”

Zhou Tingzhao paused slightly, then said, “A love poem?”

“Mm,” seeing that he remembered, Sang Ru was pleased, “isn’t it time to pay up?”

“Okay.” His agreement came promptly.

“Aren’t you going to ask what I want you to read?”

He had agreed so quickly, almost without thinking. The debtor seemed too eager. Zhou Tingzhao paused for two seconds, then asked, “What should I read?”

Sang Ru laughed softly, opening to the page she had just been reading, and handed it to him: “This one.”

Zhou Tingzhao glanced at it and slowly recited: “What can I hold you with?”

Sang Ru gave an affirmative hum, but Zhou Tingzhao suddenly closed the book.

“Can I recite another translation for you?”

“You know it by heart?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “I’ve read it before, so I remember it.”

Sang Ru: “…Go ahead.”

He gave her a deep look, and when he spoke again, it was as if he had laid out all his feelings.

“I offer you lean streets, desperate sunsets…”

He recited very slowly, keeping his voice low to avoid disturbing others. Sang Ru gradually reduced their half-meter distance to just inches, softly suggesting: “You should look into my eyes.”

Zhou Tingzhao paused, his Adam’s apple instinctively bobbing, then continued: “The moon of the ragged suburbs…”

He said this, but didn’t think it.

There was no moon in the desolate suburbs, nor the sky. Where was the moon hiding?

Zhou Tingzhao looked into the eyes of the person before him, as if he had found the moon’s dwelling place.

Sang Ru sank into his voice, also sinking into his gaze. She moved a step closer to him, then another step.

She secretly hooked her finger with his, lifted her head, and the distance between them was now mere millimeters.

As if testing him: “What’s the last paragraph?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s deep voice mixed with something else, sounding slightly hoarse as he began.

“I offer you my solitude…”

Sang Ru lightly stroked his finger with hers.

“My darkness…”

She raised her right hand and brushed along the line of his neck.

“The hunger of my heart…”

His voice struggled to suppress something that Sang Ru could hear. Hearing it made her happy, and she placed her hand on his cheek.

“There’s one more line,” she said.

“I’m trying to bribe you with uncertainty, with danger, with defeat…”

As he recited this, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly froze in place.

The word “you” wasn’t fully pronounced before she captured it between her lips. The poem he had unintentionally memorized remained incomplete in his recitation.

This kiss came unexpectedly, and the restless thing in his chest finally shattered in an instant.

On an ordinary day before noon, his moon rose for him.

Chapter 23: Pursuit
Comparison is a tedious affair, merely a matter of you surpassing me in one aspect, while I excel over you in another. During one’s youth, this is primarily manifested in test scores and the quality of awards.

Zhou Tingzhao had long been the winner in this extended competition. He always knew this.

“But he’s Zhou Tingzhao…” losers would say.

A competitor’s admission of defeat marks the beginning of their descent into prey.

The instinct to fight lies dormant within frequent victories; habitual winning renders everything uninteresting.

Until he met her.

Sang Ru’s competitive spirit had always been straightforward. In the game of chasing scores, she followed closely behind him, coming closer to his victory than anyone else.

She was losing, yet she never admitted defeat. Even with the same results repeatedly, she could always rally her spirits.

An interesting competitor had arrived, the arena’s horn sounded anew, and Zhou Tingzhao could feel his blood subtly boiling.

His dulled combativeness was honed by her; his gaze lingered on her time and again.

He didn’t know when this scrutiny quietly transformed. He only knew that by the time he realized it, everything about her appeared different in his eyes.

Sang Ru wasn’t actually as resilient to setbacks as he initially thought. When falling behind, her eyes would secretly redden. Her only competitiveness was in striving to be first—perhaps not just against him; she might be willing to compete with whoever was ahead.

All other signs indicated that rather than being a combative lioness, she was more like a soft little creature.

Later, many people thought Sang Ru was domineering, Zhou Tingzhao humble, and that any unpleasantness between them stemmed from her narrow-mindedness.

Yet dominance envelops softness, humility conceals beastly nature. The hunter had long completed the beast’s taming, laying down his weapon, willingly becoming her prey.

Even she probably thought she had been chasing behind him for a long time. When everything was overturned, he had been gazing at her back for countless years.

All of this surfacing took many years, not at this time, not at this moment.

The torrent of time flowed back a decade, and that figure finally decided to look back.

His moon at last bestowed mercy, granting him the world’s softest kiss in this moment.

They had done more outrageous things before, yet this time his heartbeat surpassed any previous encounter.

After the sudden surprise, nervousness, ecstasy… after all these emotions, from somewhere welled up a sense of sorrow.

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t locate the source of this emotion. It seemed to have been suppressed within for so long that it had become instinctual.

Sang Ru had successfully teased him many times, almost becoming adept at it, but this time, kissing him required courage brewed through half a poem.

She closed her eyes, her heart pounding as their lips touched, but suddenly tasted a hint of moisture. She retreated in shock.

Looking up, Zhou Tingzhao was crying.

“I’m sorry…” she immediately said, then hurriedly raised her hand to wipe away his tears, but her hand was caught.

Zhou Tingzhao gripped her wrist with one hand, using his left to wipe the tears from his face. Looking at the moisture on his fingers, he murmured as if to himself: “Why am I crying?”

“Yes, why are you crying?” Sang Ru raised her other free hand, stubbornly wiping away his remaining tears gently. “If you don’t like me kissing you, I won’t do it anymore.”

Zhou Tingzhao instinctively replied, “That’s not it.”

Feeling her wrist suddenly gripped tightly, Sang Ru struggled slightly, and Zhou Tingzhao came to his senses, releasing the hand that restrained her.

“Sorry.”

“No,” Sang Ru said somewhat dejectedly, “this is the first time I’ve made a boy cry by kissing him.”

He only caught one key point: “There were others?”

Sang Ru was speechless, her mind conjuring the Zhou Tingzhao from before.

His kisses were passionate and dominant, often making her go weak from the start. When she couldn’t take it anymore and tried to escape, he would probably hold the back of her head and kiss her slowly, making her melt in his arms with no way to escape before he would consider it finished.

Sang Ru looked at the present him, her gaze softening, smiling, and shaking her head: “Only you.”

They had been away long enough and needed to return.

On their way back to meet Lan Ting and the others, Sang Ru couldn’t help but ask softly again: “But why did you cry?”

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t figure it out either. That emotion that had appeared from nowhere had vanished just as mysteriously, like a momentary surge of tide that silently subsided.

“I don’t know…”

Sang Ru stopped to look at him, suddenly saying: “You’re so cute, Zhou Tingzhao.”

This wasn’t the first time she had used this word to describe him. Zhou Tingzhao gave up resisting, silently sighed, and said, “Let’s go, they’ve probably been waiting for a long time.”

When they returned to their seats, Lan Ting was fine, but Zeng Anyu looked at them with eyes that said, “I knew you two had something going on.”

Sang Ru, having done something secretive, didn’t appear flustered at all and simply said: “Let’s go.”

The group ate some junk food and then discussed a few problems.

Seeing Zhou Tingzhao’s furrowed brows, probably unable to bear studying in such a noisy place, Sang Ru suggested ending early.

The grouping remained the same as when they arrived – Sang Ru with Zhou Tingzhao taking the same route, Lan Ting and Zeng Anyu together.

On the bus ride back, Sang Ru suddenly received a message from Lan Ting.

“It’s okay if you can’t answer, but are you two… dating?”

Sang Ru turned her head to look at him. Outside the window, the sunset was fading, the remaining light cascading over him, making him look unbelievably handsome.

Seeing her staring at him without speaking, Zhou Tingzhao asked, “What’s wrong?”

Sang Ru curved her lips into a smile, shook her head, and lowered her head to reply to Lan Ting’s question.

“Not yet, I’m pursuing him.”

–

I wrote “Zhou Tingzhao,” don’t know if everyone gets the implication…

Chapter 24: Don’t Be Afraid
He had received her kiss, yet nothing seemed different. Zhou Tingzhao maintained outward calm in their interactions while inwardly anxiously awaiting her next pronouncement.

But she made no further moves, at most continuing as before—occasionally teasing him with light provocations, then running away.

What did she run off to do?

Study.

With the first mock exam looming, Sang Ru hadn’t taken exams for a long time and feared holding herself back. Her competitive nature wouldn’t allow her to fall too far behind Zhou Tingzhao. Besides being out of practice, she wanted to see her capabilities. In short, she devoted herself more intently to studying during the remaining days.

Pursuing someone was important, but so were exams. Though she had declared she was pursuing Zhou Tingzhao, the person in question didn’t know about it. Besides, he wouldn’t run away, so she temporarily prioritized her academic pursuits.

The formal exams were scheduled for Thursday and Friday consecutively. Based on the seating arrangements from the previous exam results, they met in Examination Room Number One, sitting one in front of the other.

Before the first Chinese language exam began, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt something like a kitten scratching his back. Turning around, he saw Sang Ru leaning slightly forward toward him, whispering: “Come with me.”

Sang Ru walked ahead, while Zhou Tingzhao consciously maintained a one-meter distance behind her. His gaze remained properly fixed forward, his expression deliberately serious, as if they weren’t going somewhere together but merely happened to be taking the same path.

On the fifth floor, there was a small storage room rarely visited by others.

They entered one after another, and the outside noise was isolated, coming through indistinctly, less prominent than the sound of their heartbeats.

In the not-so-spacious area, even the air seemed thin. Zhou Tingzhao felt his breathing tighten as he asked her: “What’s wrong?”

Sang Ru didn’t answer, instead looking at him with a smile and saying: “You didn’t ask before coming with me. You could easily be taken advantage of this way.”

“I wouldn’t,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “I wouldn’t randomly follow others.”

Something seemed to hit her heart with a thud. Sang Ru’s smile faltered, and she suddenly sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Zhou Tingzhao asked again.

Sang Ru lowered her head slightly, raising her hand to lightly grasp the hem of his clothes with two fingers. She didn’t pull him, but instead moved a few steps closer to him herself.

Zhou Tingzhao quietly waited for her to continue. He saw her raise her head to look into his eyes, then her lips curved downward, her brows furrowed, and suddenly she buried her face in the crook of his neck, saying in a muffled voice: “I’m nervous.”

The cat at home was just like this—either ignoring people, not even bothering to give a glance, or, when wanting attention, changing its demeanor entirely. It would burrow against people, nuzzling at every opportunity, mewing coquettishly. No one could resist softening their heart and taking it into their arms.

Zhou Tingzhao, nuzzled in the crook of his neck, found it difficult not to soften.

He raised his hand, hesitating before touching her, then, as if having made up his mind, placed his palm on the back of her head.

How does one pet a cat? By stroking along its fur to soothe it.

Her hair was very smooth, with a faint hint of fragrance. Zhou Tingzhao gently caressed it, lowering his head slightly to be closer to her, and said softly: “Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid.”

His voice was low and close, seemingly possessing a calming magic. Sang Ru nuzzled into the crook of his neck a few times, feeling so reassured she could almost immediately fall asleep.

She murmured, “Next time, I want you to help me fall asleep.”

“Hmm?” Zhou Tingzhao didn’t hear clearly.

“I said,” Sang Ru looked up, “I want you to help me fall asleep.”

Suddenly, face to face at such proximity, Zhou Tingzhao was stunned.

She probably didn’t realize how soft her expression was at that moment. With such a look making demands of someone, how could anyone refuse?

“Okay,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

“Why do you seem to always say this word to me?” Sang Ru smiled, freeing one hand to gently scratch the side of his face. “When will you ever say ‘not okay’?”

Zhou Tingzhao thought for a moment, then said: “I don’t know.”

Sang Ru stared at him steadily, then sighed: “You’re truly a genius in this aspect.”

“Which aspect?”

Sang Ru cupped his face with both hands and said, “Lower your head more.”

Zhou Tingzhao did as she said, and his lips were suddenly lightly touched by hers.

In the moment of his surprise, Sang Ru said: “The aspect of being likable.”

After speaking, she rose to kiss him again, then released him, smiling as she said: “I’m not afraid anymore.”

It took Zhou Tingzhao a while to respond: “Mm.”

Sang Ru lifted his wrist to check the time on his watch. It was time to go back.

She walked toward the door, calling to him: “Let’s go.”

Zhou Tingzhao touched his lips, feeling as if her warmth and touch still lingered there. Suddenly, a voice came from behind.

“Do you know what this is called?” he heard her ask.

Zhou Tingzhao turned around, waiting for her to continue.

“Lucky kiss,” Sang Ru said, “You shouldn’t be afraid either.”

Chapter 25: How to Be Friends
By senior year, the time before exams felt stretched out, yet the actual moments in the examination room seemed to pass in the blink of an eye.

Immediately following the first mock exam was a rest day. This was a rare, more leisurely weekend. The spring afternoon sunlight wasn’t harsh, perfect for basking in while doing one’s activities at ease.

Zhou Tingzhao was leaning by the window, reading when he suddenly heard a knock at the door.

Teachers living in this building sometimes came to discuss academic matters or neighborhood gossip with his parents, and their children occasionally sought out Zhou Tingzhao, so he wasn’t surprised.

However, when he opened the door, he froze in astonishment.

Sang Ru stood at the doorway, smiling upon seeing him: “Good afternoon, Zhou Tingzhao.”

“Good afternoon…”

Seeing his stunned expression, Sang Ru found it amusing. She tilted her head and asked: “Aren’t you going to let me in?”

Zhou Tingzhao then hurriedly stepped aside and said, “Please come in.”

He invited her to sit in the living room, brought her a glass of water, and settled into a single armchair nearby.

So when she asked yesterday if he would be home this weekend, and if his parents would be home, she had meant to visit…

“Has something happened?” Zhou Tingzhao asked, restraining certain thoughts that might be presumptuous.

“Nothing,” Sang Ru hugged the water glass and deliberately said, “Can’t I see you for no reason?”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” Zhou Tingzhao pressed his lips together and said, “You can anytime.”

He was dressed simply today, in a white T-shirt and casual pants, a refreshing home style that was hard to look away from.

Sang Ru lowered her eyes to take a sip of water, then looked up at Zhou Tingzhao and asked: “What were you doing just now?”

“Reading.”

“What were you reading?”

“‘The Wealth of Nations.'”

He was reading extracurricular material like professional literature. So Zhou Tingzhao had been interested in economic matters since this time.

Sang Ru patted the space beside her: “Come sit here.”

Zhou Tingzhao hesitated for a moment but finally moved over.

The air quieted for a few seconds. Looking at the gap left between them, Sang Ru laughed: “Am I going to bother you?”

“No…” Zhou Tingzhao instinctively replied.

“I might.”

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly looked curious.

The space beside him was abruptly compressed to almost nothing. The person who had just been teasing him now turned her head to look at him, composing her expression and repeating in a deliberately playful tone: “Yes, I might distract you from your reading…”

Her appearance perfectly resembled a small creature pretending to be mischievous, both endearing and amusing, bringing a smile to his face.

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression softened: “How will you distract me?”

This time, it was Sang Ru’s turn to be momentarily thoughtful. Did this question he threw out represent tacit permission for her to share her ideas?

Sang Ru turned her head and slowly pulled out a notebook, her hand brushing against his as she opened it. He didn’t move away as they sat close together. Sang Ru showed him a page of notes, lightly tapping it once, then using her finger to point to specific parts.

The thoughtful gesture made Zhou Tingzhao feel appreciated.

She explained, murmuring: “Like this…”

As soon as the words fell, interesting questions about his book appeared one after another, like curious thoughts enveloping him, wanting to understand every part of what he was learning.

Zhou Tingzhao seemed to welcome this friendly interest, letting out a soft, thoughtful hum from his throat.

His enthusiasm was apparent, his explanations adding a certain depth to the conversation, appearing genuinely happy in Sang Ru’s eyes.

She leaned forward to look at a passage he pointed out, nodding once, producing an interested “hmm” sound. Then her questions followed suit, alternating between basic inquiries and more challenging thoughts. Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to turn a page, his long fingers moving across the text, unconsciously becoming more animated as he explained.

Evidence of his excitement spilled out in the fine details. Sang Ru smiled softly, her eyes bright with interest, then raised her head to ask in a friendly tone: “Do you like sharing your thoughts with me like this? Hmm?”

Zhou Tingzhao seemed genuinely pleased, and willingly so: “Mm.”

“What does ‘mm’ mean?”

“I like it.”

Sang Ru brightened and offered her thoughts.

Unlike the overall aloofness he usually projected, Zhou Tingzhao’s ideas were very thoughtful, making one unable to resist engaging with them when shared.

Sang Ru had been leaning at an awkward angle for too long, and her neck began to ache. She simply turned to face him more directly. It happened so naturally that there was no awkwardness. Zhou Tingzhao instinctively adjusted his position to make the conversation more comfortable.

In this more open position, when their gazes met again, there was something indescribable between them. Sang Ru smiled and continued discussing with Zhou Tingzhao for a while, then said with enthusiasm, “Tell me more.”

Zhou Tingzhao had shared his first academic passion with her, and now, taking it further into an engaging discussion, he could unhesitatingly do as she asked.

As soon as he started explaining, Sang Ru’s attention focused without hesitation, but then she added her thoughts, leisurely beginning a back-and-forth exchange.

Sang Ru leaned forward with interest, not rudely interrupting him. During the conversation, Zhou Tingzhao was initially reserved and careful with his words, but gradually he seemed to have successfully found his comfort and passionately shared his ideas.

Their thoughts connected and built upon each other, with new realizations emerging between them as they discussed.

Sang Ru paused, looking at him with genuine admiration and saying softly: “Do you remember, we used to be such rivals in class?”

–



Chapter 26: Gift
How could he forget?

Passages he dared not even dream of had materialized in real life. The immaculate moonlight had truly been tainted by his impurity. If miracles existed in this world, it would be nothing more than his moon falling into his arms.

Zhou Tingzhao wrapped his arms around the person in his embrace and softly uttered an “Mm.”

Sang Ru smiled, then lowered her head to kiss him lightly again: “Actually, I came today because I have a gift for you.”

“What is it?”

“Hold out your hand.”

Zhou Tingzhao freed one hand while holding her tighter with his left arm.

“Close your eyes.”

Zhou Tingzhao did as she said, closing his eyes with undeniable anticipation in his heart. Suddenly, his wrist felt her warmth as she seemed to be tying something around it.

“Done, you can open them now.” Sang Ru tickled his palm.

Zhou Tingzhao looked down and froze.

A red braided cord had been added to his wrist, looking familiar, identical to the one he had personally put on her.

“I don’t know if it’s from the same shop as the one you gave me,” Sang Ru raised her left hand and interlaced her fingers with his, bringing the two red cords close together. “It looks good on you, too.”

Zhou Tingzhao allowed her to place her hand in his palm, and when their fingers interlocked, even his heart trembled.

She always seemed to know how to soften his heart.

Sang Ru swung their hands and asked him: “Do you like it?”

Her hand was somewhat smaller than his, and her palm was soft. Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t help but grip it firmly as he answered: “I like it.”

Sang Ru smiled with satisfaction, then suddenly wrapped her right arm around his neck, lifted her hips slightly to rub against him a few times, and whispered in his ear: “Do you like this too?”

He was wearing thin clothes, not to mention the long dress she had on today. Sitting on him automatically lifted it, leaving only a small piece of underwear fabric between them. All the warmth, softness, and hardness were transmitted to both their nerves in an instant.

Being rubbed by such softness, Zhou Tingzhao almost immediately became even harder, saying hoarsely: “I like it.”

Having received her answer, Sang Ru took his earlobe into her mouth, continuing to move her bottom up and down, asking indistinctly: “What about this?”

His earlobe felt a teasing wetness. Zhou Tingzhao’s breathing grew heavy, but his answer remained the same: “I like it.”

Zhou Tingzhao truly couldn’t refuse her. Hearing him repeatedly give the same answer, Sang Ru’s heart melted completely. Just as she was about to slip her hand under his top to tease him, there was suddenly another knock at the door.

Her movements abruptly halted as she straightened up, meeting Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze.

Zhou Tingzhao regained some of his senses, raising his hand to wipe away the moisture at the corner of her lips, and said gently: “I’ll go see who it is. You go to my room first.”

Sang Ru’s lips curved upward as she joked: “Isn’t this like hiding a lover in a golden house?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s face showed a slight blush. He simply supported her buttocks and lifted her, carrying her to his room. As they walked, their intimate parts continuously rubbed against each other. Sang Ru deliberately amplified the teasing sensation from the friction, intentionally letting out a few small pants next to his ear.

Zhou Tingzhao paused his steps, then quickened his pace to set her down at the edge of the bed: “Be good, wait a moment.”

Sang Ru nodded, but before he could turn around, she quickly pulled him back and tilted her head up to lightly touch his lips: “Come back quickly, okay?”

Zhou Tingzhao gazed at her deeply, then almost fled from the room.

Sang Ru watched his silhouette disappear around the corner, feeling so pleased she could hardly keep from laughing out loud. Turning her head, she saw a book placed beside the bed. He must have put it there when he went to open the door for her. Sang Ru picked up the book, lay on the bed, and flipped through a few pages, idly waiting for him to return.

She could vaguely hear their conversation; it seemed a teacher living nearby had come looking for Zhou Tingzhao’s parents. They had gone to Zhou Tingzhao’s grandparents’ house. If she hadn’t confirmed this beforehand, she wouldn’t have come here so rashly.

Sang Ru swung her leg back and forth as she read, suddenly finding the book quite interesting. She became so engrossed that she didn’t even notice when Zhou Tingzhao returned.

Zhou Tingzhao had composed himself before opening the door, not letting the visitor notice anything unusual. Having finally explained the situation and sent the person away, he returned to the room only to find her in this posture.

Sang Ru was lying on the bed, and because her legs were restlessly bending upward, her dress hem had fallen to the crook of her knees, exposing large areas of skin, adding fuel to desire.

Zhou Tingzhao clenched his fist, suppressing the thought of pressing himself on top of her, and called her name.

Only then did Sang Ru come back to her senses. She turned over, her legs bending as she prepared to sit up properly, but was suddenly held down by him.

Heaven knows how alluring she looked right now—legs spread toward him, and as they bent, her dress hem fell even lower, revealing even her underwear.

White, seemingly showing some moisture.

Zhou Tingzhao was nearly driven mad, his actions no longer under his control as he instinctively pressed down on her legs.

Sang Ru looked up at him, noticing his gaze lingering on her intimate area for a long time. She immediately felt an itch growing from within, her small opening beginning to pulse, involuntarily secreting fluid.

Zhou Tingzhao watched as the wet patch expanded, his breathing growing heavier. His gaze shifted to meet hers, with passionate elements sparking in the air between them.

He bent down close to her, like a devout believer: “May I… look at it?”

Chapter 27: Forbidden Fruit
Sang Ru’s eyes suddenly widened. This seemed to be the first time Zhou Tingzhao had made such a request.

Direct, intimate, unlike him.

Sang Ru blushed and said, “Look where?”

Zhou Tingzhao silently looked at her, then gently took her hand in his.

“Just…” Sang Ru gasped at his touch, wanting him to share even more of his feelings. She asked softly, “What is it that you want to say, Zhou Tingzhao?”

Caught up in emotions, Zhou Tingzhao looked into her eyes and said in a soft voice, “I want to spend more time with you.”

Something warmed in her heart. Sang Ru wished they could be closer, her voice gentle.

“I want that too,” she said.

The reason forbidden fruit is called forbidden fruit is simply because young lovers share moments they’ve never experienced before, discovering each other’s hearts in their conversations, learning how to care for each other better.

Zhou Tingzhao sat closer beside her. The diagrams in textbooks couldn’t capture real emotions. No matter how much others their age might have talked about it, Zhou Tingzhao had never felt this way before. But now, with her, everything felt special.

Sang Ru rested her head on his shoulder, letting out a contented sigh as they held hands.

“Zhou Tingzhao,” she said softly, “I need to tell you something.”

He turned to look at her, positioned beside him, feeling concerned. “What is it?”

“It’s nothing bad,” Sang Ru shook her head, smiling gently. “I just want you to know I truly care about you.”

She looked so sincere, so genuine. Zhou Tingzhao returned her smile, responding to her trust.

Though they were young, their connection was real. Sang Ru felt joy in sharing these moments with him. Her eyes sparkled as she spoke softly, “This feels right…”

Zhou Tingzhao gently squeezed her hand, showing he felt the same way.

Sang Ru leaned into his embrace, their friendship deepening into something more meaningful.

However, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly grew quiet, and she looked up with concern.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he said softly, though his expression suggested otherwise.

“Please,” she said gently. “You can tell me anything.”

He remained silent, his thoughts conflicted.

Sang Ru moved to face him better, searching his eyes for answers.

His voice was quiet when he finally spoke, as if holding something back: “We need to be careful, you know. We’re still young…”



Chapter 28: Locked In
That night, Sang Ru unusually dreamed of the future Zhou Tingzhao again. Just from his presence, she could distinguish him.

Perhaps because she had been teased excessively during the day without true satisfaction, the feeling of being filled by him in her dream remained clear and vivid even after waking.

In those images, he entered her from the front. She embraced his back, crying for him to enter her, randomly saying things like What did being sixteen matter, Why wouldn’t he give it to her. Zhou Tingzhao seemed to pause, not understanding, but was quickly drawn into the passion by her persistence.

After waking up and washing her face, Sang Ru stared at herself in the mirror for a while. She splashed more water on her face, which might as well have had four large characters written on it: Sexually Frustrated.

Zhou Tingzhao was indeed stubbornly infuriating, refusing to break that barrier and merge with her. Yet she couldn’t truly be angry with him.

Zhou Tingzhao was too gentle. Just thinking of his whispers from that time made her heart soften.

From his perspective, she was indeed sixteen, and he seventeen—an age where they couldn’t fully bear the consequences. To completely possess each other was undoubtedly extravagant, even if she had walked ten years ahead of him.

The original plan was to sleep with him, which was half-accomplished. But human emotions can’t be hidden—Sang Ru was almost certain that Zhou Tingzhao had already entered her hunting territory.

–

After the weekend, the test scores came out quickly on Monday, catching everyone who had relaxed for two days off guard.

Sang Ru listed all her subject scores on draft paper. After careful consideration, although the results weren’t as good as she had imagined, they were better than the previous time when she had dropped ten places. She could temporarily breathe a sigh of relief.

Yet in Zhou Tingzhao’s eyes, it was a different story.

As soon as the rankings were announced, his first instinct was to look for hers—seventh, down from second place.

Now her expression looked serious. She pressed her lips together without saying a word, seemingly calculating scores on her paper.

Zhou Tingzhao was somewhat worried. After all, this must be important to her. It wouldn’t be right to speak rashly, especially since he hadn’t been able to truly please her the day before yesterday…

Even though Zhou Tingzhao ranked first, he wasn’t in a particularly cheerful mood. After thinking for a moment, he searched through piles of papers to find a few clean, nice sheets of blank paper.

–

By the time evening self-study ended, it was already late. When Sang Ru reached the entrance of her building, she remembered that she had left the test papers that required a parent’s signature in the classroom. She had no choice but to drop her things at home and dutifully return.

Senior year students already had the latest dismissal time, and now the campus was empty with hardly anyone around.

The wind rose at night. The old iron door at the entrance of the corridor was open, swinging slightly in the breeze. Sang Ru wrapped her school uniform jacket tightly and went up to the third floor. The classroom door wasn’t locked, and the test papers were in the pile of books on the desk, easy to find. So Sang Ru entered without turning on the lights, finding them by the moonlight from outside.

Closing the door, the corridor was still relatively bright, but the stairwell had little light, with only the emergency exit sign emitting a faint glow. It was somewhat eerie. Sang Ru quickened her pace, but when she reached the first floor, she discovered that the iron door at the entrance was locked.

This door had been removed after the campus renovation, but now it was still in its old form—two iron gates that were locked after school. This was probably to prevent people from sneaking into classrooms or passing through to the buildings behind.

Guards would come for a final check every day. Perhaps because she hadn’t turned on the lights, they had checked this area, assumed no one was there, and locked it.

She hadn’t thought this was inappropriate before, until she was locked inside, realizing what an odd design it was.

Sang Ru knocked on the iron door bars, asking “Is anyone there?” several times, but received no response. Only the streetlights outside cast flickering shadows of tree branches.

Ahead was an endless, indistinct darkness; behind was space. As the night wind blew again, Sang Ru felt a chill all over and immediately turned to run up to the second floor.

The security office was too far away; even if she shouted, they probably wouldn’t hear. Sang Ru hadn’t brought any communication devices and could only try to see if anyone was passing by below. However, there were no figures in sight. After gathering herself for a moment, she called out, “Is anyone there?”

Again, several shouts went unanswered.

Despite Sang Ru’s usually fearless demeanor, in this situation, she couldn’t help but feel a chill in her heart. The classrooms, full of vitality during the day, now seemed like domains inhabited by many unknown beings. She clutched her test papers tightly and ran back to the third-floor classroom. Only after sitting back in her familiar seat did her heartbeat begin to calm. The seat beside her was unusually empty; Zhou Tingzhao wasn’t here.

How nice it would be if he were here…

Sang Ru tightened her arms around herself. Even at the moment she returned here, she didn’t feel as helpless and alone as she did now.

However, the most important thing now was to be discovered by someone. Sang Ru took several deep breaths until she calmed down, still deciding to return to the balcony to see if anyone was passing by.

She waited with anticipation, only able to see the distant, brightly lit areas.

After waiting for a long time, she became somewhat resigned. In the worst case, she would simply spend the night here.

The wind was blowing vigorously. Sang Ru’s eyes felt dry from the wind, gradually becoming drowsy. The dim street lights blurred into small black dots, and then small black dots seemed to be coated with light, approaching.

Sang Ru instantly became alert, opening her eyes wide to look down at the figure not far away.

One thing was certain: someone was coming from the direction of the wind.

–

Chapter 29: Driftwood
The person’s silhouette was illuminated by the streetlight, casting a long shadow behind as they approached step by step.

Sang Ru had waited for a long time, finally seeing hope for escape. Excitement instantly swept away her drowsiness as she called out loudly: “Hello! Look up here!”

Though they were only a hundred meters apart, the person seemed not to hear. His head was slightly lowered, his face unclear, but there was something vaguely familiar in his upright posture as he walked.

Sang Ru didn’t give up and called out several more times. Just as her voice began to tire, the person finally stopped.

He looked up, tracing the sound, and their gazes suddenly collided across the space.

The lights were dim, and her eyes had misted over. Sang Ru couldn’t discern his expression, but she knew that the driftwood she had finally grasped was named Zhou Tingzhao.

He had stopped, yet Sang Ru suddenly didn’t know what to say. Her voice was stripped of its proper function, lingering only in her throat. Upon seeing him, she feared that opening her mouth would only reveal whimpers of distress.

So she raised her hand and waved. Zhou Tingzhao seemed to recognize her, suddenly quickening his pace toward the building, soon breaking into a run. It took barely ten seconds for him to reach the building’s entrance.

His chest rose and fell slightly as he opened his mouth to speak but paused, then with some hesitation said: “Sang Ru?”

“Yes,” she responded, with no time to explain the whole situation, she simply said, “I’m locked inside…”

She sounded quite pitiful.

Zhou Tingzhao gazed at her steadily. Sang Ru’s lips drooped, and then she saw his figure disappear below, soon returning. He had likely gone to check if the iron gate could be opened.

“Zhou Tingzhao…” Sang Ru called to him, about to ask him to find the security guard, when she was suddenly blown by the cold wind and sneezed. Looking again, she was so startled she almost dropped the test papers she had been clutching.

The drainage pipe ran straight from the roof to the ground, and Zhou Tingzhao was climbing up it with his bare hands.

“What are you doing… Achoo!” Sang Ru frantically patted the balcony, not forgetting to urge him down even between sneezes. “Get down quickly!”

He seemed not to hear, his movements surprisingly clean and efficient. Stepping on the protruding parts, in a few moves he grabbed the edge of the second-floor balcony and flipped himself over.

This was truly insane!

Sang Ru hurriedly prepared to go downstairs to check on his condition, but collided with him at the corner, hearing him grunt. She hurriedly asked: “Are you alright?”

Zhou Tingzhao lowered the hand he had instinctively raised to protect her and said: “I’m fine.”

“How can you be fine?” Sang Ru’s nerves were still taut as she pulled him around, examining him from head to toe. “Don’t you know how dangerous that was just now?”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t answer, allowing her to look him over back and forth. After a long while, he softly grunted in agreement.

Sang Ru was furious.

He still says “mm”! Knowing it was dangerous, yet still doing it!

She intended to say more, but looking up into his eyes, she couldn’t utter a word.

“Next time… next time, don’t do that again.”

“Okay.”

Just this single word made Sang Ru’s heart race.

Zhou Tingzhao had come out without his glasses. Without the barrier of glass, the intensity of his gaze increased a level. When he looked at her with such focus, he could seal away all her fear and uncertainty.

His gaze drew her to his embrace. Sang Ru stepped forward, returning to his side, embracing him. Her spirit, which had been suspended high during this night’s long solitary wait and wandering, suddenly lost its restraint at this moment, floating down lightly from on high.

She buried herself in the crook of his shoulder, murmuring: “Thank you for coming, thank you for coming…”

After quite a while, she felt the warmth of his palm on her back. Zhou Tingzhao gently stroked her back repeatedly, saying softly again and again: “I’m here, don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid.”

He always seemed to comfort people this way, like an adult soothing a child—patting the back, stroking the head—whether during that time before the exam, or now, or when she trembled with climax in his arms.

Zhou Tingzhao’s very existence was the greatest tranquilizer. Regardless of whether the storm had been brought by him in the first place, he always had this ability to make people feel that everything had a solution, a way out, just by looking at him.

However, the way out this time might be problematic.

Sang Ru wiped her last tears on his clothes, looked up, and spoke with a still-damp voice: “But now that you’ve come up, aren’t we both locked in here together?”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

He turned his head, avoiding her gaze: “I didn’t have time to think it through.”

Sang Ru: “…Let’s go back to the classroom and figure out what to do.”

The power had been cut off, so they couldn’t turn on the lights even if they wanted to.

Sang Ru, who had been cold for long enough, went back to her seat first. Looking back, she saw Zhou Tingzhao following slowly. He looked at her seat, then at his own, and then picked up a book from his desk, opening it as if looking at the title page.

“Aren’t you going to sit?”

“I will.” After saying this, he sat down, but seemed awkward and a bit distracted.

Unable to pinpoint the strangeness, Sang Ru asked: “What’s wrong with you?”

Zhou Tingzhao turned to look at her but remained silent.

Sang Ru rarely felt so unsettled under Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze. More often, it was later when they were in bed, and he would sometimes stare at her so intently, as if undressing her with his eyes before satisfying her in other ways.

“What’s wrong?” Sang Ru looked at him, her gaze falling on his thin, long-sleeved T-shirt. Understanding, she said, “Are you cold?”

Sang Ru unzipped her jacket, opening it to half-embrace Zhou Tingzhao: “Hugs, hugs will make you warm.”

She completely failed to notice that the other person had already frozen in astonishment.

–

Zhou Tingzhao, you’ve wasted ten years of food, getting locked up with your baby.

Chapter 30: Variables
It had been quite a while since he had been with her, including the period before her cycle, it had been almost half a month. Occasionally, like today, they would meet in the elevator. The proud little peacock wouldn’t look back, at most raising her eyebrows at him in a teasing or challenging way through the mirror on the opposite side, looking quite provocative.

This time, she had even given out her contact information. Zhou Tingzhao’s indescribable emotions all transformed into bedroom tactics, used repeatedly on her.

He held Sang Ru in his arms until late in the night. She would sometimes pass out from his ministrations and then wake up again. Perhaps truly not clearheaded, she said some things he didn’t quite understand.

She looked too tired to open her eyes. Satisfied, Zhou Tingzhao finally drew her into his embrace, and they fell into deep sleep together.

This sleep seemed to last only a moment, yet also felt like a long time.

When he opened his eyes again, a dizziness worse than a hangover surged up. Zhou Tingzhao closed his eyes to recover for a while. Once the dizziness had mostly subsided, he finally had the energy to notice the difference in his surroundings.

Before him was an extremely familiar desk, neatly stacked with various test papers. On the upper shelf were extracurricular books, with “The Wealth of Nations” marked with a bookmark, placed to the side.

This was a book he had read in high school…

After being stunned for quite a while, he realized his hand had been pressing down on several sheets of white paper. Picking them up to look, the handwriting was familiar—it was his own.

Only a few lines were written, an unfinished letter.

“Sang Ru:

Have you ever thought about what the universe is like at sixteen?

The universe’s existence spans billions of years. In its long life cycle, sixteen is just a small branch. And regardless of what it was like then, at this moment, no one would deny its magnificence.

You are the same.”

There was no continuation after this.

The letter, mistakenly thought to be a love letter, was now spread out before him again. Zhou Tingzhao’s heart trembled slightly as he folded the paper and tucked it into a page of the book.

Everything looked both strange and familiar. Even Zhou Tingzhao was momentarily stunned by the unexpectedness. Countless thoughts raced through his mind, ultimately circling between two options.

Was this a dream, or had he truly returned to ten years ago…

Suddenly, his head experienced another bout of dizziness. Some more astonishing, fragmented memories surfaced.

Zhou Tingzhao fell deeper into a quandary of self-questioning—these things had never happened before.

If it was a dream, he could touch everything so vividly. If he had truly returned to being seventeen, his memories didn’t quite match the original.

Those additional scenes that appeared later, about her, were all different from before.

Zhou Tingzhao pondered deeply for a long time but couldn’t come up with an answer. He simply got up, opened the door, and left the room.

He hadn’t taken many steps when someone called out to him: “Need something?”

It was his mother, still with the appearance of ten years ago.

…

His speech was slightly hesitant: “No… I’m going for a run.”

Jin Qing looked outside the window, slightly surprised: “This late?”

“I’ll be back soon,” Zhou Tingzhao calmed his emotions, “Go to bed early, Mom…”

Teacher Jin smiled: “Go ahead, be careful. I’m just getting some water, then I’ll finish grading these papers and go to bed too.”

Zhou Tingzhao softly responded “Mm,” but remained standing, staring at his mother’s back for a long time before turning to leave.

The nighttime track field was his secret base, had been so since before. Whenever he had a problem he couldn’t solve, something troubling him, or simply wanted to feel the breeze, he would come here.

The red track encircled a vast grassy area. Zhou Tingzhao ran several laps as countless images flashed through his mind.

The scene of his conversation with his mother just now was familiar enough, certainly an event from high school, which seemed to support his conjecture about returning to ten years ago.

But amid many familiar passages, a variable had emerged. The only variable—

How could Sang Ru have formed so many connections with him at this time?

If everything had proceeded according to its trajectory, they should still be at the stage of “mutual dislike.” Yet in his newly emerged memories, there were so many scenes of intimate contact between them.

Holding hands, embracing, kissing, he had even released in her mouth, and nearly lost control and taken her completely…

Rather than returning to seventeen, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt this was more like an erotic dream formed from his obsession.

…

After wandering for a long time, he finally decided to go back first. Perhaps after sleeping and waking up, everything would be different again.

To reach the faculty dormitory, he needed to pass by the teaching building. Zhou Tingzhao was still sorting through his tangled thoughts when he suddenly heard someone calling him.

His eyesight wasn’t that poor, but following his later habit, he hadn’t worn glasses when going out. At this moment, however, he suddenly wished he was wearing them, to carefully check whether the night had deceived his eyes, making him think the person he had been thinking about all along was right before him.

Perhaps he had reached the deepest level of his obsession—who knew?

She waved to him. Without time to think, he approached.

It was her.

She asked for help, her tone quite pitiful and miserable. He wanted to laugh, somewhat—how could she get locked in the teaching building? It was utterly foolish.

But he couldn’t laugh at all.

His actions were not governed by rationality. Even not knowing whether this was a dream or reality, he still unhesitatingly climbed up to her, slipped and fell in the second-floor corridor, and without pausing to recover, quickly got up to find her on the third floor.

He wanted to get her out; she was scared.

His mind was full of such thoughts.

She collided into his embrace, then checked his injuries with a face full of anxiety and concern. Later, she even proactively embraced him. He felt his heart beating so fast it might burst out of his chest.

There was moisture on his shoulder; she was crying. He became flustered, gently and slowly patting her back to comfort her, until she realized something was wrong.

Zhou Tingzhao, who was often praised for his thoroughness and meticulousness, turned out to have a day when he would be so foolish. He only realized upon hearing her question that with so many options available, he had chosen the stupidest approach that would trap himself in the same predicament.

Then they returned to the classroom.

Zhou Tingzhao hesitated to sit down. After all, they had become deskmates—a change outside his memory. Moreover, at this age, he had never been so close to her.

Her usual cleverness seemed to have disappeared somewhere, as she thought he was cold. Before he could say it wasn’t so, she had already wrapped him in her jacket.

The young girl’s embrace was filled with the fragrance of youth. Although the twenty-seven-year-old Zhou Tingzhao had long since stopped mentioning dreams, at this moment he had such a thought:

If dreams were like this, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad not to wake up.

Chapter 31: Kiss
A cool breeze swept in from outside, brushing against Zhou Tingzhao’s back. He finally came to his senses and retreated from her embrace, lowering his gaze as he said softly, “Not cold.”

He had almost let her continue holding him like that.

Sang Ru assumed he was feeling embarrassed, so she zipped up her jacket and sat back down, asking, “Why are you here?”

“Running.”

“Running?” Sang Ru asked in surprise. “At this hour?”

Zhou Tingzhao paused slightly before saying, “Thinking about some things.”

Sang Ru responded with an “Oh,” and the atmosphere inexplicably fell into silence.

The wind outside was indeed getting stronger. Two ginkgo trees were planted behind the teaching building—one a century old, the other somewhat younger, but both had grown very tall. Their leaves rustled loudly in the wind, making it much more lively outside than inside.

Sang Ru rested her chin on her palm and tilted her head to look at him. “This is when you should say, ‘What about you?'”

Zhou Tingzhao obliged: “What about you?”

Sang Ru lowered her head and smiled, then said, “I forgot to take back the test papers that needed signatures, so I came back to get them.”

“Mm.”

…

Unable to clear his thoughts, Zhou Tingzhao truly didn’t know what to say.

He heard Sang Ru sigh softly, and in the next moment, she sat on his desk. The desks knocked together with a bang, disturbing the peace of his heartbeat.

The moonlight from the window was the only source of light, and now she blocked most of it. Sang Ru supported herself with her hands on the desk, bent down, and said, “Come closer.”

After gazing at her quietly for a moment, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t ask her why, but leaned forward.

Then, just like that, his face was cupped in her hands.

Sang Ru’s palms applied slight pressure as she rubbed his face, pursing her lips as she said, “Why is our little Zhou unhappy, hmm?”

The familiar words left him unable to react, frozen in place.

Before this strange journey, he should have been with her—the adult version of her.

The little princess had a more delicate perception of emotions than he had thought.

There was indeed some displeasure this time. She had talked so much with an irrelevant person and even left her contact information, so he probably hadn’t controlled himself well and had been rough with her. When he pressed her underneath him and entered her for the umpteenth time, she was tightly wrapped around him, with redness spreading from the corners of her eyes to her cheeks. Yet, she still raised her hands to cup his face, suppressing her heavy breathing, and adopted a serious tone: “Is our Director Zhou unhappy?”

He wanted to say no, but couldn’t get the words out. He was indeed unhappy.

What did she do after that?

She slowly raised her hips, taking him in a bit deeper, panting with difficulty as she did so, moaning in a way that only made him want to go deeper.

“Mmm… come closer, Zhou Tingzhao.”

He deliberately misinterpreted her, lifting his hips to push forward, prodding deeper into her soft flesh. She gasped sharply, her palms landing on his arms like a kitten’s paws, with so little force that it didn’t hurt at all: “I meant, lower yourself a bit!”

He chuckled softly and bent down closer to her as she requested.

So the little princess cupped his face again, tilted her head up, and placed a kiss on his lips—light as a dragonfly skimming water—then whispered, almost in his ear: “I’ll kiss you, don’t be unhappy.”

Her lips were somewhat cool, but her breath was hot. One’s heart couldn’t resist such warmth, and every inch of it softened.

Suddenly, that sensation returned to his lips. His consciousness, which had drifted somewhere unknown, abruptly came back. The little girl in front of him, wearing a school uniform with her hair in a ponytail, once again descended from her pedestal in his dreams and bent down to press her lips against his.

“I’ll kiss you, don’t be unhappy.”

His heartbeat pounded in his chest like a drum. Zhou Tingzhao’s breathing suddenly became deep and controlled, his voice hoarse as he said, “I’m not unhappy.”

“Really?” Sang Ru didn’t move away, almost imperceptibly rubbing against his lips: “But you haven’t kissed me today.”

“Just now…”

Opening his mouth meant touching her. Zhou Tingzhao stopped himself and said nothing more.

“Why so shy?” Sang Ru laughed and scolded him lightly, then coaxed him softly, “Open your mouth.”

Her tone was too familiar. Zhou Tingzhao felt somewhat dazed and obediently parted his lips. She then kissed him deeply.

She seemed to have had some milk after dinner, and there was still a hint of sweetness that wasn’t cloying, spreading across his tongue as she explored his mouth. She pulled his hands to wrap around her waist. Zhou Tingzhao complied with everything, his arms gradually tightening around her, and his kisses transformed from passive acceptance to active engagement.

Zhou Tingzhao held her tightly, tilting his head up repeatedly to respond, his tongue intertwining with hers as he swept across her teeth, then licked the roof of her mouth, before returning to entwine with her soft tongue.

Saliva trickled down the corners of their lips. Sang Ru finally couldn’t bear it anymore and pulled back. Zhou Tingzhao leaned forward even more, his head still tilted up, looking into her eyes, gently yet firmly catching her falling gaze.

“How did you secretly improve so much? My mouth is sore from your kisses…”

The corner of Zhou Tingzhao’s lips curved up slightly as he used one hand to wipe away the saliva at the corner of her mouth: “Is that so?”

“Mm!”

He withdrew his hand and wiped his lips, his gaze never leaving her for a moment. Then he stood up, and suddenly the perspective shifted.

Sang Ru looked up and heard him ask.

“Who are you?”

“Sang Ru, of course.”

Zhou Tingzhao bent down slightly: “Who?”

“…Sang Ru!”

Just as she was thinking that Zhou Tingzhao must have gone crazy, she heard him mutter as if to himself: “Then let’s try once more.”

And with that, her lips were sealed with another kiss.

Among the various ways that lovers express intimacy—embraces, kisses, making love—

She particularly loved the feeling of being held in his arms and kissed. Zhou Tingzhao gave off a cold impression, but his embraces and kisses were always warm and passionate, regardless of his age.

Sang Ru responded with increasing enthusiasm, but suddenly heard hurried footsteps and a familiar voice outside the door, sounding somewhat urgent.

“Baby? Are you there, baby?”

Sang Ru panicked and accidentally bit Zhou Tingzhao’s tongue. She pulled away and said, “My mom’s here!”

Chapter 32: Rushing
She hadn’t bitten down hard, so biting him only caused slight pain, but a tingling sensation lingered in his mouth for a long while.

Zhou Tingzhao gave her a deep look as the voice outside gradually drew closer.

Sang Ru was about to jump down, but her waist was suddenly gripped by a pair of large hands. The next moment, she was lifted into the air and then steadily placed on the ground.

Zhou Tingzhao waited until she was standing firmly before letting go, saying, “Go.”

With her heartbeat still unsteady, Sang Ru instinctively asked, “What about you?”

Zhou Tingzhao gently patted her head, answering a different question: “You go, I have a way.”

After speaking, he strode to the front of the classroom.

Mrs. Jiang’s calls were still within earshot. Sang Ru picked up the test papers and turned around once more before leaving through the back door. She saw Zhou Tingzhao crouching behind the podium.

Given his height, this must have been quite uncomfortable for him.

Sang Ru thought for only a second before returning to place the test papers on the desk.

Just as she stepped out of the classroom, Mrs. Jiang was walking to this spot. Upon seeing her, those few calls that had rarely lost their usual dignified manner suddenly stopped. The anxious expression froze on her face, and then, as if grabbing a lifeline, she embraced Sang Ru.

Sang Ru was held tightly, hearing Mrs. Jiang murmur near her ear with what seemed like tears in her voice: “Found you, found you… Why did you stay out so long without coming home? Don’t you know how worried Mom was…”

Sang Ru somehow felt like crying and patted her back: “I’m sorry, Mom.”

“It’s good that we found her!”

Sang Ru looked toward the voice and saw the security guard uncle standing nearby.

She then patted Mrs. Jiang again to comfort her, withdrew from the embrace, and instead took her hand. She nodded to the security guard in gratitude: “Thank you for your trouble.”

“No problem,” the uncle said, then scratched his head in confusion. “But I checked everywhere. There was no one in the building when I locked the door.”

“Perhaps I was upstairs getting something when you were checking, and we didn’t see each other.”

“Oh, I see. Let’s go then.”

He turned around, and Sang Ru followed behind, holding Mrs. Jiang’s hand.

“In the future, please keep your phone with you. Mom, don’t worry about it affecting your studies, just don’t make me unable to find you like today…”

Sang Ru obediently responded with an “Mm,” while discreetly looking back.

The corridor behind them had returned to silence, but it no longer had the spine-chilling atmosphere of when she was alone.

He was still there.

The iron door was creakily locked again. Sang Ru watched the security guard’s movements, patiently waiting.

Waiting for an opportunity.

This opportunity didn’t come until they reached the school gate. Sang Ru stopped in her tracks and exclaimed, “Oh no!”

Mrs. Jiang asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I came to get the test papers and got locked inside, but I forgot to bring the papers down.”

Mrs. Jiang: …

“I’ll go get them again!” Sang Ru grinned, coaxing her, and then turned to the security guard, “Uncle, could you lend me the keys for a moment? I’ll go get my things and come right back!”

He thought for a moment, then unfastened the keys and gave them to her: “Alright, be quick.”

“Will do!”

Sang Ru took the keys and ran back, hearing Mrs. Jiang call from behind: “Slow down! Should I come with you?”

“No need!” Sang Ru replied as she ran, turning her head back.

How could she let you come along?

By the time she reached the teaching building, her heart was already racing. Sang Ru couldn’t spare time to rest, immediately opened the door, and rushed upstairs.

Three floors weren’t high, but the staircase corners were the most tiring. Sang Ru stopped at the landing, leaning on the handrail to catch her breath for a few seconds, then hurried back to the classroom.

The back door was ajar, leaving a small gap.

When she had left earlier, it had been wide open; she had deliberately not closed it.

Sang Ru pushed the door open and tentatively called out to him: “Zhou Tingzhao?”

There was no response.

She called out again, and suddenly there was an answer from behind her.

“I’m here.”

Sang Ru turned around to see the person she was looking for standing behind her, his chest rising and falling slightly as he breathed, as if he had also rushed there hurriedly.

She approached him: “Where did you go?”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t answer but raised his hand to pass something to her. Only then did Sang Ru notice that he had been holding several sheets of paper all along.

She took them—they were the test papers she had deliberately left behind.

“You left something behind. I was just about to bring it to you,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

Sang Ru asked in confusion: “But why didn’t I see you when I came up just now?”

“Mm,” Zhou Tingzhao paused for a moment before saying, “After I went out, I saw you coming back, so I followed.”

“How did you get out?”

Zhou Tingzhao pressed his lips together, remaining silent.

Sang Ru understood and asked calmly: “Did you climb down from the second floor?”

Zhou Tingzhao looked at her, then uncomfortably shifted his gaze to the ground, saying softly: “Mm.”

How he had come up was how he had gone down. As long as Sang Ru returned safely, what did it matter to him?

Carrying the test papers she had left behind, he had been extremely careful even while climbing down a building. There was a shorter path to the school gate, but it was lined with plants and rarely used at night.

He wanted to catch up to her, although he hadn’t figured out how to return the test papers, but by following behind, he would eventually find an opportunity to give them to her. However, she suddenly ran back from the direction he was heading, didn’t see him, and went straight to the teaching building.

Zhou Tingzhao watched her running figure, so hurried in appearance, probably returning to retrieve the test papers.

So he followed behind her, reaching the third floor and, without even realizing his own nervousness, slowed his steps. At the back door, he heard her calling his name.

She had a beautiful way of saying people’s names, especially when she said “Zhou Tingzhao.” Every enunciation felt like it was scratching at his chest.

“I’m here.”

When Sang Ru learned that he had again done something so dangerous, yet had been thinking of bringing her the test papers, she couldn’t decide whether to scold him or thank him. They stood facing each other for a moment, and then she simply stepped forward and embraced him.

Standing before Zhou Tingzhao, she could just fit perfectly into the hollow of his shoulder.

Sang Ru tightened her arms around him and whispered, “Don’t do this again in the future.”

After a long while, she finally heard Zhou Tingzhao’s reply: “Alright.”

Chapter 33: Cover-up
Zhou Tingzhao didn’t need an alarm clock to wake up. His biological clock had been trained over many years to wake him precisely when needed.

This building had seen some years. Thin, twisted black lines had torn several small openings in the ceiling. Unusually, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t immediately get up, staring at these small cracks, lost in thought or perhaps deep in contemplation.

After a night’s rest, his chaotic thoughts had finally become relatively clear.

Since he was still here after waking up, it further confirmed one of his theories—the so-called “return to the past.” With his body still in its high school state, it seemed that only his soul, or rather his consciousness, had traversed back.

In the existing scientific framework, time travel requires either near-light-speed travel or passage through mysterious black holes or wormholes. However, none of these had been proven in practice. What was happening now seemed to defy logic, yet was undeniably real before him.

Everyone and everything around him was almost exactly as he remembered, including the cracks in the ceiling, with only one exception: her and what had happened last night.

Her personality was somewhat different. In his memory, she had been cold and distant in high school, later becoming seductive. Her high-handed princess-like temperament had remained consistent.

But last night’s Sang Ru seemed to have set aside her usual airs. She maintained both sensuality and cuteness. During ordinary conversation, she showed both affection for him and a coquettish manner. He even caught traces of her expressing concern, and more significantly, she had turned back for him last night for the first time.

In his usual memories, he had never received any of this. Except when he was with her as a friend with benefits, legitimately possessing her for moments during their intimacy, only then would he see her soft side.

Now, with such variables, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly formed a new hypothesis.

He had been with her before coming here. So, could it be that she had also come…

Perhaps from the cold wind last night, Sang Ru sneezed several times in succession. Then a similar sound came from beside her. She turned her head to see Zhou Tingzhao covering his mouth with his fist.

Li Chenfei happened to come over looking for Sang Ru. Seeing this, she gestured between them with her finger: “What’s going on with you two? Both catching a cold overnight?”

Sang Ru pushed her finger down: “I was affected by the wind.”

Li Chenfei’s gaze drifted toward Zhou Tingzhao with a deeply mysterious expression of gossip interest. Sang Ru also looked at him.

Zhou Tingzhao said, “I was running.”

“Oh!” Li Chenfei said meaningfully, “So you both got cold last night!”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t show any of the expected reactions to being teased. Sang Ru made a show of patting Li Chenfei’s hand: “Quickly, what do you need?”

“Nothing much,” Li Chenfei laughed a couple of times, trying to curry favor: “Could I see your math test sheet that was assigned yesterday? I’m not sure about a few answers.”

Sang Ru agreed and started looking through her homework pile from last night, searching for the test sheet. As she searched, her movements suddenly paused. She turned back: “Was there a math test last night?”

Li Chenfei:?

“Oh no, I forgot!”

Just then, the class bell suddenly rang. Old Zheng, with test papers tucked under his arm and a thermos in hand, walked in right on the bell.

Before quickly slipping back to her seat, Li Chenfei left with: “I’ll pass you the answers later! Cover for yourself and good luck!”

Old Zheng sometimes got lazy and would have them exchange papers with their desk mates to grade while he lectured. This time was no different.

Sang Ru pulled out the blank test sheet and sighed coolly.

She had returned too late last night and completely forgotten about this.

Just as she was about to turn to Zhou Tingzhao for help, Sang Ru noticed he was looking down at his test paper.

Looking again, she saw it was equally blank.

Sang Ru: …

“You didn’t write it either?”

Zhou Tingzhao glanced at her, then back at the test paper, saying in a deep voice: “Apparently not.”

Old Zheng’s robust voice reached the last row: “Has everyone exchanged papers?”

Sang Ru clicked her tongue: “It seems there’s no need for us to exchange.”

Zhou Tingzhao made a nasal sound of agreement, then picked up his pen and filled in the answers for the first two questions.

So he had just looked at it for a moment and figured out the answers?

Impressive!

Sang Ru quickly picked up her pen to follow suit, starting to seriously examine the questions for a last-minute remedy.

Too focused on answering, neither noticed that Old Zheng had already walked to their section.

Looking at the test paper in his hand, Old Zheng casually asked: “Class representative, tell us, what’s the answer to question four?”

Sang Ru was concentrating so intently on her calculations that she didn’t hear.

Old Zheng: “Sang Ru?”

“Ah!” Sang Ru jumped up from her chair.

Old Zheng narrowed his eyes and strolled closer. Looking down, he saw the top half of the test sheet filled with answers, while the bottom part was blocked by Sang Ru’s hand.

“Move your hand,” Old Zheng said. Seeing the test sheet after Sang Ru slowly moved her hand away, he laughed and teased: “Oh, didn’t write it, huh?”

Before Sang Ru could speak, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly stood up: “Report, that’s mine.”

Sang Ru turned to look at him in surprise. Zhou Tingzhao stood perfectly straight, his gaze calmly fixed on the blackboard at the front of the classroom.

These kids were quite clever. Sang Ru had been calculating so intently, and he claimed it was his?

Old Zheng: “Let me see the one in your hand.”

Zhou Tingzhao obediently handed it over, showing no signs of nervousness.

Old Zheng looked and indeed saw Sang Ru’s name written at the top, with the front page filled in. He made a gesture to return it, then suddenly pulled back his hand and flipped the test paper over.

The back was also empty!

“Both of you, go to the office and finish this before coming back!”

–

A scene of the straight-A student couple getting caught.

After time traveling, besides thought it was a dream.

Baby: I’ve time-traveled!

Zhou: According to scientific theory…

Chapter 34: Likes It Hard
Both of them had consistently ranked at the top of their grade for years, so there were few students or teachers who didn’t know them.

When they entered the office, only the physics teacher from the neighboring class was there. Seeing them, he asked, “Here to collect homework?”

Sang Ru shook her head with an embarrassed smile: “We forgot to do our homework and were sent here to complete it.”

The teacher widened his eyes in surprise: “Both of you forgot?”

Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao answered in unison: “Mm.”

The teacher was speechless, silently giving them a thumbs up.

The chair specifically left for students was in the aisle. Sang Ru moved it behind the desk to place it next to Old Zheng’s special seat, then said to Zhou Tingzhao: “You sit in the inner one.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t move: “You sit.”

The inner chair was larger and had a soft cushion, making it more comfortable to sit on.

Unexpectedly, Sang Ru glanced at the teacher’s back in front of them and whispered in Zhou Tingzhao’s ear: “I like it hard.”

Then she sat directly on the outer chair.

Zhou Tingzhao: …

She had already lowered her head and seemed to be calculating seriously. Zhou Tingzhao had no choice but to pass through the gap behind her and sit in the inner chair.

“Wait a moment.” Sang Ru was looking at the problems when she suddenly heard Zhou Tingzhao speak.

She looked up: “What is it?”

Zhou Tingzhao switched the test paper in his hand with hers: “This is yours.”

What else could it be but the test paper that had been temporarily “forged” as hers? Sang Ru chuckled softly, then obediently replied: “Oh.”

Zhou Tingzhao was serious about solving problems, and his answering speed was also good. After filling in the multiple-choice questions that he had initially completed, he continued solving problems, already at about the same pace as her. The teacher in front was probably grading assignments, marking papers quickly, occasionally humming a happy tune, and sometimes sighing in disappointment.

Sang Ru paid attention to these sounds, holding back for quite a while. After finishing the first page, during the moment of turning the page, she finally revealed her true intentions.

She quietly slipped her left hand under the desk and placed it on Zhou Tingzhao’s thigh.

She liked him hard, but there was no mention of liking hard chairs. For a right-handed person with a homework task, the greatest favor was to have her crush sitting on her left side.

Doing homework while teasing a boy—Sang Ru was happy. Heaven knows how frustrated she had been earlier when she couldn’t sit on Zhou Tingzhao’s right.

The person being touched instinctively moved away, and Sang Ru’s touch only lasted a second before meeting empty air.

She turned her head and met Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze.

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression appeared calm, only his brows slightly furrowed. Sang Ru pouted and reached out again to scratch his leg.

This time, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t move away. He lowered his head and wrote something on the draft paper, pushing it under Sang Ru’s nose.

The handwriting was neat yet somewhat hasty, seeming a bit different from his usual style, still elegantly attractive. Two large characters stood out starkly on the paper, reading: “Focus.”

Sang Ru’s left hand, which had scratched him, didn’t withdraw. She extended her right hand and scribbled on the paper: “No.”

After thinking for a moment, she continued writing below: “Don’t move, I’ll focus better!”

Zhou Tingzhao tilted his head slightly to look at what she had written, paused for a moment, then returned his attention to the problems.

He remained silent without responding to her, but indeed didn’t move away again.

Satisfied, Sang Ru’s index finger tapped lightly on his leg from time to time as she continued solving problems with a good mood.

The joy of a female rogue was just that simple.

After a while, the physics teacher mentioned needing to attend a grade-level discussion meeting. He packed up his things and left, even thoughtfully closed the door behind him to prevent anyone from disturbing them.

Perfect timing and circumstances. Sang Ru had just finished writing the answer to a problem. Her fingertip very lightly scratched him again, and she heard Zhou Tingzhao unexpectedly inhale sharply.

A very soft sound, as if he were restraining something.

Originally, she was just casually teasing him, but now some truly mischievous thoughts arose.

Sang Ru slowly moved her left hand, gradually shifting from his thigh to the root of his leg, and then toward the more central area. Before reaching her destination, her hand was suddenly caught.

Zhou Tingzhao finally couldn’t bear it anymore and repeated through gritted teeth: “Focus.”

Sang Ru avoided addressing this comment and instead softened her voice, complaining accusingly: “You’re hurting me…”

Zhou Tingzhao instinctively loosened his grip, then let out a muffled groan.

His lower body was suddenly encased by a hand—he had fallen into her trap again.

Under her palm, a bulge had already formed. Sang Ru squeezed it and said with amusement, “How are you already hard?”

Zhou Tingzhao responded hoarsely: “I’m not.”

“So stubborn,” Sang Ru immediately exposed his lie, then added, “Your cock is even harder.”

How could she, at this age, do these things and say these words?

But his nerves were indeed becoming increasingly excited, and the teasing sensations from below didn’t allow him much room for thought.

Her movements went from bottom to top, then returned the same way, scratching him through his pants. Finding the direction of his shaft, Sang Ru traced along the edge to outline his shape—a very large and thick one.

She suddenly wrapped her hand around his penis and began stroking it through the fabric. Her left hand wasn’t very good at this, so she frequently paused.

Zhou Tingzhao gripped his pen tightly, looking down at the test paper, but unable to solve any more problems.

The thought of her stroking him while wearing a school uniform already had him on the edge of exploding with pleasure.

Her awakened sensuality during their student days was truly unbearable.

Chapter 35: Reversal
Zhou Tingzhao had thought this was already outrageous enough, but her next action was truly unbearable.

Sang Ru suddenly crouched under the desk, but her hand never let go. She positioned herself between his legs, obediently resting on his knees, looking up with an expression that seemed both innocent and filled with desire.

Zhou Tingzhao’s entire body tensed up, his groin instantly swelling even more uncomfortably.

He pressed his lips tightly together, finally putting down his pen. With his hands, he gripped hers and said in a deep voice: “Get up.”

“No.”

She was equally stubborn. As soon as she finished speaking, she continued moving her wrist as if deliberately defying him. The fabric of his pants pressed under her hand, tightly binding his member.

Like a venomous snake flicking its tongue and constricting its prey tighter and tighter, Zhou Tingzhao felt he could barely breathe freely.

He exerted more strength to restrain her mischievous hand, his downcast gaze turbulent.

“Get up,” Zhou Tingzhao said again.

“No,” her eyes suddenly turned red, softly and tenderly complaining, “You’re being mean to me!”

Zhou Tingzhao immediately didn’t know how to handle her and could only weakly say: “I’m not…”

The corners of her mouth turned down in a grieved expression, her beautiful brows furrowed slightly. Ignoring his denial, she said: “You lied to me too.”

“What did I lie about?”

Sang Ru made a show of trying to free herself from his grip. Unable to escape, she raised her chin slightly to indicate: “See, you said you wouldn’t stop me, but now you won’t let me move.”

There was such a moment in his memory—a self-made trap.

Their gazes intertwined, silently wrestling in the air. Zhou Tingzhao’s Adam’s apple bobbed once, and he finally surrendered.

He released his grip on her hands, returning his own to the desktop, and picked up his pen again.

If he couldn’t touch her, couldn’t stop her, then could he at least ignore her?

Evidently not.

He could avoid looking, but rustling sounds continued from below, not loud, but enough to distract him.

Seeing him yield, she became even more unrestrained.

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt a tickling sensation at his waist—she had reached there. She was pulling down his waistband. What barrier could there be inside but a thin pair of underwear? And she had already moved closer, her moist, hot breath penetrating the fabric, spraying entirely onto his member.

So close. He would only need to raise his body slightly to poke his manhood against her mouth.

Zhou Tingzhao clenched his fists. His resistance had even less conviction than he thought. Most shamefully, he was anticipating what would happen next.

Sang Ru saw him return to his homework and wondered why he was so difficult to tease today.

Zhou Tingzhao was always one to endure, but everyone has a breaking point. She could always find his breaking point, then watch him tear off his serious mask, watch him collapse, watch him tremble as he ejaculated.

However, upon seeing the state inside his loose pants, Sang Ru couldn’t help but laugh.

Indeed, his mouth was hard, but his cock was harder.

She looked up at him again. Zhou Tingzhao’s facial features were tightly strung in rigid lines, attractive even from this angle.

She rubbed that rigid shaft through his underwear, then suddenly bent her head down and licked it.

Almost at the instant of contact, Zhou Tingzhao let out a low, muffled groan.

Each of her movements was predictable, from just tentatively extending her tongue tip to lick, to confidently using more of her tongue’s surface for greater coverage, taking in his scent and texture completely in her mouth.

His member began to quiver under her teasing. Sang Ru lovingly gripped it. Wrapped more tightly in the smooth fabric, the veins bulging on his shaft became visible.

The sight was intensely sensual. Sang Ru instinctively clenched her buttocks—she was getting wet.

“Zhou Tingzhao,” Sang Ru called his name while gently stroking.

Zhou Tingzhao only responded with an “Mm,” without looking at her.

He dared not look.

“Look at me.”

He remained silent, his pen suspended above the draft paper, long since motionless.

Sang Ru wiggled his member: “Look at me.”

With pleasure held in her hand as leverage, Zhou Tingzhao finally lowered his head, casting his tempered gaze upon her.

Seeing him obey, Sang Ru smiled with delight, then proceeded to break through his final line of defense.

His member was suddenly released, then immediately enveloped in her mouth, producing lewd swallowing sounds.

Zhou Tingzhao responded by clenching his fist on the edge of the desk. His thinking ability instantly vanished, a pervasive tingling sensation rising from his lower abdomen. Her mouth was so hot, so tight; when she enveloped him, he nearly lost control immediately.

Sang Ru moved her head up and down around him. The massive head filled her mouth, and she deliberately rubbed against its ridge, turning her head to pleasure him. During her movements, she heard Zhou Tingzhao sigh softly.

She suddenly sucked hard once, causing Zhou Tingzhao to finally touch her, placing his hand on the back of her head.

Sang Ru hummed twice, continuing to hold him in her mouth while freeing a hand to pull down the underwear edge restraining the base of his penis. His swollen testicles were also exposed to the air, and then fell into her hand.

Having his cock sucked while his balls were played with, Zhou Tingzhao was about to lose his mind completely.

He stared at her with reddened eyes. Such a scene was enough to make him instantly surrender.

She was still wearing her school uniform, her ponytail tied high, swinging back and forth with her movements, carrying away one’s soul along with it.

The beginning of a youthful nightmare that lasted ten years. Yet the gods had returned the beautiful dream overnight. The divine woman showed mercy, reversing for him the obscure years of his youth.

Never having obtained anything, yet suddenly seeming to have everything at once, faced with a dream come true, one always appears trembling with anxiety.

He no longer dared—

Chapter 36: Corner
Suppressing the urge to continue their conversation, Zhou Tingzhao looked at his watch and said gently: “Enough.”

Sang Ru, engrossed in their discussion about the science project, raised her eyes at his words. They were bright with excitement, and her cheeks were flushed.

This appearance was truly full of enthusiasm.

Unable to resist her eager expression, Zhou Tingzhao closed his notebook, making a soft sound that barely registered. Sang Ru, pausing her explanation, took a few moments to collect her thoughts, then made a small sound of confusion: “Hmm?”

His hand still rested on his notebook as her latest diagram remained unfinished. His palm suddenly felt an inexplicable warmth.

Zhou Tingzhao used his thumb to turn to a blank page. Facing this person who now appeared particularly disappointed, his voice unconsciously softened: “That’s enough for today.”

His still-unopened textbook was gripped in his hand, his distinctly careful fingers holding the cover, looking extremely like someone reluctant to end a study session.

He hadn’t finished helping her yet, and this was supposed to be enough?

Sang Ru didn’t take him seriously at all. She leaned forward and pointed to the next problem in his book, then said insistently: “Not enough.”

This seemed as if he were actively sharing his knowledge with her. Zhou Tingzhao felt his resolve weaken once, nearly giving in.

“It is enough,” Zhou Tingzhao said in a gentle voice. He reached up to take a couple of sticky notes from Old Zheng’s desk to mark important pages, then began organizing his study materials. Before putting away his books, his voice was calm despite her pleading: “Time to do our homework.”

Still thinking about homework when she wanted to keep talking?

Sang Ru moved closer, pressing her hand against his notebook, preventing him from closing it. His textbook remained open, or more directly, kept available for her questions.

Her expression was very earnest, now animated from her interest in the subject, contrasting with his more reserved demeanor—a heartwarming sight perfect for this classroom setting.

Sang Ru pointed to a difficult equation, instantly drawing his attention back to the problem. She tapped her pencil against it, saying: “Why are you being difficult again, Zhou Tingzhao?”

If he were being helpful, he would patiently explain the problem to her, watching her eagerly learn, or even work through more examples, watching her eyes light up with understanding.

Like he did later when they became study partners.

But at her age, in his situation, the pressure of exams made leisurely study sessions challenging. He simply couldn’t spend unlimited time.

Yet she never relented in persuading him. Now she pointed to another problem, her voice as if softened from disappointment: “I’m so confused about this part, won’t you help me understand?”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t respond whether he would or wouldn’t, only his expression showing slight hesitation.

Too tempting, too tempting.

But Sang Ru suddenly stood up, moving to his side of the desk and leaning on it. She opened her own notebook, her neat, colorful notes appearing before his eyes with star-shaped highlights marking important formulas.

It was so well-organized that Zhou Tingzhao felt he could appreciate her dedication—her effort.

Seeing him motionless for a long while, Sang Ru flipped through more pages to show him her work.

He should have self-discipline about time, but she seemed born to challenge his schedule.

As if drawn in, Zhou Tingzhao did as she asked, raising his hand to point at her notes. His fingers moved from one equation to another section. The pages were filled with careful work, the detailed steps also showing her commitment.

He quickly reviewed the page, saying: “Very thorough.”

This wasn’t just a casual compliment, yet he made it sound like an academic observation. Engaging him step by step, Sang Ru felt encouraged—how had his attention suddenly become so focused?

She decided to be even more direct, turning to a blank page in her notebook. Her questions became more specific and were clearly written out. She wrote down what she understood so far, making the central problem very clear. Ideas visibly flowed onto the page. A small diagram illustrated the top section, but it didn’t provide the full solution—rather, it highlighted where she needed help.

Zhou Tingzhao hesitated at the edge of giving in completely. She continued adding notes occasionally, and even brought her pencil to his side of the desk, personally pointing out the specific concept confusing her.

“Zhou Tingzhao, Zhou Tingzhao…”

She was calling him, trying to change his firmly set schedule.

As if convinced, Zhou Tingzhao slowly raised his hand. When he took the pencil, both of them smiled.

“Mmm…” Just receiving help from him made Sang Ru feel relieved all over. She moved her notebook between them for better access, then immediately felt both his focus and expertise.

He remained thoughtful, but his explanation was clear. Sang Ru listened attentively as he began to solve the problem.

The concepts under his guidance became clear and accessible—the best teacher could not compare. Zhou Tingzhao became somewhat animated.

As he explained, the class time grew short. The pace of his explanation imperceptibly quickened. Suddenly, he drew a key diagram, hearing Sang Ru’s small gasp of understanding.

The elegant solution appeared logical, revealing deeper insights. Zhou Tingzhao circled an important formula once, and Sang Ru promptly began to nod, her excited comments flowing freely, grateful yet enthusiastic.

He was fully engaged now, working through the problem step by step. His pencil moved across the page again and again. His reasoning was inserted between complex ideas, as if guiding her through a challenging maze, clear and helpful. Zhou Tingzhao added one final note, and as expected, was rewarded with her bright smile.

“Wow, now I see, I see…”

She never let him maintain his distance, and the careful schedule he had planned finally adjusted. His attitude softened, and Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head to check if she truly understood, vaguely noticing her genuine appreciation.

The class-ending bell rang at this moment, startling the focused students.

But neither was willing to stop immediately. Zhou Tingzhao pointed out the last connection in the problem and quickly summarized it. The completed solution in their shared work brought Sang Ru immense satisfaction.

She began to gather her materials happily, her excitement evident in her movements. Pages of notes were organized before his eyes. Zhou Tingzhao watched her for a long while.

Outside, the noise gradually increased. In the quiet of this corner, she reached a new understanding.

In the moment Sang Ru gratefully closed her notebook on the desk, Zhou Tingzhao bent down and gently placed a bookmark on the page they had finished—



Chapter 37: Temple Prayer
One has to accept aging. In his younger years, he could teach several classes without getting winded, but at his current age, he needed hot water to revive himself after just one class. Old Zheng sighed repeatedly, wondering how those two little rascals were doing.

“Hello, Teacher Zheng!”

“Ah, hello!” Old Zheng responded to the student’s greeting while pushing the door, but it didn’t move.

Looking again, the door was tightly shut without even a crack left open.

Needing to close the door completely just to do homework—how fastidious!

Fortunately, there was still a window.

Old Zheng silently observed through the window for a while. The two were sitting like ordinary deskmates, looking quite serious.

Not bad. Old Zheng knocked on the window, and Sang Ru immediately ran out to open the door for him.

“How’s the work coming along, you two top students?”

Sang Ru followed behind: “It’s going alright.”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Mm.”

“Oh, quite confident! This one’s challenging,” Old Zheng said after getting water. He stood by the desk, looking at their test papers. Both still had three or four major questions on the back left unfinished, which was slower than their usual pace. “Seems it has some difficulty, even you two aren’t as fast as usual.”

Indeed, they weren’t as fast as usual. The two with guilty consciences said nothing—let Old Zheng misunderstand if he wanted.

“Alright, come back to class with me. Next time you forget, it won’t be this simple!”

Sang Ru responded with an “Oh,” secretly glancing at Zhou Tingzhao.

Even she was uncomfortable with her damp underwear; he hadn’t calmed down, and must be feeling even more uncomfortable.

When the three entered through the back door, everyone was taking their break between classes. There wasn’t much noise, so Li Chenfei’s schadenfreude laughter, though lowered, was still quite obvious. Soon, other classmates also joined in the laughter.

Quickly, laughter spread throughout—who doesn’t enjoy a good joke about top students?

It was good-natured “teasing.” Zhou Tingzhao did not react, and Sang Ru wasn’t angry either. She silently glared at the instigator, Li Chenfei, before returning to her seat.

“You all have the nerve to laugh at others? Look at how many questions you got right. Really!” Old Zheng returned to the podium, coming to the defense of the weaker party.

The girl in the seat in front turned around. She was one of the few who hadn’t laughed. In a gentle voice, she asked: “Sang Ru, did you finish the makeup work?”

“Not yet. It’s a bit challenging, so we’re writing slowly,” Sang Ru replied politely, pressing her lips together. She elbowed Zhou Tingzhao, “Right, Zhou Tingzhao?”

Sang Ru’s intention was to tease him, expecting him to likely blush and agree. Unexpectedly, Zhou Tingzhao chuckled lightly and answered: “Mm.”

When the enemy is weak, I am strong; when the enemy is strong, I become weak. Sang Ru somehow felt her face burning a bit.

The girl suddenly exclaimed, “Oh!” and asked, “The strings on your wrists are the same! They’re pretty. Where did you buy them?”

Zhou Tingzhao lowered his gaze to see the red string on his wrist, like a gathering of blood, winding around in circles. Apart from a watch, he never wore any accessories, but this item—he remembered she had personally put it on him, so he was reluctant to remove it.

Zhou Tingzhao: “Someone gave it to me.”

Sang Ru: “Prayed for at a temple.”

They spoke simultaneously, but their answers differed. The girl in front was confused. Sang Ru quickly remedied: “It was from praying at a temple for blessings on the college entrance exam. A master gave them out. We both went and happened to meet there, so we got the same ones.”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

She’d made that up on the spot? Quick thinking.

“Wow, which temple?”

“What what?!” The words “college entrance exam” were too sensitive. The other girl in the front seat, who had seemed to be sleeping, suddenly sat up straight and turned around. With dark circles under her eyes, she excitedly asked, “Is it effective? I want to go pray too!”

Her movement was so large that it swept several books from the top of Zhou Tingzhao’s desk onto the floor.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” She apologized and bent to pick them up.

Sang Ru had just made something up casually, not expecting follow-up questions. She improvised: “It’s alright, sincerity brings blessings.”

“Which temple is it?”

Sang Ru secretly cast a pleading glance at Zhou Tingzhao for help. He seemed to receive it and continued her fabrication: “White Cloud Temple.”

No one noticed that the rustling of the book-picking had disappeared for a moment. The girl in front only stood up after a while, patted the books, and placed them back on Zhou Tingzhao’s desk as they were.

Her face, however, was burning red. Her gaze moved in circles between Zhou Tingzhao and Sang Ru, then looked at their red strings, appearing as if she wanted to say something but hesitated.

“Alright, class is about to start.” She turned around, pulling her desk mate to turn back as well.

Sang Ru didn’t notice anything unusual and continued working on the problems.

Zhou Tingzhao, however, seemed to suddenly realize something. He pulled out a book from the stack that had just fallen and quickly flipped through it.

That letter he had folded and tucked into the book was now lying there.

The “love letter” that would later be passed around with exaggerated accounts had now been seen by an outsider—

Chapter 38: Surrender
“By the way, Zhou Tingzhao…” Sang Ru leaned closer, but as she spoke, she saw Zhou Tingzhao quickly close the book, as if hiding something he didn’t want her to see. The words caught in her throat, and she smiled instead, “What are you hiding?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Nothing.”

Sang Ru raised an eyebrow noncommittally, supported her chin with the back of her hand, and stared at him for a while before saying: “Really?”

Zhou Tingzhao had been calmly meeting her gaze, but upon hearing this question, he lowered his eyes to hide his focus. Then his fingers flipped through a few pages of the book, retrieving the letter hidden inside, and he handed it to Sang Ru.

When this unfinished letter was accidentally seen by others back then, rumors spread. Many people were curious about his emotional state, and even the brothers he played basketball with began to probe him indirectly for information.

Various ways of asking, but they all sought one answer from the protagonist of these rumors: Zhou Tingzhao, is it true as they say that you harbor deep feelings for Sang Ru?

He never answered, so many people didn’t take it seriously.

Some took his silence as confirmation and still enjoyed mentioning this episode when discussing Zhou Tingzhao’s anecdotes—for someone who was the center of attention, being associated with ordinary human emotions made him seem more approachable.

The other protagonist seemed unaffected. She remained as she had always been, as if this episode had never happened, or as if whether he liked her or not had no impact on her whatsoever.

All the frustration Zhou Tingzhao encountered came from Sang Ru.

Letting them spread the “rumors” from mouth to mouth turned out to have no effect. So this time, why not show it to her directly?

At twenty-seven, years of immersion in the business world had taught Zhou Tingzhao to remain increasingly calm when facing major situations. But at this moment, though he could maintain composure on the surface, he couldn’t deceive himself about the intense stirring in his chest.

Thousands of classrooms share the same layout and decor, countless examinees wear school uniforms of equally questionable aesthetics, and this is just an ordinary day that arrives on schedule. These mundane scenes combined are nothing special, yet at this second, they seem so different because of her.

This day would eventually become just a page casually turned in history, but in Zhou Tingzhao’s book, it became a highlight deliberately marked with a bookmark. For the first time, he truly offered his heart to her directly, then waited for judgment.

She read attentively, the smile that had been on her face gradually fading.

Though it was just a short passage, she seemed to read for a long time. When she looked up again, the corners of her mouth still curved upward slightly as she smiled and asked, knowing the answer: “Is this for me?”

Her eyes were beautiful, seeming to shimmer with a gentle light. Zhou Tingzhao unconsciously softened his voice: “Mm, it’s for you.”

Sang Ru moved closer to him, bringing her words to his ear. Her speech automatically formed little hooks that caught at his heart as she asked: “Does this count as a love letter?”

The break wasn’t over yet. The surroundings were filled with noise, but he could only hear her.

Zhou Tingzhao remained silent, then answered: “No, it doesn’t.”

Sang Ru laughed: “Then what is it?”

“A letter of…” Zhou Tingzhao paused, sounding less like he was answering and more like he was negotiating, “…consolation?”

“Consoling me for not doing well on the test?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s affirmative response was very soft, afraid of triggering her disappointment.

But Sang Ru didn’t seem to mind at all. The curve of her lips only grew wider as she said, “What if I insist on treating it as a love letter?”

…

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart jolted. He paused, then said: “Then it is a love letter.”

Sang Ru was stunned for a moment, then smiled and secretly reached under the desk to hold his hand: “Do you especially like me, Zhou Tingzhao?”

The feeling in his palm was soft and delicate. Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t help but grip a little tighter.

They had done even more outrageous things. Being honest with each other was particularly common when developing that kind of relationship with her, but words like “like” and “love” seemed to be taboo between them.

He met her again in an elevator. She was on a work call, sounding extremely professional when communicating with the other party, dressed in business attire, capable and beautiful. He thought she was just following workplace rules, but after becoming friends with benefits, she was the same way, strictly adhering to those tacitly agreed-upon principles of urban men and women: only talk about pleasure, never mention feelings.

But now she asked him: Do you especially like me?

Had the time come for true honesty?

“Yes,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “I especially like you.”

The secret hidden in his heart for ten years finally saw the light of day along with this letter.

When he looked at people, his eyes were usually calm, but after spending time with him, one would notice that he always looked at them differently.

The overflowing intensity passed from his heart into his eyes, threatening to burn her along with the words “especially like.”

Class was about to start. The minute hand would move two more spaces before the bell rang. Sang Ru suddenly took Zhou Tingzhao’s hand and ran outside.

Zhou Tingzhao let Sang Ru lead him to the stairwell. There was no one in the corridor. The third-year high school floor seemed even quieter after the mock exams, with all the noise far removed from them.

Their breathing was no longer calm due to this brief run, but it suddenly stopped when Sang Ru kissed him.

She stood on tiptoe to gently kiss him, then pulled away, smiling with curved eyes and brows, the gleam in her eyes even more pronounced. She said:

“Zhou Tingzhao, I especially like you too.”

He could no longer speak. Just those words of “especially like” were enough to make one throw down their armor and surrender completely.

Chapter 39: Witnessed
It wasn’t much, really—just a simple exchange of “I like you” from each of them, yet it felt as if it could make one fall in love.

The words of affection once conveyed through a third person still echoed in her ears. Sang Ru said, “Someone told me before that you wrote a love letter to me. I didn’t believe it at first.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s brows furrowed almost imperceptibly. In this timeline, the letter had just been written, and he had never mentioned it to anyone else. How could someone have discovered it?

“When was this?”

Sang Ru fell silent, recalling that class reunion, remembering Li Chenfei mysteriously sharing gossip about him with her, and then naturally thinking of the person she had glimpsed through the bright lights and wine. His face overlapped with the person in front of her, and Sang Ru felt somewhat dazed.

She tugged lightly at the corner of her mouth: “It seems like it was a long time ago.”

Her gaze was quiet and distant, as if she were looking through him at someone else.

That hypothesis still needed verification, Zhou Tingzhao thought.

Their afternoon physical education class was unexpectedly returned to them. Even the least athletic students in the class ran to the field as if celebrating.

The PE teacher was understanding about everyone having few opportunities to relax these days, so after making them run two laps, he let them engage in free activities.

Sang Ru and Li Chenfei went to the equipment room to get a volleyball. When they returned, they didn’t see Zhou Tingzhao anywhere. Without dwelling on it, seeing that there were other classes on the field as well, the two of them simply went to the small activity area behind the teaching building, where there were fewer people and it was quieter.

After starting work, opportunities for such outdoor activities became less frequent. The long-lost exhilaration was fully realized in the back-and-forth of hitting the ball.

After playing for quite a while, Sang Ru suddenly hit the ball too hard and in the wrong direction. The ball flew diagonally into the rear garden beside the field.

She reacted immediately, ducking into the low shrubs to retrieve the ball. She watched as it rolled to the foot of the ginkgo tree, where its path was blocked. She jogged over, picked up the ball and held it in her arms, but her gaze remained fixed on the strong trunk, unable to look away.

The rugged texture revealed its age. This century-old tree has grown across centuries. She looked up to see the abundant branches and leaves arriving on schedule in spring. Sang Ru became somewhat entranced, not even noticing when Li Chenfei followed her over.

“What’s wrong?” Li Chenfei patted her shoulder.

Sang Ru came back to herself: “Nothing.”

That night, it was this tree that had been the audience for her and Zhou Tingzhao.

She raised her hand to tidy the stray hairs disheveled by the wind, and smiled, saying: “I just remembered some things about this tree.”

“Do you know any legends about it, too?” Li Chenfei became excited. “A hundred-year-old ginkgo! It must have witnessed many things. I wonder what it was like when it was first planted?”

Sang Ru pondered briefly before slowly saying, “I heard that back when uprisings were frequent, our school was originally the site of a private academy. Once, before participating in a student march, a teacher brought students to plant it as a wish for their petition to succeed.”

“What happened after that?”

Sang Ru gently pushed away her friend’s head as it leaned in, saying, “Afterward, I suppose they failed. The marching students were captured, and no one knows what became of that teacher.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” Sang Ru saw her listening with great interest and held back a smile as she said, “It’s a story told by old folks. Who knows if it’s true? I’m just telling it, and you’re just listening.”

Li Chenfei sighed with frustration: “If only time travel were possible. I’d like to go see.”

Sang Ru paused: “Time travel…”

“Yes,” Li Chenfei caught the volleyball and bounced it in place as she asked, “What about you? If you could time travel, when would you want to go?”

Sang Ru raised her hand to stroke the rough trunk, and after a while, softly said: “Right now.”

“You didn’t understand the question this time! Why would you need to time travel to now? You’re already here!”

Sang Ru remained silent for a long time, then suddenly smiled, her “Mm” quietly dispersing in the wind.

“Sang Ru.”

Someone called her from behind. Sang Ru turned around to find that it was Xue Lu.

“Do you need something?”

Xue Lu had a universally acknowledged good temperament. Her appearance wasn’t as striking as Sang Ru’s but was still prettily refined. She smiled gently at Li Chenfei and said: “I’d like to speak with Sang Ru privately. Would you mind if I borrow her?”

Li Chenfei looked at Sang Ru, who nodded and gave her a reassuring look, so she said: “Sure, I was just about to go to the store to buy some water anyway.”

The leaves overhead made a slight rustling sound. The cool early spring breeze passed through, and Sang Ru sneezed again.

Seeing this, Xue Lu took out a pack of tissues from her pocket and handed it to her. Sang Ru didn’t refuse, accepting them with a word of thanks.

After wiping her nose, Xue Lu still hadn’t spoken. Her seemingly gentle gaze somehow felt several degrees colder than the wind. Sang Ru said: “What is it?”

Xue Lu’s lips trembled slightly, several times seeming about to speak but then swallowing her words.

Sang Ru didn’t have the patience and said, “If there’s nothing, I’ll go first.”

“Wait!”

Sang Ru stopped and turned to look at her, only to see that her eyes were red, as if she had been bullied.

“You two… I saw everything.”

Xue Lu didn’t explain clearly, but Sang Ru knew—she knew what she was referring to.

Sure enough, Sang Ru’s brows initially furrowed in confusion. She seemed to think for a few seconds, then raised her eyebrows flippantly and asked with a smile: “Oh? What did you see?”

“You…”

Xue Lu couldn’t say it. Before this, she had never seen such a scene. Even in her fantasies about her crush, it was at most just kissing and hugging.

But today she had seen it. Although no secret flesh was exposed to her eyes, she knew they were doing something that couldn’t be openly discussed.

She didn’t want to recall that scene, but the fragments kept automatically jumping into her mind.

Taking the opportunity to pass by the office door on her way to the restroom, originally just intending to steal a glance at him, she unexpectedly stumbled upon their intimate affair.

Sang Ru was leaning on the desk, her body trembling slightly, while the edge of Zhou Tingzhao’s clothes showed from behind her—an ambiguous posture.

Xue Lu’s heart raced until she saw Zhou Tingzhao straighten up. Half of his face was visible, his lips moist and glistening.

She ran away almost immediately.

Zhou Tingzhao—how could she have thought he was pure and untainted?

Chapter 40: No Chance
Seeing how Xue Lu seemed to be thinking of something, her face alternating between red and white, Sang Ru became more certain that she had witnessed her fooling around with Zhou Tingzhao.

She wasn’t really trying to force her to say it out loud. The girl looked like she was about to cry, so Sang Ru said: “You saw, and then what?”

This time, Xue Lu answered quickly: “You two… you’re only in high school! You shouldn’t be doing this!”

Sang Ru laughed: “Oh.”

Xue Lu was suddenly at a loss for words.

Sang Ru added with a straight face: “Got it.”

Xue Lu: …

It was hard to tell if she was being agreeable or just dismissive. All the courage Xue Lu had mustered seemed to hit nothing but cotton.

“Aren’t you afraid I’ll tell others?”

“I am afraid,” Sang Ru claimed to be scared, but her expression was indifferent. “But will you tell?”

Xue Lu lowered her head slightly, her expression unclear. After a while, she was heard saying softly: “I don’t know.”

She didn’t know if she would come to hate herself because of loving someone, or what feelings would surge when seeing the person she liked being intimate with another girl.

Otherwise, she wouldn’t have acted so impulsively, directly confronting her so-called love rival like this.

“You won’t.”

While she hadn’t sorted out her thoughts, the other had already answered. Hearing Sang Ru suddenly speak, Xue Lu raised her head in surprise.

The person opposite her was slightly taller, always looking confident and beautiful. Then she heard Sang Ru continue: “You can’t even bring yourself to say what we did. How do you plan to describe it when telling others?”

Xue Lu: …

Sang Ru saw her embarrassment and felt like laughing, but maintained a serious expression and said: “Besides, you’re not that kind of person. I know.”

There was still a hint of amusement in her eyes, but her tone somehow made one instinctively believe her.

Xue Lu felt a slight tremor in her heart, suddenly beginning to understand a little why Zhou Tingzhao treated her differently.

Feeling another sneeze coming, Sang Ru had just opened her mouth when she saw Xue Lu hurriedly offering another tissue. She covered her mouth and sneezed while simultaneously hearing Xue Lu ask: “Then, what kind of relationship are you two in now?”

Sang Ru raised an eyebrow: “What do you think?”

“Are you two… dating as teenagers?” she asked after a long silence.

Sang Ru thought about it, realizing they hadn’t established any official title, so she said: “I suppose so.”

“Ah… what do you mean by ‘suppose’?”

“It means,” Sang Ru paused, then continued, “whether we are or not, you have no chance.”

With the latter aversion she felt toward the adult Xue Lu, her tone toward the current Xue Lu wasn’t particularly kind. She liked Zhou Tingzhao—Sang Ru knew this now. Though she knew it was nothing more than a normal teenage crush, she still couldn’t help wanting to discourage her.

Whether Zhou Tingzhao later had something with her, whether he had responded to her feelings—these questions remained mysteries in her heart.

It was hard not to mind.

Having dismissed her love rival with a few words, Xue Lu’s departing figure looked somewhat pitiful. Sang Ru suddenly felt like a villainous supporting character from a TV drama, and sighed. Just as she was about to leave, footsteps and a few light laughs came from behind her.

Sang Ru turned to look—who else could it be but the protagonist who had been absent from the conversation just now?

Having maintained a strong presence a moment ago, her face suddenly heated up. Sang Ru licked her lips, her tone a bit unnatural: “Did you hear everything?”

The corners of Zhou Tingzhao’s mouth remained raised: “Mm.”

“What are you smiling about?”

Zhou Tingzhao came closer: “Because I’m happy.”

“Happy watching the show?”

“No,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “Because no one else has a chance now.”

What is this…

His gaze felt somewhat scorching. Sang Ru somehow couldn’t continue the conversation, as if she had fallen into a disadvantageous position for once. She changed the subject, looking past Zhou Tingzhao’s shoulder to behind him: “Were you behind that tree just now?”

The other ginkgo tree, though not a century old, was still wide enough to require two or three people to encircle it. If he had been there, it would have been a visual blind spot.

“Mm.” Zhou Tingzhao responded.

“When did you come?”

“I was already here when you arrived.”

Sang Ru was startled: “Then you stayed quiet for so long!”

Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to rub her head, saying, “I didn’t want to disturb you.”

Originally leaning quietly against the tree trunk by himself, she had suddenly appeared. Zhou Tingzhao hadn’t spoken up and wasn’t discovered. He had just idly listened to her laughing and playing with her friend, heard their nonsensical conversations, and inadvertently overheard her dealing with someone.

Every moment made him unwilling to interfere. Just watching her, listening to her, seemed to have already become instinct.

The feeling he got when she was talking with Xue Lu was especially familiar. In their days of meeting, the stubborn little princess would never verbally admit defeat. She would challenge him with a calm and gentle tone, and he would either steadily respond or be left speechless by her—this was almost the most familiar mode of communication between them.

For a moment, he seemed to see the adult version of her.

Moreover, there was that earlier conversation:

—Where would you like to time travel to?

—Right now.

If it wasn’t just from a desire to live in the present, his hypothesis would be further verified.

Chapter 41: Falling Ill
When Xue Lu was in her first year of high school, she met Zhou Tingzhao for the first time.

Someone had relayed a message from the teacher asking her to go to the office. As she hurried there, she accidentally bumped into someone at the doorway of another classroom. The person was much taller than her. She didn’t have time to look up and was busy apologizing. By the time she realized what had happened, the person had already said a mild “It’s nothing” and walked away.

Later, she discovered that they were heading to the same destination. The teachers had called the top students from each class for a district speech competition.

It was supposed to be a meeting of academic stars, but Xue Lu was unusually distracted.

The person she had bumped into earlier stood diagonally in front of her. His posture was straight, and he looked clean and serious. Even in an ordinary school uniform, he stood out as remarkably handsome.

So this was Zhou Tingzhao.

The flutter in her heart probably began at that moment, what people call love at first sight.

When they collided, Zhou Tingzhao had said “It’s nothing,” which she took as mere politeness. Now she suddenly realized that Zhou Tingzhao probably genuinely didn’t mind.

His steps when leaving had been orderly and measured. Thinking about it now, perhaps he was just absent-mindedly going through the motions of a pursuer, just as she later closely followed behind him. Even then, on the way to the office, Sang Ru was already walking ahead of Zhou Tingzhao.

The pursuit game had been set up this way from the beginning, but she hadn’t seen it clearly until she stumbled upon their intimacy, until she got Sang Ru’s answer.

And just when this secret crush finally seemed to be going somewhere, Zhou Tingzhao followed her from behind for the first time and tapped her shoulder.

He greeted her, then got straight to the point: “Please keep it a secret.”

Xue Lu felt somewhat irritated and deliberately asked, “What secret?”

Zhou Tingzhao seemed choked by the question and fell silent, which finally gave her some satisfaction.

“Whatever it is,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “anything that would hurt her, please keep it secret.”

“…I understand.”

After saying this, she turned and left. She had never been so tough in front of him before, yet she felt herself drowning in sadness.

This secret crush probably didn’t need any further observation of where it was going. Taking another step would only be self-humiliation.

It was time to put a period to it all—

After a physical education class, Zhou Tingzhao was still doing okay, but Sang Ru’s sneezing symptoms were getting worse. Her speech already had a nasal quality, and by the last class of the afternoon, her voice had become completely stuffy.

Zhou Tingzhao directly reported to the teacher, saying he needed to take her to the infirmary, and then sneezed a few times himself.

Seeing this, the teacher immediately agreed, emphasizing how crucial this period was for third-year students, that physical health was especially important, and that they should recover quickly to avoid infecting other students.

It was still class time, and the campus showed a rare quietness during the day. Walking beside Zhou Tingzhao, Sang Ru suddenly laughed: “Your sneezes just now were so fake.”

Zhou Tingzhao turned his head, his index finger bending to slide across the tip of his nose, looking somewhat uncomfortable as he said, “As long as it worked.”

Sang Ru made an “Mmm” sound, the tail of her voice lifting upward. Zhou Tingzhao’s heart stirred hearing it. If one ignored her physical condition, her voice was particularly cute at this moment.

The school doctor took Sang Ru’s temperature and said, “You have a slight fever. Lie down and rest a bit, and we’ll put you on an IV.”

Sang Ru didn’t feel anything was wrong, but Zhou Tingzhao immediately furrowed his brows with a serious face and asked, “Is it serious? What medicine should she take? How long until she recovers?”

The school doctor, a middle-aged woman, laughed at the barrage of questions: “How serious could it be? It’s seasonal change, colds and fevers are normal. I’ll prescribe some medicine for the young lady in a bit. Remember to take it on time and stay warm, that’s all.”

Even after hearing this, Zhou Tingzhao’s brow remained furrowed. Sang Ru secretly scratched his palm to comfort himself, then said, “Please check him too. He also has a bit of a cold.”

“Alright,” the school doctor also took Zhou Tingzhao’s temperature, confirmed he didn’t have a fever, and then asked, “Do you have any symptoms? Feeling dizzy? Runny nose?”

Before Zhou Tingzhao could answer, the person beside him replied quickly: “No runny nose, just sneezing.”

Sang Ru turned to look at him and asked as if it were the most natural thing: “Are you dizzy? Does your throat hurt?”

Zhou Tingzhao hesitated, then obediently answered her: “A little dizzy, but my throat doesn’t hurt…”

Sang Ru then repeated his answers to the school doctor, speaking in a way that made people laugh: “Did you hear that?”

Sang Ru laughed a couple of times without showing any embarrassment. Seeing Zhou Tingzhao’s lips curl up, she assumed he was teasing her, so she slipped her hand back into his palm and secretly pinched him to vent.

Unexpectedly, he closed his palm, enveloping her with a warm touch, and gently squeezed twice. There were other people present, and Sang Ru wanted to withdraw her hand, but couldn’t pull it out. Zhou Tingzhao casually stepped forward to shield their hands behind his body, still holding on firmly.

“Alright, you two go pay the fee first.”

Sang Ru gave a start and tried to break free forcefully. Zhou Tingzhao finally let go of her hand and took both of their payment slips, saying, “I’ll go pay. Please set up her IV first.”

“Sure.”

Before turning to leave, Zhou Tingzhao looked once more at the person staying behind. She looked back at him, her dark pupils seeming moist, her expression somehow slightly forlorn.

As if she were reluctant to see him go.

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart melted completely. If there hadn’t been others present, he truly would have wanted to kiss her right then.

Chapter 42: Cross-Infection
After paying the fee and returning, she was already obediently lying on the hospital bed, and the doctor was preparing to insert the IV needle.

When Sang Ru saw him come back, she pulled back the hand she had readied and hastily said, “Wait!”

“What’s wrong?”

Sang Ru didn’t say anything, just gazed expectantly at Zhou Tingzhao.

He strode to her bedside, leaned down slightly, and asked, “What do you need?”

“Sit down,” Sang Ru commanded. After he sat, she reached out to grasp the hem of his clothes, and only then did she offer her left hand back to the doctor. “Okay now.”

The doctor, clearly experienced in such matters, proceeded to insert the needle into her vein. After arranging the IV tube properly, she cleared her throat and pointedly remarked, “You two patients, be careful of cross-infection, alright?”

While Sang Ru verbally responded with “I know,” her hand still hadn’t let go of his clothes.

The doctor went to the other side of the screen. Zhou Tingzhao looked down, gently pulled his clothes from her grip, and replaced them with his hand.

The veins visible on the back of his hand always gave an impression of vigorous strength. When holding hers, it created a natural contrast between firmness and softness, as if they were naturally matched.

Zhou Tingzhao gently caressed her hand, unconsciously softening his voice when he spoke: “Are you still uncomfortable?”

Sang Ru replied helplessly, “How could it work that quickly?”

Zhou Tingzhao knew he was being too anxious and said, “Alright, get some sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

Sang Ru blinked a few times, her gaze lingering on him for quite a while before she nodded, turned her head, and closed her eyes to sleep.

From the other side came the rustling sounds of someone tidying up. When the school doctor came back, she had already changed out of her white coat. She instructed in a low voice: “I’m going to leave work to pick up my granddaughter from school. Someone will come to take over soon. If you have any urgent matters, call me. My number is on the desk.”

Zhou Tingzhao replied, “Okay.”

Seeing that they were still openly holding hands without letting go, the school doctor sighed and repeated her warning: “Be careful of cross-infection!”

Zhou Tingzhao’s lips curved into a smile as he nodded, still not letting go of her hand.

The doctor soon left, but they could still hear her mumbling softly as she walked away: “These young people, always choosing my infirmary for their romance…”

The person lying on the bed laughed out loud. Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head toward the sound and saw that the person who had just been preparing to sleep was now smiling with curved eyes.

“Not sleeping anymore?” Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to tuck in the corner of her blanket.

“I am,” Sang Ru’s voice was stuffy in her nose. “Come closer.”

Zhou Tingzhao bent down, and suddenly his lips received a smacking kiss.

“Cross-infecting you a bit.”

Her eyes were bright, showing exceptional youthfulness even while ill. Zhou Tingzhao’s expression softened as he reached out to rub her head, placing her hand back under the covers before coaxing her: “Sleep well now, you’ll feel better when you wake up.”

She was indeed tired; it wasn’t long before her breathing became steady and regular. Zhou Tingzhao sat on the sofa by the window, mindful of the doctor’s reminder, not daring to stay too close to her.

By the time the bell for evening self-study rang in the distance, the replacement doctor hadn’t arrived yet, but a nurse came to check on the situation.

It would probably take another hour or so before the IV could be removed, and she would likely be hungry when she woke up. After some thought, Zhou Tingzhao asked the nurse to watch over her and went back home.

Mr. Zhou had gone to supervise the evening self-study, but Mr. Jin was at home. Seeing his son unusually return home during self-study hours and go straight to the kitchen, he leaned against the doorframe and asked, “What are you making?”

“Some porridge.”

“Haven’t you had dinner tonight?”

“No,” Zhou Tingzhao paused briefly before saying, “A classmate is sick. I’m bringing some for her too.”

Jin Qing stared at his son for a while, then smiled knowingly. Before leaving, he said, “Oh, it’s for someone else. Then I won’t compete with you to make it. You can add more water, don’t let it turn into rice.”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

Carrying the insulated container across the school grounds, he felt the cool breeze and the deep night resembled that night when he had returned here. Though it had only been a couple of days, it felt like a long time had passed. Thinking of the person still lying in the sickbed, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t want to dwell on anything else and quickened his pace.

The replacement doctor had arrived at some point—a male doctor who didn’t look much older than them.

Luo He was engrossed in playing Angry Birds and merely glanced briefly at the newcomer. Seeing it was a student from this school, he continued adjusting the launching direction of the birds while asking directly, “What are your symptoms?”

Such an unprofessional attitude. Zhou Tingzhao kept his expression tight and didn’t answer, walking straight into the inner room.

Luo He wasn’t upset at being ignored. He looked back at where the student had gone, figuring he was probably going to see the patient inside.

Sang Ru was still asleep. The suspended IV bag was dripping transparent liquid, with only a little left.

Zhou Tingzhao cupped his hands together, breathed on them to warm them up, and then placed them on her forehead to check her temperature. She was still warm, but the fever had subsided somewhat compared to when he had brought her in.

Footsteps approached from outside the screen, stopping at the bedside.

Luo He stood with his arms crossed, looking at the two of them, and asked, “Are you this little one’s classmate?”

Little one?

Zhou Tingzhao stood up, facing him directly. They were about the same height, their gazes level.

He replied stiffly, “Obviously.”

The doctor wore an indifferent expression and shrugged, “Just checking on my sister’s social circle, don’t be so tense.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s anger at the doctor’s lackadaisical work attitude immediately dissipated. He repeated, “Sister?”

“Yeah,” Luo said, raising an eyebrow. “Neighbor’s sister.”

Chapter 43: It’s You
“Sister” and “neighbor’s sister” were quite different expressions, and his irritation, after subsiding only momentarily, flared up again. Looking at the casual man in front of him, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt as if he had seen him somewhere before.

“Do you like her?” the man asked.

Zhou Tingzhao smiled sarcastically: “Does a neighbor care about such things?”

Luo He laughed: “Why are high school students so confrontational these days? Is a bit of gossip not allowed?”

Seeing that Zhou Tingzhao remained silent, Luo He didn’t press further. He glanced at what remained in the IV bag and said seriously: “Call me when it’s almost finished.”

“Of course, as long as the doctor isn’t playing with his phone while crossing his legs.”

Luo He swallowed a curse, smiled helplessly, and walked away.

Zhou Tingzhao sat back on the sofa to continue his watch, and finally remembered where he had seen that doctor before.

He had indeed seen him, downstairs at the company.

Between casual partners, arrangements to meet inevitably involve the question of who initiates the invitation. However, Sang Ru and he never had conflicts on this issue. They almost tacitly agreed that you take the initiative once, then I take the initiative once, never going a step further.

That time, when he left her company as a client, while waiting for the elevator, his mind was full of how she pretended not to know him in front of everyone, addressing him as “Mr. Zhou” repeatedly, in a manner that truly made his heart itch.

The urge to pull her into his arms was hard to suppress. As Zhou Tingzhao stepped into the elevator, he sent her a message: “Shall we meet today?”

“Didn’t you just leave, Mr. Zhou?”

“That was work.”

“For personal matters, ask during personal time. Goodbye, Mr. Zhou.”

She seemed angry, upset that he had concealed his identity as a client and only let her know when he showed up, catching her off guard.

Zhou Tingzhao knew he was in the wrong. When it was time for her to get off work, he made an exception and sent a second invitation: “Shall we meet?”

After a while, she replied: “No, I’m busy.”

Zhou Tingzhao wasn’t angry; instead, he smiled.

Whether she was genuinely busy or just making excuses, she was adorable this way.

Zhou Tingzhao put away his phone, preparing to go downstairs to buy a coffee and a sandwich, but encountered her again in the elevator.

She rarely left work exactly on time. There were other people in the elevator. Zhou Tingzhao silently watched her standing in front with her back to him, without speaking to her.

After exiting, he quickly walked to Sang Ru’s side, walking shoulder to shoulder with her, and awkwardly said: “What a coincidence.”

Sang Ru seemed to give a light snort: “It’s Mr. Zhou. Indeed, what a coincidence.”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled: “I didn’t mean to keep it from you.”

She finally gave him a proper look and said, “What is Mr. Zhou explaining? You giving money to our small company is certainly a good thing.”

Her high heels made quite a noise with every step. Zhou Tingzhao said, “But you’re angry.”

“You’re overthinking it,” she said as they reached the revolving door. “Someone’s here to pick me up. Goodbye, Mr. Zhou.”

With that, she stepped out first.

Zhou Tingzhao watched her retreating figure and saw through the revolving layers of glass as she threw herself into another man’s arms.

Someone opened the side door, and cool wind rushed in, making Zhou Tingzhao more clearheaded.

What kind of relationship could he have with Sang Ru?

Only one of mutual non-recognition.

And who was that person who could embrace her in front of everyone?

Zhou Tingzhao finally remembered—that man, if a few years younger, was the same young doctor who had just been neglecting his duties and claiming to be her neighbor’s brother.

Recalling this, Zhou Tingzhao’s fingers involuntarily tightened.

The person on the sickbed suddenly stirred, frowning as if uncomfortable, making some vague nasal sounds.

His tension dissipated as he quickly stepped forward, reaching out to feel her forehead—not as hot anymore. He relaxed, gently patting her blanket until her frown gradually smoothed out.

Zhou Tingzhao was about to stand up when he heard her soft whimper. He leaned closer and heard her murmuring: “Zhou Tingzhao…”

Something seemed to hit his chest. Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to gently stroke the top of her head, saying in an extremely quiet and gentle voice: “I’m here, I’m here…”

She seemed satisfied and made another docile nasal sound.

Suddenly, a thought came to his mind.

He wanted to know.

Zhou Tingzhao softly called to her: “Zai zai.”

With her eyes still closed, Sang Ru unconsciously answered: “Hmm?”

“How… old are you?”

She began to answer, though her mumbling was caught in her throat. Zhou Tingzhao only heard her say something like: “…six years old now, no, I’m sixteen, sixteen…”

And then her voice gradually faded.

Zhou Tingzhao thought for a moment, then called another name: “Sarah?”

She still answered with: “Hmm?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart began to race. This was her English name, generally used only in the advertising company.

Although in his memory, Sang Ru didn’t have an English name in high school, he wasn’t certain whether it was simply because she didn’t use it often that he had never heard it.

So Zhou Tingzhao leaned in even closer, looking at her full lips, and said in a low voice: “Mr. Zhou needs your proposal.”

Suddenly, in this corner behind the screen, there was a loud “smack.” Zhou Tingzhao was stunned.

The person with her eyes still closed had delivered a slap to his face, and this time her words were clear: “Tell him to go to hell!”

Zhou Tingzhao pressed his tongue against his left cheek, regarding her with complex emotions, before breaking into a smile after a while.

It really is you.

It’s definitely you—

Chapter 44: Feeding Porridge
Sang Ru woke up from her sleep. The IV drip had been removed at some point. The needle-like pain that had been intensely concentrated in her head had dissipated, and she felt much more refreshed.

She turned her head to look around. Zhou Tingzhao was sitting on the sofa nearby, reading a book.

His hair fell obediently, and as he lowered his gaze to read intently, he radiated more of the youthful aura of a student. The elite air he would later possess was still just in its embryonic form.

However, this impression was suddenly overturned when he looked up at her. In the instant their gazes collided, Sang Ru had the illusion of being locked onto as prey.

It was just for a moment. Seeing that she was awake, Zhou Tingzhao’s expression softened from its seriousness. He stood up and came over to feel the temperature of her forehead.

“You’re awake. Still feeling unwell?”

Sang Ru shook her head, rubbing her head left and right under his palm.

Why did his palm seem even hotter than her forehead?

At that moment, her stomach growled inappropriately. Zhou Tingzhao’s voice took on an amused tone: “Hungry?”

Sang Ru burrowed into her blanket and replied in a muffled voice: “Mm-hmm.”

His presence withdrew from her side, and Sang Ru only then noticed an insulated container on the bedside table. Zhou Tingzhao unscrewed the lid and took out the porridge and light side dishes he had prepared.

Her stomach growled even more enthusiastically. Sang Ru sat up of her own accord. At this moment, someone walked around the screen.

Sang Ru widened her eyes in surprise: “Luo He?”

“No respect.” Luo He had his hands in his white coat pockets. Despite his words, there was no tone of reproach.

Sang Ru blinked slowly and said, “Intern school doctor?”

In her opinion, Luo He had indeed worked as a school doctor at her high school for a few months when he was about to graduate.

This time, it was Luo He’s turn to be surprised. He clicked his tongue: “Are you a fortune-teller now?”

Just as Sang Ru was about to respond, her lips met a sensation that was half cool, half warm.

Zhou Tingzhao had scooped up a spoonful of porridge and brought it to her mouth, his expression impassive. Sang Ru instinctively opened her mouth and swallowed the porridge, then said to Luo He: “What could you possibly have that I don’t know about?”

Luo He lowered his eyelids: “There is something.”

“What?”

As soon as she asked, another spoonful of porridge was brought to her lips. Sang Ru ate it, but her eyes were on Luo He.

He looked a bit melancholic, which was unlike him.

“Nothing,” Luo He resumed his casual attitude and said, “After you’ve rested, leave quickly and go study.”

With that, he pulled a piece of candy from his pocket, tossed it onto her blanket, and left.

Sang Ru finished the porridge and automatically went looking for the next spoonful while reaching for the candy. As a result, this spoonful didn’t make it into her mouth but got on her nose instead.

Sang Ru backed away. Looking up, she saw Zhou Tingzhao glance at her, pull out a tissue, and wipe the watermark off the tip of her nose with an expressionless face. He said in a deep voice, “Eat properly.”

She obediently swallowed this spoonful without a word, then raised her hand and said: “Let me do it myself.”

Zhou Tingzhao moved his hand away: “You just had an IV. You don’t have much strength.”

Don’t I know whether I have strength or not?

However, being waited on felt quite nice. Sang Ru let him continue, becoming increasingly comfortable with directing him to add a bit of this vegetable, a bit of that vegetable on top of the porridge.

Only after Zhou Tingzhao had finished feeding this little glutton did he casually eat some of what was left. Sang Ru was stunned: “You haven’t eaten?”

“I’m eating now.”

Sang Ru suddenly felt guilty and stuffed the candy she had just received into his pocket: “For you.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s feelings were somewhat complex, but he didn’t return the candy.

With about half an hour left before the evening study session ended, and their things still in the classroom waiting to be packed up, Sang Ru got out of bed, preparing to return to the classroom with Zhou Tingzhao.

Luo He was still battling with Angry Birds and didn’t look up as he said: “Just stay here. After I finish this round, I’ll take you back.”

Sang Ru asked: “Don’t you have the night shift?”

“I do,” Luo He shrugged, “but since you live nearby now, I’ll come back after dropping you off.”

He glanced at the displeased-looking person beside her and smirked: “Your little boyfriend is still a minor himself. It’s not safe for him to escort you.”

Both of them fell silent upon hearing this.

Who exactly was the youngest one here?

Without wasting any more words, Zhou Tingzhao directly took Sang Ru’s hand and, before walking out the door, dropped a single word: “Safe.”

Luo He’s hand slipped, and the red bird crashed mid-flight. In his heart, he made the Nth exclamation of the day—high school students these days are something else—

Sang Ru walked ahead. After walking quietly for a while, she suddenly turned around and, walking backward, said: “We still haven’t finished our homework today. Will we be punished again tomorrow and sent to the office to complete it?”

“No, I spoke with Yang Fan and the others before coming to the infirmary. They’ll help us ask for leave from the teacher,” Zhou Tingzhao took larger steps to reduce the distance between them, frowning as he said, “Walk properly.”

Sang Ru made an “Oh” sound and obediently turned back around. She vaguely felt that Zhou Tingzhao was somewhat different from a few days ago.

Zhou Tingzhao gazed at her back, continuing to process the information that she, too, had come from ten years in the future.

In “normal” time, opportunities to meet her were few and far between. Perhaps because of this, he didn’t understand Sang Ru as well as he thought. But when it came to the entanglement of love and desire, he believed he had a sufficient grasp.

The little princess liked to win, even in lovemaking. She would often willingly suffer a thousand cuts to inflict eight hundred on her enemy, wanting to see him restraining himself for her, then going wild. Zhou Tingzhao sometimes indulged her, and sometimes would repay her with even more tormenting methods.

Yet in those suddenly altered memories, the little princess seemed to use the skills she had refined while being with him to tease his seventeen-year-old self, something he had already experienced since arriving here.

But his seventeen-year-old self hadn’t yet developed the later impenetrable mask of composure. Under her fierce offensive, his blushing and racing heart were difficult to conceal, giving her plenty to laugh about.

Although he didn’t mind letting her win, now that the game had flipped and roles had reversed, with them being in such proximity, it seemed the time had come to counter-attack.

If that “really like you” was genuine, then perhaps winning differently would be acceptable for both of them.

Chapter 45: Remember It Well
The previous lesson of being late had reformed Sang Ru. She now remembered to set her alarm every day.

Last night she had slept for a while during her IV drip, and today she woke up even earlier than her alarm. Sang Ru lay in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling, when she heard a notification sound.

[z: Feeling better today?]

Sang Ru yawned, thinking to herself that Zhou Tingzhao was up too early.

Zai zai’s: Quite good. How about you?]

[z: I’m good too.]

Zai zai’s: Then see you at school. Good morning, little Zhou.]

[z: Okay, good morning.]

[Zai zai’s: I taught you before, how should you say it?]

Zhou Tingzhao paused, then replied.

[Z: Good morning, Zai zai.]

—

Halfway through morning reading, Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao were called out together by the Chinese teacher.

Sang Ru showed a good attitude, speaking up before the teacher could ask: “Teacher Wang, we took sick leave yesterday. We’ll make up the homework today.”

“It’s not about that,” Teacher Wang smiled, amused by her. “There’s going to be an essay competition in the district soon. Our grade is planning to recommend you two and a few students from other classes to participate. Do you have any thoughts?”

Sang Ru had barely gone through a few pages of the thick essay book Zhou Tingzhao had given her. She hesitated: “But for argumentative essays, I’m not confident…”

“Just write in the style you’re good at. Essay competitions are a bit different from exams. Your style might be more suitable for competitions.”

Sang Ru made an “Oh” sound, then heard the teacher ask: “Zhou Tingzhao, do you have any questions?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Not at the moment.”

The teacher patted them: “Don’t feel too much pressure. Just treat it as a warm-up. It doesn’t matter if you don’t win any prizes.”

“As for your unfinished homework…” her tone dragged out, making Sang Ru’s heart tighten. “You don’t need to do it anymore.”

Sang Ru sighed in relief, nodding with seeming calmness. Zhou Tingzhao glanced at her, his lips curving almost imperceptibly.

“But you need to submit an essay instead. The competition will be a prompt essay. I’ll discuss a topic with the other teachers in our grade, but you should try writing one first.”

The two of them accepted their task and went back to continue reciting their lessons.

The essay topic was brought by a classmate who happened to go to the office before the fourth class, with a message that it was due the next evening.

The topic was written on a note. Zhou Tingzhao held it closer to Sang Ru, placing it in the middle for both to see—

Time is boundless. Life’s encounters demand a sense of ‘one time, one meeting.’ On this one-way train journey, we see many beautiful landscapes, yet many scenes also pass us by in a hurry. Looking back again, might we discover lost treasures? Listening again, might we hear the echoes of time?

Based on the above material, choose an angle, create your title, and write an essay of no less than 800 words. The genre is your choice, except poetry.]

Sang Ru was momentarily stunned and instinctively looked at Zhou Tingzhao, only to find herself caught in his gaze.

His eyelids were slightly lowered, and his gaze seemed to lack intensity. It was only because she had tilted her head up that his gaze happened to rest lightly upon her.

Zhou Tingzhao quickly averted his eyes and looked back at the topic, asking as if casually: “What do you think?”

“What do I think about what?”

“The prompt. What do you think?”

What could she think? If she hadn’t kept her secret from everyone, Sang Ru would have suspected that the teacher who came up with this topic was tailoring it specifically for her.

She had already thought of a theme within seconds: Zhou Tingzhao-brand second chances, truly delicious.

If only she could write about it.

“It’s good,” Sang Ru said half-truthfully, “thought-provoking.”

Zhou Tingzhao slightly raised an eyebrow: “Mm-hmm.”

For some reason, Sang Ru felt that Zhou Tingzhao was in a particularly good mood today. Then she heard him ask: “Have you memorized the topic?”

“More or less.”

Sang Ru then watched as his long, elegant fingers methodically and slowly rolled up the note and put it in his pocket, saying: “Then I’ll keep it. Try to recall it a few more times to reinforce your memory. It’ll help with your writing.”

Sang Ru:?

Zhou Tingzhao emphasized again: “Remember it well.”

Sang Ru didn’t have time to ask what was going on with him before the bell rang and math class continued.

Although they had taken leave, they had still done some work after returning. In the previous class, Teacher Zheng had quickly gone through the simple problems, leaving the last fill-in-the-blank question and several major problems for this class.

The last fill-in-the-blank question was difficult. Teacher Zheng called on several students, but none gave the correct answer. Then he remembered his class representative.

He leisurely walked down from the podium: “Class rep, did you do it today?”

“Teacher, I was on sick leave last night.”

“Oh, so you didn’t do it.”

“But I did,” Sang Ru cleared her throat and gave the answer, “square root of three over two.”

Teacher Zheng was taken aback. He had originally intended to tease her, but ended up being outmaneuvered: “Alright, sit down.”

Sang Ru sat down and noticed that Zhou Tingzhao seemed to be smiling. She nudged him with her elbow.

Teacher Zheng saw it all. This one won’t work, but there’s another.

“Zhou Tingzhao, you were also on leave. Did you do it?”

Zhou Tingzhao stood up, standing a head taller than Teacher Zheng, and directly answered: “Square root of three over two.”

Having failed to tease students again, Teacher Zheng sighed: “Both of your answers are correct. Zhou Tingzhao, please explain to everyone how you calculated it.”

Zhou Tingzhao scanned the problem and explained his solution. After listening, the entire class had “confusion” written all over their faces.

Teacher Zheng also frowned at the problem, pondering for a long time before finally saying: “Did you use a college-level method?”

Zhou Tingzhao lowered his gaze and saw Sang Ru looking up at him. His heart suddenly tensed, and he said, “Yes, I had seen some college textbooks before.”

Teacher Zheng told him to sit down: “That’s good, but it’s beyond the syllabus. Sang Ru, please explain your method.”

Sang Ru stood up and explained her approach. This time, most people showed expressions of sudden understanding. Teacher Zheng returned to the blackboard and gave everyone a clear explanation based on this method.

While Zhou Tingzhao was worrying about whether he had revealed too much, his arm suddenly felt warm.

Sang Ru leaned over, eyes on the blackboard, and whispered: “How are you already studying college textbooks? That’s amazing.”

Zhou Tingzhao sighed in relief; at least she didn’t suspect anything. Then, because of her praise, the tips of his ears grew slightly warm, and he vaguely responded with an “Mm.”

Just as he finished speaking, he faintly heard two nasal sounds from her, tinged with amusement.

—

Chapter 46: Thump-Thump
Having regained much of her strength, as soon as the class bell rang, Sang Ru was preparing to rush to the cafeteria with Li Chenfei, but someone stopped her.

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t use much force, merely encircling her wrist where the red string was distinctly eye-catching.

Sang Ru blinked her eyes and heard him ask: “Want some porridge?”

She raised her eyebrows, turning her palm to hold his hand in return: “Yes.”

Seeing this, Li Chenfei silently rolled her eyes and left with Yang Fan.

This was her third visit to Zhou Tingzhao’s home, but this time he had invited her on his initiative—quite a significant improvement.

Sang Ru had thought she would need to wait for him to cook, and had already followed him into the kitchen, ready to help. To her surprise, as soon as he opened the rice cooker, billowing steam wafted out.

Sang Ru was momentarily stunned and asked: “When did you cook this?”

“When I sent you the message,” Zhou Tingzhao washed two bowls and gestured with his chin, saying, “Wash your hands first.”

“Oh.”

So he had already cooked porridge and kept it warm in the pot since six o’clock…

The flowing water couldn’t mask the faint sounds of bowls and ladles clinking as he served the porridge.

Behind this building was a street food alley. From the fourth floor, one could look down and witness the bustle of people. Many students, tired of cafeteria food, would seek food outside. Now the street was crowded with people, and the clamorous noise, filtered through the window screen, wasn’t too loud by the time it reached their ears.

Sang Ru became a bit entranced. This scene, filled with the warmth of everyday life, felt so intimate, as if it had directly reached a possible moment many years into the future.

Suddenly, she felt something touch her back. Zhou Tingzhao had come up behind her, reaching out to turn off the water tap, saying: “What are you daydreaming about?”

“Nothing.”

He produced a clean towel from somewhere and gently dried her hands with it. She was encircled in his arms, her back barely touching his chest, his warm breath falling on the back of her ear, one breath at a time.

Her earlobes probably turned red and felt a bit hot. Sang Ru secretly resented how Zhou Tingzhao’s flirting skills had improved so rapidly, while pretending to be calm as she let him dry her hands.

“Done. Let’s eat.” Zhou Tingzhao stepped back, withdrawing all those teasing touches completely.

Sang Ru pursed her lips, watching as he carried the bowls out. She washed two pairs of chopsticks and followed him.

After they finished eating, Zhou Tingzhao stood up and began collecting the bowls and chopsticks to wash them. Sang Ru looked up at him and suddenly said, “Zhou Tingzhao, I feel dizzy.”

His movement paused, his brows slightly furrowing as he said: “Sit still and rest. I’ll take you to the infirmary in a while.”

Sang Ru hurriedly said, “No need. I just need to lie down for a bit.”

Seeing that Zhou Tingzhao’s brows were still knitted, Sang Ru gave a more direct hint, asking in a soft voice: “Is there a guest room I could borrow?”

In the school-provided staff dormitory, where would there be extra guest rooms?

Zhou Tingzhao contemplated for a moment before saying: “If you don’t mind, you can lie down in my room. If you still feel unwell, I’ll take you for an IV.”

“Got it.”

Having achieved her goal, Sang Ru held her forehead, pretending to be unwell, as she entered his room.

Zhou Tingzhao’s bed sheets and covers were gray, giving off a cool feel, but his faint, clean scent filled the air, making her feel so at ease that she almost fell asleep.

A “click” sound came from the doorway—someone opening the door. It was him.

Sang Ru kept her eyes closed. After the sleepiness dissipated, she became more alert. The gradually approaching footsteps were very light. They stopped at the bedside, followed by what seemed to be him placing something like a cup on the bedside table, the contact sound carefully muffled at the cup’s base.

Using food as bait when hunting is common, but using oneself as bait is more nerve-wracking. Yet the excitement in her heart couldn’t be ignored. Sang Ru felt some impulsive energy pulsing with her heartbeat.

While she was debating about when to reveal her true intentions, his presence seemed to be slowly approaching at that moment.

Sang Ru struggled to maintain even breathing, but unconsciously held her breath when she sensed he was almost right in front of her.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

She heard his soft laughter, and then, like a dandelion seed on a windswept plain, a kiss gently landed on her forehead. Sang Ru’s heart skipped a beat, and before she knew it, she had reached out to grab his sleeve.

“What mischief are you up to?” she asked, with the innocence of a girl just waking from a dream.

But how could a dreaming girl have fluttering long lashes, and breath that stopped upon sensing his approach? Since she was pretending ignorance, Zhou Tingzhao continued to feign some embarrassment at being caught, turning his head away and saying: “Nothing…”

Sang Ru seemed to let it go, releasing his sleeve only to take hold of his hand, saying in a stuffy voice: “You woke me up. You’re responsible for lulling me back to sleep.”

Zhou Tingzhao instinctively held her hand in return, looking at her upturned face and asking: “How should I do that?”

She patted the space to her left: “Come up here.”

Zhou Tingzhao was momentarily stunned. The sudden force she applied caught him off guard. By the time he realized what was happening, he was already supporting himself with one hand above her, while his other hand was still tightly clasped with hers.

Sang Ru’s smile now carried a mischievous satisfaction. She deliberately misinterpreted him, saying: “I asked you to come up, not to get up like this.”

Chapter 47: Lulling to Sleep
Her smile was dazzling, stirring ripples in his heart.

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly leaned closer, leaving only a hair’s breadth between them and Sang Ru. He caught the words between his teeth and asked in a low voice: “Then how should I come up?”

The prey had caught the hunter; the bait was in a precarious situation. Sang Ru licked her lips, noticing his gaze naturally following the movement, sweeping over her lips before slowly rising again to meet her eyes, with complete nonchalance that made her legs feel weak.

Sang Ru suddenly felt her mouth go dry and responded with a non-sequitur: “I want some water.”

Zhou Tingzhao remained poised above her, his eyes suddenly filling with amusement. With his gaze still locked on hers, he straightened up and took the water glass he had just placed on the bedside table, along with a blister pack of medicine, and said: “Sit up. Take your medicine first.”

Sang Ru didn’t remember bringing her own medicine, so this must be Zhou Tingzhao’s portion. She accepted it, tilted her head back, and swallowed the medicine with water, then drank a few more sips to ease the dryness before handing the glass back.

But she saw him take the glass and also swallow a pill with the remaining water.

Zhou Tingzhao was also a patient, yet he attended to her without complaint, which made Sang Ru feel somewhat embarrassed.

“Alright, you should rest for a while too.” This time, Sang Ru properly lifted the covers on the left side, reversing roles to invite the owner of the bed to join her.

She had fully embraced the role of the lady of the house.

Zhou Tingzhao’s lips curved imperceptibly as he also slipped under the covers from the other side.

Sang Ru no longer felt sleepy at all. With a vibrant seventeen-year-old high school student lying beside her, it was hard not to want to take some liberties.

They were quite far apart. Sang Ru quietly pushed up the blanket that had sagged in the middle and moved closer to Zhou Tingzhao. When she was close enough to touch his right arm, she made a tiny motion to scratch the back of his hand and murmured: “You were supposed to lull me to sleep first.”

Zhou Tingzhao opened his eyes, hearing her commanding tone that somehow still managed to sound pitiful. His heart instantly melted, so he turned on his side to face her.

Sang Ru had also turned to face him. Their eyes met, and she blinked. She watched as Zhou Tingzhao’s Adam’s apple bobbed.

For comfort, they had already removed their school uniform jackets, leaving only the inner layer. Sang Ru nestled against the hollow of his shoulder, her fragrant hair enveloping Zhou Tingzhao’s senses.

Having experienced her seductive tactics many times, Zhou Tingzhao knew this was also a trap, but he still raised his hand to stroke her back, patting gently—all that was missing was a lullaby.

“Is this how you lull someone to sleep?” She raised her head from his embrace, mercilessly pointing out his mistake.

His raised hand was awkwardly suspended, neither falling nor remaining still.

When had Mr. Zhou ever gained experience in lulling young ladies to sleep? Every time, they would both be exhausted after passionate lovemaking, and she would simply fall asleep on her own. At most, he would stroke her back a few times like this before she drifted off. When had she ever needed someone to go to great lengths to lull her to sleep?

His palm finally settled gently on her back. Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head slightly, adopting the humble posture of a student, yet with an underlying hint of seduction: “Then how should I do it? Teach me?”

He was truly too handsome. His skin was fair, yet the high bridge of his nose and sharp features created their patterns of light and shadow. One could describe him as rugged, yet calling him beautiful wouldn’t be out of place either.

Now he was looking at her with such gentle eyes, or perhaps because the medicine was starting to take effect, Sang Ru felt a bit lightheaded and forgot herself, saying: “Make me tired, then I’ll be able to sleep, won’t I?”

Zhou Tingzhao was taken aback: “Hmm?”

Suddenly, her hand guided his to the softness of her chest. She looked up at him with the most innocent expression and said, “Touch me…”

Zhou Tingzhao almost immediately felt a response, a sensation winding up from his lower body, entwining his heart, causing his palm to unconsciously tighten following her movements.

Sang Ru’s once clear eyes now began to cloud over, her eyelids half-closing then lifting again as she released soft gasps.

Zhou Tingzhao slowly kneaded one of her breasts, his voice already hoarse when he spoke: “Does this make you tired, or does it feel good?”

Sang Ru gave him a sidelong glance, biting her lip without answering.

Then, at some point, he suddenly cupped her breast from below with the hollow between his thumb and index finger, gently swaying it. The wave of sensation that rippled through her breast settled into his palm. Sang Ru felt a sinking sensation in her chest that made her feel increasingly empty.

“Mmm… stop teasing…”

Zhou Tingzhao chuckled softly: “It has quite some weight to it.”

Sang Ru, not to be outdone, reached down to his lower body: “This has quite some weight to it too.”

Zhou Tingzhao drew in a sharp breath and moved his palm to her waist: “May I?”

“May you what?”

Sang Ru felt the hardness in her palm becoming more insistent, and the person in front of her moved closer: “May I go inside to touch?”

“You already know the answer.”

After Sang Ru spoke, she heard two muffled laughs from above her head. Then her waist was suddenly free, and a warm palm covered her chest again.

His hand slipped through the gap in her underwear. Zhou Tingzhao’s palm passed over her nipple, drawing circles and caressing it deliberately.

“It’s standing up.”

“You’re hard too.”

“Yes.”

His easy admission left her at a loss for how to respond. Sang Ru softened her voice: “Just this isn’t enough.”

“Is that so?”

Sang Ru didn’t have time to respond with a challenging affirmation before she suddenly felt a tightening around her waist. Zhou Tingzhao had wrapped one arm around her waist, drawing her into his embrace, and said in a husky voice: “Lift your clothes yourself, will you?”

The added “will you” made it seem like a negotiation, but Sang Ru felt she had no retreat. She bent her fingers to slowly lift her clothes, gradually revealing her full, firm breasts. Then, unexpectedly, Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head.

With his left hand, he pulled down the upper edge of her underwear, allowing her small nipple to tremble exposed in the air. After flicking it twice with his index finger, he lowered his head and took it into his mouth.

Chapter 48: Drinking Water
From birth, suckling becomes instinct. Sang Ru felt her chest being vigorously suckled, with his wet, soft tongue occasionally emerging to sweep across the top. She tilted her head back slightly and began to pant, unconsciously threading her fingers through his hair.

At this moment, her entire body suddenly became even more sensitive, with every tiny movement transmitted from that part to her brain’s nerves.

Amid her chest feeling full, Zhou Tingzhao’s hand suddenly slid from her waist into the seam of her pants. Her buttocks were then enveloped, kneaded, and parted from the other cheek.

She tried to escape by wiggling her hips, but there was no escape. After being handled like dough for a while, a finger suddenly pressed against her entrance, rubbing it almost imperceptibly a couple of times.

The downpour on her chest suddenly ceased as Zhou Tingzhao rose above her and said: “You’ve wet my hand completely.”

Sang Ru pushed him away: “Getting wet when feeling good, isn’t that normal?”

“Yes,” Zhou Tingzhao’s eyes held a smile as he suddenly said, “Baby, I’m thirsty.”

What kind of address was this…

Sang Ru had never heard him call her this way before, and her face immediately flushed: “If you’re thirsty, drink some water.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t move, still propping himself above her, his gaze growing more intense.

“I’ll get you a glass…” Sang Ru tried to push his arm away to get out, but he pulled her back.

Trapped between his arms, the two somehow engaged in a silent confrontation with their eyes. Zhou Tingzhao looked at her, then suddenly lowered his head to her neck: “I want to drink from you, okay?”

So, do male high school students become self-taught once they get involved in such matters?

The person who had been solemn just moments ago was now seeking intimacy like a child trying to coax someone. Sang Ru felt as if small feathers were tickling her heart. She made a sound as faint as a mosquito’s buzz, and as soon as she did, her neck received a kiss.

A series of kisses traveled along her neck to her face, stopping at her lips: “May I kiss you?”

“If you’re going to kiss, then hurry up…”

The end of her words was trapped between their lips. Zhou Tingzhao kissed her while his hand explored downward, finding soft pubic hair, and was rewarded with hearing her sighs merge into their kiss.

Hot, moist air touched his fingertips. Zhou Tingzhao caressed her flower and said in a husky voice: “Sit on top of me.”

Sang Ru obliged and moved on top of him. Just as she settled on his waist, she was suddenly lifted and moved upward. Sang Ru let out a startled cry, reaching out to brace against the wall in front of her, her legs straddling either side of his head.

Her heart pounded wildly. Sang Ru looked down to see Zhou Tingzhao smiling between her legs: “I meant for you to sit here.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t give Sang Ru a chance to retort. He tilted his head slightly and touched her with his lips and tongue, leaving Sang Ru unable to speak further.

She closed her eyes, and all her sensory awareness seemed to focus on her entrance. Before her eyes was darkness, yet within this darkness, she could trace the situation below by following his movements.

He had kissed her moments ago, and now he was giving her intimate area a few gentle kisses as if cherishing it, making her feel numb with pleasure. Zhou Tingzhao extended his tongue, licking along the entire crevice. She instinctively felt more fluid flowing from inside, which must have been cleaned away by his repeated licking.

Soft yet firm, the tongue was perhaps the ideal instrument for comforting her intimate area. After parting her lips and entering, Sang Ru could no longer hold back the moans in her throat.

“Mmm… don’t go deeper… mmm ah… more…”

Her words became disjointed. Zhou Tingzhao seemed to be laughing, then suddenly switched to using his teeth to gently grind against her bud. Although her small bud had already hardened with excitement, it was no match for the hardness of his teeth, becoming incredibly sensitive with just a slight rubbing.

Sang Ru couldn’t bear it and tried to lift her hips, but Zhou Tingzhao pressed her down, continuing to keep her between his lips and teeth. She trembled and whimpered softly.

“Zhou Tingzhao! Wuwuwu, no more… mmm aah…”

He seemed not to hear. After a while, he finally released that spot and took her entire intimate area into his mouth. The sounds of his sucking and licking traveled upward, and Sang Ru was so overwhelmed with pleasure that she could hardly maintain her position.

When he switched back to using his tongue to stir inside her, Sang Ru finally couldn’t hold on any longer and fell backward, her hands bracing beside him, exposing the entire situation to her eyes.

This was how Zhou Tingzhao had been holding her intimate area as he pleasured her. Even his nose glistened with moisture, presumably from being accidentally brushed against her.

He slowed the pace of his licking and looked up at her.

That kind of gaze was hard to describe—like admiring prey that had fallen into a hunter’s net, yet also as if he would devour her the next second.

Sang Ru’s heart trembled, and as he suddenly increased his assault again, she finally panted through another climax, her lower body shaking uncontrollably, as if something she couldn’t suppress had surged out.

All strength left her at that moment. She lay back on him, allowing Zhou Tingzhao to give her intimate area one last heavy suck.

Her eyelids were half-closed with exhaustion. Sang Ru heard some rustling sounds, and then Zhou Tingzhao changed positions, pressing on top of her. His lips still carried moisture, with a faint hint of a tangy-sweet scent.

He smiled and kissed the corner of her lips, saying, “Baby sprayed so much water. I’m not thirsty anymore.”

Sang Ru reached out to push him away, but couldn’t move him. Instead, he took her hand and kissed it too. Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to stroke her hair and asked: “Tired?”

She had no strength left and could only make a faint nasal sound: “Mm-hmm.”

“Then lulling you to sleep, would that be considered successful?”

—

Chapter 49: Eighteen Streets Ahead
Perhaps because of the medicine she had taken, Sang Ru slept sweetly. When she woke up and stretched, she accidentally hit Zhou Tingzhao’s face.

He had already awakened at some point and was lying on his side, looking at her without a word. It seemed to take him a while to react to the not-too-hard hit to his face. He put his arm around her waist, asking her to massage the injured area.

Feeling at fault, Sang Ru made a show of massaging it for him.

Zhou Tingzhao’s voice carried the slight hoarseness of someone who had just awakened: “Did you sleep well?”

Sang Ru: “Very well.”

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

“What?” His skin was so good that Sang Ru couldn’t resist pressing a bit harder two more times.

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly drew closer and asked in a low voice: “Did I lull you to sleep well?”

The question she had drowsily pretended to sleep through earlier was now laid before her again. He was too close; his long, thick eyelashes were slowly blinking less than an inch from her face. Sang Ru was dazed by his beauty and unconsciously spoke what was in her heart.

“Yes, very well.”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled, patted her bottom, and said: “Time to get up.”

Sang Ru came to her senses and pulled up the blanket to bury herself under it.

They arrived just two minutes before the first afternoon class began.

Li Chenfei poked her head out from behind Yang Fan with curiosity: “What kind of porridge were you two eating that took so long?”

Sang Ru: “A complete imperial feast.”

She was always quick to joke. Li Chenfei’s desire for gossip was stirring. She was truly curious about the progress between those two, but Sang Ru wasn’t much of a gossiper and didn’t understand that girlfriends should provide real-time updates on relationship progress.

Class had already started. Li Chenfei thought for a moment, then wrote a note and passed it over.

Sang Ru received it from Zhou Tingzhao’s hand and opened it to read.

[How far have you two gone! I don’t believe you did anything in those two hours! Hmph!]

She glanced at Zhou Tingzhao, then lowered her head to write a reply.

[What about you and yours?]

Sang Ru rolled up the note, poked Zhou Tingzhao, and asked him to pass it on. Zhou Tingzhao looked at her once and obediently did as she asked without saying anything.

Soon, the note came back.

[Don’t even mention it, I’m so angry! Absolutely no progress! Yang Fan is simply a block of wood! Just now, when we went to eat, I was standing in front of him in line and accidentally got pushed backward by the person in front, about to fall. I thought, perfect! I’ll just fall against him! He could reach out and catch me, and that would pretty much count as a hug! But instead! He was quick to dodge to the side and used his shoulder to push me back up! My back is still sore from where he pushed. I’m so mad!]

Li Chenfei had written a long complaint. Sang Ru couldn’t help but laugh, though she quickly swallowed the sound after making a small noise, fortunately not heard by the teacher.

Zhou Tingzhao, however, turned his head to look at her.

Sang Ru didn’t mind. Seeing that the note was already full, she took another sticky note and, trying to hold back her laughter, wrote: [Don’t be angry. He’s just a straight guy, it’s normal.]

After writing, she still wanted to give it to Zhou Tingzhao to pass along. Seeing his left hand resting empty and fisted on the desk, Sang Ru quietly grabbed his hand, opened it, and placed the note in his palm in one fluid motion.

Zhou Tingzhao looked over, his brows beginning to furrow. She immediately pouted, putting on a pitiful expression. He then sighed almost imperceptibly and continued to act as the messenger.

Li Chenfei seemed to realize she had been led around in circles, and that Sang Ru still hadn’t answered her question, so she wrote: [From your tone, you two are making rapid progress?! Quickly tell me how far you’ve gotten!]

While reading, Sang Ru also answered a formula question that the chemistry teacher had asked the whole class.

Then she picked up her pen and wrote: [Well, about eighteen streets ahead of you ^_^]

With an emoticon added, her taunt was perfect.

Using the same technique, she slipped it into Zhou Tingzhao’s palm, but saw that he was looking at the blackboard and directly put the sticky note into his pocket.

Sang Ru reached into his pocket and said softly: “How dare you confiscate it on your own!”

Zhou Tingzhao pressed the paper beneath the back of his hand and held her hand in his palm, squeezing it as he said: “Temporarily confiscated. Pay attention to class.”

Withdrawing her hand, Sang Ru had to admit she was a little charmed, thinking, “Not bad, little Zhou, already acting like a boss, catching an employee slacking off.”

Sang Ru finally ceased her efforts and returned to the concentration expected of a third-year high school student.

After class, Sang Ru had almost forgotten about the confiscated item, but Zhou Tingzhao was very conscientious and took it out of his pocket, placing it on her desk.

Sang Ru finished drinking some water, smacked her lips, and said: “You’re just giving it back? Aren’t you curious what’s written inside?”

Zhou Tingzhao shook his head.

Sang Ru emphasized: “It mentions you.”

At this, Zhou Tingzhao paused and asked: “Good things or bad?”

Sang Ru: “That’s hard to say.”

She was being deliberately mysterious, determined to pique his curiosity.

He showed signs of wavering, so Sang Ru pressed further: “You can look. I won’t sue you for invasion of privacy.”

Zhou Tingzhao gave a light laugh and unhurriedly opened the note to scan it. This piece of paper was only the latter half, but the previous topic of discussion could be roughly inferred.

Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze fell on the last few words and that “simple” smiley face. He slowly said, “Eighteen streets ahead, specifically referring to…?”

“I don’t know,” Sang Ru filled in an answer on her exercise sheet, acting nonchalant.

“Is that so?” Zhou Tingzhao restored the note to its original form and, as usual, passed it across the aisle. Then, looking at his book with equal nonchalance, he said, “It’s enough that I know.”

When the devil grows a foot taller, the righteous grow ten. Zhou Tingzhao truly learned everything quickly. Sang Ru deeply felt that at this rate, he would soon master all there was to know.

Chapter 50: An Eye for an Eye
The two of them submitted their essays right after the morning reading class the next day. During the long break in the afternoon, just as they were preparing to go out for exercises, they were both hauled to the office to hear feedback on their essays.

The Chinese teacher had been discussing something with another teacher in the front seat. Seeing them arrive, she said: “You’ve come at a good time. Several teachers and I from other classes have looked at your essays. Among those submitted so far, they’re quite good, but there are still a few issues to pay attention to. Let me explain them to you.”

The rhythmic music for outdoor exercises kept pounding in from outside. Teacher Wang really couldn’t stand it, so she went to close the door before coming back to continue.

“Let’s talk about you first, Sang Ru.”

Sang Ru put on an obedient listening expression as she heard the teacher holding both of their essay papers, analyzing while looking at them: “This topic is indeed very suitable for narrative writing. The story you wrote has good writing skills and doesn’t go off-topic, but there’s one issue…”

Sang Ru blinked: “Please tell me.”

“It’s about this story. Let me summarize it for you and see if I’m right—the protagonist is an old craftsman, without wife or children, who makes a living alone by carving jade. The jade items he creates are so lifelike that many people come to buy them. But despite the crowds at his door, he still feels all alone. Then,” the teacher looked up at Sang Ru and continued, “then he had a dream. He dreamed of his apprentice days, of a female classmate who learned jade carving with him, right?”

Sang Ru nodded: “Yes, yes.”

“So he dreamed about some events with this female classmate. The idea is that he achieved success in his craft but missed out on a good match. Then he woke up from the dream, and the story abruptly ended. That’s your story.”

“Yep.” Sang Ru responded.

“This ending is actually very good, and overall I quite like it,” probably thinking of what she was about to say next, the teacher herself couldn’t help but smile, “it’s just that the story, with love as its main theme—it’s not that you can’t write that, but after all, this isn’t a New Concept Writing Competition. For a district-wide high school essay competition, they do care about what themes the essays cover. If you write this kind of story, the judges might suspect you…”

Sang Ru also smiled: “Suspect me of what?”

“Suspect you of being in puppy love, of course. I don’t think that way, but you should be careful. In the formal competition, if you can write about other emotions, try to write about others. The theme of love, well, it’s hard to say.”

“Alright, I understand. Thank you, teacher.”

Sang Ru said this out loud, but in her heart, she thought, “But I am trying to have puppy love…”

She secretly glanced at the person beside her. She hadn’t felt anything earlier, but now she felt somewhat embarrassed about having her love story discussed in public, because even though she could see Zhou Tingzhao was trying to hold it in, the upward curve of his lips betrayed him.

Is it that funny?

Teacher Wang opened her thermos and took a few sips of water before continuing: “Now let’s look at Zhou Tingzhao’s.”

The opportunity for revenge had arrived. Sang Ru perked up her ears.

“Zhou Tingzhao’s essay is still the argumentative type that he usually writes, which is good, but your style—has it changed?”

Confused by this question, Zhou Tingzhao responded with slight bewilderment: “Huh?”

“The main argument, sub-arguments, supporting evidence, and conclusion are all fine, but,” the teacher looked at him with quite a helpless expression, “why is your style so business-like? Although data is important, you included so many venture capital market figures in your examples that someone might think you were writing a business report.”

Sang Ru rather unkindly burst out with a “pfft” of laughter, hearing Zhou Tingzhao thoughtfully make an “Oh” sound.

“There’s nothing else. It’s evident that you’ve accumulated quite a lot of material in this area, but for the formal competition, even though it’s an argumentative essay, don’t write long examples with too much data. Be concise—just include a few important ones.”

“Yes, teacher.” An extremely docile response.

“Sang Ru, don’t just laugh. You should also pay attention to your love story.”

Sang Ru held back her laughter and immediately answered: “Yes, teacher!”

“Alright, you two can go back now. Prepare well. It’s this Sunday at our school—the home venue—so don’t be nervous.”

Only after walking five meters away from the office was Sang Ru finally unable to hold back her laughter again.

Zhou Tingzhao pulled her away from the entrance of the corridor and said helplessly: “Watch where you’re going.”

After a while, Sang Ru contained her amusement and asked him: “Do you want to go into venture capital in the future?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart tightened, but he answered calmly: “It’s alright, I’m just interested in it.”

“It’s good to have career plans,” Sang Ru stopped, and Zhou Tingzhao stopped with her. She rose slightly on her toes and patted his head, saying seriously, “You’ll become an outstanding venture capitalist in the future.”

She had already withdrawn her hand and stood properly, but the sensation of those two pats lingered. Zhou Tingzhao paused and said, “Really?”

“Yes, little Mr. Zhou.” Sang Ru was half serious, half teasing.

For a moment, Zhou Tingzhao overlapped the scene before him with one from the future.

It seemed that since coming here, she had thought about him too, hadn’t she?

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression took on a hint of amusement as he said: “Thanks for the good wishes, romance novelist.”

While Sang Ru was stunned by this title, he had already strode forward. Sang Ru finally came to her senses and caught up, giving him a light jab.

“It’s all thanks to you.”

Chapter 51: Good and Bad
The Sunday sleep-in plan was ruined. Sang Ru was originally a bit displeased, but when she thought about the competition ending in the morning, and perhaps being able to invite Zhou Tingzhao for lunch, that slight displeasure immediately vanished like smoke.

Upon arriving at the designated venue entrance, Sang Ru suddenly heard someone calling her from behind. Following the sound, she turned her head and discovered it was someone she hadn’t seen for quite a while.

“It is you. I wasn’t sure at first. Long time no see, Sang Ru.” Lan Ting greeted her with a smile that revealed the sunny disposition characteristic of boys his age.

Sang Ru returned a smile and exchanged pleasantries: “Long time no see. Are you also participating in this competition?”

“Mm-hmm, just for practice.”

Just as Sang Ru was about to say something, she saw someone jogging up from behind Lan Ting.

Zeng Anyu held her waist, slightly out of breath: “Why are you walking so fast? Couldn’t even wait for me to park the car.”

She seemed to only realize there was another person present after speaking. Upon seeing Sang Ru, she froze for a few seconds. After Sang Ru greeted her first, she came back to her senses and likewise said “Hi.”

The air inexplicably grew quiet until another voice broke in: “Why aren’t you going in?”

Sang Ru turned her head to see Zhou Tingzhao walking over.

“Just saying hello to Lan Ting and Anyu. We’ll go in right away.”

With memories of having met them twice before, Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze paused slightly when it swept over Lan Ting. He nodded in acknowledgment: “Morning.”

Zeng Anyu’s eyes had already brightened, and suddenly no longer out of breath, she said: “Good morning!”

Zhou Tingzhao displayed a distant smile when suddenly someone hooked an arm around his shoulder. Lan Ting was rather familiar, walking inside with his arm around Zhou Tingzhao while saying, “Shall we have a meal together after we finish?”

Sang Ru exchanged a glance with Zeng Anyu as they followed behind, hearing Zhou Tingzhao say: “It’s up to her.”

Her? Whose decision could it be?

At this, the people in front stopped walking, and the little rival beside her also looked over. Sang Ru casually met their gaze.

Lan Ting turned his head to the side and asked: “Shall we eat together?”

Answering now would seem like deciding for Zhou Tingzhao.

Sang Ru smiled: “Let’s eat.”

The questions weren’t too difficult to understand. Sang Ru finished writing, checked her work twice, and was the first to submit. As she came down from the podium, Zhou Tingzhao was walking up toward her. As they passed each other, Sang Ru secretly hooked his little finger with hers.

It was her habitual teasing gesture; Sang Ru hadn’t thought much of it, just this brief touch as she passed by. But just as her hand was about to drop back down properly, it was suddenly pulled back by a force.

Sang Ru turned her head in surprise to see Zhou Tingzhao’s tightly pressed lips, his expression calm as if nothing had happened.

Fingers entangled for a moment before separating again, moving forward as they should. The classroom still resonated with the sound of writing. Some people looked up to see who had finished first, then quickly lowered their heads to continue writing. No one noticed that in this second, as the clock’s hand fell, such an exchange of connection had occurred.

Sang Ru was the first to take her things and leave the classroom. She stopped in the corridor and continued walking only after hearing the familiar footsteps approach.

Those footsteps followed behind at a measured pace. Sang Ru didn’t turn around, and he didn’t call out to stop her. Her silhouette disappeared around the corner ahead, and Zhou Tingzhao still followed.

The unknown always happens around corners.

Just after turning, her arm was suddenly grabbed. Zhou Tingzhao was caught off guard and, being pulled forward, instinctively braced himself against the wall.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” the instigator feigned innocence, tilting her head and somewhat ambiguously leaning closer to his arm, like a small animal willingly trapped. “I just thought people who follow others are usually up to no good.”

Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head, moving closer to her: “Am I?”

Sang Ru didn’t retreat at all and tilted her head up slightly, asking in return: “Are you?”

Time flowed through the gap of their confrontation. Her gaze was burning bright. Zhou Tingzhao finally seemed to surrender, suddenly bending down to press against her neck, laughing softly: “No.”

Sang Ru raised her hand to stroke his head, smiling as she asked: “You’re not?”

A deep “Mm” sounded right by her ear. With him buried in her shoulder like this, he resembled some large canine. Sang Ru’s heart softened, and she turned her head to lightly kiss the tip of his ear.

Feeling his momentary shock, Sang Ru mischievously placed another light peck on the same spot.

The kissed area instantly became like a wildfire. Zhou Tingzhao stepped back slightly, stopping just three centimeters from her lips.

It was so different from when there was only physical desire. With her teasing that went beyond mere carnal pleasure, even touching his head and kissing him seemed to carry affection. No need to wear the mask of urban desire animals; the beloved was right in front of him, making him want only to openly please her.

They exchanged breaths at close range, but without further action. The person in his arms made a slightly confused nasal sound.

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart stirred, and he said in a deep voice: “I could be.”

Before she could react, he suddenly sealed her lips with a kiss.

Their lips pressed together, maintaining this pure action, completing the most primitive of kisses. Only when Sang Ru gently sucked once did the kiss become passionate.

In front of you, I should be a good person, if you like. I can also be a bad person, if kissing you without permission counts as such.

What does a bad person become when they meet their beloved?

Just a bad person trying to be cute, that’s all.

Chapter 52: Thief
The four of them decided on a dining spot at the nearby university town, not far from here. Since Lan Ting and Zeng Anyu had come by bicycle, they all ultimately decided to ride there.

The sun wasn’t strong. Spring sunlight, no matter how it fell, didn’t seem ostentatious. With the warm spring breeze blowing against their faces, Sang Ru sat on Zhou Tingzhao’s rear seat, feeling completely carefree and happy.

The white shirt billowed in the wind, and Sang Ru pressed it down for him, her hand naturally resting on his waist without moving away.

“I lied to you,” she said, leaning in closer.

Zhou Tingzhao turned his head slightly: “What did you lie about?”

“I do have a bicycle, and I can ride one.”

Earlier, when they were discussing whether everyone should ride their bicycle, Sang Ru had shamelessly lied: “I don’t have a bicycle and don’t know how to ride one.”

That’s why she now had the opportunity to sit on Zhou Tingzhao’s rear seat, comfortably enjoying the breeze and sunshine.

Unexpectedly, Zhou Tingzhao responded nonchalantly: “I know.”

Sang Ru became interested: “How did you know?”

How could someone who had posted weekend cycling photos on social media not know how to ride?

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t answer. Ahead was a slope, and he said: “Hold on tight.”

In the instant they sped down the slope, Sang Ru tightly embraced Zhou Tingzhao’s waist. The scenery beside them rapidly receded, the sound of wind passed by their ears, and only they remained connected as they moved forward—

This barbecue restaurant was quite famous in the university town. Even though it wasn’t yet noon, many people had already arrived.

They parked their bikes outside and found an empty table inside. Before Sang Ru could sit down, she heard someone calling her.

At another table across the aisle, Li Chenfei looked over with surprise and delight. Someone else was sitting beside her. Sang Ru raised her eyebrows as her gaze swept between them, and Yang Fan also somewhat embarrassedly greeted them.

Li Chenfei glanced at the person behind her and asked: “How did you end up here too?”

“We just happened to meet some friends from No. 3 High School at the essay competition, so we came to eat together.” As Sang Ru spoke, she introduced them to each other.

After these initial introductions, Yang Fan invited them: “Why don’t you join our table? We can all eat together.”

Sang Ru looked at Li Chenfei and smiled: “That’s alright, you two enjoy your meal. Six people wouldn’t fit at one table.”

Everyone took their seats. Sang Ru turned her head to secretly observe the activity across the aisle, but before she could discern anything, she received a thumbs-up from Li Chenfei.

Not disturbing her friend’s date—very conscientious!

Their orders gradually arrived. Although Sang Ru rarely ate such food, it had been a long time since she had indulged, so her appetite increased significantly.

The bamboo skewers were too oily, leaving an uncomfortable residue on her hands. Sang Ru held up her hands and looked around the table, just about to reach for the napkins on Zhou Tingzhao’s right when he had already pulled some out.

Sang Ru was about to say “thank you,” but Zhou Tingzhao had already lowered his head, focusing intently on wiping the oil from her hands.

Lan Ting and Zeng Anyu sat opposite them and had been talking about something, but now they both mysteriously fell silent in unison, watching the two.

Sang Ru cleared her throat and withdrew her hand: “That’s enough.”

“Mm.” Zhou Tingzhao responded softly, then pulled out two more napkins and handed them to her.

The stare from across the table was so intense that Sang Ru stood up and said, “I’ll go get some drinks. What would you like?”

Lan Ting also stood up: “No need, I’ll go myself.”

“Sit down, I’ll get them,” Zhou Tingzhao said, also rising.

Sang Ru felt a bit dizzy and held her forehead as she looked to the side. Suddenly, she saw two people pushing two bicycles by the road that looked very familiar. She carefully identified them for a moment before exclaiming in shock: “Aren’t those your bikes?!”

Everyone’s gaze immediately turned toward the door, with even Li Chenfei and Yang Fan curiously looking too.

When Lan Ting saw, he said urgently: “Oh no! They are!”

“Aren’t those Lan Ting’s and Zhou Tingzhao’s bikes?!” Zeng Anyu exclaimed.

The group hurriedly ran outside, and sure enough, only Zeng Anyu’s flashy pink bicycle remained where they had parked.

Goodness, they couldn’t even eat a meal without encountering bike thieves!

Seeing that the thieves had already pushed the bikes to the other side of the road, the group exchanged glances and immediately gave chase.

The restaurant owner shouted from behind: “Hey! You haven’t paid yet!”

Li Chenfei, who had originally intended to follow them out, had to stop and say: “They’re my friends. Their bill can be combined with our table.”

The owner finally relaxed and continued to serve other customers.

She had to stay behind as a “hostage,” but Yang Fan was the sports representative and an excellent runner. Li Chenfei patted him and said, “Quick, go help them!”

Yang Fan had already planned to go but hesitated and asked: “What about you?”

“I’ll stay so the owner can feel at ease.”

“Okay!”

This was just a small street, and the traffic lights in the middle of the road weren’t very standardized. Given the urgency of the situation, no one paid attention to these things.

The two thieves each had one bike. Suddenly, as if hearing people chasing from behind, they quickly mounted the bikes, changing from pushing to riding, fumbling about as if they’d seen a ghost.

The thieves also appeared to be young men who pedaled with extraordinary agility. Before the pursuers could catch up at an intersection, the two thieves unexpectedly split up in different directions.

Sang Ru immediately pulled Zhou Tingzhao to speed up and chase after his bike, tossing back a sentence to the others: “Let’s split up and chase them!”

“Mm! Be careful!” Lan Ting said before conscientiously turning toward the other direction to give chase.

When chasing thieves, the concern wasn’t having too few people but rather distributing them unevenly. Zeng Anyu sighed but still followed Lan Ting.

After chasing for so long, Sang Ru almost wanted to applaud the thief in front of them. He rode with agile form through the crowd without bumping into anyone, while Sang Ru accidentally collided with several pedestrians and had to apologize multiple times.

With a lack of recent exercise, Sang Ru was starting to lose stamina, yet the thief seemed to be pedaling with increasing vigor. The two of them followed him through several small alleys, and in the moment they stopped to catch their breath, they saw him disappear around a corner.

Sang Ru prepared to continue running, but Zhou Tingzhao gripped her wrist, saying between slightly labored breaths: “Let’s stop chasing.”

“But what about your bike?”

“That barbecue restaurant has surveillance cameras. If they didn’t capture anything, we can check the cameras from the surrounding stores. There are also cameras on the streets. We’ve run through so many streets just now—something must have been recorded,” Zhou Tingzhao said calmly. “No need to chase. Let’s report to the police.”

Sang Ru finally sighed in relief: “Okay.”

While pedestrians came and went at both ends of the alley, there weren’t many people in the alley itself. Sang Ru was about to return the way they had come when she was suddenly pulled into an embrace.

Zhou Tingzhao’s hug was passionate. Sang Ru felt his arms tightening around her. She patted his back and asked softly: “What’s wrong?”

She only heard Zhou Tingzhao take a deep breath by her ear before saying: “Thank you. You’ve worked hard, baby.”

Chapter 53: Victory
Sang Ru consciously allowed Zhou Tingzhao to hold her hand as they returned along their original path. When they reached the intersection where they had separated from the others, they saw Lan Ting and the rest coming toward them from the opposite direction, pushing their bicycles.

The intimate gesture perhaps seemed inappropriate at this moment. Sang Ru discreetly released his hand and stepped forward, asking: “You got it back?”

“Yes, thanks to Yang Fan, who caught up with him.”

Zeng Anyu’s face was still flushed, and with excitement she said: “Yang Fan runs so fast! The thief got so scared when he was caught up to that he quickly abandoned the bike and ran away!”

Although Yang Fan was athletic, he had a somewhat shy and introverted personality. He immediately said modestly: “Not really…”

Seeing everyone was here, Sang Ru asked: “Where’s Chenfei?”

“She’s waiting for us at the barbecue restaurant.”

“Then let’s go back. She must be getting anxious.”

Seeing they had returned empty-handed, Lan Ting asked while walking: “You couldn’t get Zhou Tingzhao’s bike back? What are you planning to do?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Report it to the police.”

The group had rarely experienced such a bike-snatching incident. They had left in a hurry, but on the way back, they could finally slow down. After reuniting, the others were eager to go report the theft to the police, but Zhou Tingzhao, the actual victim, seemed rather unconcerned, insisting that everyone sit down and finish their meal before leaving.

Sang Ru had originally planned for just the two of them to go, but everyone wanted to come along, so all six of them crowded into the police station in a grand procession.

A young-looking police officer led them in to file a report. Suddenly, several neatly dressed officers approached from the opposite direction. The woman leading them was quite beautiful, and Sang Ru couldn’t help but look at her a few extra times.

The young officer who was guiding them greeted the woman in charge: “Captain Qin, going on a mission?”

“Mm.”

Just one simple syllable, sounding both cool and detached. Sang Ru looked back again and whispered, “So cool!”

Zhou Tingzhao paused, glanced back, only seeing a group of men, then silently took her hand and continued walking.

Her hand was unexpectedly grabbed, and Sang Ru turned her head to see Zhou Tingzhao’s indifferent profile. She suddenly understood something. Smiling, she returned his grip, allowing Zhou Tingzhao to lead her forward.

The process of filing the report was quicker than they had expected. Bicycle theft was a common occurrence, an everyday matter for the police officers.

“Go home and wait for news. Don’t worry,” said the officer who escorted them out. “But I guess you all weren’t too concerned anyway, taking the time to finish your barbecue before coming to report it. Nice attitude.”

Everyone’s faces grew hot, feeling both embarrassed and amused.

Sang Ru also laughed, glancing at the actual victim. The one who had insisted they finish their barbecue before leaving was him, but now that they were being teased, he appeared quite composed.

Sang Ru said with a sincere tone: “Please try to recover it quickly. The kid is poor and can’t afford a new one.”

The police officer: “Will do.”

Zhou Tingzhao:?

The promised “notification” never came even after a long wait, but the competition results were revealed quickly.

When the Chinese language teacher announced the news in class, she was radiant: “Let’s congratulate Zhou Tingzhao for winning the first prize in this district’s essay competition!”

The classroom immediately erupted in applause. Sang Ru clapped and raised an eyebrow at him, saying softly: “You’re amazing!”

How could she be happier than if she had won herself? Zhou Tingzhao’s lips curved upward.

Lately, he often felt that she treated him like a child who needed coaxing. Perhaps because the soul that had arrived later was facing him, she had developed some so-called adult qualities, such as the occasional praise or subtle reassurance.

Yet, setting aside this adult perspective brought from the future, her current happiness added a touch of adorableness characteristic of her age.

She was always adorable, like a usually well-behaved kitten that sometimes appeared fierce but was scared inside.

There was more than one contestant in the competition. The Chinese teacher asked everyone to quiet down and continued: “We also want to congratulate our Sang Ru, who won the… in the district essay competition…”

The teacher paused mysteriously at this point, leaving everyone in suspense. The class clamored with questions.

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart also inexplicably tensed, seemingly countless times more nervous than when he heard his name.

“Special prize!”

After the Chinese teacher announced this, she led the applause, and the classroom was once again filled with excitement.

Sang Ru was stunned. When the entire class’s attention focused on her, her first reaction was to look at Zhou Tingzhao.

His expression was gentle as he smiled at her, returning her earlier congratulations: “Congratulations, you’re even more amazing.”

After class, many classmates gathered around to once again congratulate the two award winners. Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao were surrounded in the middle, feeling somewhat suffocated by the crowd.

Li Chenfei had a flash of inspiration: “Why don’t we have a dinner gathering this weekend, as a celebration for both of you!”

In the rigorous study environment of the third year of high school, the chance to get out and relax was highly sought after. The classmates in the circle all expressed their agreement, and even some outsiders who overheard squeezed in to request to join.

Sang Ru: “Won’t it disrupt everyone’s studies?”

“No, no! Besides, we can also learn from you both about how to write essays!”

“That’s a good idea!”

And so a dinner gathering was arranged. Li Chenfei volunteered to take charge of the organization, claiming that celebrating her good daughter’s achievement was a mother’s duty.

They discussed where to eat, where to play, each one more excited than the last, completely disregarding the two people caught in the middle.

In the center of the crowd, Sang Ru quietly leaned closer to Zhou Tingzhao and said: “This time, I’ve won over you, haven’t I!”

Zhou Tingzhao looked at her with eyes as gentle as a calm lake. Suddenly, he smiled, causing slight ripples to appear.

He said, “Yes, you won.”

Chapter 54: Unease
Having received Zhou Tingzhao’s praise, Sang Ru proudly hummed in satisfaction and seized the opportunity to ask: “So do I get a reward?”

Her pupils were bright, like a child asking for candy. Zhou Tingzhao didn’t hesitate: “Sure, what do you want?”

“Can I have anything?”

She was relentlessly setting a trap for him, but he didn’t fall for it, only saying: “Depends on what it is.”

“Stingy,” Sang Ru muttered, then grew even more audacious as she leaned closer to him, whispering in his ear, “Would it be okay if I asked you to put it in?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s hand, which had been playing with a pen, froze. After a long while, he slowly raised his eyes, his gaze landing lightly on the person who had spoken those words.

Sang Ru blinked, then heard his merciless response: “No.”

He was completely unmoved. If he was still being so persistent because of her age, Sang Ru felt she might go crazy with frustration. She couldn’t exactly tell him directly: I’m nine years older than you!

She frowned, half genuinely angry: “Why not?”

Before Zhou Tingzhao could answer, someone parted through the dense crowd and called to her: “Sang Ru, someone’s looking for you.”

“Coming.”

Sang Ru stood up and saw Luo He leaning against the back door with his arms crossed, looking at her with an amused expression.

She tossed another “hmph” at Zhou Tingzhao before walking out, not noticing that Zhou Tingzhao had turned his head and silently watched them for a moment.

“What do you want?”

“How rude,” Luo He abandoned his position against the door and said lazily, “I came to see if you’ve recovered from your illness.”

Sang Ru deliberately sneezed at him, then rubbed her nose and said: “I’m better.”

Luo He didn’t take her childish trick seriously, knowing she was well enough to have the energy to mess with him.

“Alright, you seem healthy enough,” Luo He said, lifting his chin to indicate her position. “Did you come to school or to run a zoo? You’ve just recovered, mind the ventilation.”

“I know,” Sang Ru said perfunctorily. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a familiar figure approaching, and immediately changed her tone, speaking enthusiastically, “By the way, I won the special prize in the essay competition. This weekend I’m having a celebration with some classmates. Want to come?”

As she spoke, Zhou Tingzhao walked past the two of them, looking straight ahead, apparently heading somewhere.

“Wow, impressive, congratulations,” Luo He raised his eyebrows. “But I’ll skip the celebration. I have plans. You kids have fun.”

Zhou Tingzhao had already walked several meters away and didn’t hear Luo He’s answer, but Sang Ru’s eyes remained glued to his retreating figure. She reverted to her lazy tone: “Perfect. You’d just create a generation gap anyway.”

Luo He ignored her sarcasm. They had grown up like this from childhood, so he was used to it. He looked back at the person who had just passed by and, eager to stir things up, asked: “Did you fight with your little boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Then why this atmosphere between you two?”

Exasperated, Sang Ru said: “Instead of gossiping about me, why don’t you hurry up and find a girlfriend?”

The teasing smile froze on his face. Luo He was silent for a moment, then returned to his normal demeanor and gave Sang Ru a knock on the head: “Even to obtain Buddhist scriptures, one must overcome eighty-one trials. How could finding a girlfriend be so easy? The day will come when you’ll have to call someone ‘sister-in-law.'”

Sang Ru’s eyes brightened: “So something is going on?”

Calculating the time, it seemed that by now Luo He should have already met Sister Qin Xia. The last time she had passed by her at the police station, she only thought she looked pretty and familiar, only realizing later why she seemed familiar.

Although she hadn’t seen her many times before, she was still her sister-in-law!

Since Luo He wouldn’t say more, Sang Ru continued to pretend she didn’t know, only saying: “You’d better hurry up, or you might fall behind me.”

Luo He patted her head: “Go study properly, don’t just focus on romance. I’m leaving now.”

“Go on then.”

Zhou Tingzhao had no particular destination in mind, so he had to pretend to visit the restroom as an excuse to walk past them casually.

They were chatting happily, and she even invited this neighbor brother to attend what was supposed to be a celebration for just the two of them. Zhou Tingzhao suppressed the displeasure that surged within him.

He stayed in the restroom for a moment. Water quietly flowed between his fingers, but his heart was not at peace.

Were they still talking? What were they discussing now? Had he accepted her invitation?

…

The more he thought about it, the more frustrated he became. Though his life experience was considerable, when faced with matters concerning her, he still found it difficult to remain composed.

He needed to go back and see.

The moment he walked out, the neighbor brother’s figure had just disappeared down the stairwell. The back door of the classroom was empty; she must have returned to her seat.

The concerning conversation had ended. Even as he sighed in relief, he still felt uneasy.

Perhaps no matter how intimate they had been, Sang Ru still seemed like a kite he couldn’t hold onto. The thread connecting them was too fragile, likely to break at the slightest mistake. Now with this wind blowing, even though he knew his worries were just shadows of his imagination, he couldn’t help but overthink.

Fundamentally, the bond between them was too shallow. Despite his decisive nature in the business world, when it came to her, his confidence diminished to nothing. When facing Sang Ru, perhaps Zhou Tingzhao was no longer just Zhou Tingzhao. So many people loved the princess, and he was merely one of her many admirers.

A follower who had embraced her, kissed her, yet remained anxiously uncertain.

Chapter 55: Alcohol
Zhou Tingzhao returned to the classroom. As expected, Sang Ru was already seated at her desk, and the crowd that had gathered around her had somehow already dispersed.

Seeing him return, Sang Ru casually spared him a glance: “Where did you go?”

“Restroom.”

“Oh,” she said flatly, with nothing more to add.

Zhou Tingzhao arranged his books, asking with feigned casualness: “What did he want with you?”

“To see if I’ve recovered from my illness.”

After Sang Ru’s response, besides an “Oh,” she didn’t receive any other reaction from Zhou Tingzhao.

That’s it?

He had just coldly rejected her request for a reward earlier, and now anger rose in her heart.

Sang Ru pretended to suddenly remember something and said, “Oh right, I just invited Brother Luo He to join our dinner, and he accepted.”

She pronounced the words “Brother” with particular clarity, then asked: “You wouldn’t object, would you?”

Zhou Tingzhao finally turned to look at her, his expression so serious that her heart trembled. However, he simply looked at her for a few seconds before lowering his head to look at his books again, his voice tense: “No, I wouldn’t.”

She could sense that his emotions weren’t as calm as his surface suggested, but if he wanted to hold them in, then let him. Moreover, he wanted her to hold back too, so Sang Ru also lowered her head to continue reading and said nothing more-

The dinner time was set for Saturday afternoon, and everyone unanimously voted to eat barbecue.

With more than a dozen people, they had to sit at two or three tables. When allocating seats, Sang Ru said, “Someone else is coming. I’ll save a seat for him on my side.”

“Who else is coming? Isn’t everyone already here?”

“One of my brothers,” Sang Ru answered with a feigned, shy smile. Many people who heard this started to tease her, but after glancing at Zhou Tingzhao, they all unconsciously fell silent—the matter of Zhou Tingzhao writing Sang Ru a “love letter” had become an open secret.

Sang Ru also glanced at Zhou Tingzhao, saw his displeased expression, and raised her eyebrows as she prepared to order food.

Having said she would leave an empty seat, the place to Sang Ru’s left remained vacant, while Zhou Tingzhao was pushed to sit down on her right, under the pretext that the two main characters should sit together, considering it the place of honor.

The atmosphere gradually became lively. The smoky aroma of grilled food filtered into the air. Zhou Tingzhao silently grilled a piece of meat and placed it in Sang Ru’s bowl, then continued to grill another piece.

“Save some for him,” Sang Ru ate happily but deliberately tried to provoke Zhou Tingzhao. Then she waved her hand and changed her words, “Never mind, we can order more if it’s not enough. He has a big appetite.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s movements as he turned the grilled meat paused. He withdrew his hand, picked up his cup, and took a large gulp of water.

He unconsciously clenched his molars and asked: “When is he coming?”

“I don’t know. Why is Brother Luo He late again?” Sang Ru complained.

Though she called it a complaint, her tone was extremely intimate.

Zhou Tingzhao rarely spoke much normally, and during this meal, he spoke even less. However, when he saw Sang Ru’s bowl was empty, he would promptly add more food for her, but without saying a word, as if he had transformed from a customer into a waiter.

Whether Zhou Tingzhao was happy or not was unclear, but Sang Ru was quite happy. Although they had been deskmates for the past two days, they had barely spoken, not to mention the secret gestures of previous days.

The icy demeanor on Zhou Tingzhao’s face seemed ready to fall off each day, but when it came to taking care of her, he remained meticulous. He would help pour water when needed, help carry homework, and even now was grilling meat for her.

Yet she still felt it wasn’t enough.

Zhou Tingzhao was too fond of keeping his feelings bottled up. What would happen if he let them out?

Sang Ru silently apologized to Luo He, who had become her tool, thinking about using him to pressure Zhou Tingzhao, forcing him to express everything he was thinking.

Preferably in an eight-hundred-word essay, thoroughly explaining how much he liked her.

The KTV gathering format would simply never go out of style. Entering the private room, Sang Ru couldn’t help but recall how, later on, she had met Zhou Tingzhao again as an acquaintance in just such an environment.

Zhou Tingzhao, seeing Sang Ru lower her head, lost in thought, couldn’t help but wonder if she was thinking about that person. The more such thoughts emerged, the more chaotic his emotions became.

At this moment, a male student suggested: “Let’s order a few bottles of alcohol to drink!”

Immediately, a female student hesitantly said: “But we’re still high school students…”

“It’s alright, I’m an adult.”

“I’m an adult too!”

…

In the end, everyone compromised. Those who wanted to drink alcohol would drink, and those who didn’t order other beverages.

Li Chenfei was recording everyone’s requests and turned to Zhou Tingzhao to ask: “Zhou Tingzhao, what would you like to drink?”

“Alcohol.”

“Huh?” Li Chenfei looked at Sang Ru, and Sang Ru looked at Zhou Tingzhao.

Li Chenfei asked again: “Are you of legal age?”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t answer, only repeating: “Alcohol, thank you.”

Li Chenfei responded with an “Oh, oh” as she wrote it down, her eyes moving between the two of them a couple of times, and then asked Sang Ru: “Sang Sang, what would you like to drink? Cola?”

Sang Ru gave a mocking laugh and said, “I’ll have alcohol too, thank you.”

Li Chenfei: …

These two seemed off today, with a heavy atmosphere of tension. She noted “cola” beside the alcohol she had recorded for Sang Ru.

Better order both, just in case.

The song selection segment had already begun. Those who wanted to sing had gone to the screen to choose songs, but since the person Sang Ru said would come hadn’t arrived yet, someone asked: “Sang Sang, hasn’t your brother arrived yet? Do you want to select a song for him?”

Sang Ru smiled: “You all sing first. I’ll ask him.”

Just as she finished speaking, Sang Ru heard the person sitting beside her give a cold laugh and say in a deep voice: “Why wait for someone who has no concept of punctuality.”

He had finally spoken sarcastically. Sang Ru found his prickly words amusing but pretended to be displeased: “I choose to wait for him.”

Zhou Tingzhao turned his head, his dark eyes locking onto hers, with what looked like a brewing storm in their depths.

The two stared at each other, neither yielding, until they heard the door open.

“Drinks and alcohol are here!”-

Bonus chapter due to dropping 10,000 pigs.

Chapter 56: Interrogation
High school boys stand at the boundary between childhood and adulthood. Approaching or having just reached the age of maturity, they are always eager to prove their grown-up status. One after another, they prepared to drink straight from the bottles, as if this were the symbol of adulthood.

Fortunately, these were just common beers with relatively low alcohol content. Li Chenfei cautioned: “Don’t get drunk. No one will take you home.”

The others more or less acknowledged her warning with token responses, but Zhou Tingzhao and Sang Ru were not among those who intended to listen.

Zhou Tingzhao opened a bottle, clinked it with classmates who came to congratulate him, and promptly tilted his head back for several gulps.

Sang Ru observed him but didn’t follow his example. Instead, she casually picked up a glass, and the liquid tumbled in, fizzing with bubbles.

After clinking bottles with Zhou Tingzhao, the person came to toast with Sang Ru. The glasses collided with a crisp sound, and Sang Ru calmly drank, half a glass of alcohol going down her throat.

Seeing both of them so forthcoming, everyone became increasingly enthusiastic, coming one after another to toast.

After emptying one glass, she refilled it for another. Sang Ru refused no one, until Zhou Tingzhao slightly turned his body, shielding her behind him: “I’ll drink.”

Li Chenfei had just returned after singing a song and, seeing the situation, took the opportunity to pull Sang Ru aside: “This isn’t a wedding toast. Why isn’t there an end to it? Everyone, take it easy!”

Sang Ru allowed Li Chenfei to hold her, her face already somewhat flushed, and simply leaned on her shoulder to steady herself.

She knew her alcohol tolerance wasn’t good, and even going this far was already showing off. And his tolerance was just average, too; Sang Ru knew this.

That time when she met Zhou Tingzhao at a classmate’s gathering, he had actively or passively drunk quite a bit, yet still appeared remarkably clear-headed. She and Li Chenfei had left late, and just as they got into a taxi, she looked back once, and then couldn’t bring herself to leave.

The normally well-groomed Zhou Tingzhao, after seeing everyone off in his capacity as class monitor, finally stumbled under her gaze, walking unsteadily, completely losing the dignified bearing he had maintained in his formal attire.

Sang Ru, with some misfiring neural connections, softened her heart and asked the driver to turn around and pick him up.

What was Zhou Tingzhao’s reaction back then?

Astonishment.

He was surprised by her return, but quickly became unable to continue thinking. After getting into the car, he seemed to have dizzily leaned on her shoulder in just the same way.

Sang Ru felt somewhat dazed. It seemed she had truly spent a long time back in the past, re-immersed in the scholarly atmosphere. The moments that had moved her heart later seemed almost like a previous lifetime.

“Are you okay?”

Li Chenfei’s concerned voice sounded above her head, but these sounds were all being automatically muted. The noise was cast behind her, and Sang Ru could hear her long breaths. Beyond that, all other sounds seemed to come from half a meter away.

Zhou Tingzhao rarely showed such wildness. In the back and forth, one bottle had already been emptied. While others were drinking happily, he looked as if he were drowning his sorrows.

His brows were furrowed so tightly. If he didn’t want to drink, he shouldn’t, Sang Ru thought unconsciously as she gazed at his tense jaw.

All sounds gradually came back on, crowding into her ears once more. Sang Ru suddenly stood up, carefully enunciating her first few words: “Drink slowly. I’m going to call my brother.”

At the same time, Zhou Tingzhao deftly opened a new bottle.

The private room door closed behind her, separating her from all the clamor by just one wall.

She wasn’t going to call Luo He, but the act had to be complete. In the moment she leaned against the wall to catch her breath, Sang Ru took out her phone and checked the time.

It was getting late, and she’d forgotten to inform her mother that she might return home later than usual. Sang Ru immediately pressed the dial and had just put the phone to her ear when suddenly her wrist was seized. Startled, Sang Ru’s hand was gripped too tightly to resist, and her phone dropped.

Zhou Tingzhao caught it and pressed the end call button without even looking.

She didn’t know when he had come out, but now his lips and hair were dampened, his brows tightly knitted together. After drinking so much, his gaze had only grown sharper.

Zhou Tingzhao’s grip was deathly tight. If his gaze could physically bind someone, she would now be tied up in whatever form he desired, at his disposal.

A powerful sense of oppression trapped her between his chest and the wall behind her. Sang Ru heard Zhou Tingzhao finally speak, his tone suppressing some indescribable emotion, like a trapped beast confined within his eyes. He asked: “Calling him?”

Sang Ru slightly tilted her head up to meet his gaze: “Yes, is that not allowed?”

“He would have come long ago if he were coming at all.”

“What if something came up? I trust him,” Sang Ru said, moving her wrist slightly. “Let go.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s breathing grew heavier, as if chewing the words between his teeth before reluctantly piecing them together: “You like him that much?”

The dangerous aura approached, and Sang Ru feigned nonchalance: “Yes, I like him. What else?”

“What about me?” The already confined space suddenly became even smaller as Zhou Tingzhao pushed her further back, lowering his head in what almost amounted to an interrogation: “What about the ‘like’ you expressed to me? What does that count for?”

He sounded both fierce and hurt. The emotion that had initially made her somewhat scared completely retracted, and Sang Ru displayed a matter-of-fact expression: “If I like you, does that mean I can’t like others? If you won’t sleep with me, does that mean I can’t sleep with someone else?”

Zhou Tingzhao widened his eyes in disbelief, staring at her for a long moment. Suddenly, at the height of his anger, he laughed and forcefully pulled her into an empty private room nearby.

This room had no customers yet, and the lights weren’t on. Only faint light filtered in.

Sang Ru was pressed against the wall in a new location. Suddenly, the tip of her ear was gently bitten as it was nuzzled, and she heard Zhou Tingzhao say fiercely: “So this is all you want, is it?”

Chapter 57: By What Right
Darkness infinitely amplifies one’s sensory abilities. The interrogation, accompanied by hot, moist breath, crashed against her ear. The sensation on her earlobe lingered, as if her heart, too, had been bitten.

Sang Ru couldn’t help but shrink back, which only prompted Zhou Tingzhao to lower his head and move closer.

Seeing she didn’t answer, Zhou Tingzhao repeated: “This is all you want, is it?”

With nowhere to retreat, Sang Ru simply looked into his eyes and said, “Yes, is that not allowed?”

Even these few words could transform into sharp ice blades, chipping away at his heart bit by bit. He had thought that this time would be different, but it turned out she was still only willing to share physical pleasure with him.

Zhou Tingzhao was no different from others to her. All this talk of liking or not liking was never based on him as a person.

The fist hanging at his side clenched, and Zhou Tingzhao sneered: “Fine.”

Before Sang Ru could react, he suddenly lowered his head to kiss her neck, applying considerable force. Sang Ru instinctively tried to avoid it, but her neck was suddenly covered by his palm.

With his lips pressed against this delicate skin, Zhou Tingzhao said in a low voice: “Don’t dodge.”

His lips and tongue burned against her skin. His rationality seemed to be on the edge of vanishing completely, reducing him to a fierce beast driven only by combative desire, gripping the neck of his prey and refusing to let go.

He truly seemed provoked. Today, Zhou Tingzhao was more frenzied than ever before. Sang Ru struggled to breathe, her body going weak from his licking. She pushed against his shoulders, half-gasping: “Let go…”

Zhou Tingzhao appeared not to hear. Suddenly, he raised his hand to grip her jaw, tilting it upward. Sang Ru let out a gasp, her head forced back, the vulnerable area completely exposed before his eyes.

Like a sudden downpour, his kisses traveled up along her neckline, lingering at the soft cartilage of her throat, twisting and turning as if to leave his mark. Sang Ru stepped back, almost completely pressed against the wall. Her waist was suddenly gripped tightly, effectively restraining her both above and below.

Rapid breaths showered against her throat, while the burning sensation at her waist swept through her entire body. Sang Ru turned her head uncomfortably, attempting to break free from his grasp. But she had barely moved a millimeter before his hand pulled her back.

As this motion ended, his kisses had reached her chin. Zhou Tingzhao opened his mouth, his teeth gently nibbling this area—not painful, but rather causing a tantalizing sensation in her heart.

Sang Ru applied slight force, and her lips accidentally brushed against his. She felt Zhou Tingzhao suddenly pause. He raised his head, and the light leaking through the door crack happened to illuminate only his eyes.

His intense, profound expression was instantly exposed with nowhere to hide.

Sang Ru’s heart stirred, and she murmured: “Why did you stop?”

Zhou Tingzhao made a cold sound through his nose, seeming to sneer. Those eyes suddenly disappeared into darkness. The world spun, and when Sang Ru regained her senses, she had been lifted in a princess carry and placed on the sofa.

Now she truly couldn’t see him at all.

Sang Ru tentatively called his name. After a rustling sound, she felt a warm body covering hers.

“Zhou Tingzhao?”

Unusually, he didn’t respond. The pressure on her chest only grew heavier. He suddenly spoke, asking in a hoarse voice: “You wanted a reward, right?”

“Hmm?”

Her short-circuited thoughts couldn’t immediately react to his question, but he seemed not to need a response at all and simply added: “I’ll give it to you.”

The kiss that had been traveling upward finally stopped at her lips. Zhou Tingzhao deepened the kiss with an intensity that suggested he might devour her, while simultaneously reaching his hand to cup and massage her breast from the side.

Her defenses were breached as his tongue entered to entwine with hers. Whimpers were swallowed between their lips, while the tingling sensation continued to emanate from her chest.

She had to admit that she had been intensely aroused since he first kissed her neck.

A long kiss ended with both of them silently gasping for breath. Her skirt was suddenly lifted, and Zhou Tingzhao slipped his hand underneath, starting from her inner thigh and gradually sliding to her center, teasing her softness through her underwear with intermittent strokes.

Her thin lips parted, and Sang Ru moaned softly with his movements. Her voice modulated continuously as his fingers quickly stroked her. Even though it was just indirect stimulation, she could barely contain herself.

“Go inside…”

Zhou Tingzhao paused, then continued at his original pace as if he hadn’t heard the invitation.

At that moment, a melody suddenly came from nearby. The phone that had been casually tossed onto the sofa rang, its screen inappropriately bright in this corner.

Just as Sang Ru was about to reach for it, someone moved faster and picked it up, followed by the ringtone stopping. The light from the screen projected onto Zhou Tingzhao’s face, finally allowing her to see his features.

His brows had hardly relaxed all night. Now his lips were tightly pressed together, still glistening with moisture from their kiss. Perhaps due to the alcohol, a slight flush had appeared on his face, displaying a cool sensuality.

He stared at the screen until the light went out, returning their surroundings to darkness. Sang Ru heard the sound of a hard object dropping onto the sofa.

Momentarily captivated by his appearance, she now remembered to question him: “Why did you hang up my call?”

The familiar weight pressed back onto her body. Zhou Tingzhao, in a rare display of such sentiment, uttered: “Annoying.”

Sang Ru vaguely guessed whose call it was and deliberately said: “Whose call was it? Brother Luo He?”

The palm on her chest suddenly tightened: “Don’t mention him.”

“By what right?”

Chapter 58: Liar
The bottle and more alcohol he had just consumed were nothing, not nearly enough to make him drunk. But hearing her words and thinking of the glaring name on the caller ID, Zhou Tingzhao’s head was indeed spinning now.

Perhaps that emotion rampaging in his chest was jealousy, was unwillingness, was “I love you, so why can’t you love me the same way?”

One hallmark of adulthood is the ability to coexist with emotions, yet in this moment of assault, Zhou Tingzhao found himself powerless, left with only those surging feelings.

His mind hazy and tumultuous, this thought finally remained.

“Why can’t you love me a little? Hmm?”

His head buried beside Sang Ru’s face, he nuzzled gently twice, murmuring these words so softly it sounded like he was talking to himself. But right by her ear, Sang Ru heard, and she suddenly froze. The person who could act tough just moments ago now seemed to be showing vulnerability.

His face was very hot. Sang Ru controlled her surging emotions and asked: “Zhou Tingzhao, are you drunk?”

“I’m not drunk.”

His voice was muffled, and Sang Ru’s heart suddenly softened.

She lived by the principle that life’s pleasures should be enjoyed to the fullest, and so she was accustomed to doing whatever she pleased. This included being friends with benefits with Zhou Tingzhao back then, as well as teasing him endlessly after returning to high school. As long as it felt good in the moment, she didn’t care about conventional morality or age issues.

But he was different from her in some ways. Because of his age, he truly adhered to that final boundary. Each time, she was the one who initiated the teasing, and in the end, she was also the one who found it hardest to endure. It all stemmed from her spontaneity and Zhou Tingzhao’s instinctive self-restraint.

She was still more than a year away from being an adult. If they truly followed his thinking, she would have to hold back at least until then—the thought was unbearable.

Wild beasts always reveal their ferocity when they sense danger. Why not take this opportunity to make him abandon those unnecessary restraints binding them both and confront his true feelings?

The plan proceeded as usual. She had arranged beforehand for Luo He to call, thoughtfully changing the contact name to the cloying “Brother Luo He,” which by coincidence he had seen. Zhou Tingzhao was indeed provoked; their intense exchange just now was enough to explain everything, yet at this moment, he once again revealed his softness.

Sang Ru’s heart melted, and she raised her hand to stroke his head: “I love you.”

The breathing at her ear suddenly halted, then changed to heavier breaths. In the darkness, she felt him raise his head, his gaze penetrating the gloom to lock onto her: “What did you say?”

Sang Ru raised her hands to embrace his neck, pronouncing each word clearly: “I do love you.”

The air remained silent for a long while. Sang Ru heard a hoarse voice: “Liar.”

Liars always say pleasant things but do hurtful actions.

Zhou Tingzhao kissed her again, preventing her from saying anything else that might move his heart. The person in his arms responded passionately. Zhou Tingzhao kissed her as he removed the barriers covering her lower body.

She only wanted this—liars say they love.

Yet he had to admit that his nerves began to tremble excitedly because of those words.

His hardened organ pressed against her thighs, becoming increasingly engorged as it touched her soft flesh. Zhou Tingzhao thrust his hips against her center, barely controlling his strength, seeking connection with her through the most primitive collisions, one after another.

As the kiss ended, he released her and coaxed in a low voice: “Say it again.”

Sang Ru’s face was also hot. Enduring her gasps, she said: “I won’t say it anymore.”

The head of his member ground heavily over her clitoris: “Say it.”

“Mmm… stop pressing…” Moans emerged from her throat, and Sang Ru surrendered: “I love you.”

Zhou Tingzhao continued to thrust along the slit of her entrance without going further. He captured her lower lip and bit it gently: “Say you only love me.”

Sang Ru sighed helplessly and complied: “I only love you.”

Those few words, like an incantation, crashed down on him, making him dizzy.

“Liar.”

He wanted her to say it, yet he was the one who didn’t believe it. Sang Ru grew irritated by this torment and casually said the opposite: “Yes, I’m lying to you.”

Zhou Tingzhao paused, then began to chastise her even more fiercely. After a lengthy bout of grinding, she still hadn’t received his direct entry, but instead heard an irrelevant statement.

“I came so far to catch up with you. Don’t lie to me.”

Sang Ru was confused: “From the private room? Is that far?”

Zhou Tingzhao seemed not to hear her. He suddenly raised his hand to cover her mouth and leaned down to her ear: “Do you have secrets?”

“I do,” the malevolent genetic particles began to stir. Zhou Tingzhao’s voice, tainted by alcohol, grew increasingly deep. Everything he said sounded like a seduction of the heart. He said, “Even our secrets are the same…”

“So don’t lie to me.”

His words became increasingly incomprehensible. Sang Ru’s confused voice emerged from beneath his palm.

The mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. The person with the God’s-eye view holds the initiative first. Though he had intended to keep it from her and tease her, in the end, it was he who was controlled.

Zhou Tingzhao felt he might truly be drunk. He stopped all movement, and the empty private room was suddenly filled only with their interwoven breaths.

He said, “Sarah, you still owe me a project proposal.”

Bonus chapter.

Chapter 59: Settling Accounts
The content mentioned in his words seemed to come from another lifetime. Sang Ru froze, the warmth suddenly retreating from her heart. She pushed away his hand, covering her lips, and said calmly: “What do you mean?”

Their breaths were close, the scent of alcohol mixing with youthful air as Zhou Tingzhao said: “Between ten years ago and now, do you see any difference in me?”

A shock ran through her heart, as if cold water had been poured over her head. Sang Ru pushed him away forcefully and said in a trembling voice: “You deceived me.”

Her waist was suddenly tightened, and the next second, she was placed on his lap. Zhou Tingzhao squeezed his member between her legs and said, “How could I?”

Sang Ru struggled to get up but was held down by him. The hard shaft scraped heavily between her folds, making them both gasp.

But she was no longer interested in devouring him completely. The information she had just received was already difficult enough to digest.

“Let go.” Her voice, still tinged with allure, was now infused with ice.

“No.”

At this impasse, Sang Ru simply stopped moving. The air was silent for a moment before being broken by her question: “The day I came back, you came too?”

“No,” the syllables caught between his teeth as Zhou Tingzhao held her tightly and said, “After you.”

“When?”

Her questions came one after another, and Zhou Tingzhao felt very much like a suspect under interrogation.

“The night you were locked in the school building.”

That early?!

Sang Ru trembled with anger, unconsciously tightening her grip on his arm: “So you’ve been watching me make a fool of myself all this time?”

“No…”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t finish before Sang Ru interrupted: “Watching me shamelessly seduce you, wasn’t that satisfying? Stringing me along, wasn’t that satisfying?”

She was truly angry now. Zhou Tingzhao finally showed some panic and tightened his embrace: “No.”

His denial was quick, but the hardness still pressed unmistakably against her thighs, twitching. Sang Ru said coldly, “Put your pants back on. I’m not interested in you right now.”

“Not interested?”

That hint of discomposure arising from her anger was suddenly replaced by something else. Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand in the darkness to touch her face—the gesture was gentle, but his tone was harsh: “Didn’t you just want me to put it in? Now, not interested?”

“That was then, this is now. How dare I want you, Mr. Zhou?”

She always knew how to provoke his emotions. As his anger accumulated to its peak, Zhou Tingzhao instead gave a light laugh and suddenly began to prod more forcefully between her legs. Caught off guard, Sang Ru fell against his shoulder.

Zhou Tingzhao gripped his member and, feeling his way, shallowly poked the head into her entrance. He turned his head to kiss her earlobe: “Do you not want it?”

“I don’t want it!” Sang Ru bit her lip as she forced out these words.

“Alright.”

With that, Zhou Tingzhao truly remained only at her entrance, poking shallowly, occasionally slipping out to touch other areas, eliciting slight gasps from Sang Ru.

Unable to break free yet unable to get satisfaction by stopping, Sang Ru thought she might as well settle accounts with him later. So she raised her hips, trying to find the right angle to sit down.

Unexpectedly, her buttocks were suddenly supported, and Zhou Tingzhao withdrew his member. The sound of a zipper followed—he had put his pants back on after teasing her to the point of frustration.

“You’re getting revenge on me?”

“No.”

Sang Ru laughed coldly: “Well played.”

His out-of-control emotions gradually returned as she softened, having nearly acted on terrible thoughts toward her.

Zhou Tingzhao pressed Sang Ru’s head into the crook of his shoulder, stroking her hair as he said: “Not now, not here.”

“I’m an adult. You know that.”

“Yes,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “but the body is sixteen, so you’re still sixteen.”

Sang Ru: …

The earlier scene of intense confrontation had somehow become much calmer. Just as Sang Ru was about to thoroughly question him about what he had hidden from her, the private room door was suddenly pushed open with a “bang,” and the lights came on.

“Don’t move!” At the same time, a stern command rang out.

Sang Ru instinctively raised her hand to shield her eyes. After adjusting, she saw several people in police uniforms standing before them.

Sang Ru was dumbfounded, feeling a large palm firmly pressing down on her skirt, ensuring nothing that shouldn’t be exposed was visible.

“Officer, what is this about?” She heard Zhou Tingzhao’s irritated voice, which conveyed a sense of pressure incongruous with his current age—something she hadn’t heard in a long time.

“Someone reported prostitution in this private room. Please come with us.”

Prostitution?!

Sang Ru immediately replied: “We didn’t!”

The lead police officer looked them over, his face practically inscribed with the words: Do you even believe yourself?

One sitting on the sofa, the other sitting on someone’s lap, hand still on the person, and moreover, Zhou Tingzhao’s hand was holding down her skirt… it looked incriminating from any angle.

Zhou Tingzhao calmly patted her reassuringly and said, “We are high school students having a gathering here. There is no illegal activity as you suggested.”

“A gathering? A gathering without lights? A gathering with hugging and embracing?” The officer looked completely unconvinced after hearing this. “Look, you’re still embracing now. Young lady, can you get off him now?!”

Sang Ru’s ears burned, but her safety shorts and underwear were hanging loosely on one leg under her skirt. If she stood up, they might just fall off. She gently pinched Zhou Tingzhao’s arm.

This was all his fault!

Zhou Tingzhao frowned and said, “Please step outside for a moment. We will cooperate with the investigation.”

“Be quick,” the officer gave them a look, showing an expression that suggested moral decline, and sighed quietly, “Committing such acts while still in high school, tsk…”

The door closed again, and except for the lights that had been turned on, it was as quiet as if no one had been there.

Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao stared at each other wide-eyed, and after a long moment, both couldn’t help but laugh.

“You’re still laughing!” Sang Ru gave him a light hit. “You’ve become a john now!”

Zhou Tingzhao let her speak. Thinking of the absurdity just now, his brows were furrowed, but his mouth was curved. Suddenly, he picked Sang Ru up, placed her on the ground, and helped her put her underwear back on properly.

Once they had restored their proper appearance, Zhou Tingzhao reached out to take her hand: “Baby, don’t be angry with me anymore, okay?”

Sang Ru gave a light snort, not pulling her hand away: “Let’s deal with the situation at the door first. As for yours, I’ll settle accounts with you slowly later.”

Though she spoke of settling accounts, there were no longer traces of her initial anger. Zhou Tingzhao was somewhat relieved and said, “I’m at your disposal.”

Chapter 60: Mistaken Identity
Officer Xiao Zhang had been a police officer for over half a year and had finally grown accustomed to the mundane daily tasks of catching dogs, rescuing cats, and apprehending thieves. This time, after handling a neighborhood dispute, it was already dark by the time he returned to write up the case report materials.

Just as he finished tidying up and prepared to leave work, he happened to meet his colleagues from the anti-prostitution task force returning, so he greeted them: “Deputy Team Leader Zhao, calling it a day!”

Zhao Jin nodded: “Yes, get home quickly now that work is over.”

Xiao Zhang said goodbye, but suddenly noticed two familiar faces.

He began to wonder, aren’t these the two people who reported their bicycles stolen a few days ago?

“We haven’t found your bicycle yet. That thief is a habitual offender who sells off stolen goods quickly,” Xiao Zhang explained directly. “We’re still searching, so don’t worry. But why come to the police station so late at night to ask…”

Sang Ru was momentarily stunned, recognizing him as the officer who had taken their report that day. She immediately glanced at Zhou Tingzhao, seeing that his expression wasn’t good either. The awkwardness subsided slightly, and she responded dryly: “Oh…”

The young officer who had “apprehended” them stood bewildered beside them and said: “They’re suspects we’ve brought in.”

Xiao Zhang widened his eyes in disbelief: “You were caught in an anti-prostitution raid?!”

Sang Ru gave a dry laugh: “Collateral damage.”

Zhou Tingzhao, on the other hand, looked as if ice had formed on his face and remained silent.

“Alright, let’s talk in the interrogation room,” Zhao Jin urged from ahead.

The two were led into separate rooms. Before leaving, Zhou Tingzhao gave her a deep look and mouthed: Don’t be afraid.

Sang Ru nodded in response and was hurried into the room.

“We were there for a dinner gathering. You saw us in the surveillance footage just now,” Sang Ru said.

“Yes, but only you two entered that private room during that period, and you didn’t come out for a long time. So could you explain why you two, and only you two, moved from the original gathering place to that room?” the officer asked.

Sang Ru: …

How the hell could she explain this? Was this even explainable?

Sang Ru thought for a moment, then blinked and said: “Officer, surely teenage romance isn’t illegal, is it?”

Zhao Jin: …

After several more rounds of questioning, Zhao Jin realized they had indeed arrested the wrong people, and the conversation fell into an awkwardly silent atmosphere. At this point, someone knocked on the door, and Zhao Jin immediately said: “Come in.”

It was the officer who had taken Zhou Tingzhao to the next room. He glanced at Sang Ru and placed a piece of paper in front of Zhao Jin: “Team Leader Zhao, this is the young man’s statement.”

“Good,” Zhao Jin said, taking the paper and retrieving another sheet from the recorder’s hand, saying to Sang Ru, “Please sign this statement, then go outside and wait for a while.”

Sang Ru quickly scanned the interrogation record. According to an incomplete count, she had mentioned “teenage romance” three times and “boyfriend” no less than five times. She thought to herself that it was fortunate this would be sealed in the archives and not shown to Zhou Tingzhao, so she signed it.

Sang Ru left the interrogation room and saw Zhou Tingzhao sitting on a chair in the hallway, with the same officer who had helped them report the bicycle theft sitting beside him.

Seeing her come out, Xiao Zhang nudged Zhou Tingzhao’s elbow: “She’s out.”

Zhou Tingzhao looked up, his lazy gaze instantly becoming sharp. Sang Ru glanced at him as she heard the young officer eagerly ask: “How did it go?”

“Just like that,” she replied.

The two people in front of her were sitting together, with only an empty seat next to the young officer. Sang Ru sat down there, her tone relatively relaxed.

“Little Zhou already told me everything. It’s a misunderstanding. Don’t worry, we police don’t arrest people without cause,” the officer said.

Sang Ru laughed: “And this doesn’t count as without cause?”

Xiao Zhang said sheepishly: “Well, you happened to be there, so you’re helping with the investigation…”

Sang Ru noncommittally pursed her lips, then heard the young officer continue: “I shouldn’t interfere in the affairs of young couples, but you should communicate properly, right? Why come out to have fun only to argue in private?”

Xiao Zhang had mediated too many disputes between neighbors, couples, and spouses. His professional habit couldn’t be controlled, and he rambled: “Being able to love each other during your student years is so precious, something many people wish for but can’t have. You should cherish it! Fighting damages relationships…”

“Wait,” Sang Ru interrupted him, “who said we’re a couple?”

“Huh? Little Zhou said so…”

Sang Ru raised her eyebrows. Zhou Tingzhao’s body was blocked, and she could only see the hem of his jacket.

“What else did he say?”

Xiao Zhang instinctively glanced at Zhou Tingzhao, saw that his expression was normal, and that he hadn’t even spared a glance their way, so he tentatively said: “He also said you had a small argument because he made a mistake, and then he forcibly took you into the private room, and then my colleagues arrived.”

Sang Ru drawled an “Oh,” and Xiao Zhang asked confusedly: “Isn’t that the case?”

Sang Ru: “Yes, he did make me angry.”

After hearing this, Xiao Zhang immediately nudged Zhou Tingzhao’s arm again, gritting his teeth and whispering: “Hurry up and appease her!”

Zhou Tingzhao looked over, his gaze lingering significantly on their seating arrangement. Xiao Zhang immediately understood and stood up: “Wow, it’s so hot sitting in the middle. Let me switch places with you.”

So Zhou Tingzhao successfully moved next to Sang Ru.

However, Sang Ru ignored him completely, leaning back against the wall and asking Xiao Zhang, who had moved to the other side: “Why haven’t I seen Sister Qin Xia today?”

“You mean Captain Qin? She seems to have had an appointment today. She rarely leaves exactly on time.” Xiao Zhang also leaned back for easier conversation and turned his head to ask, “You know our Captain Qin?”

“Sort of.”

…

The two chatted enthusiastically. Zhou Tingzhao bit his molars, then simply leaned back as well, blocking the line of sight between the people on his left and right. After doing so, he calmly looked at the floor in front of him as if nothing had happened.

Sang Ru was saying something when her communication signal was forcibly cut off like this. She gave a mocking laugh and continued speaking as if nothing had happened.

Xiao Zhang finally remembered the purpose of switching seats and whispered to Zhou Tingzhao: “Girls need to be coaxed. Didn’t you make her angry? How can you not say anything!”

Zhou Tingzhao lazily lifted his eyelids to look at him and said, “Okay, Officer Uncle.”

Xiao Zhang suddenly felt very unsettled. How could a high school student who was younger than him seem more stable, yet still call him “uncle”?

The more he thought about it, the more uncomfortable he felt. He stood up, leaving with the words: “You two talk first. I’m going to make some tea.”

The door to the interrogation room in front of them remained closed, with people presumably still discussing something inside. Their supervisor was also gone, leaving only the two of them in the empty corridor.

“I’m sorry.”

Sang Ru heard Zhou Tingzhao apologize abruptly and asked: “Sorry for what?”

Zhou Tingzhao turned to look at her: “If I hadn’t taken you into that private room, we wouldn’t be here now.”

Sang Ru raised her eyebrows noncommittally: “It was only by going in that we discovered those exciting things, wasn’t it?”

Her revenge had just begun with this leisure time. After choking him with these words, seeing Zhou Tingzhao speechless, Sang Ru continued: “Besides, didn’t you say we’re a couple? What is there to be sorry about between couples?”

She was saying the opposite of what she meant. Zhou Tingzhao understood her sarcasm: “I apologize. I needed an explanation.”

There are so many explanations, why choose this one?

Sang Ru didn’t ask, but thought to herself: What a coincidence, I also used this explanation.

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t have time to follow others’ advice and continue to “appease her” before they were suddenly interrupted by footsteps from outside.

The crisp sound of high heels striking the floor tiles, made particularly chaotic by the hurried steps of their owner, was irritatingly disruptive.

The newcomer was a woman who appeared to be in her thirties or forties, dressed elegantly and a wealthy lady. Seeing only the two of them there, she asked: “Excuse me, have any prostitutes been brought in just now?”

Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao exchanged a glance, remaining silent.

The interrogation room door suddenly opened, and the wealthy woman immediately approached: “Officer, have the prostitutes been caught?”

Zhao Jin: “Did you file the report?”

She calmly answered: “Yes.”

Zhao Jin instinctively glanced at Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao. The wealthy woman turned around, her gaze fixed directly on Sang Ru, somehow making one feel uneasy.

She suddenly walked on her high heels right up to Sang Ru and bent down, speaking through gritted teeth: “So it’s you, you little slut, isn’t it?”

Zhou Tingzhao immediately stood up to shield Sang Ru, but she moved too quickly. She circumvented Zhou Tingzhao and grabbed Sang Ru’s hair, still saying venomously: “It’s you, right? Looking so proper, yet choosing to be a whore? Does it feel good to seduce other people’s husbands?”

The police behind her had also immediately come over to pull her away, but somehow this woman’s strength was inexplicably great. They couldn’t separate them, and the more force they used to pull her, the more Sang Ru’s hair was dragged.

Zhou Tingzhao heard Sang Ru’s cry of pain, and anger gathered in his eyes. For the first time in his life, he roughly gripped a woman’s wrist, using full strength to force her to let go.

He protected Sang Ru and said angrily, “Let go.”

Zhao Jin also shouted from behind: “It’s not her! You’ve got the wrong person!”

Only then did the wealthy woman lose her strength. She was dragged back several steps by the police, having lost her earlier elegant demeanor, and muttered: “Wrong person? Then where is he? Where are they?!”

“Please come with us and sit down to talk…”

The grating sound of high heels disappeared behind the interrogation room door. Zhao Jin came over to inquire: “Are you alright?”

However, neither of them paid attention to him. He awkwardly touched his nose: “This time it was our work error. We’re very sorry. You can go home now.”

Zhou Tingzhao was about the same height as him, perhaps even slightly taller than this adult. At this moment, his gaze was gloomy, conveying an extremely strong sense of pressure that suddenly made Zhao Jin not know what to say, silently waiting for his next words.

However, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t say anything. He turned and crouched in front of Sang Ru, raising his hand to gently rub her hair: “It’s okay now…”

She had been looking down, but suddenly looked up at him, her eyes rimmed with red.

Having suffered such an unwarranted disaster, Sang Ru was still a bit dazed. She had been full of anger, but seeing him like this, that anger was suddenly replaced by a sense of grievance.

Zhou Tingzhao rarely experienced the taste of heartache, but now he felt his heart breaking piece by piece in her eyes.

He embraced Sang Ru, softly comforting her: “Let me rub it better. It doesn’t hurt anymore, it doesn’t hurt anymore…”

Two chapters combined as one. Happy Lantern Festival!

Chapter 61: Self-Control
Zhou Tingzhao didn’t know if all girls shed tears when they felt wronged. The image of Sang Ru with her reddened eyes remained imprinted in his mind, impossible to dismiss. Just as he held her for a moment, the person in his arms pushed him away. Looking at her again, her expression had become much calmer.

Sang Ru didn’t cry, even though he had already prepared himself to catch her tears at any moment.

“Let’s go,” she said calmly.

Zhou Tingzhao followed behind her, several times wanting to reach out and hold her hand, but stopping the tentative gesture when he noticed someone approaching.

Dressed in a black dress, Qin Xia walked toward them. Seeing her, Sang Ru instinctively said, “Sister-in… Sister Qin Xia?”

Hurrying back to the station, Qin Xia was stopped by someone she didn’t recognize—a young girl. She paused, confused, and asked, “Do you know me?”

Sang Ru smiled and blinked, “Now I do.”

Before Qin Xia could question further, Zhao Jin came out of the interrogation room again and walked over saying, “You really came back?”

“I was nearby. Didn’t you say there was a problem? What’s the situation?”

Zhao Jin glanced at the two people standing nearby and said, “A woman reported that someone was soliciting prostitution at that KTV on Chunhe Road, specifying the exact private room number. We went to make the arrest but got the wrong people…”

Qin Xia frowned, “How could you arrest the wrong people?”

“The person who filed the report discovered her husband was having an affair. She found their chat records saying they were meeting there today, so she called the police to get revenge on them.” Zhao Jin paused, then said, “When we arrived, only these two were there, so there was a misunderstanding. We brought them back to the station to take their statements.”

After hearing this, Qin Xia’s frown deepened.

“Sang Ru?”

A sudden voice came from behind Qin Xia. Sang Ru looked toward the sound and saw Luo He, dressed in a suit, walking over.

“Why are you here?” they asked in unison.

Zhou Tingzhao imperceptibly curled his palm.

Sang Ru said casually, “I’m on a police station field trip.”

Everyone present: …

“I’m their team leader. I apologize for today’s work error,” Qin Xia stepped back and suddenly bowed sincerely to her and Zhou Tingzhao.

Sang Ru immediately stepped forward to help her up. “It’s okay.”

She secretly reached behind her back, waving several times to signal Zhou Tingzhao. Understanding, he also spoke up, “It’s fine.”

His voice sounded somewhat cold and hard. Sang Ru turned to look at him and saw that he still had a stern expression.

Luo He had parked and come over, listening with a confused face, “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you later. We’re leaving now,” Sang Ru turned to Qin Xia and said, “Goodbye, Sister Qin Xia.”

Receiving an apologetic nod from the latter, Sang Ru smiled at her one last time, then grabbed the person behind her without looking back.

Zhou Tingzhao was unexpectedly taken by the hand by Sang Ru.

She pulled him toward the exit, and when passing Luo He, she whispered, “You need to hurry up.”

“Hurry up with what?”

Sang Ru gritted her teeth in exasperation, “Sister-in-law.”

Luo He thought she had cleverly guessed it out, suddenly feeling embarrassed about having his romantic situation exposed to a younger person, and quickly replied, “Got it!”

Zhou Tingzhao was close enough that, despite their controlled volume, he could vaguely hear them. The subtle displeasure he felt when Luo He appeared suddenly found an outlet.

Once they left the police station, Sang Ru let go of him and asked, “What are you smiling about?”

Zhou Tingzhao came to his senses and lowered the corners of his lips that had unconsciously turned up, “Nothing.”

Seeing Sang Ru turn to leave, Zhou Tingzhao still spoke up to stop her, asking, “So Luo He… Brother and Captain Qin are just now, they’re in a relationship?”

Brother Luo He? Hadn’t he even greeted Luo He properly when they met before?

Sang Ru looked at him as if he were a ghost. “What did you just call him?”

“…Isn’t he your brother?”

“Even I don’t call him that,” Sang Ru said, then suddenly remembering how he had concealed things from her, added, “You’re a 27-year-old man, how can you bring yourself to call someone who’s only 23 or 24 ‘brother’?”

Zhou Tingzhao was speechless, reaping what he had sown.

Seeing him growing more embarrassed, Sang Ru withdrew her firepower and said, “Let’s go.”

As they walked, they gradually shifted from one walking behind the other to walking side by side. Zhou Tingzhao asked softly, “Does it still hurt?”

Bringing up the wrong topic, but the image of him protecting her and holding her in his arms to comfort her surfaced in her mind. Sang Ru still answered properly, “No, it doesn’t hurt.”

Hearing Zhou Tingzhao’s relieved “mm,” Sang Ru thought for a moment and said, “When all is said and done, it’s still that man’s fault. Who told him he couldn’t control his lower body?”

After saying this, she looked meaningfully at Zhou Tingzhao, who met her gaze steadily and replied, “I can control mine.”

They happened to be walking behind a bus stop sign, with its shadow covering them, while on the other side was the noise of passing traffic.

Sang Ru gave a mocking laugh, her finger barely grazing past his lower body, “I don’t think so.”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

Having played her trick, she had already walked to the other side of the bus stop. Zhou Tingzhao, however, was left in an awkward state by this sudden gesture. There was nothing he could do; she hadn’t said she forgave him yet.

Zhou Tingzhao silently repeated “I can control it” three times, calmed himself for a moment, and then also went to the waiting area ahead.

Sang Ru sat on a chair, warm yellow light shining on her, making her appear warm and radiant. She raised her head, saw him coming, and smiled, saying, “Come here.”

Zhou Tingzhao sat down beside her, and as soon as he was seated, a weight settled on his shoulder.

“Wake me when the bus comes.”

Everything about her actions seemed so natural, yet Zhou Tingzhao felt secretly delighted by her words and movements. Her voice already sounded tired. He remained motionless, not putting his arm around her.

The traffic in front of them came and went. Zhou Tingzhao finally turned his head, his lips brushing against the top of her hair, silently saying, “Good night.”

Chapter 62: Rules
Those two had already left. Before Luo He could say anything, he heard Qin Xia ask, “You know them?”

“Yes, she’s the neighbor’s little sister.”

He initially thought she was just making casual conversation, but her next words made his heart sink.

“That type of girl would suit you better,” Qin Xia said.

She spoke very seriously, and Luo He understood this wasn’t her being sarcastic or making polite excuses.

Qin Xia was three years older than him, and he knew she preferred more mature men. Today’s date had been hard to arrange, but it was cut short by just one sentence—”something at the station”—and he had to send her back before the date had properly begun.

Pretending to be calm, he said, “So?”

Qin Xia frowned slightly, “Nothing. Thank you for today.”

“No need to thank me. What about our date?”

Qin Xia pondered for a moment and said, “I have official business to handle now and can’t entertain guests. Can we reschedule for another day?”

Luo He nodded, “Sure.”

He watched as she discussed work with the deputy team leader while they entered the interrogation room together. The corridor became empty, making all the time he spent with her today seem like a dream.

But there was no need to worry that she would break her promise. He knew that when Qin Xia committed, she would fulfill it.

Tomorrow was the weekend, so he didn’t have to worry about getting drunk affecting his ability to treat those little brats. Luo He was driving, contemplating which bar to go drown his sorrows, when he suddenly saw familiar figures by the roadside—weren’t those Sang Ru and her little boyfriend sitting close together?

Ugh, they’re even kissing. Damn, how were high school students better at dating than him?

Luo He stopped beside them, rolled down the window, and said, “One hundred yuan. Want a ride?”

Sang Ru opened her eyes, suddenly smiled, and said to Zhou Tingzhao, “Your brother is here.”

Zhou Tingzhao remained silent, then heard the person beside him stand up and say, “Free ride. You in?”

“If you don’t have money, your boyfriend does.”

Zhou Tingzhao, teased by both of them in turn, couldn’t make any retort and felt stifled in his chest. Sang Ru, however, was in a good mood and pulled Zhou Tingzhao into the back seat with her.

Luo He angrily said, “You’re treating me like a chauffeur?”

“What else?” Sang Ru said. “The front passenger seat is saved for the sister-in-law.”

Only then did Luo He back down, avoiding the topic of Qin Xia and asking, “So how did you end up at the police station?”

Sang Ru turned her head toward Zhou Tingzhao, “You tell him.”

Zhou Tingzhao explained the whole story, and the car was immediately filled with Luo He’s laughter: “Hahaha, so they thought you were soliciting prostitution!”

“We already said it was a misunderstanding!” Sang Ru patted the back of his seat. “Just drive properly!”

Amid his laughter, Luo He suddenly paused, realizing something: “Wait, so you guys ruined my date?”

The two innocently responded, “Huh?”

“She got a call and rushed back. We didn’t even get to watch the movie.” Luo He gave a cold laugh. “So she came back to deal with your situation, hehe.”

“Do men think work is important?” Sang Ru asked. “What do you think, Zhou Tingzhao?”

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt like there was a knife at his neck: “…No.”

This answer seemed to satisfy Sang Ru. She took his hand and played with his fingers idly. “You hear that, Luo He?”

Zhou Tingzhao let her play with his hand, secretly thinking that he needed to be forgiven quickly.

Luo He continued his cold laughter: “You young lovebirds are definitely on the same side.”

He promptly stopped the car at the roadside and said, “Get out!”

Sang Ru:?

“Fine, I’ll get out myself.” After saying this, he opened the door and got out of the car.

Zhou Tingzhao said, “Should I go bring him back?”

Sang Ru looked up at him: “Why would we need to?”

“Though we know how to drive,” Zhou Tingzhao paused here, then said, “but age-wise, we’re not legally allowed on the road yet.”

Sang Ru looked at him, suddenly laughed, and lifted her chin to point out the window. Zhou Tingzhao followed her gaze and saw Luo He entering a convenience store by the roadside.

“He’s just buying something. How could he possibly abandon his precious car?”

Zhou Tingzhao made an “oh” sound, then closed his mouth and didn’t say another word.

Ever since he had told her the truth, it felt like he could say nothing right, and he found himself anxious, not knowing how to please her.

Just then, he heard Sang Ru say, “You seem quite comfortable with your current identity.”

“Hmm?”

“Following the rules for minors.”

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t tell if she was referring to their previous conversation or something else, but it certainly sounded suggestive.

Seeing that he wasn’t speaking, Sang Ru remembered how, when they were in that kind of relationship, he truly only focused on sex without discussing love. So she spoke again: “Of course, adults’ rules too.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t know her intention and said, “Rules exist to be followed, but they are also…”

“Made to be broken,” Sang Ru said.

Zhou Tingzhao looked at her bright eyes, and in that moment, their thoughts were in sync.

The car door opened with a sound. Luo He opened the door, saw them, and gave a “yo” sound: “Why haven’t you left when even the driver is gone?”

Sang Ru: “What did you buy?”

Luo He fastened his seatbelt: “Not suitable for minors.”

“Condoms?”

Luo He started coughing: “Alcohol!”

“Oh,” Sang Ru said. “Boring.”

Luo He suddenly spoke seriously: “You’re both still young. Dating early is fine, but don’t do things you shouldn’t do, understand?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Mm.”

Sang Ru smiled: “Now you’re acting like a big brother.”

Luo He started the car, letting out two “hehe” sounds.

“You’re not still a virgin, are you?” Sang Ru asked sincerely.

Luo He immediately raised his eyebrows: “Shut up!”

Zhou Tingzhao, driven by some impulse, suddenly covered Sang Ru’s mouth and said softly, “Stop talking.”

His palm suddenly felt wet as Sang Ru lightly licked it, then looked up at him with eyes that appeared particularly honest, nodding obediently.

Zhou Tingzhao felt a stir in his heart and released his hand, only for Sang Ru to move closer to him and ask, “Are you one too?”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

Chapter 63: Identity
Once aboard his ship, the further one went, the more one wondered if he had carried too many passengers. What was originally not within the scope of consideration now became a half-joking, half-serious question.

Zhou Tingzhao’s face tensed, and he let out an “mm” from his nose.

However, the interrogation didn’t end with this affirmative answer. Luo He was still in front, and Sang Ru kept her volume at a level only she and Zhou Tingzhao could hear.

She raised her eyebrows and asked, “Was it the same before?”

What “before” could there be?

They had begun their relationship frankly and freely as casual partners, both tacitly assuming the other was experienced. Sometimes, Sang Ru would teasingly call him a veteran who had seen it all, saying he knew everything, and Zhou Tingzhao had never clarified.

Once such a question was answered, it was like admitting defeat first in this relationship, and she probably didn’t like inexperienced people anyway, Zhou Tingzhao thought.

With the opportunity fate had laid out to this point, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt like he had truly become a youngster of this age, needing to demonstrate his devotion to his love, offering his loyalty.

“Yes,” he said, “but not since I met you.”

This time, Sang Ru was truly stunned, her pupils visibly dilating, the entire person so shocked by his answer that she couldn’t speak. Yet Zhou Tingzhao’s expression was serious, not looking like he was joking at all.

After a while, she licked her lips: “You’re sweet-talking me.”

“No, I’m not.”

Sang Ru let out a dry “oh,” then leaned back against the seat, turning her head to look out the window. The car window filtered out some of the light, and she could vaguely see herself smiling.

Controlling herself to lower the corners of her mouth, she suddenly felt that compared to Mr. Zhou, who seemed so experienced yet admitted in front of her that he was a novice, her bold, seductive actions in front of him didn’t seem like much anymore.

Zhou Tingzhao could only see half of her face turned away, unable to make out her expression, even less knowing what she was thinking. So he didn’t rashly speak again, spending the latter half of the journey with his heart in suspense.

Luo He drove to the school gate, planning to drop Zhou Tingzhao off first, but unexpectedly, Sang Ru got out of the car as well.

He lowered the window: “What are you getting out for?”

“To walk back.”

Luo He looked at her, then at Zhou Tingzhao beside her, seeming to understand something, thinking to himself: Damn it!

Before leaving them with a face full of exhaust fumes, he quickly said, “I’m off, you two be careful.”

After Luo He had left, seeing Zhou Tingzhao still standing stupidly in place, Sang Ru said, “Aren’t you going to walk me home?”

He came back to his senses: “Yes.”

The community where Sang Ru now lived was only a five-minute walk from the school gate. This path wouldn’t truly become endless just because one wished for it. By the time they reached the entrance of her building, the hour hand had quietly moved past eleven o’clock.

Sang Ru turned around and joked, “Are you afraid? Do you want me to walk you back instead?”

Zhou Tingzhao was stunned for a moment, then said helplessly, “No need.”

“Do you have anything else to say to me?”

The air fell into silence. Zhou Tingzhao thought for a moment; there were so many things he wanted to say, all tangled together, that he couldn’t find where to begin.

“Rest well. See you on Monday,” he finally said.

Given the opportunity to speak, all he said was this. Sang Ru curved her lips and said, “I’m afraid we’ll see each other tomorrow.”

“Hmm?”

Those two girls sitting in front of them had inquired about the origin of the red string last time and believed their casual made-up story. Now they wanted the two of them to go to the temple together to burn incense and get some good luck charms for the college entrance exam.

Sang Ru relayed the request the two had made during their dinner gathering, then asked, “Well, are you going?”

“Yes,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “to complete our lie.”

Sang Ru said, “That is indeed what you’re good at.”

…

Stung again by her words, Zhou Tingzhao looked at her deeply, his lips parting slightly, but nothing came out.

“What do you want to say?”

Only when she said something to provoke him would there be any ripples. This stubbornly strong personality of Zhou Tingzhao, who knew where it came from.

Sang Ru looked up at him, seeing that his gaze seemed to contain a thousand words, yet his mouth remained silent. She suddenly felt it meaningless and dropped a “forget it if you won’t say it” before turning to leave.

As she reached the stairwell, there was suddenly a rush of hurried footsteps behind her, followed by someone firmly grasping her wrist.

“Wait.”

Sang Ru was secretly delighted, curving her lips, then turned around with a calm facade, quietly waiting for what he would say next.

The motion-sensor light in the corridor was illuminated at the corner after going up, only weak brightness radiating to where they stood. Zhou Tingzhao was almost completely hidden in the darkness, making it impossible to see what he was thinking.

After a while, he finally said, “Don’t be angry anymore, okay?”

Sang Ru: “What do I have to be angry about?”

The pressure on her wrist subtly increased, and Sang Ru uncomfortably moved her wrist. Zhou Tingzhao thought she wanted to break free and suddenly gripped her tightly, pulling her closer to himself.

Her hair’s fragrance entered his nose, becoming a weapon that stirred his heart. Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head slightly, his lips brushing against the top of her head: “Don’t be like this. It’s my fault.”

“What’s your fault?”

“I shouldn’t have hidden it from you, shouldn’t have not told you immediately that I had also come here…”

Sang Ru suddenly thought of something: “Then how did you know I wasn’t the current me?”

Zhou Tingzhao was inwardly startled, hesitantly said, “I guessed, and later when you were sick, I asked you about it…”

“What?!” Not expecting this twist, Sang Ru angrily said, “So you tricked information out of me!”

Zhou Tingzhao panicked, immediately instinctively hugging her, apologizing softly: “I’m sorry, I was wrong, baby.”

Sang Ru didn’t struggle free, half her face hidden in his embrace, mumbling, “You’re something, Zhou Tingzhao.”

“I’m sorry,” Zhou Tingzhao had completely exceeded his apology quota for the day, when suddenly he lowered his head closer to her ear and said, “But you lied to me too.”

“Before I came, and after I arrived, you never told me you were your future self either.”

His tone carried a hint of grievance. Hearing this, Sang Ru’s anger continued to burn, but she also felt that what he said wasn’t entirely wrong.

Amid her conflicting thoughts, Zhou Tingzhao seemed to be searching for evidence: “You even touched me, kissed me, and also… did that to me…”

Sang Ru:?

Speaking as if he were a violated, innocent man, Sang Ru said, “What did I do to you?”

He hugged her tighter, ensuring his voice only reached her ear, and truly said a few words.

Sang Ru’s face immediately heated up, and she retorted, “I see you enjoyed it quite a bit.”

“Indeed.”

Not expecting him to admit it so readily, Sang Ru frowned, but then heard Zhou Tingzhao say, “I wish you would treat me like that, treat me however you want, but you can’t ignore me. Even if you’re angry, you can’t ignore me. You can hit me, scold me, but if you stay far away from me…”

Sang Ru said, “Then what?”

“Even after ten years, I would still catch you and bring you back,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

Speaking with such a suppressed voice, he was so sexy that the heat on her face couldn’t possibly subside. Sang Ru only felt the sound of her heartbeat in her chest growing so loud, it seemed he might be able to hear it.

The more it was like this, the more she needed to take the initiative. Sang Ru said, “Your heartbeat is so fast.”

She heard Zhou Tingzhao laugh softly: “Yes, I’m nervous.”

“Nervous about what?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s breath paused for a moment, and he said with slight helplessness, “I’m confessing my feelings. Can’t you tell?”

Sang Ru’s hand unconsciously gripped the corner of his clothes, her tone casual: “Oh.”

“Just ‘oh’?” Zhou Tingzhao released her slightly, lowering his gaze to look into her eyes. “Just like that?”

Sang Ru pressed her lips together: “What else? It’s not like you haven’t said it before.”

“You’ve said it too,” Zhou Tingzhao suddenly bent down to her face, emphasizing each word, “You said you liked me.”

Sang Ru pushed him lightly: “I thought you were a kid then. I was just trying to make you happy.”

This statement hit Zhou Tingzhao like a blow to the head, and he immediately pulled her back into his embrace, saying in a deep voice, “You always say the opposite of what you mean.”

Sang Ru let out a soft exclamation, saying, “I learned it from you.”

Two people who always said the opposite of what they meant were now embracing in the dimness. The trapped person didn’t struggle, while the one doing the trapping was willingly becoming her prey. She was always saying things that weren’t so pleasant to hear, yet each word struck straight to his heart.

Openly expressing himself to her with his true identity, not through sex, not through the disguise of youth, Zhou Tingzhao felt for the first time that they could be this close.

He had wanted to seal her lips immediately, but as he approached her lips, he finally stopped.

Zhou Tingzhao asked in an almost whispering tone, “May I kiss you?”

Even in the dim darkness, her eyes showed brightness. Sang Ru looked into his eyes, and as she spoke, her lips lightly brushed against his. She asked, “In what capacity are you kissing me?”

“Zhou Tingzhao,” he said.

“What else?”

Seeing Zhou Tingzhao’s brows involuntarily knit together, Sang Ru’s lips curved upward.

“May I kiss you?” She suddenly raised her hands to encircle his neck, asking the same question, then added, “As your girlfriend.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart trembled, and before he could make any reaction, his neck was pulled down.

Sang Ru was kissing him.

The motion-sensor light had somehow quietly gone out.

Whatever fate had taken away, it seemed to return in another form. Such as allowing them to meet again, such as letting time flow backward, and also such as catching hold of lovers who had nearly missed each other, allowing them to finally begin loving each other at this moment in the past, with souls from the future.



Chapter 64: Drawing Divination Lots
Bai Yun Temple was located in the suburbs, with fewer worshippers than temples closer to the city center. Perhaps because it was the weekend, besides leisurely worshippers, there were also some tourists.

The temple was quiet, with most people lowering their voices even when conversing. Their group unconsciously fell silent upon entering. Zhou Tingzhao had often come here with his family to burn incense, so he could serve as a guide.

Temples of various sizes were arranged in a staggered layout. Sang Ru secretly tugged at Zhou Tingzhao’s sleeve when the others weren’t paying attention: “Which hall are we going to?”

“The main hall.”

They headed straight for the most magnificent hall, with Tan Ying and Chen Yichun leading the way.

Someone in front had just finished kowtowing and was getting up, walking around to the back of the hall. The wooden fish sound ceased, followed by some faint, hushed conversations.

Chen Yichun turned back to ask the two behind them: “So is the master at the back?”

Judging by the sounds, yes. Sang Ru nodded: “Mm-hmm.”

“So we pay our respects first, then go to the back to draw divination lots and get good luck charms?” Tan Ying asked.

Tan Ying was the one sitting in front of Zhou Tingzhao, the source of the love letter gossip. She was also the one who had first suggested that Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao lead them here again—they would pray for blessings while the other two fulfilled their vow.

She now found these two people intriguing, no matter how she looked at them, thinking they were a perfect match. Her eyes had been intermittently and inadvertently drifting toward them the entire way.

Sang Ru didn’t know she already had a shipper fan. Hearing this question and unable to confirm, she nudged Zhou Tingzhao and calmly said: “That’s right, isn’t it?”

Zhou Tingzhao caught her plea for help, a faint smile appearing in his eyes: “Yes.”

Observing all these small gestures and dialogues, Tan Ying exchanged a glance with Chen Yichun, forcibly suppressing the smile that rose from “shipping” them, then turned to burn incense and pay respects.

The prayer mats were limited in length, making it crowded if everyone kowtowed at once, so they went two at a time.

When Sang Ru and Zhou Tingzhao were kowtowing and praying together, they suddenly heard a strange exclamation from the side. They only stood up after completing the final step, turning to see Tan Ying covering Chen Yichun’s mouth, displaying a “friendly” smile.

Going around from the side to the back, the sound of shaking the lot tube became more evident, followed by a lot falling to the ground with a thud.

It was a young woman who looked around twenty. After reading the lot, her expression changed slightly, and she handed the lot to the old monk: “Master, please interpret.”

The old monk took the lot, studied it for a moment, and said: “If it’s not in your destiny, don’t force it.”

“So there’s no turning point for me and him?”

Upon hearing this, Chen Yichun whispered to Tan Ying: “So she was asking about romantic fate.”

The whisper wasn’t quiet enough. Sang Ru heard it but didn’t think much of it until someone hooked her pinky finger.

Zhou Tingzhao deployed his teasing techniques. Sang Ru looked at him and hooked back, but thought to herself—

Romance, how childish.

Tan Ying turned around to see Sang Ru with raised corners of her mouth, and Zhou Tingzhao also appeared to be in a good mood. Curious, she asked: “Why so happy?”

“Nothing,” Sang Ru cleared her throat and said, “Listen to the master’s interpretation.”

Chen Yichun also turned around: “Ah, it’s already finished.”

Sang Ru fell silent, hearing Zhou Tingzhao laugh inappropriately, and she quietly nudged his arm.

“Who wants to draw a lot first?” Tan Ying asked.

Sang Ru thought for a moment: “You go first.”

“Mm,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “Studies come first.”

“Aren’t you two asking about studies?”

Zhou Tingzhao paused, and Sang Ru was also silent. After a moment, she finally found an excuse to save the situation: “We asked about studies last time. This time we’re asking about something else.”

Chen Yichun probed: “What else are you asking about? We’d like to know.”

Sang Ru: “Career, family…”

Before she could finish, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly interrupted: “Romantic fate.”

The two girls immediately started teasing them, their excitement causing their suppressed voices to nearly increase by several levels. Sang Ru faced the three with an exasperated expression. Without a doubt, if they weren’t in a temple, she suspected those two could have taken the roof off.

She also wanted to take the roof off—to throw Zhou Tingzhao out.

“Devotees, it’s your turn. Who’s first?” an aged but kind voice sounded. While they were talking, the previous young woman had already left. The old monk didn’t turn around, but his words were directed at them.

“Yingying, you go first. I didn’t do well on the last test, and I’m too nervous,” Chen Yichun said with a worried face.

“Alright.”

The two drew lots in succession, both getting average readings. The old monk gave them two sayings: “Sit quietly and reflect on your faults” and “Read widely but take selectively, accumulate abundantly but use sparingly.”

They didn’t sound particularly bad. Chen Yichun returned with the two phrases and quietly asked: “How come they aren’t giving out those little red string bracelets like yours?”

Sang Ru thought for a moment and answered: “Maybe it was a special promotion during that period.”

Chen Yichun thoughtfully responded with an “oh,” then said: “Your turn now.”

Just then, the old monk’s voice came again: “The remaining two devotees, please come together.”

Previously, people had gone one by one, but now he wanted them to go together. Sang Ru didn’t know what this meant. She exchanged a glance with Zhou Tingzhao, then they went forward together, palms joined and bowing respectfully, sitting on the cushions in front of the old monk like those before them.

“Who will draw the lot?”

Zhou Tingzhao said to Sang Ru: “You go first.”

Before Sang Ru could say anything, the old monk smiled and shook his head: “One of you two devotees should draw.”

Sang Ru frowned slightly, confused: “One lot for both of us?”

“All living beings have their destinies, naturally, one person gets one lot,” the old monk nodded, his smile looking dignified and benevolent. “But if you’re asking about romantic fate, you two devotees here are both distinct and identical, coexisting together. Having one lot for two people is not inappropriate.”

Sang Ru was inwardly shocked, raising her eyes to look directly at him.

The old monk’s eyes were clear, yet one couldn’t see through them at all.

Chapter 65: Interpreting the Divination
Their identities were a secret known only to each other, yet the old monk’s words seemed deeply profound. Neither Sang Ru nor Zhou Tingzhao had anticipated this development, as if their souls could be perceived by these aged eyes.

After a moment, Sang Ru looked at Zhou Tingzhao and said, “You, or me?”

Zhou Tingzhao laughed softly and said in a low voice, “The initiative between us has always been in your hands, hasn’t it?”

“Not really,” Sang Ru said. “Then you do it this time.”

Zhou Tingzhao gave her a deep look: “Have you decided?”

Sang Ru nodded: “Yes.”

“Has the devotee made up their mind?”

“I have,” Zhou Tingzhao respectfully took the lot tube. “I’ll do it.”

The lots swayed erratically with the shaking motion of the tube, the writing on them drawing blurry ink lines through the air.

Although Zhou Tingzhao often accompanied his elders to burn incense, he had never tried drawing lots. If human destiny could be determined by these few words, it would be too ridiculous. But now, with so many things happening that couldn’t be explained by ordinary logic, he found himself secretly harboring some expectations about what the drawn lot would reveal.

After some commotion, good or bad fortune was settled with a crisp sound.

Zhou Tingzhao picked it up, examined it for a moment, then handed it to Sang Ru. She took it and saw written on it: “Lotus roots gained through lotus flowers, with apricots there’s no need for plums.”

It was a poem she hadn’t seen before, and Sang Ru couldn’t understand it. She turned her head and glanced at Zhou Tingzhao.

Zhou Tingzhao shook his head imperceptibly and said to the old monk: “Please interpret the lot, Master.”

How much profound meaning could there be in a narrow wooden strip with just two lines of poetry?

Sang Ru unconsciously tensed up when returning the lot to the old monk.

Age had formed ravines on his face and spots on his hands, yet the old monk didn’t resemble others of the same age. The hand holding the lot showed no sign of trembling. He lowered his gaze to look at the writing, his other hand calmly fingering prayer beads. After a long while, he spoke: “Great fortune.”

Their anxious hearts suddenly eased, and they waited for a detailed explanation like awaiting a verdict. The old monk raised his eyes, smiling slightly, easily bringing to mind the Buddha statue behind him.

He said: “Times change and the world transforms, but human effort makes things happen. When destiny is ripe, good things are approaching.”

“What do you think the old master’s words meant just now?” After leaving the temple, Tan Ying seemed to have forgotten that she had made a wish and drawn a lot, and instead pondered others’.

Chen Yichun also chattered to the two: “Good things are approaching… does that mean you two are getting married?”

Sang Ru choked, then heard Tan Ying lightly tap Chen Yichun’s head, saying: “What marriage? They’re only in their third year of high school!”

Chen Yichun rubbed her head and complained: “I was just saying! Besides, isn’t the phrase ‘good things approaching’ generally used before weddings?”

Sang Ru suddenly spoke up: “So you’re just assuming we’re together?”

“What else?”

“Even if you weren’t together, you should be. Look, the master even had you two draw a love divination together!”

Sang Ru: …

She fell silent. Suddenly, someone took her hand. Sang Ru followed their clasped hands and saw Zhou Tingzhao openly holding her hand, looking forward with a composed expression.

Glimpsing that the other two spectators were already covering their mouths in excitement, Sang Ru held her forehead, then simply raised their joined hands and said: “Let me introduce, Zhou Tingzhao, my boyfriend.”

Zhou Tingzhao curled his lips in good spirits and said to the two: “Keep it a secret?”

The two nodded vigorously. Tan Ying calmed her excitement at finding a real couple and said, “But for you two, everyone in class who should know already knows.”

Chen Yichun added: “And those who shouldn’t know probably do too.”

Sang Ru: “Was it that obvious?”

The front-row spectators both nodded.

“But why do you still get red strings this time! We didn’t get any!” Chen Yichun pouted.

Tan Ying: “That’s their destined love string.”

After they had their lots interpreted, the old monk took out two red strings for them before they left. Sang Ru instinctively asked how much they cost, but the old monk said, “Destined love strings are gifts for those with affinity, no money needed.”

They put them on each other, and they truly resembled the red strings they had exchanged as gifts before. It seemed like destiny in some mysterious way.

The two lively spectators walked ahead, while the person beside her slowed his pace. Sang Ru also stopped and asked: “What’s wrong?”

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly bent down to her ear: “The highest fortune, destined love strings…”

Sang Ru’s ears inexplicably turned red, but she calmly said: “So what?”

Zhou Tingzhao straightened up again, pulling her forward, and said with certainty—

“We’re a match made in heaven.”

The four parted ways at the transfer bus stop. Tan Ying and Chen Yichun were going shopping and out to eat, while Sang Ru said she wanted to go home to rest, and Zhou Tingzhao naturally followed.

The bus continued to move slowly. After a few more stops, the sound indicating the next stop played. Sang Ru, who had been leaning her head on Zhou Tingzhao’s shoulder, suddenly raised it. She stood up and said: “Let’s get off.”

“Not going home?”

Sang Ru laughed and leaned close to him: “Boyfriend, won’t you go on a date with me alone?”

Chapter 66: Date
After getting off at this stop, they found themselves in another small commercial area, though not as large as the one where the other girls had gone. This place emphasized small but exquisite hedonism.

Many vehicles of all kinds were parked in the plaza. As Sang Ru held Zhou Tingzhao’s hand on their way to a restaurant, her attention was suddenly captured by a bicycle.

She stopped in her tracks and pointed at the navy blue bicycle, saying, “Is that yours?”

Zhou Tingzhao looked in the direction she was pointing, observed for a moment, and indeed it looked like the one he had lost previously.

Sang Ru walked over and examined it carefully, then declared decisively, “It is yours.”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled and asked, “How can you be so sure?”

“It has three scratches like cat whiskers on the back seat,” Sang Ru touched that spot, muttering, “I wiped it several times before sitting on it last time, so I remember.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s focus, however, was on: “I also wiped it clean before bringing it. It was clean.”

Sang Ru froze for a moment, mumbling, “Just to be safe…”

Zhou Tingzhao continued to stare at her, so Sang Ru immediately changed the subject: “But it’s locked, we can’t take it… Wait for me a moment!”

She suddenly ran off. Zhou Tingzhao sighed almost inaudibly. Seeing her figure heading across the street, he didn’t know what she was going to do, but waited in place as instructed.

After quite a while, Sang Ru returned. Zhou Tingzhao saw she was out of breath from running, with her hands behind her back. He raised his hand to wipe the sweat on her forehead and asked, “Where did you go?”

She raised her eyebrows slightly and brought out a bicycle lock from behind her back.

Zhou Tingzhao: “Hmm?”

“Adding another lock. If we can’t use it, he can’t either,” Sang Ru said with animation, then added to Zhou Tingzhao, “I’ll buy you a new one.”

Her vindictive personality and grand statements made her incredibly adorable. Zhou Tingzhao felt a stirring in his heart and said, “Are you keeping me?”

Sang Ru paused for a moment, then said, “Can’t I afford to keep you?”

The person who had been talking about keeping Mr. Zhou took the popcorn he bought and went straight to the ticket check line.

This afternoon was peak time at the cinema, with the queue full of couples being affectionate beside them.

Zhou Tingzhao stood behind Sang Ru, listening to her crunching popcorn without turning around. He leaned to her side and quickly ate a piece from her hand as she picked it up.

Sang Ru was stunned, widening her eyes: “Are you that hungry?”

Zhou Tingzhao: …

Sang Ru rubbed her fingertips together and said, “Do you want to eat my fingers too?”

Zhou Tingzhao instinctively looked at her fingers, those two slender digits gently rubbing against each other. Recalling the sensation when his lips touched them, his throat suddenly tightened. He shifted his gaze and calmly said, “Not hungry.”

Sang Ru smiled noncommittally: “Oh.”

They chose a romantic movie that neither of them had much impression of—Sang Ru’s choice.

The viewing seats were in the last row—also Sang Ru’s choice.

After selecting them, Zhou Tingzhao looked at Sang Ru hesitantly but didn’t ask anything. Finally, she took the initiative to say, “Do you think we’re here to watch a movie?”

Zhou Tingzhao frowned slightly: “Aren’t we?”

Sang Ru sighed: “We’re here to date, boyfriend.”

Despite saying that watching a movie wasn’t important and dating was what mattered, she now stared at the screen intently. Meanwhile, Zhou Tingzhao’s peripheral vision was entirely fixed on her profile, not paying any attention to what was happening in the plot.

Didn’t she say they were going to date? Why was she being so well-behaved?

Zhou Tingzhao grew increasingly confused and distracted, absentmindedly reaching into the popcorn bucket, suddenly touching her hand.

He withdrew a bit, but in his peripheral vision, he saw Sang Ru turn to him: “Look at me.”

Zhou Tingzhao looked over.

“Open your mouth.”

As soon as he opened it, a piece of popcorn was fed into his mouth. The sweet aroma invaded his senses, and before he could react, there was a warmth on his lips, and another sweet scent followed.

Sang Ru gently pulled down his neck, raising her head to kiss him without warning. But it only lasted a few seconds before the sensation on his lips completely withdrew, though her breath remained close.

Zhou Tingzhao heard her say with a smile, “You’ve been watching me. Am I more beautiful than the movie?”

His entire body tensed: “Yes.”

Sang Ru paused, then said, “What I want to do to you now, even the last row probably can’t hide.”

The big screen was showing a rain-kissing scene between the two protagonists. Faint sounds of teasing came from the audience; no one had the leisure to pay attention to the two people leaving through the side aisle.

They passed through the long, dark corridor, the sound of the movie growing fainter behind them. Sang Ru kept holding Zhou Tingzhao’s hand, moving forward without stopping.

Elevators were the way most people chose to go between floors, so the stairwell rarely had visitors.

Sang Ru chose this nearby location for their “crime.” She pressed Zhou Tingzhao against the wall and said softly, “The innocent dating ends as of now.”

“Then what about now?” Zhou Tingzhao went along with it but still asked the question.

Sang Ru said, “Like this.”

She gave the simplest answer, with her actions providing the detailed explanation.

Her hand touched his lower body, and even through his pants, he could feel her warmth. That temperature transmitted over, immediately causing his member to excitedly rise. She kept rubbing, and the excitement instantly spread throughout his body.

Her hand slipped inside his pants. Zhou Tingzhao instinctively wanted to stop her, but ultimately succumbed to the thoughts that had been suppressed in his heart for so long.

Sang Ru felt his member growing harder in her palm, and leaned into his embrace, coaxing, “Touch me too.”

Her words and her entire being were like honey-laden medicine, enticing one to compromise with desire step by step. Zhou Tingzhao held her and also explored her lower body.

He couldn’t see anything, but he could feel her wetness, her trembling, her cat-like soft and alluring moans.

“Faster…” she leaned on his shoulder, her breath releasing warm moisture onto his neck. Finding pleasure, she softly called out, “You touched my clit… feels so good…”

Zhou Tingzhao’s throat grew tighter. He massaged her gently and firmly, saying, “Hold tight, don’t stop.”

The two embraced neck to neck, comforting each other. Sang Ru finally started trembling when he continuously rubbed that little bud. Her body shook as she tried to retreat, but she was locked in Zhou Tingzhao’s embrace with no escape.

“Want it even faster?” Zhou Tingzhao asked, his mouth on her earlobe.

“No, no… mmm… I’m coming… Zhou Tingzhao, Zhou Tingzhao…”

Sang Ru let out broken gasps. Suddenly, she felt a forceful push against her palm, and then a heat between her thighs as he inserted his member between her legs.

“Keep calling,” Zhou Tingzhao’s voice was now heavy with desire.

“Calling what?”

He suddenly thrust his hips: “My name.”

His hard member curved slightly upward, sliding again and again along her delicate inner thighs. Zhou Tingzhao pulled down her underwear, flesh against flesh, desire against desire, his hardness repeatedly rubbing between her softest petals.

Sang Ru kept calling his name, but grew increasingly impatient as he repeatedly approached without entering. She deliberately raised her buttocks, hoping he would accidentally slip in a little, but Zhou Tingzhao noticed and gave her bottom a light slap.

Zhou Tingzhao, restraining his heavy desire, gritted his teeth: “Don’t point your pussy at me.”

Her entrance contracted in response, dripping fluid onto his member. Sang Ru refused to stop and continued to rub herself: “If you won’t go in, fine, but you won’t even let me have a little taste.”

She sounded so aggrieved that Zhou Tingzhao’s heart softened terribly. When they finally climaxed to climax together, he held the person in his arms tightly.

She thought he simply wouldn’t do it, not knowing that he also longed to be one with her.

His voice after release was still sexy yet gentle. Sang Ru leaned against him, depleted of energy, and heard him say: “Grow up quickly, baby.”

Chapter 68: Husband
Sang Ru didn’t know how long Zhou Tingzhao had continued. By the end, her consciousness was hazy, yet she could still feel him insatiably ravaging, as if determined to release all his restrained desires upon her body.

By the time Sang Ru woke up again, she didn’t know what time it was. The curtains had been drawn again, filtering what appeared to be bright daylight.

The arm encircling her waist held her tightly even in dreams. Sang Ru couldn’t break free, and the slightest movement made her body ache. Yet Zhou Tingzhao was still sleeping soundly, which made Sang Ru increasingly angry as she looked at him.

Is he a dog? Doesn’t he know the meaning of moderation?

Her thoughts wandered as she slowly turned to her side, gazing at Zhou Tingzhao’s defined jawline.

He always appeared cold and hard, as did his actions, yet he often showed her moments of tenderness. Apart from the exhausting session earlier, now seeing his sleeping face beside her, Sang Ru found her irritation gradually dissipating after looking at him for a while.

So it turned out that she, too, could be misled by a handsome face. Sang Ru unconsciously raised her hand, tracing from his chin to his cheek.

How could his skin be so good?

Sang Ru couldn’t resist touching him a few more times when suddenly her waist tightened. The sleeping beauty who had just been motionless under her touch opened his eyes and spoke with a low, sexy hoarseness: “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” Sang Ru shamelessly stroked him again, candidly saying, “Just nice to touch.”

Zhou Tingzhao, eyes half-open, heard her words without offering any retort. Instead, he suddenly said something completely out of context: “Your voice is hoarse from all the shouting.”

Sang Ru’s face immediately reddened, and she pinched him lightly: “Whose fault is that?”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled without any sign of guilt and pulled her into his embrace: “My fault.”

At least he admitted his mistake quickly. Sang Ru leaned against his chest when she suddenly felt a large hand on her lower body…

He had no good intentions!

Sang Ru pushed him, gritting her teeth: “Hand, what are you doing?”

“Nice to touch.”

Having her own words returned to her, Sang Ru felt stifled. Without the barrier of their identities, Zhou Tingzhao seemed to have become even more uninhibited.

Sang Ru pulled at his hand: “Really, no more. It hurts.”

Only then did his movements pause before he continued to gently massage her. Zhou Tingzhao placed a kiss on the top of her head, coaxing: “A little massage and it won’t hurt anymore.”

Such nonsense.

Yet sometimes even nonsense could be true. His large palm gently kneaded her entrance, truly keeping his promise not to go inside. As he continued, the pain subsided, and a comfortable sensation spread throughout her body.

Zhou Tingzhao noticed her burrowing deeper into his embrace, her entire face buried in his chest, with only the tip of her ear visible and turning red. His chest vibrated with laughter as he lowered his head to ask: “Feeling better?”

Her voice was muffled: “No.”

She was always stubborn with her words. How could Zhou Tingzhao believe her? He lightly tapped her entrance with his fingers and said, “Even if you want more, we can’t. If I go in again, you’ll be damaged.”

As soon as he finished speaking, his chest tingled. The person in his arms, when provoked, showed her claws. She bit his nipple, not using much force but grinding it between her teeth.

A wet sensation, both itchy and numb, made Zhou Tingzhao groan softly: “Are you complaining I didn’t pay attention to this area?”

His back returned to the bed sheet as Zhou Tingzhao suddenly pressed her beneath him, lowering his head to take her nipple into his mouth.

The hard bud received the teasing of his tongue while his hand kneaded her other breast. His hair fell forward slightly, tickling her chest. Sang Ru hugged his head, unconsciously arching her chest as if actively feeding her nipple into his mouth.

The fullness of her breast spilled from his lips and between his fingers. Zhou Tingzhao simply took more into his mouth, using force to suck it in.

Sang Ru let out a soft cry: “Don’t suck… mmm…”

Yet he paid no attention, showing no signs of stopping, with a strong suction as if wanting to devour her entire being.

In a moment of dazed consciousness, her chest suddenly felt relieved. She thought he was stopping, but then her other nipple received the same treatment.

The passionate cycle was broken by the sudden ringing of a phone. The sound came from Zhou Tingzhao’s side. After all their activity, even their sleeping positions had been reversed.

“Stop,” Sang Ru pushed him, panting, “My phone.”

Zhou Tingzhao was busy and mumbled, “In a minute.”

“Answer it now!”

The phone stopped ringing for a moment, then started again. Zhou Tingzhao reached back to get the phone, and Sang Ru immediately seized the opportunity to hide under the blanket, wrapping herself tightly.

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t help but laugh: “If your hands are hidden too, how will you answer the phone?”

“Who’s calling?” Sang Ru asked cautiously.

Zhou Tingzhao looked at the screen and said, “Li Chenfei.”

If she went out now, who knew what he might do to her? Sang Ru was extremely cautious: “Answer it, put it on speaker.”

Zhou Tingzhao curved his lips resignedly and did as she said.

As soon as he answered, they heard Li Chenfei’s angry shout: “Where are you!”

Sang Ru was stunned by this forceful demand and stuttered: “What’s wrong?”

“We agreed to try on wedding dresses today. I’m already at the bridal shop, and Yang Fan is here too. Where are you hiding!”

They’re getting married? I didn’t hear about this before…

Sang Ru voiced her confusion, and the other end of the phone immediately fell silent.

A few seconds later, that strong voice sounded again—

“It’s you! You’re the one getting married! Hurry up and bring your husband to the bridal shop!”

Sang Ru’s eyes widened suddenly. She noticed Zhou Tingzhao’s hand holding the phone also trembled. They exchanged a glance, and Sang Ru cautiously asked: “One more question, who is my… husband?”

The phone went silent again. After a while, she said, “Have you lost your mind? Who else could your husband be?”

Under Zhou Tingzhao’s predatory gaze, Sang Ru swallowed: “Who…”

Li Chenfei: …

Then the whole room echoed with her desperate voice:

“Zhou Tingzhao, of course!”

Chapter 69: Butterfly Effect
The ultimatum was delivered from the other end of the phone, and then the call ended. All the lively commotion came to an abrupt halt, leaving only the faint sounds of intertwined breathing.

If traveling back ten years was already incredible enough, the news, even more difficult to believe, was waking up to return to the present world, only to suddenly discover that you and your former casual partner turned boyfriend had overnight become fiancés.

Could anything be more dramatic than this?

What else had happened in between?

…

Sang Ru stared blankly at Zhou Tingzhao, only to find that the other protagonist of this marriage news was similarly staring at her.

Originally, when she heard she was getting married, Sang Ru was already too shocked to think, and her first reaction was to look at him. Zhou Tingzhao’s expression was so grave it seemed like he wanted to devour her.

Now, learning that the so-called “husband” was himself, his tightly knitted brows relaxed, and his expression became as surprised as hers, followed by increasingly complex emotions—confusion, and also… happiness?

Sang Ru moved her lips, about to say something, when a stabbing pain suddenly erupted in her mind. She raised her hand to hold her head as everything before her eyes blurred. Through the haze, she saw Zhou Tingzhao similarly clutching his forehead in discomfort.

A more violent pain assailed her, and Sang Ru instinctively bit her lip, unable to suppress the slight sound of pain that escaped her mouth.

Suddenly, her vision darkened as Zhou Tingzhao moved closer.

He seemed extremely uncomfortable as well, his brow furrowed deeply, yet he still raised his hand to massage her head, asking hoarsely, “Are you getting a headache too?”

“Mm…”

Sang Ru answered weakly, then couldn’t speak anymore because something was surfacing in her mind, wave after wave.

She saw countless fragmented, scattered images. They were all disorganized, temporarily unable to connect, like a memory card loading, but with a jumbled input of information.

Fine, dense pain spread through her mind. Sang Ru instinctively wanted to stop these invading pieces of information, but found it impossible to halt them. They seemed naturally meant to be part of her; the pain was most intense when they first entered, but once they penetrated her subconscious, they seemed to merge with it, gradually becoming docile.

Sang Ru helplessly received this information one-way, and by the time she noticed the pain slowly disappearing, her forehead was already beaded with sweat.

Her brain seemed to process the input information autonomously. Sang Ru gradually calmed down, but her whole body began to feel numb.

They were memories.

These invaders into her mind, those fragmentary images assembling themselves, formed segments of experiences she had never lived through before.

For the moment, she couldn’t fully receive everything, but the most important message her brain conveyed to her was—she and Zhou Tingzhao had been in love for ten years.

…

This was too much to digest. Sang Ru was momentarily speechless, her heart pounding violently in her chest. She looked up at the person who dominated most of these new memories, only to find him similarly gazing at her, with what looked like a storm brewing in his eyes.

Zhou Tingzhao’s chest was also heaving dramatically. He must be experiencing the same thing. Sang Ru finally asked, “You also… have those memories now?”

“Yes.” His voice was deep, his emotions unreadable.

Sang Ru didn’t know what to say. She licked her dry lips and said, “We went back, and it created a butterfly effect?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s gaze seemed glued to her, not shifting an inch: “It seems so, for now.”

This was too fast. Sang Ru was prepared to date him, but no one had forewarned her to be ready for marriage, too. Sang Ru remained silent, quietly browsing through the new scenes in her mind.

“Are you unhappy?” She was recalling those fragments when she suddenly heard Zhou Tingzhao ask.

“No,” Sang Ru paused for a few seconds, then said, “Don’t you think it’s too fast?”

Zhou Tingzhao raised his eyebrows slightly. Unlike his usual teasing manner, this time he seemed subtly displeased.

Sang Ru added, “I mean, we just woke up and we’re getting married, but strictly speaking, we’ve only been dating for one day.”

Zhou Tingzhao stared at her for a long moment, then suddenly said, “Strictly speaking, we fell in love ten years ago.”

Sang Ru: …

Put that way, there was nothing wrong with his statement. Their relationship did indeed begin ten years ago, established by her own decision.

Sang Ru realized she had been led into his logic, then heard Zhou Tingzhao continue, “We started dating in our third year of high school, had our first embrace, first kiss, went to the same university, had our first time making love…”

“Stop!” Sang Ru immediately interrupted him when she heard this, muttering, “Who asked you to recite all that?”

Zhou Tingzhao suddenly pulled her into his embrace and said softly, “We traveled through time to get this chance. Don’t say you don’t want to marry me.”

“I…”

“We can be in love for a lifetime, but I want to marry you. No time is more appropriate than ‘now’.”

Such a naked confession of love made Sang Ru’s face heat up. After a moment, she pushed him lightly and said, “Hurry up and get up. They’re waiting for me to try on wedding dresses.”

–

Chapter 70: Promise
The bridal shop looked somewhat familiar. Zhou Tingzhao remembered that he always passed it on his way to work, but he never imagined that one day he would bring her here.

She went to the inner room to try on wedding dresses, while the staff brought over a suit for him to change into.

The gears of time rotated, making everything wonderfully surreal.

He had originally thought that falling in love with her, since the heart-fluttering days of their youth, was already a blessing from fate. Who knew that with just the slight flutter of a butterfly’s wings, their destiny would merge forever.

Perhaps intense joy is always accompanied by pain. When those memories that originally didn’t belong to him suddenly flooded in, the pain spreading from within was several times more intense than when he had returned to the past and received those memories.

But it was always pleasant.

Love had turned him into a strange person who enjoyed pain.

Zhou Tingzhao changed into a black and white suit, waiting outside with Li Chenfei and Yang Fan for Sang Ru to emerge.

This inadvertent journey back in time had brought two couples together. As Li Chenfei waited, she couldn’t resist trying on wedding dresses herself, with Yang Fan following closely behind, ready to respond to his beloved’s inquiries at any moment.

Their conversation continued uninterrupted, and it was noisy outside too, but Zhou Tingzhao felt that time was very quiet.

The vibrant high school years had ended just half a day ago, and it seemed like they had all been buried in their studies one second, then discussing marriage the next.

Sang Ru thought it was too fast, and he understood that perfectly. But his emotions were uncontrollable; the desire to have a more intimate relationship with her had long become a wish deep in his marrow. There was no reason to refuse such an opportunity.

Everything his soul had originally experienced was a long pursuit, lonely vigilance, and festering desire. But when the timeline changed, the memories that first flooded into his mind felt like another person’s life, unrelated to him.

However, as time passed, the new memories seemed to etch deeper into his mind. The third-person perspective gradually shifted, becoming everything he saw before him.

The alternate ten years slowed down, as if his soul had branched. On that extended branch, he had received her response at the first sign of affection, bearing fruit.

The curtain of the fitting room slowly opened, and his princess stepped out of a dream, adorned in white lace.

He heard others’ praises, calling her beautiful, calling her radiant. Those voices tangled and intertwined in his ears, becoming hollow background noise.

All the scenery retreated; he could only see and hear her.

Sang Ru’s curved lips were always beautiful. She tilted her head and looked over, gazing at his soul through the cracks of time.

“Does it look nice?” she asked, lifting the hem of her dress.

“It does,” Zhou Tingzhao answered.

Her brows furrowing coquettishly, even her expression was extremely adorable. Sang Ru said, “Then why don’t you come over?”

Consciousness surrendered to her command, making one willing to be her servant.

Zhou Tingzhao walked over, left hand behind his back, extending his right palm to her with a gentleman’s courtesy. The little princess cooperated perfectly, raising her chin with feigned arrogance as she placed her hand on his.

Zhou Tingzhao led her to the mirror, where the reflection showed a floor-length gown with a shoulder-level neckline, the formal attire seamlessly matching her beauty.

As Sang Ru stood with him, she suddenly said, “You look handsome too.”

“Thank you.”

The shop assistant covered her mouth and smiled, seemingly never having seen a couple who were so polite to each other. She displayed her professional expertise by lavishly praising and emphasizing how meticulously handcrafted the wedding dress was. Sang Ru didn’t take much in, only hearing the phrase “really matches well with your husband.”

Sang Ru looked at her “husband,” and Zhou Tingzhao looked back through the mirror. Their gazes intertwined, as if confirming his earlier words that they were “a match made in heaven.”

The white of the wedding dress was too pure. As Sang Ru bent slightly to look at the decorations on the hem, faint red marks became visible from her chest.

Zhou Tingzhao gripped her hand tightly: “Stand up straight.”

Sang Ru asked, puzzled, “What’s wrong?”

Zhou Tingzhao stared at her, and after a few seconds, moved closer to adjust her neckline, saying, “It’s my fault.”

Sang Ru lowered her gaze following his movement, finally realizing what was amiss. She pushed his hand away gently but firmly. The little princess’s face flushed with annoyance as she scolded, “You’re like a dog.”

The formal attire was thus decided, and Mr. Zhou swiped his card without a second word.

Sang Ru looked at him and said, “Weren’t you supposed to be kept by me?”

Zhou Tingzhao was silent for a moment, then said, “I’ll hand over my salary. It’s still yours, all the same.”

Sang Ru smiled: “You didn’t use to be so good at saying sweet things before. You were always making me angry.”

Their relationship had been mislabeled from the start, adding a pretense of indifference on top of affection, leading to some insincere actions that caused misunderstandings for the recipient.

Zhou Tingzhao took the package and held her hand, saying, “It won’t happen again.”

Li Chenfei and Yang Fan had other plans and parted ways with them at the shop entrance. Before leaving, Li Chenfei once again gave thorough instructions in a motherly tone.

Sang Ru sat back in Zhou Tingzhao’s car, suddenly not knowing where they should go.

Zhou Tingzhao seemed to feel the same. After fastening his seatbelt, his movements paused until Sang Ru voiced the question: “Where are we going?”

They each pondered, then simultaneously spoke: “School?”

School naturally referred to their high school, the starting point of everything anew.

Learning they were about to be newlyweds, the guard softened and let them in to revisit their old grounds.

It was the weekend, and the usually bustling campus was quiet. The two walked and looked around; many places had been renovated, but they could vaguely recognize the original appearance.

Two student-like faces approached, casting curious glances at them. Upon noticing their joined hands, both students awkwardly turned away.

Sang Ru watched with amusement and said to him, “Look, the school is here year after year, but the people are different every year.”

Before Zhou Tingzhao could respond, Sang Ru added, “No, perhaps there isn’t much difference after all.”

“Hmm?” Zhou Tingzhao turned his head to look at her, leading her around a roadblock.

“In high school, it was endless classes, endless homework,” Sang Ru paused, glancing at him before continuing, “and people you couldn’t catch up to.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t speak for a long time, then finally said, “Now you’ve caught up.”

As they talked, they reached a familiar building. The original iron gate was gone, and the teaching building appeared before them with a younger facade.

Remembering that chaotic night, Sang Ru couldn’t help but laugh: “If I had known back then that you were you…”

Zhou Tingzhao understood which moment she was referring to and asked, “What?”

“When you climbed up to the building, I would have laughed even louder.”

Zhou Tingzhao fell silent, then couldn’t help but smile.

They climbed to the third floor. The sun was gentle, softly enveloping them. Within their sight was a peaceful campus filled with vibrant life.

It was too quiet and beautiful for words. Neither spoke until Zhou Tingzhao thought of something and suddenly said, “We now have two sets of ten years.”

Sang Ru turned to look at him. He looked back and continued, “I’ve gained more.”

“Are you satisfied with just that?” Sang Ru smiled, tilting her head up to kiss him gently, like that fluttering butterfly.

She said, “We will have many more decades together.”

“Is that a promise?” Zhou Tingzhao asked.

Sang Ru blinked and said, “It’s a covenant.”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled: “Good.”

A covenant to be fulfilled in the days to come. For now, everything had come full circle, returning to the proper track where they could advance side by side.

The two stood amid their youth, remembering the incense-filled air when someone had told them:

“When destiny is ripe, good things are approaching.”

-The End.

Extra: Ten Years Later, A New Beginning (Part 1)
On that Monday, Zhou Tingzhao was unprecedentedly late.

Since it was his first offense, the English teacher merely rebuked him verbally before letting him return to his seat. As the morning reading voices resonated around him, Zhou Tingzhao finally felt he had returned to reality.

It was as if he had experienced a very long dream, where he had progressed far into the future—his studies successful, his career similarly advancing steadily, yet her figure was nowhere to be found.

Later, he did encounter her, but only after many long years had passed. They became reacquainted, and while what he truly wanted was her heart, they became entangled in carnal pleasures. His increasingly withdrawn personality and equally proud demeanor led them into a back-and-forth tug of war.

Then the dream abruptly shifted, and he returned to the present.

Zhou Tingzhao woke up. Those scenes had felt too real, as if some voice from the depths was telling him: hold on tight, hold on tight.

The seat beside him was empty—Sang Ru was late as well.

If his memory served him correctly, just the night before, she had become his girlfriend.

His girlfriend arrived fashionably late. Zhou Tingzhao somehow felt as if he was meeting her for the first time in this capacity, with an inexplicable nervousness that he couldn’t quite articulate. Feigning composure, he asked, “Why are you late today?”

Sang Ru spared him a glance from the corner of her eye and said flatly, “Nothing.”

Zhou Tingzhao paused slightly and responded with an “Mm.”

For several consecutive days, Sang Ru’s attitude remained exceptionally cold. She either ignored him completely or responded to his questions with extremely concise, short sentences. If not for the two red cords still circling their wrists and the occasional amorous glances cast their way by classmates sitting in front, Zhou Tingzhao would truly have believed that her declaration “as your girlfriend” was merely his own fabricated fantasy—

Teacher Zhang announced to the class that the sports meet would soon begin. As the class president, setting an example, Zhou Tingzhao signed up for several events. Yang Fan was responsible for handling the registrations, and Li Chenfei persuaded Sang Ru to sign up for the mixed 400-meter relay.

The two encountered each other at the relay practice field. Sang Ru was the first leg, Zhou Tingzhao the second.

The weather forecast had said today would be breezy with clear skies.

Zhou Tingzhao stood a hundred meters away, his back to her. His silhouette looked tall and refined. The wind slipped into the hem of his clothing, causing the edges to flutter slightly, revealing a youthful quality in him that she had never noticed before.

The weather was indeed very pleasant. Sang Ru’s eyes were dazzled by the sunlight, and she once again found her mind somewhat foggy.

Waking up shocked by the bold actions she had taken in recent days, Sang Ru couldn’t understand what madness had possessed her to ignore her studies and pursue a male classmate, especially one she had previously found most disagreeable, to the point of becoming boyfriend and girlfriend.

It was simply inconceivable.

She patted her face to help herself think more clearly.

At the teacher’s signal, Sang Ru started running swiftly. The sound of wind rushed past her ears as the distance between her and Zhou Tingzhao gradually narrowed.

Just as she was about to enter the baton exchange zone, Zhou Tingzhao turned his head. The contours of his profile were sharp and striking. He reached his hand backward in preparation and then began running as well.

Sang Ru followed in pursuit. Although Zhou Tingzhao must have controlled his speed, she still found it difficult to catch up. The palm of her hand gripping the baton seemed to be perspiring slightly.

Just a little bit more…

A loud whistle sounded. The physical education teacher asked them to stop and said to the third and fourth runners observing from the side, “Watch carefully, this is how not to do it.”

Sang Ru: …

“Zhou Tingzhao, why are you running so fast? Is there a bomb chasing you?”

Zhou Tingzhao looked at the teacher steadily: “No.”

“And you, Sang Ru, are trying to pass the baton before reaching the proper distance. Is it a bomb?”

“…No.”

“Alright, you four pair up and practice how to pass and receive the baton properly.”

The two stood one in front of the other, following the PE teacher’s instructions to position their arms and maintain proper running posture, practicing back and forth for a while.

Sang Ru ran until she felt somewhat numb. At the moment of mechanically passing the baton, she suddenly felt a warmth on the back of her hand. She instinctively withdrew her hand, and with a clear sound, the baton became unstable and fell to the ground.

Sang Ru stood still, watching it roll toward the feet of the person in front of her.

The PE teacher might be late sometimes, but he never misses class. He walked over and began his sarcastic commentary: “Is this stick too hot to handle? Neither of you can hold onto it.”

It wasn’t the stick that was hot—it was his hand that was too warm.

Sang Ru glanced at the baton that had accidentally fallen to the ground. It lay there quietly until someone quickly picked it up.

Those hands had distinct knuckles, with clear veins visible on the back. Sang Ru’s gaze moved upward, seeing Zhou Tingzhao looking down at the baton in his hand as he spoke: “I’m sorry, teacher. I didn’t grip it firmly enough.”

Sang Ru suddenly felt somewhat guilty—after all, she was the one who had let go first…

As the sun grew stronger, the teacher went to the nearby office to drink some water, telling them to find a cool place to rest for a while before continuing practice.

There was a patch of shade at the corner of the equipment room, enough for them to run a short distance.

Sang Ru stood against the wall, enjoying the breeze, inexplicably nervous about being alone together.

Zhou Tingzhao stood silently for a while, then suddenly disappeared. When he returned, he had two bottles of water in his hands. Without a word, he handed one to her.

Sang Ru accepted it and said, “Thank you.”

This was her boyfriend in name, yet their relationship seemed to have reached a freezing point, worse than ordinary classmates. Even as partners in class until now, the words they had exchanged totaled fewer than five sentences.

After spending some time with neither speaking, Sang Ru heard Zhou Tingzhao ask, “Shall we practice?”

“Yes.”

The repetitive motions were simple and monotonous. Sang Ru’s arms and legs ached. The further they went, the more she felt unable to catch up with him, just like the first time.

At first, she thought she was tired and couldn’t run fast enough, but after several rounds, it remained the same. Sang Ru realized that Zhou Tingzhao had indeed subtly increased his speed, mischievously preventing her from catching up.

She stopped: “Slow down a bit.”

Zhou Tingzhao turned his head and gave her a deep look: “What’s wrong?”

Sang Ru felt somewhat guilty for no apparent reason: “You’re running too fast. I can’t pass it to you in time.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression remained blank. After a while, he said: “Understood.”

After their negotiation, he did reduce his speed, but for her to successfully pass the baton, there was still always that little bit missing.

Sang Ru stopped, bent over with her hands on her knees, panting. Looking up, she saw Zhou Tingzhao appearing completely unaffected. Anger rose from her heart, and Sang Ru stated with certainty: “You’re doing this on purpose.”

Zhou Tingzhao just looked at her without saying anything.

Taking his silence as admission, Sang Ru’s earlier guilt instantly vanished. She said sternly: “How childish.”

As she turned to leave, she heard him suddenly speak: “Sang Ru.”

She stopped but didn’t turn around.

“How does it feel to chase and never catch up?” Zhou Tingzhao asked.

His voice carried no inflection, as if this was just a casual act of retaliation on a whim.

Sang Ru turned around in disbelief and saw that his eyes were deep and piercing.

This version of Zhou Tingzhao was somehow frightening. Sang Ru said, “Not great.”

His tightly pressed lips suddenly relaxed. Zhou Tingzhao smiled slightly and said, “Let’s try again, one last time.”

Enticed by his “one last time,” Sang Ru returned to the starting point and began following the steps they had practiced earlier.

Arm positioning, running, sprinting, slowing down…

Sang Ru extended her hand. Along the extended line of the baton, Zhou Tingzhao’s hand was waiting to meet hers.

The lines on his palm were so clear. Sang Ru was surprised that she even had time to notice such details. By the time she came back to her senses, the other end of the baton was already in his grip.

Sang Ru didn’t manage to let go in time. A tremendous force was transmitted from his end, and she stumbled, falling right into his embrace.

The tip of her nose collided with his chest, causing such a sharp pain that tears nearly sprang to her eyes. Sang Ru felt dizzy and tried to back away, but her waist was firmly encircled and pulled closer.

She felt somewhat annoyed and mumbled, “What are you doing?”

Those hands, with strength from who knows where, held her tightly. Then she heard Zhou Tingzhao say through gritted teeth: “Am I that easy to bully?”

Sang Ru pushed against him: “Who’s bullying you?”

“You.”

Who was it that had just been mischievously making her chase behind him?

Sang Ru laughed in exasperation: “How have I bullied you?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s tone, which had been ice-cold moments ago, now sounded like that of an abandoned puppy: “You’ve been ignoring me. For four days.”

Her indignation was immediately doused. Sang Ru was speechless, as indeed she had found their situation strange and deliberately avoided him.

“Why aren’t you saying anything?”

“What should I say?”

Zhou Tingzhao was silenced by her retort. After a long while, he emphasized word by word: “You are my girlfriend.”

Seeing that Sang Ru still said nothing, Zhou Tingzhao felt his head spinning with anger, yet he couldn’t bring himself to do anything to her. Through clenched teeth, he asked: “Do you regret it?”

The person who always appeared so cool and aloof now sounded somewhat pitiful, even when threatening her.

Sang Ru stammered: “No…”

His embrace suddenly loosened. Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head to look at her: “Then why are you ignoring me?”

Sang Ru uncomfortably shifted her gaze: “I… I’m not used to it yet.”

The gaze from above was too scorching. Sang Ru felt as though she was pinned firmly within the range of his vision, unable to move an inch.

That presence approached unexpectedly, and then Sang Ru realized her lips had touched something soft. Sang Ru immediately pushed him away reflexively. Zhou Tingzhao obediently backed off a little.

So this was what kissing felt like…

In her memory, her boldness had exceeded the maximum limit she could imagine, and kisses with Zhou Tingzhao had occurred more than once. But those sensations seemed vague and hazy, while this one felt more real than any before.

In her subconscious, there was always a strange thought—to hold onto him. But now her thoughts were tangled in confusion. Sang Ru heard Zhou Tingzhao say decisively: “You need to get used to it.”

She looked up at his serious expression and asked: “What if I can’t get used to it?”

He frowned, as if contemplating for a moment, and said: “Then I’ll help you get used to it once every day.”

Sang Ru: …

She had always been so hard to deal with, but now she was blushing terribly. The girl before him helplessly covered her face and, hiding behind her palms, slowly nodded.

Zhou Tingzhao felt in his heart that his girlfriend was incredibly adorable.

Extra: Ten Years Later, A New Beginning (Part 2)
Whether she had pacified him or Zhou Tingzhao had pacified himself, no teacher could have imagined that two outstanding students ranked among the top in their grade were secretly beginning a relationship right under their noses.

Before this, studying had always been Sang Ru’s top priority. Although somehow Zhou Tingzhao had squeezed into her space midway through, with college entrance exams approaching, in the face of academics, Zhou Tingzhao remained in second place.

The two established three rules.

First, studies took priority—neither had any objection to this. Second, they could kiss at most, nothing else—saying this made Sang Ru’s face turn slightly red, and Zhou Tingzhao’s as well, but both agreed. Third, across the vast distances, they would aim to attend the same university—

Two years later.

The sophomore year curriculum was packed, with no respite even on weekends. Sang Ru finished writing her course project assignment, and outside, it had already grown dark.

Her computer was still on when a message from Li Chenfei popped up. With less than half a month until Sang Ru’s birthday, she asked how Sang Ru planned to celebrate, after all, turning eighteen was an important milestone in adulthood.

Sang Ru had no particular ideas, so she replied: “Something simple, nothing special.”

“Should I come over?”

Sang Ru had just seen this message and hadn’t typed more than a couple of characters when several consecutive messages popped up: “Wait, would I be interfering with your private time with you-know-who?”

“Never mind, you two celebrate by yourselves. I’ll find another time to fly over.”

Sang Ru was speechless: “I see him every day. It’s hard not to have private time. There’s no problem with you coming.”

“Do you know what kind of private time I’m talking about?”

Sang Ru: “…”

“No way,” Li Chenfei replied, “You two haven’t done that yet?”

Sang Ru: “Nope.”

Li Chenfei concluded: “OK, then I definitely shouldn’t come. Wishing you both sexual happiness.”

Sang Ru had thought about being intimate with him, but it was limited to just thinking about it.

She wasn’t comfortable living in communal dormitories, so from freshman year, Zhou Tingzhao had accompanied her in renting an apartment in a neighborhood near the university. They each had their bedroom, and there was almost no crossing of boundaries. On the rare occasions when they engaged in borderline behavior, Zhou Tingzhao would always manage to stop in time.

Sang Ru had no particular preference regarding sexual matters, but his frequent restraint made her more conscious about it.

Zhou Tingzhao had given her a reason—she was still young and shouldn’t do these things while underage. Now with adulthood right around the corner, when Li Chenfei brought up the topic, Sang Ru’s thoughts wandered, her face suddenly burning, yet she couldn’t help feeling some anticipation.

Just then, the other side sent over a link. Li Chenfei said: “Reference material, study well!”

Sang Ru clicked on it, not knowing what to expect. An explicit pop-up advertisement appeared first, instantly making her understand what kind of “reference material” had been sent.

An economics forum exchange conference was being held in the neighboring city. Zhou Tingzhao had gone there yesterday with his course advisor, leaving her alone in the apartment.

Pandora’s box was tempting to open. Sang Ru hesitated before clicking on it, choosing one with a less explicit cover to start playing.

At first, it seemed normal—so normal that Sang Ru almost wondered if she had clicked on the wrong video. The male and female actors were a couple; the man visited the woman’s home, and they even cooked together. The camera lingered on them eating for quite a while, yet nothing happened.

Sang Ru again wondered if there was something wrong with the link, so she dragged the progress bar forward a bit. The internet speed was mediocre; the loading symbol spun in place, taking a long time without showing anything new.

With her expectations greatly diminished, Sang Ru leaned back in her chair and began idly playing with her phone.

After several rounds of gaming, a video call suddenly came through.

Sang Ru answered and saw a person on the screen dressed in a suit, exuding an elite aura that seemed to burst through the screen.

She admitted to herself that her eyes were a bit covetous. Clearing her throat, she asked: “Is it over?”

Zhou Tingzhao loosened his tie: “Mm, just got back to the hotel.”

His facial features were already distinct, and during these two university years, they had grown increasingly sharp. Now, paired with a mature suit, he appeared even more steady and composed like a mature man.

“That outfit looks good.”

The mature man smiled slightly: “Really? I’ll wear it for you when I get back.”

Sang Ru didn’t hesitate at all, quietly gazing at him for a moment before saying: “Do you miss me?”

“Mm.”

“What does ‘mm’ mean?”

Zhou Tingzhao sighed softly, his expression helpless yet indulgent: “It means that after just one day apart, I already want to be by your side right now.”

The person she once couldn’t stand the sight of, now she missed terribly after just a day’s separation. Sang Ru knew what she had told Li Chenfei wasn’t entirely true—time alone with him, no matter how they spent it, was always joyful.

She pouted slightly: “You can’t come back tonight?”

“No, tomorrow I still need to visit a senior expert with my advisor.”

“Alright…”

Seeing her completely undisguised look of disappointment, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt as if he had done something wrong. Before he could say comforting words, he suddenly heard strange sounds coming from the other side.

Watching Sang Ru’s expression abruptly change to one of panic, the camera began to shake as she seemed to be fumbling with something.

Zhou Tingzhao urgently asked: “What’s wrong?”

Sang Ru didn’t have time to answer; the phone was put down on the table with a thud, and then some sounds came through more clearly.

It was a series of intense panting and sounds of lovemaking, mixed with another language.

Zhou Tingzhao was stunned, then smiled with a complex expression.

The sound finally disappeared. The phone was picked up again, and Sang Ru, her face flushed, calmly said to him: “It’s nothing now.”

Zhou Tingzhao had a meaningful smile: “Baby, what are you watching?”

“…Nothing.”

“Did I interrupt you?”

“No!” Sang Ru raised her voice and refuted, “I hadn’t seen anything yet, the internet at home is so slow.”

Zhou Tingzhao thoughtfully said, “Oh,” and then added, “I’ll get you a faster one when I get back.”

Sang Ru was speechless, embarrassed to the point where even the roots of her ears were hot: “You’re getting it for yourself to watch these things, right?”

“I don’t watch these.”

Sang Ru opened her eyes in disbelief: “Don’t all men like to watch that?”

Zhou Tingzhao was honest: “I’ve seen a little, but I don’t like it.”

Before Sang Ru could retort, she heard him say: “You’re prettier than they are.”

Sang Ru: “You’re comparing me to that!”

“No,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “To be precise, in terms of sexual arousal, only you can excite me.”

The heat on her face was thoroughly impossible to subside. Sang Ru mumbled softly: “What are you saying…”

Zhou Tingzhao took in all her reactions, and continued: “For example, just now when I found out what you were watching, it stood up.”

Sang Ru was completely dumbfounded. Suddenly, she turned her head to one side. Zhou Tingzhao heard her voice off-screen, trembling slightly: “Don’t say these things.”

“Okay,” Zhou Tingzhao soothed her, “I won’t say any more. When I come back, let me see.”

Sang Ru regained her composure before returning to the frame. Seeing her own extremely flushed face in the small screen while Zhou Tingzhao maintained his composure, she suddenly felt she couldn’t let him have the upper hand.

She glanced at the computer screen, licked her lips, and said: “I saw it go in.”

The computer screen was paused at the moment when the sexual organ entered the orifice. Sang Ru looked away, yet felt an unexpected tingling sensation in her lower body.

Zhou Tingzhao was taken aback: “Hm?”

Sang Ru said, “So that’s what it looks like when it goes inside.”

Hearing her speak with such a studious tone, Zhou Tingzhao almost instantly hardened. He said hoarsely: “What are you talking about, baby?”

In the frame, she moved closer, showing a somewhat unnatural awkwardness, yet with an expression containing a hint of grievance. Sang Ru asked: “When are we going to do it?”

She rarely made such advances, seeming more ascetic compared to when she used to tease him everywhere. Now, suddenly speaking to him this way, Zhou Tingzhao was momentarily surprised and… excited.

He ground his back teeth and said: “Now.”

“Now?” Sang Ru’s eyes widened suddenly. “Are you coming back now?”

“No,” Zhou Tingzhao smiled and asked, “Is the video still playing?”

“It’s paused.”

“Continue playing it.”

Sang Ru blushed even more: “I don’t want to watch anymore!”

“Just ten more seconds,” away from her presence, Zhou Tingzhao grew bolder in his speech, “See how others do it.”

She hesitated for a moment, then slowly pressed a button, and the picture began to move again.

The intense slapping sounds were incessant. Sang Ru initially kept looking at Zhou Tingzhao until he asked her to glance at the video. Only then did she raise her eyes to look. The sound was coming from there; Sang Ru stared directly at the scene before her, gradually feeling her mouth grow dry.

A voice came from her phone: “Ten seconds are up.”

Sang Ru came to her senses and paused it again.

“Did you like it?”

Sang Ru swallowed: “It was okay.”

Zhou Tingzhao had removed his jacket at some point, leaving only the white shirt and tie underneath. He said, “What you just saw, baby, can you describe it to me?”

Sang Ru struggled a little internally, knowing he wanted to tease her. But on second thought, she figured it wasn’t certain who would be teasing whom, so she began: “His… penis kept poking into the girl’s body, her little opening was stretched wide…”

“But his thing isn’t as big as yours.”

Zhou Tingzhao had created his trap: “Is that so?”

Sang Ru made an affirmative sound, and then appeared to raise her leg a bit, looking down as if checking something.

“Mine… I can’t see clearly, it seems even smaller.”

Ignited by her words, Zhou Tingzhao was on fire. He said: “Mm, yours is very small. It takes a lot of rubbing before it opens up enough to take in the head.”

Sang Ru had initially gained the upper hand, but now that he was responding, her momentum surged. She lifted her legs onto the armrests of the chair, lifting the hem of her loungewear.

She moved the phone down, pulled her underwear to the side, aimed the camera at the secret valley between her legs, and said in a moist voice: “Really? I can’t see clearly, help me check again…”

Zhou Tingzhao’s breath caught as he saw that pink place pulsing, the soft flesh squeezed together by the edge of her underwear and her hand. Sensuality surged from the screen.

Seeing his face suddenly flush slightly, Sang Ru deliberately spread her legs wider, adjusting her position, and asked: “Can you see it?”

“Yes,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “It looks hungry.”

The camera angle shifted, changing from that intimate pink to the person he had been thinking about all day.

“I won’t show you anymore.”

Zhou Tingzhao stood up and moved around, feeling the tension ease somewhat. He poured a glass of water and asked her: “What’s wrong?”

“Tired,” Sang Ru took a few steps and lay down on the bed, chin resting on her arms, saying out of the blue, “I’m going to be an adult, Zhou Tingzhao.”

“Mm, September 19th, I remember.”

“I’ll be an adult,” she repeated.

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t catch on: “What gift do you want?”

Sang Ru looked at him glumly for a moment, then suddenly found a place to prop up her phone.

Zhou Tingzhao waited for her answer, but instead saw her kneel up, her hands moving under her clothes for a few moments, then a black fabric flashed past.

“Baby, what are you doing?”

Sang Ru had removed her underwear and sat down as before, spreading her legs toward the camera.

“I’ll be an adult,” she parted the two tender folds, revealing the deep secret entrance within, and said with both embarrassment and annoyance, “Then you can come in.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s hand gripping the cup suddenly tightened. He had originally dismissed the thought, but with her actions and words, it began burning again.

“How to enter?” Zhou Tingzhao said hoarsely, “Like what baby just saw, inserting the whole thing inside?”

“Mm…”

Her response seemed like both confirmation and a moan, so sweet it seemed about to drip.

“When you’re not around, I’ve touched myself secretly.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s temple throbbed: “How did you touch?”

As soon as he finished speaking, that slender, beautiful finger began rubbing up and down along the entrance, extremely slowly, teasing to the point of unbearable itching. She occasionally bent her finger, secretly scratching herself, and said: “Like when you touch me.”

Half-closed eyes opened, Sang Ru’s face was flushed, her gaze both coy and proud. The little princess caught the voyeur: “Don’t think I don’t know. That time when I was drunk and you helped me bathe, you touched me like this too.”

…

Zhou Tingzhao immediately shifted his gaze uncomfortably, his ears turning red.

That time, she had gone out to dinner with friends without him. When Zhou Tingzhao went to pick her up, she was already unconscious from drinking. Afraid she wouldn’t sleep comfortably just like that, he went to the bathroom to help her clean up a bit.

Unexpectedly, though initially well-behaved, once in the bath, she seemed like a different person. Clinging to him and not letting go wasn’t enough; she also got him completely wet, even groping him, and tearfully guiding his hand between her legs, insisting he touch her to make her comfortable, making him unbearably hard.

He endured the torture while she moaned comfortably. Now, bringing this up, she was truly an ungrateful little wolf.

Zhou Tingzhao said all this, but the little princess still stubbornly denied it.

He didn’t argue with her, only asking: “What else did I do?”

Sang Ru frowned, simply pulling her skirt higher. Finding she couldn’t reach that height, she completely undressed.

She held one of her breasts, gently kneading it a few times: “You did this too.”

“Don’t stop below.”

His eyes were filled with heat, as if drilling holes into her. Under his gaze, Sang Ru fondled her breasts and touched her entrance, her whole being almost overwhelmed by pleasure.

She heard him ask: “Does it feel good?”

She couldn’t answer, but her fingers moved faster, occasionally letting out moans and gasps.

Enjoying herself while neglecting him, Sang Ru finally remembered him. While rubbing in circles, she asked: “Can you hear it? There’s so much fluid…”

Zhou Tingzhao had taken out his member when she was absorbed in self-pleasure. Now he held it, moving up and down, his eyes focused on her: “You’re soaking wet. The bedsheet will get wet too.”

Just as he finished speaking, he saw her little bottom lift slightly, sending her private place even more clearly into his view. He heard her murmur: “Don’t want to wash the sheets.”

“I’ll wash them,” Zhou Tingzhao said through gritted teeth, “Don’t spread any wider.”

Sang Ru took a moment to react, probably also seeing his hand moving: “What are you doing?”

“Touching my cock.”

“…I want to see too!”

Zhou Tingzhao’s rationality was already at the edge of collapse. He changed the angle, pointing the camera at his hardened lower body.

The intimidating member greeted her through the camera. Seeing it throb as Zhou Tingzhao moved, the emptiness in Sang Ru’s core grew heavier.

The young girl seemed entranced by the sight, but her hand moved faster and faster. Zhou Tingzhao saw fluid dripping from her entrance, but she remained oblivious, her gaze seemingly glued to what was in his hand.

He was about to burst.

He accelerated his strokes, her gradually unfocused eyes, wet entrance, and unconsciously jutting bottom—everything was his aphrodisiac.

The two masturbated in tacit synchrony until Sang Ru, mouth open, emitted successive, broken moans. Zhou Tingzhao gripped tighter: “Are you already coming, baby?”

Sang Ru made a long “mm” sound, her bottom raised high, her entrance tightening between her legs until nothing could be seen. Then she fell heavily back onto the bed, breathing rapidly.

Zhou Tingzhao was stimulated to dizziness by her. After stroking for a while longer, he finally let go and ejaculated.

Sang Ru was attracted by this sight, staring at it like studying a subject. Zhou Tingzhao nearly hardened again from her gaze and said, “Look how you’ve soaked the bedsheet.”

To his surprise, though somewhat embarrassed, she said: “Then I’ll go to sleep in your room. This place will wait for you to wash when you return.”

“What if you wet my sheets too?”

“I won’t,” she recalled something, her face reddening, her voice growing increasingly small, “Worst case, I’ll plug it with your underwear…”

Zhou Tingzhao paused, then after a long while said resentfully: “Where did you learn to talk like that?”

Sang Ru made a “hmph” sound without saying anything else.

“No rush for other things,” Zhou Tingzhao said, “In a few more days, I can first feed you my cock.”

“Shut up!”

Extra: Ten Years Later, A New Beginning (Part 3)
Recently, a male classmate had been pursuing Sang Ru more intensely than any previous suitor, and it was becoming quite troublesome.

Usually, when potential pursuers heard she had a boyfriend—and that he was Zhou Tingzhao from the neighboring Economics Department, who ranked first in both academic performance and appearance—they would almost completely back off. Even if they were interested, they would bury those feelings. But this particular one was unusually aggressive.

He had somehow obtained Sang Ru’s personal information and, learning that her birthday was approaching, had sent her multiple invitations, saying he had prepared a birthday surprise. Sang Ru had refused every time without exception.

The young man had been quiet for a few days, and Sang Ru thought he had given up, which was a relief. But on her birthday, when Zhou Tingzhao was delayed at school, she went downstairs just to throw out some garbage and was cornered by that same male classmate at the entrance of the residential complex.

He persisted in inviting her to dinner. When Sang Ru tried to avoid him, he escalated from verbal insistence to physically trying to grab her. Sang Ru inevitably panicked and began to struggle.

The outer garment covering her home clothes was pulled down at one shoulder. Both of them were momentarily stunned. He seemed suddenly stimulated by this, and with a captivated expression, reached out to embrace her.

“Let go of me!”

Sang Ru struggled, but even though she was relatively strong for a girl, she was no match for him. Her exposed arm was gripped by his hand. Sang Ru heard him breathing heavily and felt disgusted.

“Be with me, and I can give you anything…”

“Let go!”

However, the residential area was quiet, with hardly anyone passing by. Sang Ru seized an opportunity to stomp hard on his foot. When his grip loosened from the pain, she immediately ran upstairs.

There was no sound of pursuit from behind. Sang Ru gradually slowed down and looked down from the third-floor platform window. She saw the man from earlier wrestling with someone else, or more accurately, being beaten one-sidedly.

And who else could be throwing those punches but Zhou Tingzhao?

Watching the man being knocked to the ground, with another punch landing when he couldn’t fight back, Sang Ru felt she could sense Zhou Tingzhao’s fierce attack even from this distance. It was completely different from his usual cold but gentle demeanor with others and his indulgent attitude toward her.

This was the first time she had seen Zhou Tingzhao fight.

He grabbed the man’s collar and pulled him close, seeming to say something. Even though at a disadvantage, the man still glared back fiercely. Zhou Tingzhao gave him another punch to the face.

Sang Ru came to her senses, afraid he might continue with heavy blows, and hurriedly turned to go back the way she came.

She kept her head down, watching the stairs. When she reached the first-floor corridor, her path was suddenly blocked.

Looking up, Zhou Tingzhao stood before her, holding her slipper that she had lost at some point during her escape.

“You…”

He crouched down and said, “Foot, lift it.”

“Oh,” Sang Ru obediently raised her left foot. The dirty sock was gently removed. She glanced outside—the man was nowhere to be seen. Sang Ru looked down and noticed that the crown of Zhou Tingzhao’s head was somehow adorable. “Did you chase him away?”

Zhou Tingzhao affirmed and put on her right shoe as well.

She had been startled and unsettled just moments ago, but now seeing him before her, her heart naturally settled down. The bottom of her foot might have stepped on something, as it was faintly painful, but Sang Ru no longer had time to react to the pain.

Zhou Tingzhao held her in his arms and apologized: “I came back late.”

Only then did Sang Ru remember this matter. She had already applied her makeup and was just waiting for him to return so they could change clothes and go out. Now it was already dark, and after experiencing such an incident, she felt aggrieved: “You said you’d be back early, but it’s already past 7 o’clock. We’ve missed our restaurant reservation by a long time.”

“I’m sorry, baby. The professor had something urgent and kept me there—I couldn’t leave,” Zhou Tingzhao kissed the top of her head. “Let me take you back to change your clothes, and we’ll go out right now.”

“That’s more like it!”

Being carried back home by Zhou Tingzhao, Sang Ru suddenly felt she was too easily appeased. She patted his arm, asking him to put her down on the sofa.

Zhou Tingzhao did as she asked, but as he was about to stand up, a force pulled him backward, and he uncontrollably fell back, his body colliding with a soft form. He heard a delicate whimper.

Sweet and soft, as if wronged: “You’re hurting me.”

Zhou Tingzhao immediately got up, meeting no resistance this time. Looking back, he saw her legs still slightly spread from when she had been beneath him, her hands supporting herself on either side, eyebrows slightly raised and furrowed. Although she wore particularly alluring makeup, her face and expression remained quite innocent.

“Sorry,” Zhou Tingzhao’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’ll go get some water; there’s mud on your feet.”

He hurried away after speaking. Sang Ru didn’t stop him, resting her chin in her hand as she watched him flee in panic.

How different from the confident fighter who had been so adept in combat just now.

She always had many pursuers. When one was dealt with, there would always be another. Few rivals could catch his attention, especially ones like today’s. Zhou Tingzhao tested the water temperature, thinking that if there was a next time, he should preserve evidence and send the offender to the police station.

His mind had been unsettled all day. After class in the afternoon, his professor kept him to listen to a seminar with senior students. Despite checking the time countless times and consulting with his professor, he still couldn’t leave. He was restless, his mind full of her.

Just like now.

She still looked cute just now, and sexy too.

The edge of her black underwear showed from beneath her clothes—that fabric he knew all too well, which he had personally washed, dried, and she had then worn. Something that had become commonplace over these two years now took on an unusual color.

She was about to turn eighteen.

The water was hot. Zhou Tingzhao turned off the switch, remembering that when he first returned, he should have said “happy birthday” after apologizing. He needed to make up for that. Now he needed to get a basin to prepare some hot water for her.

However, his turning motion was interrupted—someone behind him embraced him, silently pressing her face against his back.

Zhou Tingzhao held his hands around his waist: “Why did you come over?”

Sang Ru wanted to nuzzle him, but remembered she had foundation on her face and immediately abandoned the idea. She looked up, still hugging him: “I missed you.”

“We just parted at noon.”

Sang Ru: “So what? Even if we had just separated a second ago, I could still miss you.”

Surely no one could resist her saying such things. Zhou Tingzhao turned and gave her a passionate kiss, saying for no apparent reason: “Happy birthday.”

Since she had come on her own, Zhou Tingzhao carried her into the bathtub. She sat on the edge while he stood outside, crouching down to wash her clean.

After washing, she instinctively reached out her arms to him. Zhou Tingzhao understood and, supporting her bottom, carried her back to the sofa in the living room.

“After you change clothes, we’ll go out.”

Sang Ru looked at him and said, “You got dirty from fighting just now. Go wash up.”

Zhou Tingzhao looked down at his clothes, then at her, and nodded: “Alright, I’ll be quick.”

Zhou Tingzhao finished his shower and temporarily put on his home clothes. The person who had been curled up on the sofa was nowhere to be seen. He checked her room but she wasn’t there either. While drying his hair, Zhou Tingzhao called out “baby,” and suddenly heard a response from his bedroom.

The motion of drying his hair abruptly paused. Zhou Tingzhao returned to his bedroom and saw the person he had been searching for peeking out from under his blanket, her cheeks flushed.

Zhou Tingzhao turned on the air conditioner in the room: “Come out, it’s stuffy under the blanket.”

Sang Ru clutched the blanket and unexpectedly said: “Let’s not go out today.”

“Hm?”

She lifted the blanket, revealing a black lace semi-transparent lingerie: “Let’s make love at home, okay?”

Sometimes she spoke in roundabout ways. If she had done something wrong, she could subtly criticize until one felt thoroughly ashamed. But when she spoke directly like now, a straight pitch left one not knowing how to react.

“Not okay?” she pursued.

The semi-transparent garment on her body, simultaneously concealing and revealing, stirred desire. The faint glimpse of white skin contrasted with the black, tempting one to tear it open, to rip it apart.

Something caught in his throat. Zhou Tingzhao looked at her for a while and said, “Okay.”

Only then did Sang Ru smile, suddenly asking: “When you think about that normally, what do you do?”

Zhou Tingzhao began to heat: “Touch… myself.”

“How do you touch?” Sang Ru tilted her head. “Like how you did during the video call last time?”

She should be renamed “Ten Thousand Questions.” Otherwise, where would all these questions come from, always directed at embarrassing topics?

Zhou Tingzhao made an affirmative sound. Seeing her retreat slightly under the blanket, he turned up the air conditioner by two degrees. However, the remote was unexpectedly snatched away. Sang Ru knelt at the edge of the bed, her eyes firmly locked on his, seemingly demanding that he focus solely on her.

“Can you show me?”

There was no option for refusal.

Zhou Tingzhao said, “Okay.”

Doing this under her gaze, Zhou Tingzhao’s excitement level immediately shot to high frequency. The erect member was stroked back and forth in his palm. He couldn’t recall any techniques to pleasure himself, any methods that would bring more enjoyment, just the most primitive up-and-down motion. With her as an audience, no other external aid was needed.

“When you do this normally, do you think of me?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s fingers touched some pre-ejaculate, his soul following, wet: “Yes.”

“What do you think about?” The enchanting temptress pressed with consecutive questions. “Do you think about my face, or my chest, or my legs, or…”

As she mentioned each part, her fingers caressed that area, briefly passing over her chest and legs. Her hand followed her slow speech to her thighs. Sang Ru completely emerged from under the blanket, spreading her legs toward him: “Or do you think about entering here?”

If her body was partially concealed under clothing, this area had almost no covering at all. The pink entrance was parallel-constrained by two thin straps—this was the only covering for this spot. The plump entrance was squeezed into a visual of carnal desire, covered with a thin layer of pubic hair, making it impossible for him to concentrate on answering her question.

She ran her hand over her thighs, then closed them again, bending her knees to one side, and repeated her question: “Do you?”

“I’ve thought about all of it.”

From the distance created by several doors on and off campus, to now just a wall apart, in countless nights, he had reached climax through imagining her. The pleasure of love originates from love itself—what was there to deny?

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t stop his hand movements until he saw her begin to knead her breasts, her gaze becoming unfocused. This hardened thing became increasingly imposing.

“Are you about to come?” Sang Ru withdrew her hand and said, “You’re not allowed to.”

Whether she was an innocent little rabbit or a cunning little fox was unclear. Zhou Tingzhao only knew that if she continued playing like this, his patience would reach its limit.

Sang Ru seemed to have no intention of reining in her playfulness, asking him to sit on the bed.

Zhou Tingzhao heard her say, “I also masturbate thinking of you.”

He looked up at her, then heard her say: “Don’t believe me? Let me show you.”

The white fingertip gently pushed against his chest, and Zhou Tingzhao obediently lay back. He didn’t know what she was planning; their impending first time hung in suspense, its direction yet unknown, but he didn’t want to stop her from anything.

A slight weight came upon his leg—she had straddled one of his legs. Zhou Tingzhao felt a wetness, and then that moisture expanded, slowly spreading with her hip-raising and grinding motions.

He incredulously raised his upper body, witnessing her downcast, hazy gaze and the tantalizing grinding movements. His member instantly hardened further, pressing against her leg.

“Mmm… ah…”

Faint moans emerged from her mouth. Zhou Tingzhao could even feel her flower petals opening and closing with the friction, her love juices flowing onto him, neither hot nor cold. Her buttocks were soft, tempting one to grab them, to spread them apart, even to slap that area forcefully, to watch it quiver and beckon one to enter.

Zhou Tingzhao finally couldn’t resist wanting to touch her, but Sang Ru, eyes half-open, looked down at him: “No touching.”

Sang Ru finally raised her bottom. Just when he thought this torture was ending, she suddenly shifted, supporting herself with her hands on either side, moving up a few inches to sit on his abdominal muscles.

The same movement was repeated here. Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t help but grit his teeth: “Had enough fun?”

“Not yet… ah, ah, feels good… mmm… your abs are so hard…”

Zhou Tingzhao clenched his fist, allowing her to take pleasure in his body like a toy.

After she had had enough of this spot, she said: “When I want it, I also think of this place.”

Next, his palm was taken and spread open, and it came into contact with her wet, hot entrance. Zhou Tingzhao’s member twitched, almost ejaculating from her wanton actions.

Sang Ru turned to face away from him, kneeling and sitting on his hand, grinding back and forth. Zhou Tingzhao’s palm was soaking wet. He suddenly bent his finger, exploring the tender flesh. She was unaware of his change in movement and almost sat directly onto his finger.

Zhou Tingzhao hastily avoided that small hole—if he entered just like that, she would cry from pain.

Fingers were familiar tools between the two. Zhou Tingzhao curved his palm upward, matching her rising and falling motions, squeezing and kneading the flesh of her entrance. Then his two fingers found the small bud in the middle and began to rub it quickly.

Sang Ru couldn’t bear this stimulation and immediately threw her head back, gasping and crying out. Suddenly, a fiery body pressed against her back. Zhou Tingzhao kept only his left hand beneath her but had abruptly changed positions, swapping places with her.

He bit her earlobe and asked: “In your imagination, do I do this to you too?”

Counterattack was more interesting. Sang Ru turned to look at him: “Yes.”

“Besides these places, where else do you imagine me?”

Sang Ru knew what answer he wanted, but didn’t give it. She kissed his cheek: “Here.”

“Where else?”

She kissed his Adam’s apple: “Here.”

Zhou Tingzhao made a swallowing motion: “Where else?”

She turned to share a long, wet kiss with him: “Here.”

Zhou Tingzhao continued working at her entrance while his other hand slowly kneaded her breast: “Where else?”

The person trapped in his embrace suddenly raised her bottom, grinding against the enlarged member, her voice dripping with sweetness: “And here.”

“Where is here?”

Sang Ru glanced at him, feeling the subtle thrusting behind her, and said: “It’s hubby’s cock.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s movement suddenly paused: “What did you call me?”

Sang Ru turned her head away: “Nothing.”

He had let her play long enough. Zhou Tingzhao grasped her waist and flipped her over, pinning her beneath him. In the space of a hair’s breadth from her, he softly asked: “Any regrets?”

“When have I ever done anything I regretted?”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled and lowered his head to kiss her.

She was already completely wet, but Zhou Tingzhao, still concerned, inserted his fingers, slowly expanding from one to two fingers from the entrance. Sang Ru opened her mouth, emitting only breath sounds. He used his tongue to entwine with hers, wanting her to surrender completely.

Gradually reaching a point where she could barely accommodate him, Zhou Tingzhao softly coaxed her: “I’m going to enter now, are you afraid?”

Sang Ru shook her head. Despite her inner trepidation, she still said: “I’m not afraid. Come in quickly.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart was full of tenderness as he slowly penetrated the tight passage to enter her body.

“It hurts! It hurts so much…”

Zhou Tingzhao felt as if he was being squeezed to breaking point, experiencing both pleasure and similar pain. He stopped to let her adjust until her scrunched-up face relaxed a bit, and she said, “Continue.” Only then did he slowly thrust forward again.

Pleasure comes from enduring pain. They weathered the pain of their first deep connection, finally finding some slight pleasure in their inexperienced movements.

Zhou Tingzhao increased his speed, thrusting into her, grinding over unknown sensitive areas. Amidst Sang Ru’s uncontrollable gasps, he bit her nipple, sucking and licking as if determined to extract something from within.

Sang Ru found her pleasure, half-closing her eyes and moaning with her mouth open. The faint sight of her tender red tongue tip was simply irresistible.

All the preparatory work done for this moment was rendered ineffective. Zhou Tingzhao entered her body without method, finally delivering several dozen rapid thrusts before shooting his first expression of love into her body.

Zhou Tingzhao kissed her but was weakly pushed away by Sang Ru: “So tired.”

However, her body was held tightly in his embrace. He hadn’t withdrawn from her yet and spoke as if he had obtained some priceless treasure: “You are mine now.”

Warmth flowed from her heart. Sang Ru mischievously squeezed him: “And you are mine.”

The moment of tenderness lasted only briefly. The great thing lurking within her began to stir again. Zhou Tingzhao pecked her: “What did you call me just now?”

Sang Ru turned her face away: “Nothing.”

He thrust once: “Call me that.”

“You have to beg me.”

Zhou Tingzhao could be this shameless, nuzzling her neck: “Please, baby, I want to hear it.”

To say it while fully conscious was truly difficult for Sang Ru. She mumbled something indistinctly, but Zhou Tingzhao wouldn’t accept it. However, Sang Ru refused to speak again.

Zhou Tingzhao abandoned this approach and found another path.

The intense slapping sounds continued without cease. The newly initiated lover had boundless energy. Zhou Tingzhao thrust toward her sensitive spot he had just discovered, finally hearing her call out “hubby, hubby” as he had wished.

Zhou Tingzhao continuously kissed her throughout the night. Besides their connected sexual organs, his fingers also had to be tightly interlocked with hers. The red woven cords on their wrists were like flowing blood, emerging from two passionate lives, converging at one point, silently recording all the intimate love taking place.

When his semen erupted within her once more, Sang Ru almost experienced a small death. She heard Zhou Tingzhao softly say again: “Happy birthday.”

Extra: Original Timeline Part 1
Zhou Tingzhao kept his return to the city quiet, telling only a few people. He silently came back to this city and silently completed his onboarding in the most prosperous area of downtown.

Everyone in the company had only heard that the CEO had poached a senior director from somewhere else. Beyond this, they knew nothing about this leader who had descended from the sky, so when Zhou Tingzhao appeared at the company, it caused quite a stir.

A message quickly spread through the gossip groups: “Help! The new director is a top-tier handsome guy!”

Zhou Tingzhao paid no mind to these things, but when he arrived, he encountered someone.

At eleven o’clock, somewhat late for normal office hours, the parking lot was nearly empty, so any slight movement was particularly noticeable.

A car parked in the diagonal space across from him, and a woman got out while talking on the phone. Zhou Tingzhao didn’t know what was said on the other end, but he heard her voice suddenly rise in volume: “Tonight already? Why doesn’t he just say it tonight then?”

Zhou Tingzhao locked his car and walked silently behind her, letting the stranger’s words go in one ear and out the other.

Her voice reached his ears again. She seemed somewhat impatient as she said, “I know, I’ll be there right away, walking at ten kilometers per hour now.”

Then she hung up the phone.

Zhou Tingzhao silently smirked. She claimed ten kilometers per hour, yet walking in high heels, she moved so steadily, maintaining her original pace.

As he passed by her, Zhou Tingzhao caught a whiff of fragrance. He had no expertise regarding perfumes and couldn’t say what scent it was, but he found it rather pleasant.

The elevator was about to close when the sound of high heels finally quickened somewhat. Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand to press the door open button and heard her say “thank you” as she entered.

She wore sunglasses. Zhou Tingzhao faintly saw half of her face in the elevator mirror before him. The exposed exquisite contours and full red lips completely outlined the image of a career woman in this metropolis.

He didn’t have a habit of judging strangers, but because of the slight sense of familiarity he detected from her, he inadvertently paid her more attention than usual.

Sang Ru’s eyes were hidden behind her sunglasses as she secretly glanced at this man, feeling strongly that he was extremely familiar, like someone she knew. But that person wore glasses and was quiet and reserved, somewhat different from the handsome man before her.

The phone rang again, interrupting certain thoughts that had inexplicably surfaced in Sang Ru’s mind. She answered with a quick “I’m here” before hanging up.

The elevator went directly to the sixteenth floor. Sang Ru walked out while removing her sunglasses.

Her profile swept past his eyes in just that fleeting instant, and Zhou Tingzhao suddenly froze.

When he came to his senses, he hurriedly stopped the closing elevator doors. Exiting the elevator, he found no one there, only the glass door at the entrance gently swaying before coming to a stop.

It seemed as if he had inadvertently caught just a reflection of the moon in water.

Zhou Tingzhao proceeded as planned to complete his onboarding, and the secretary led him to his office.

“Which company is on the sixteenth floor?” he asked.

The secretary replied, puzzled, “AOFEI, an advertising company.”

Zhou Tingzhao remained silent for a moment before saying, “I see.”

Xue Lu somehow learned of his return and asked if he wanted to have a meal together.

The words of refusal were on the tip of his tongue, but thinking of a certain person, Zhou Tingzhao changed his mind and said, “Let’s have a class reunion, invite everyone.”

Partners came for an unscheduled visit, making it impossible to get away. By the time he finally arrived, they had already eaten through the first round.

In the dim lights, every face appeared blurry, except for hers as she held the microphone.

Sang Ru was singing. He had never heard her sing before; it was beautiful. She seemed to put her heart into everything she did, making his untimely arrival all the more inappropriate as it disrupted her performance.

Zhou Tingzhao held up a wine glass to penalize himself for being late. Everyone around him joined in the teasing, and she looked over, too, with a questioning look in her eyes. His fingers trembled slightly, but no one noticed.

Sang Ru was very quiet. Compared to most people’s social networking, she only spoke with the friend beside her, quiet and beautiful.

Zhou Tingzhao was one of those social networkers, attending to former classmates whose names he could barely remember, while his peripheral vision was entirely devoted to monitoring her movements.

Amidst the drinking, he suddenly heard her exclamation and finally had a legitimate reason to look her way, just like everyone else.

She said, “We work in the same office building.”

Zhou Tingzhao was stunned for a few seconds, then smiled.

So she knew. So she remembered.

The formal reunion that had taken so much effort to arrange eventually had to end, no matter how much he wished otherwise. As the music stopped and people dispersed, Zhou Tingzhao stood by the roadside saying goodbye to one person after another until only she and Li Chenfei remained.

Sang Ru seemed not to have drunk any alcohol and was still clear-headed. Zhou Tingzhao had been made to drink quite a bit, and his alcohol tolerance wasn’t particularly good. The cold wind on the street made his head spin. He stood there watching her get into a taxi, then grow more and more distant.

It was just after ten at night, yet why did it feel so cold?

Zhou Tingzhao, half-dazed and half-awake, stood woodenly in place, his gaze seemingly glued to the car that was taking her away.

But suddenly the car turned around. Zhou Tingzhao frowned and rubbed his temples, then saw that he truly hadn’t been mistaken. The car stopped in front of him, the window lowered to reveal the brilliant face of the person he had been thinking of, and she said, “Coming?”

Zhou Tingzhao had drunk too much alcohol, and his steps were somewhat unsteady, though he still appeared conscious. “Where to?” he asked.

“I’ll give you a ride,” Sang Ru said. “Isn’t our class monitor drunk?”

Zhou Tingzhao saw complete candor in her eyes and, fearing that any hesitation might make her leave for good, silently opened the car door, sat in the back seat, and turned to her, saying, “Thank you.”

“Where do you live?”

Zhou Tingzhao gave an address, and Sang Ru suddenly fell silent, seemingly wanting to speak but stopping herself. He asked, “Is there a problem?”

Sang Ru shook her head. “No, we’re heading in the same direction. Let’s take Chenfei home first.”

Getting to spend more time with her was more than Zhou Tingzhao could ask for. “Alright,” he said.

Li Chenfei, sitting in the front passenger seat, was drowsy. When they reached her home and she was about to get out, she finally noticed there was someone else in the back.

Her drunkenness dissipated by half in an instant. She looked back and forth between the two of them as if watching a show. “Be careful on your way home,” she said.

“I know. You get home safely, too.”

“No problem, it’s just a few steps from here.”

Sang Ru looked at her speechlessly, turning back only after Li Chenfei’s silhouette had disappeared from view. She suddenly realized there was an intense gaze beside her. She looked over and met Zhou Tingzhao’s profound eyes.

Her heart skipped a beat or two. Sang Ru told the driver to continue and casually asked, “What are you looking at?”

Zhou Tingzhao blinked a few times, his movements slow, displaying a certain harmlessness that contrasted with his formal suit and leather shoes. He offered no explanation for his staring that had begun at some unknown point. Sang Ru waited for an answer, but instead felt a weight on her shoulder.

Sang Ru had no experience being particularly close with men and instinctively wanted to move away, but his head seemed completely without resistance, sliding an inch closer as she moved.

He appeared to be asleep; he must have been spacing out earlier.

Sang Ru didn’t move away again and even found a position that would likely make him more comfortable. She thought to herself, This is only because he’s handsome.

The car stopped, but he hadn’t woken up. Sang Ru patted Zhou Tingzhao’s face, and the person who had been leaning on her shoulder suddenly sat upright. There were loose strands of hair on his forehead, revealing the sexiness and, somehow, cuteness of a mature man.

Sang Ru felt something wasn’t quite right with herself and attributed this feeling to being attracted to his good looks.

“We’re here,” Sang Ru reminded him.

Having slept for a while, Zhou Tingzhao seemed to have sobered up a bit. He said, “Sorry, thank you.”

He didn’t clarify what he was sorry for or what he was thanking her for, and Sang Ru didn’t mind either, casually responding, “It’s nothing.”

The driver then asked, “Do you need to go somewhere else?”

Sang Ru replied, “No, we’re both getting off here. Thank you, driver. How much is it?”

“68.”

“Alright.”

However, before Sang Ru could open the payment scan interface, she heard a “beep” followed by “Alipay payment received, six hundred and eighty yuan—”

Sang Ru: …

She turned to look at the person beside her, seeing him still holding his phone, looking somewhat dazed.

The driver laughed. “Why did you add an extra zero?”

Sang Ru immediately asked, “Can it be refunded?”

“Yes,” the driver said, taking down his navigation phone to return the money.

“No need.”

Sang Ru:?

The driver also froze. “Huh?”

The drunk—well, a wealthy drunk—repeated, “No need.”

Sang Ru immediately covered his mouth and smiled at the driver, saying, “He’s drunk and not thinking clearly. Please return the extra amount to that account.”

Zhou Tingzhao was still a bit confused. To be honest, although leaning on her shoulder had been somewhat deliberate, he had blacked out afterward and didn’t remember adding an extra digit to the fare, but he did remember the scent of her hand.

Similar to her perfume, somewhat sweet, somewhat clear, with the warmth of her palm covering his mouth. Zhou Tingzhao uncomfortably moved his head slightly, his lips brushing against her palm.

So close.

But Sang Ru suddenly withdrew her hand, and seeing that the extra money had been refunded, she hurriedly got out of the car.

Zhou Tingzhao followed her out, his nerves unusually slow today, only now realizing they had the same destination.

The warm street lights shone indiscriminately, casting a soft glow over both of them.

Zhou Tingzhao asked slowly, “You live here too?”

Sang Ru shook her head and pointed across the street, saying, “I live across from you.”

Extra: Original Timeline Part 2
After that day of parting, Zhou Tingzhao didn’t see her for several consecutive days, until one noon when Pei Feng brought him to a Hong Kong-style restaurant.

It was mealtime, and the restaurant was packed with people, yet Zhou Tingzhao could spot her at a glance. Sang Ru sat by the window, glancing over while chatting with her companions. She paused, then nodded slightly at him with a smile.

Zhou Tingzhao returned the greeting and sat down with Pei Feng in another area.

From then on, Director Zhou ate Hong Kong-style cuisine for quite a few days, but never again encountered the person he wanted to see. Instead, he only inadvertently boosted Pei Feng’s confidence in food recommendations.

That day, after working a few extra hours, Zhou Tingzhao arrived at the parking lot quite late. He heard what seemed to be an argument near his parking space.

“It’s not appropriate to leave without waiting for the car owner.”

Another male voice sounded fierce and intimidating: “What’s it to you?”

The woman fell silent for a moment, then clicked her tongue and said, “I suppose it’s none of my business. In that case, I’ll just show this video to the car owner when they arrive.”

“You!”

Sang Ru shrugged indifferently, deliberately flashing the recorded video in front of him.

The man decided to get out of his car. “The car I scratched is this one, not yours! Mind your own business!”

As he said this, he tried to grab her phone. Sang Ru kept her hand behind her back and stepped away, retreating until she bumped into someone. That person wrapped his arm around her shoulder, shielding her behind his back, allowing others to see only his broad back.

Zhou Tingzhao looked down at the shorter man in front of him and said, “Sir, let’s talk civilly.”

“Another busybody? This doesn’t concern you, get lost!”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled slightly and pointed to the car nearby. “This car belongs to me.”

The man’s face visibly faltered for a moment, though he tried to maintain his composure. “Just because you say it’s yours doesn’t make it so.”

Zhou Tingzhao took out his car key and pressed a button. Sure enough, the car unlocked with a beep.

Sang Ru peered out from behind him with a smirk. “Well, now the video won’t be necessary.”

The man was clearly in the wrong, and seeing that he had provoked someone not to be trifled with, he reluctantly called his insurance company to settle the claim after some resistance.

Sang Ru had no reason to stay any longer, so she said, “I’ll be going then. I’ll send you the video later; it can serve as evidence.”

Zhou Tingzhao turned around and, after a moment, smiled and asked, “Do you have my contact information?”

Sang Ru initially wanted to say they were still in the dining group chat, but on second thought, she opened her phone and presented her QR code to him. “You can have it now.”

Zhou Tingzhao gazed at her intently without saying anything, then raised his hand to scan. With a “beep,” her profile page appeared.

This interface was very familiar to him. Since the establishment of their common group, he had clicked on her profile picture many times. This was the first time he had sent a connection request.

When Sang Ru reached the street, she received his first message—

“Thank you. I’ll treat you to a meal someday.”

The musical theater group she wanted to see was performing here. Sang Ru came alone, but at the end of the show, she encountered a familiar face at the exit.

Zhou Tingzhao stood noticeably tall among the crowded audience. Unlike his usual suited appearance, he wore a loose white T-shirt and black pants.

She had never heard that he had an interest in musicals. Sang Ru initially thought of pretending not to see him, but when she glanced over again, her eyes met his directly.

“What a coincidence,” Zhou Tingzhao said as he walked over.

“Mm,” Sang Ru responded, appearing natural as she walked alongside him. “I didn’t know you liked these too.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s voice was very soft: “I do.”

Following the crowd out, they could hear people nearby exchanging their impressions of the show, discussing the appearance of the main characters, the bold plot arrangements, and the stage movements.

The two remained silent for a while, until Sang Ru, listening to the conversations, suddenly asked, “Why did you choose ‘Spring Awakening’?”

Zhou Tingzhao remained silent for a long time before stopping and saying, “Rebirth.”

Sang Ru gave him a rare, genuine smile. “Others see decay and chaos, but you see rebirth?”

“Don’t you?”

Sang Ru raised her eyebrows slightly without responding.

“Then let’s make a bet,” Zhou Tingzhao said. “If you feel the same way, why don’t I fulfill my promise to treat you right now?”

Sang Ru moved her lips, but was interrupted by his words: “After all, being in debt doesn’t feel too good.”

It was Sang Ru herself who had suggested eating at the street barbecue stall. When they arrived, however, she realized that compared to her tight-fitting dress, Zhou Tingzhao’s casual outfit seemed more suitable for the atmosphere.

What had started as a polite offer had become reality. Sang Ru wasn’t yet accustomed to sitting face-to-face with him like this. Her eyes remained fixed on the menu, only occasionally looking up at him.

They each ordered their food, and the owner, taking back the menu, asked, “What would you like to drink? Draft beer is our best seller.”

Sang Ru looked pointedly at Zhou Tingzhao. “No alcohol. I’ll have a bottle of coconut juice.”

Zhou Tingzhao said, “The same.”

After the owner left, Zhou Tingzhao said, “I still need to drive. Don’t worry, I won’t drink.”

Sang Ru responded with an “Oh,” somehow recalling how he had leaned on her shoulder the last time he was drunk, sleeping so peacefully.

Zhou Tingzhao seemed to be thinking of the same incident. As their gazes met, they both inexplicably turned away and smiled.

The barbecue stall’s business only became bustling at night. New customers arrived at the table behind Sang Ru, creating quite a commotion. Sang Ru couldn’t help but find their occasional exclamations of “Thanks for the rocket, fans!” and “Give me some 666 in the chat!” rather amusing as she ate.

However, as she was enjoying herself, the “melon” (drama) came to their table.

The female streamer was heard saying, “Just eating is boring. I see a handsome guy at the next table. Sisters, watch me get his WeChat.”

She carried herself properly and had no intention of controlling her volume. Sang Ru heard every word, and clearly, so did Zhou Tingzhao.

Sang Ru noticed his eyebrows furrowing slightly, his expression turning unpleasant. She found it even more amusing and decided not to intervene, curious to see how he would respond.

The streamer sister came over with her selfie stick, pointing the camera directly at Zhou Tingzhao. “Handsome, do you have a girlfriend?”

Zhou Tingzhao looked at Sang Ru, and the streamer sister also looked over. “Excuse me, are you…”

Sang Ru squinted and smiled, then firmly shook her head.

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression became even more difficult.

“Then handsome, can I add your WeChat?”

Zhou Tingzhao took a napkin and methodically wiped the oil from his fingers. “No.”

Everyone present: …

Her companions were two big guys who were reading comments from the live stream audience at the barbecue table behind them. One of them read aloud, “So cool? Cool my ass!”

The other shouted toward their table: “Brother, give us a break!”

The streamer sister probably hadn’t experienced such a rejection before. She looked at him pitifully and said, “Don’t be so harsh. Not just anyone can add me to WeChat either.”

Zhou Tingzhao raised his hand and gently pushed her phone away. “Neither can mine.”

The other side was momentarily speechless, then looked suspiciously at Sang Ru and asked, “Your friend isn’t gay, is he?”

Sang Ru couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t know either.”

As soon as she said this, she felt Zhou Tingzhao’s knife-like glare. His voice matched his temper from before, hard as a rock, with words coming through gritted teeth: “I’m not.”

“Then why won’t you add me? Sister here has a good figure, a nice butt, and money too. Looking at your outfit, you’re probably a college student, right? If you don’t want to be friends, I could be your sugar mommy!”

Sang Ru really couldn’t hold it in anymore and leaned on the table, laughing until her stomach hurt.

Zhou Tingzhao gritted his teeth. “Thank you, not interested.”

Sang Ru took a moment to testify: “He’s… probably quite wealthy.”

“A rich second generation?” The streamer sister’s eyes lit up. “That’s even better! If we get together, it would be money on top of money!”

Sang Ru left her seat, laughing, and moved to stand next to the big guy at the back table to watch the scrolling comments on the screen, ignoring the burning gaze from behind her.

“Sister! Go for it!”

“What’s so great about this man? Except for his face, he’s just pretentious!”

“The lamb skewers must be getting cold…”

The big guy even turned the screen a bit toward Sang Ru. “Pretty interesting, right?”

Sang Ru: “Indeed.”

She even wanted to shout at Zhou Tingzhao now: Add her! Quickly add her!

But she didn’t dare.

On the screen were Zhou Tingzhao’s magnified features. He was handsome, although the excessive beauty filter made him look somewhat unlike himself. The real person looked better. Sang Ru looked at the man just over a meter away, thinking that he must not lack girls pursuing him…

The screen suddenly shook, focusing on his clothes. Zhou Tingzhao had finally reached his limit of patience. He stood up with an ashen face and said, “You’re disturbing me. Please leave.”

“Don’t be angry, handsome. You don’t have a girlfriend, so why refuse me?”

Not having one didn’t mean he didn’t have someone he wanted. Yet that person had moved beside another man, intently watching his predicament. Zhou Tingzhao was about to explode with anger.

“I do.”

The streamer sister was confused. “You have a girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” She immediately rolled her eyes and walked away unhurriedly.

“I still have principles. If you already have a girlfriend, why would I still try to add you? That’s beneath me.”

Sang Ru heard her voice getting closer, but her mind was still stuck on Zhou Tingzhao’s earlier statement about having a girlfriend. She couldn’t quite identify the feeling that surged through her heart.

“Hey, pretty girl, why don’t you add me instead?”

Sang Ru came to her senses, responding woodenly, “Huh?”

It was the crew-cut big guy who had cursed Zhou Tingzhao’s handsomeness. He said with a matter-of-fact expression, “I think you’re quite beautiful. Do you have a boyfriend?”

…Was this the consequence of watching the show?

“No, but…”

“Then it’s fine! Come on, show me your QR code!”

“No need.” Sang Ru stood up, intending to leave.

The big guy also stood up, grabbing her wrist. “Don’t go! Let’s chat a bit more!”

His voice sounded rough, making her somewhat afraid. Before Sang Ru could voice her refusal again, Zhou Tingzhao gripped the man’s wrist and said in a deep voice, “Let go.”

Sang Ru felt the pressure on her wrist loosen, only to tighten again, making her wince in pain.

The crew-cut big guy wasn’t comfortable either, but he still said contemptuously, “You think I’ll let go just because you tell me to? Who are you?”

“Beauty, leave your WeChat before you go.”

Sang Ru tried hard to pull her hand back, but then she heard Zhou Tingzhao speak in a tone she had never heard before, enunciating each word: “WeChat your ass.”

Then he threw a punch.

The two men started fighting, leaving the other big guy, the streamer sister, and Sang Ru standing dumbfounded.

Sang Ru came to her senses. “Stop fighting!”

Initially, the other two also tried to stop them a couple of times, but then the streamer sister ended up pointing her phone at the fighting men, live-streaming the scene. The remaining big guy continued drinking his beer, occasionally glancing at the screen to see what the online viewers were saying.

There was no helping it—from asking for WeChat to fighting, the livestream’s viewership had multiplied several times.

Nearby, some people left while others with more courage or those standing farther away watched the commotion. Sang Ru was truly speechless; this time she couldn’t find anything to laugh about.

“Stop fighting or I’ll call the police!”

No one listened to her. The restaurant owner also came out to try to stop the fight, but the two men continued their heated exchange.

It wasn’t until nearby city management officers rushed over that the two were forcibly separated.

Sang Ru went to Zhou Tingzhao’s side and saw that his once-pristine white T-shirt was now stained in various places, with a wound on his temple. She felt both angry and guilty.

“Are you okay?” She pulled at his clothes, checking up and down for injuries. Full of apologies, she said, “I’m sorry.”

With her head lowered, she looked particularly pitiful, even though she was the one apologizing…

Zhou Tingzhao’s raised hand was just an inch from the top of her head. His palm was also covered in dirt, looking utterly filthy. This was probably the most disheveled day of his life.

In the end, his hand didn’t come down. Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head, looking at her, and said softly, “It’s fine.”

Extra: Original Timeline Part 3
The clock face ticked away, time reaching eleven twenty.

Zhou Tingzhao glanced at his watch, then looked back at the person in the pharmacy. They had spent more than three hours together.

The door creaked open, and Sang Ru came out, handing him the medicine and saying, “Didn’t I tell you to wait in the car?”

“Came out for some air.”

“Oh,” Sang Ru relayed the physician’s instructions, “You can use the disinfectant now. For the ointment that reduces bruising, wash the area clean before applying it, twice a day.”

Zhou Tingzhao followed her words and looked at the medicine in the bag, saying, “Mm, thank you.”

When thanking her, his eyes turned to her, pupils seeming to contain deep whirlpools. Sang Ru had already accepted the fact that this handsome guy was her nemesis, but she hadn’t expected that his gaze could make her heart inexplicably flutter.

She lowered her eyes and shifted her gaze, saying, “I’ll head back first, then.”

“Wait.”

“Hmm?”

Zhou Tingzhao said with a straight face, “It hurts.”

Sang Ru: “Huh?”

“I might need to apply the medicine now,” Zhou Tingzhao said. “Could I trouble you?”

Strictly speaking, she was somewhat responsible for his injuries. Sang Ru couldn’t refuse, so she said, “It’s no trouble.”

She took out the disinfectant and cotton swabs from the bag, glanced around, and asked, “Here?”

“Mm.”

By this time, there were only sporadic pedestrians on this road beneath the residential buildings, though quite a few vehicles were passing by.

Sang Ru handed the disinfectant cap to Zhou Tingzhao, dipped the cotton swab in it, then raised her hand but paused, gesturing to him: “Bend down a little.”

Zhou Tingzhao did as she said, slightly bending forward to get closer. That face suddenly magnified before her eyes—deep-set brows and eyes, even the wound on his temple adding to his good looks.

Sang Ru composed herself, suppressing thoughts of stepping back or getting closer, and applied the medicine to him with apparent calmness.

“Hiss…”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No.”

“I’ll be gentler.”

Sang Ru reduced the pressure, moving with even more care, focusing on the wound while sensing that his gaze seemed to remain fixed on her face.

The skin felt cool to the touch, and as the evening breeze swept by, it brought a mixture of pain and numbness to the wound.

“Why do you keep staring at me?” Sang Ru suddenly asked.

Zhou Tingzhao remained silent for a long time before saying, “Long time no see.”

Sang Ru glanced at him, then lowered her eyes again to tend to his wound, smiling as she said, “We’ve already exchanged pleasantries.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t speak, so Sang Ru said nothing more.

No matter how much he had changed, his habit of not talking much seemed to remain the same.

With the wound treated, he still hadn’t stood back up. Sang Ru reminded him, “It’s done.”

Zhou Tingzhao let out a deep “Mm,” but didn’t move.

The air suddenly fell silent, surrounding objects retreated and quieted, their gazes becoming the only connection between them, drawing out ambiguous heartbeat patterns.

Sang Ru spoke, her volume unconsciously lowering: “Aren’t you going to step back?”

His eyelashes were very long, and when they lowered, they concealed many unidentifiable meanings in his eyes. That intensely present gaze finally vanished.

Zhou Tingzhao was about to step back when the distance he dared not breach was suddenly compressed. The person he had been cautiously watching for so long abruptly moved closer, and in the seconds before he could react, his lips experienced a momentary warmth and wetness.

A touch and then gone. He froze in surprise, his eyes widening sharply.

Yet the culprit appeared relaxed, as if nothing had happened, saying, “Good night.”

Zhou Tingzhao was unable to sleep for several consecutive nights. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her dragonfly-like kiss and that sudden “good night” as she pulled away. Her profile picture in his message list never lit up; Sang Ru had not explained such an intimate gesture.

During the lunch break, Zhou Tingzhao was heading to the tea room when he overheard female colleagues chatting. One of them said, “What should I do? He hasn’t contacted me for several days.”

Another expressed surprise: “Didn’t he kiss you last time?”

“Yes, but we haven’t established our relationship…”

Zhou Tingzhao’s heart skipped a beat as he stood outside listening to their conversation.

“He’s just stringing you along! What a jerk!”

The protagonist sighed, lamenting, “Who told me to fall for him first?”

“So what? You haven’t confessed yet, right? Then treat him the way he treats you. Don’t be someone who comes whenever he calls. Be the woman he can’t catch, understand?”

“Well, we’ll see.”

As they spoke, they walked toward the exit and were startled to find Zhou Tingzhao standing at the doorway. “Director Zhou…” they hurriedly acknowledged.

Zhou Tingzhao came back to his senses, nodded slightly, then passed by them to enter the tea room.

What they said seemed somewhat reasonable…

When it was time to leave work, Zhou Tingzhao deliberately stayed for a few extra hours before departing.

The elevator descended to the sixteenth floor, and she walked in. Both of them were startled.

There was no one else in the elevator. They stood one in front and one behind, neither speaking, until they reached a certain floor where a crowd of people rushed in. People pushed against each other, moving backward. Sang Ru, caught off guard, was pushed backward, but her shoulder and arm were stopped by a pair of large hands, their warmth seeping through her clothes.

“Are you alright?”

Sang Ru didn’t turn around: “I’m fine.”

Those hands released her, returning to a proper stance.

But they were still very close, and as more people entered, they were forced to step back again and again. Sang Ru felt she was almost pressed against Zhou Tingzhao.

Both were lost in their thoughts until suddenly the elevator shuddered, and then darkness enveloped everything. The packed elevator descended into chaos, with everyone talking at once in agitation.

People tend to make excessive movements when panicked. Sang Ru was pushed and twisted her ankle, falling backward onto Zhou Tingzhao, who immediately steadied her.

He must have lowered his head, as his voice was right by her ear: “How are you?”

Sang Ru shook her head: “I’m fine.”

“Everyone, please stay calm. Would those near the control panel please press the alarm button?” With mobile phones having no signal to contact the outside world, Zhou Tingzhao raised his voice to address everyone. “And please press every floor button as well.”

“Okay,” someone responded from the other side.

By now, several people had turned on their phone flashlights, making it less dark and frightening.

“Someone should come to repair it soon. Everyone, please wait calmly for a while.”

Some people naturally possess leadership qualities and the ability to reassure others. Sang Ru directly perceived the mature masculine traits in him, and her panic gradually dissipated.

Familiar people began to talk and encourage each other. Pressed tightly together in this corner, Zhou Tingzhao said, “Don’t be afraid.”

The words “I’m not afraid” were on the tip of her tongue but were swallowed back.

The hardness pressing against her buttocks was impossible to ignore; it had been subtly pressing against her even before the incident.

Lately, she’d often heard office colleagues discussing relationship details, each trying to outdo the others with sweetness. Sang Ru instinctively thought of that person from that night.

Desire rose like a tide—wanting romance, wanting sex. These thoughts became increasingly rampant with Zhou Tingzhao’s presence.

Sang Ru turned her head sideways, setting aside her usual haughtiness, and said in a coquettish low voice, “No, I’m scared.”

Zhou Tingzhao was momentarily stunned, then said in a deep voice, “It will be fine soon. If you’re scared, hold onto my clothes.”

Sang Ru obediently responded with an “Oh,” reached back, fumbling a few times, but instead of grabbing his clothes, she grasped his hand.

“Do you mind?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s fingertips trembled slightly: “As you wish.”

Her delicate hand actively held his, but her fingers were restless, moving occasionally, making his heart itch along with them.

She seemed somewhat nervous, constantly moving, repeatedly brushing against his groin. The fire ignited by her buttocks became impossible to extinguish.

Sang Ru mischievously and discreetly tormented him, hearing him groan behind her. She suppressed a laugh and pretended not to know what was happening: “What’s wrong? Are you uncomfortable?”

“…It’s nothing.”

After a moment of relative peace, a sudden overwhelming sensation of weightlessness struck as the elevator began a rapid descent. Sang Ru instinctively clutched his hand tightly. In the next second, there was pressure on both her hand and waist as Zhou Tingzhao exchanged positions with her, shielding her in the corner.

“Stand against the wall,” amidst the cries of fear, Zhou Tingzhao cushioned the back of her head with his other hand, saying, “Don’t be afraid, nothing will happen.”

Fortunately, the descent stopped after a few floors. The repair personnel hadn’t arrived yet. Sang Ru’s racing heart gradually slowed, and she realized just how intimate their current position was.

She poked Zhou Tingzhao’s chest: “You’re pressing against me.”

“Sorry.” Zhou Tingzhao tried to step back a bit, but was suddenly pushed forward again by someone behind him, pressing even closer against her.

Sang Ru made a breathy sound, her breath on his neck, cute yet sensual, like… a gasp.

This wasn’t the time to think of such things, yet Zhou Tingzhao was almost immediately made harder by her voice.

“Zhou Tingzhao…”

She rarely called his name like this, let alone in such a soft, coquettish tone. Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head slightly: “Hmm?”

Sang Ru buried herself in his neck and said in a volume only he could hear: “Are you hard?”

“…”

“Aren’t you?”

Zhou Tingzhao exhaled a long breath, as if giving up resistance: “Mm…”

She laughed softly, her warm breath recklessly spilling onto the skin of his neck, followed by kisses, one after another, falling on it.

Zhou Tingzhao gripped her waist tightly: “What are you doing?”

“If we can get out, let’s have sex.”

This was their first time entering this hotel, not knowing it would become a place they would frequently visit in the future.

Sang Ru urged Zhou Tingzhao to shower first, but as soon as the faucet was turned on, she barged in, having somehow stripped herself naked, pushed him against the wall in the bathtub, and kissed him.

Every inch of her skin was perfectly proportioned. Her palms were smooth, tempting one to grip a little tighter, then tighter still.

Unlike the previous kiss that had haunted him for so long, she was like a flame, rushing toward him with all her heat, wanting to make him burn along with her.

Their lips and teeth entwined passionately. Her hand stealthily went down to grasp his member, and while stroking it, she managed to say distractedly: “So big…”

Zhou Tingzhao could no longer restrain himself and captured her lips to prevent her from saying anything else that would drive him crazy.

The bathtub was half-filled with water. Sang Ru gestured for him to sit down, then directly sat on his lap, saying, “Let’s bathe together.”

Zhou Tingzhao steadied her and said hoarsely: “Don’t move around.”

“This is how you were pressing against me earlier,” Sang Ru rubbed against the manhood beneath her. “It was very obvious even through your pants.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t respond. Sang Ru wrapped her arms around his neck and moved close to his ear: “I wanted to tell you in the elevator, even if you had entered me then, no one would have noticed…”

The veins on his forehead bulged as Zhou Tingzhao gritted his teeth, saying, “Don’t say that.”

“Why not?” Sang Ru asked. “Can’t you handle it?”

Fire ignited in his eyes, and after a moment, he uttered a single word: “No.”

Sang Ru collapsed in laughter against his chest, then stopped and said, “Let’s stop bathing, it’s time to eat.”

Zhou Tingzhao didn’t understand: “Are you hungry? I’ll order food.”

Sang Ru pushed him down: “Not that kind of hunger.”

Zhou Tingzhao said nothing.

Zhou Tingzhao had gone mad.

After drying her off in a few quick movements, Zhou Tingzhao carried her princess-style to the bed.

“Where do you want to start?” Sang Ru asked, supporting herself with her hands behind her, tilting her head.

Her body should be synonymous with perfection. Zhou Tingzhao leaned over, his hand supporting himself beside her, his gaze falling on her lips: “Here, may I?”

He liked kissing. Sang Ru didn’t know if others were like this, but Zhou Tingzhao truly loved this part. She nodded, and her lips were immediately taken into his.

Zhou Tingzhao kissed her properly. Sang Ru guided his hand to her breast: “Touch here.”

His touch went from light to heavy. The soft breast flesh changed shape in his palm. The kissing moved here, with her nipple taken into his mouth. Sang Ru involuntarily arched her chest to feed him.

His tongue slid over her nipple, sending shivers of pleasure spreading densely. He brought unfamiliar pleasure, making her feel as if she were falling into an abyss.

Putting theoretical knowledge into practice for the first time, Sang Ru wished she could try everything at once. Breathing heavily, she said, “Mmm… eat slower…”

Zhou Tingzhao had kissed almost every part of her body. Sang Ru guided his hand to her private area: “Why are you afraid to touch here?”

He immediately froze, completely afraid to use any force on her. But the pressure she applied became greater and greater, causing his fingers to sink into her wetness.

“Aren’t you coming in yet?”

They had bought a box of condoms on the way. Sang Ru unwrapped one for him to wear, then guided him to enter her bit by bit.

As soon as he entered, he felt her tightness around him. Zhou Tingzhao groaned but still only asked: “Does it hurt?”

Sang Ru’s entire face was scrunched up: “It hurts…”

“It’s too tight… should I pull out?”

“No,” Sang Ru gripped his arm tightly. “It’s just been a long time since anything’s been inside. Go slowly.”

A bucket of cold water seemed to pour over him. Zhou Tingzhao fell silent.

Understanding that she was attractive and couldn’t have been without romantic experiences over the years, and that he wasn’t the first one to be intimate with her, he couldn’t help feeling an unwarranted jealousy when she spoke so candidly.

Were you this cute with him or them? Have they seen you like this, too?

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t ask these questions; their relationship hadn’t reached that point. But how could he know that Sang Ru’s “long time since anything’s been inside” referred merely to a self-comforting massage stick?

Sang Ru didn’t notice his discomfort. Once she slowly adapted, Zhou Tingzhao’s thrusts became more forceful, pounding deep inside her. Sang Ru gasped and trembled: “Be gentler… mmm… your cock is too thick…”

He panted roughly and asked, “Isn’t this good?”

When she didn’t answer, Zhou Tingzhao continued to thrust deeply: “Don’t you like it?”

“Wuu, slow down, I like it… I like it…”

Unexpectedly, Zhou Tingzhao seemed suddenly stimulated, gripping her waist and fiercely driving into her depths. The pulsing veins of his member ground against the most tender places inside her, gradually shattering her reason.

Sang Ru was entered by him again and again in various positions. In her first sexual experience with a man, she suddenly had the illusion that she might be fucked to death here.

She had heard that men usually finish quickly their first time, but Zhou Tingzhao’s endurance led her to silently categorize him as someone who had “been through many flowers.”

So after it was over, Zhou Tingzhao bathed her, returning her to a clean and refreshed state. Before he could bring up the topic of defining their relationship, he saw that she had already put her clothes back on.

Before leaving, she kissed him once and said, “Today was enjoyable. Let’s meet again next time.”

It wasn’t the “meet” of dating; Zhou Tingzhao understood that she merely wanted to treat him as a sex partner.

Zhou Tingzhao fled from the room, went home, and drank half the night, but in the end, he still felt that being near her was enough, regardless of how or in what capacity.

Sang Ru couldn’t sleep either. As the passion subsided, she felt awkward around him and had to pretend to be casual as she quickly left. In her social circle of glamour and chaos, friends with benefits was the most common arrangement.

She had developed a desire for him that wasn’t satisfied in just one encounter, but they were far from the stage of discussing feelings. With their connection starting from physical relations in the heat of the moment, for now, they would only discuss carnal love.

At that time, neither knew what the other was thinking, much less that this relationship, which had taken a detour, would still welcome a new turning point.

Extra: New Year’s Eve Scene
When Zhou Tingzhao’s call came through, Sang Ru had just started her New Year’s Eve dinner.

She walked to the window to answer the phone. Zhou Tingzhao’s voice echoed at the same time as fireworks exploded in the distance.

“Happy New Year’s Eve.”

Her lips unconsciously curved upward as Sang Ru returned the same greeting: “Happy New Year’s Eve.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s side was also noisy. He seemed to have moved to a different location, becoming slightly quieter, his voice transmitting more clearly through the phone.

“Have you eaten?”

At this question, Sang Ru felt both annoyed and aggrieved: “Just started eating.”

Zhou Tingzhao glanced at his watch—it was already past eight. He asked, “Why so late?”

“The dishes delivered from the hotel look nice, but after seeing the homemade dishes everyone posted in their moments, they seemed more delicious, so I wanted to cook something myself.”

Zhou Tingzhao listened patiently: “And then?”

“Then I decided to try making oyster sauce mushrooms with greens. The tutorial looked simple,” Sang Ru sighed at this point. “But then I accidentally overheated the oil, and the wok caught fire…”

Zhou Tingzhao frowned: “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Sang Ru found the situation absurd as she continued, laughing, “It’s just that my New Year’s Eve dinner turned into a firefighting scene.”

Distant fireworks exploded into beautiful shapes in the night sky. Zhou Tingzhao’s soft laughter came from the other end of the phone, sounding deeper and more sensual after passing through the electrical current. Sang Ru gripped the phone, thinking that her heart should also be classified as a no-fireworks zone.

Exchanging breaths over the phone, after a moment of silence, she heard Zhou Tingzhao say: “I’m glad you’re okay. Next time you go into the kitchen, call me.”

“Call you for what?” Sang Ru deliberately asked.

Zhou Tingzhao paused, then said with humor in his voice: “So I can be there to help put out the fire.”

“You!” Sang Ru was caught off guard, feeling both irritated and amused.

“Alright,” Zhou Tingzhao knew when to stop teasing and became more serious. “In the future, I’ll cook for you, little princess.”

Sang Ru let out a light snort, her lips and eyebrows glowing with the bright colors in the night sky.

She opened the window. In the small flower bed below the windowsill, sporadic flower buds had already emerged. She shared what she saw with the person on the other end of the phone.

Zhou Tingzhao continued to listen quietly without speaking. Sang Ru tentatively called out to him: “Zhou Tingzhao?”

“Mm.”

“Why aren’t you saying anything?”

He paused, and then she heard a faint sigh. Zhou Tingzhao said, “Take me home soon, baby.”

More fireworks exploded in the sky. Sang Ru said, “So eager to marry me? Not playing hard to get at all.”

Zhou Tingzhao laughed: “Mm, I want to marry you.”

After a long while, Sang Ru stared at a slightly trembling small flower and whispered: “Zhou Tingzhao, I miss you.”

The housekeeper had gone back to her hometown for the New Year. Meals could be ordered from the hotel, but the dishes still needed to be washed by oneself. After struggling with her parents for quite some time, Sang Ru deeply felt that housework was truly not for human beings.

Having cleaned everything up and additionally prepared a fruit platter, Sang Ru sat with her parents in the living room watching TV. The Spring Festival Gala had already been going for a while.

She lay on another sofa, looking at her phone. When she opened WeChat, it even froze for a moment before being flooded with New Year’s greetings.

Yet there wasn’t a single message from the person she had pinned at the top.

What, a phone call means you don’t need to send a message?

Sang Ru turned her head to accept a cherry that her father tossed to her, biting down with force as the sweet juice immediately filled her mouth. She stared at Zhou Tingzhao’s profile picture for a while, then casually changed his contact name.

The moment she clicked “complete” after the modification, a new message came in.

[Humble Spouse: I saw it, your little garden. The flowers are blooming beautifully.]

Sang Ru casually sent a question mark back, as a passive-aggressive response to his late message.

Then her chewing motion paused as she suddenly realized a possibility.

Sang Ru quickly got up and put on her slippers, accidentally swallowing the cherry pit in her haste.

Her parents asked from behind: “Where are you going? Slow down!”

“It’s nothing! I’ll be right back!”

Opening the door, Sang Ru’s footsteps suddenly stopped. A few meters away, at another wooden doorway, in the flickering shadows of light, a tall figure was standing there.

Her first New Year’s wish was fulfilled just like that. Sang Ru stepped forward, hurriedly running toward her wish.

Zhou Tingzhao opened his arms to catch the running person, letting her burrow into his coat for warmth.

“Why did you come?”

Zhou Tingzhao kissed the top of her head: “Didn’t someone say she missed me?”

Her waist immediately received a gentle pinch as a muffled voice came from his embrace: “I think someone is just eager to get married.”

Zhou Tingzhao laughed softly, then suddenly exerted force and lifted her. Sang Ru instinctively wrapped her legs tightly around him, moving her hands to encircle his neck, softly exclaiming: “What are you doing!”

“Let’s talk in the car.”

The car wasn’t even started, the lights weren’t on, quietly hidden in the darkness.

Sang Ru was placed in the passenger seat. When Zhou Tingzhao sat in the driver’s seat, she deliberately said: “Why don’t you turn on the lights? Are you afraid my parents will find out?”

To her surprise, he simply replied: “Mm.”

“So you’ve come for a secret affair with me?”

Zhou Tingzhao took her hand in his palm, following her lead with another “Mm,” then asked: “Are you cold?”

“I’m not cold,” Sang Ru pouted. “You’re just like my dad.”

Zhou Tingzhao’s movements froze, then his tone became even more level: “We’re not the same.”

Sang Ru laughed: “How are you different?”

Zhou Tingzhao ignored her, his gaze falling on their interlocked hands as he focused on warming her.

Sang Ru pulled her hand away, then put it palm-up facing him. She blinked and said: “Red envelope.”

Zhou Tingzhao looked up at her. Sang Ru raised an eyebrow, then saw him take out a red envelope from the storage compartment and place it in her hand.

It was heavy, quite substantial.

Sang Ru happily accepted it, but said, “Treating me like a child?”

Zhou Tingzhao: “Aren’t you one?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Only children burn down kitchens.”

Sang Ru: “…Stop bringing that up!”

Zhou Tingzhao patted her head: “Happy New Year, grow up well.”

“No need to grow anymore,” Sang Ru couldn’t stand the provocation. Her brain short-circuited, and she tossed aside the red envelope, grabbing Zhou Tingzhao’s hand and placing it on her chest: “I’m. Very. Big.”

Zhou Tingzhao was stunned for a few seconds, then couldn’t help laughing. His hand moved to her back, pulling her toward himself, while his other hand remained on her chest.

Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head, their noses touching. His palm gently squeezed once as he said softly: “Mm, not lying.”

A fine tingling sensation immediately spread throughout her body. The barely-there touch was like a switch opening the valve of desire.

Sang Ru’s voice lowered: “Let go.”

The atmosphere suddenly became filled with ambiguity. Zhou Tingzhao said in a deep voice: “No.”

Sang Ru looked up at him, drowning in Zhou Tingzhao’s profound gaze, but spoke something completely unrelated: “Are you hot?”

Hearing this, he laughed softly, his breath falling on her lips as he suddenly kissed her.

He had always been a passionate person inside, kissing deeply as if he wanted to devour her whole. Sang Ru almost couldn’t catch her breath. But she wasn’t willing to give in, using all her strength to engage in an equally matched kiss.

Feeling the passionate response from the person in his arms, Zhou Tingzhao ardently sucked on her lips and tongue, breathing heavily as he asked: “Do you miss me, hmm?”

Sang Ru simply straddled him, sticking herself entirely to him, and said: “No.”

Then she felt her chest loosen as Zhou Tingzhao undid her bra clasp from under her clothes, cupping her soft flesh entirely in his hand.

“Do you miss me?”

Sang Ru let out a small gasp, answering: “No.”

Understanding her game of denial, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly lifted her top, taking her nipple into his mouth.

The sensitive bud was teased by the tip of his tongue. Wet sounds accompanied the moist sensation in this corner, while Zhou Tingzhao’s hand remained on her waist, occasionally giving gentle squeezes, tormenting her until she felt like melting in his embrace.

Sang Ru’s fingers disappeared into his hair, biting her lip to prevent moans from escaping. Her breast was suddenly sucked with great force, and she finally couldn’t help but tremble, her cheek rubbing against his hair as she moaned softly.

Zhou Tingzhao raised his head, his face slightly flushed from being pressed against her chest. He asked once more: “Do you miss me?”

Her voice seemed to melt into water, flowing into his ears with the ambiguous night: “I did…”

“Say it again.”

Sang Ru kissed him messily, sticking close as she said, “I missed you.”

Just one affirmative answer, and Zhou Tingzhao completely abandoned his earlier restraint. As he raised his hand to remove her lower garments, he asked in a deep voice: “Do you want to?”

His fingers were already touching her buttocks without any barrier. Sang Ru’s hand on his shoulder gripped tightly: “I do.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the sound of a zipper could be heard. The time from him freeing his member to positioning it at her entrance was short, yet each second felt stretched due to anticipation.

Sang Ru anxiously awaited his arrival, but when she felt the thick, hot hardness touch her entrance, she hesitated slightly. She discreetly raised her hips to move away a bit, but Zhou Tingzhao pulled her back.

He held his shaft, rubbing it back and forth between her labia, sucking and biting her earlobe as he whispered: “You asked for this, don’t run.”

Sang Ru felt her opening begin to contract at his words, with some of her fluids likely dripping down from the friction. She tried to tighten, but was suddenly penetrated by a hard object.

Zhou Tingzhao inhaled sharply at the tightness, increasing the force of his grip on her buttocks: “Don’t squeeze me so hard.”

“I’m not…”

Despite her words, Zhou Tingzhao felt her grip on him tighten even more, so he raised his hips to deliberately target her sensitive spots, making her gasp repeatedly.

Zhou Tingzhao brushed aside her scattered hair, pushing her head down slightly. He rubbed against her lips, whispering in a lover’s tone: “Baby, does it feel good?”

With her sensitive spots being repeatedly stimulated, Sang Ru’s voice trembled as she vaguely responded with an “Mm” to his question.

Zhou Tingzhao increased the pace of his thrusts into her body. Seeing the redness at the corners of her eyes, tears pooling but not falling, his heart softened, but he still pressed her verbally: “What do you call me?”

Sang Ru knew what answer he wanted but refused to give in so easily. Enduring the wild tide below, she called out with a trembling voice: “Humble Spouse…”

It took Zhou Tingzhao a moment to understand, and he thrust even more fiercely, laughing despite his anger: “Say it again?”

Sang Ru became obedient, wrapping her arms around his neck to offer a passionate kiss. After appeasing him, she raised her hips to rub against him, softly calling: “Husband, husband…”

Fireworks rose and fell in the distance, continuing for a long time without ceasing. They were like lovers who had resided in this darkness for ages, passionately leaving marks on each other’s bodies repeatedly.

As Sang Ru trembled in the moment of climax, Zhou Tingzhao stroked her spine up and down, placing light kisses on her hair. He whispered the warm blessings he had accumulated along the way into her ear.

“Baby, Happy New Year.”

Extra: Musical Theater
Club recruitment always took place in the sweltering summer heat. Sang Ru dragged Zhou Tingzhao around to various booths, and eventually, they were both accepted into the musical theater society.

With their good looks, accurate English pronunciation, and pleasant singing voices, they were often selected to perform in productions. After multiple performances, it became difficult not to notice them. Many male students took an interest in Sang Ru, while Zhou Tingzhao caught the eyes of numerous female students. However, after inquiring about them, people eventually discovered that these two were a couple.

Over the years, Sang Ru became the president of the society, and Zhou Tingzhao the vice president. They were well-known as the musical theater society’s famous couple.

By senior year, it was time to hand over their positions to the next generation of juniors. For their final performance together on stage, they chose the musical “Spring Awakening.”

The story was set in 19th century Germany, where the collision between the era and adolescence left a group of young boys and girls in confusion and bewilderment.

The young girl, Wendal, learned that her friend had been living with her father’s harsh treatment for a long time. She finally found the boy, Melchior, to share the secret hidden in her heart.

Sang Ru immersed herself in the girl’s pain and struggle, looking at Zhou Tingzhao, yet not seeing him as Zhou Tingzhao.

“I dreamt I was a clumsy little girl who accidentally spilled my father’s coffee,” she said frantically. “He angrily raised his voice, and I was terrified…”

“Wendal, none of that happens anymore, those things only exist in children’s stories…”

Sang Ru interrupted him, as if she truly was this girl at that moment. She expressed concern about her friend’s sadness, hearing the boy say they needed to tell a trusted adult.

“I’ve never known what it feels like to be that afraid. I wonder what it feels like.”

She picked up a prop flower and handed it to Zhou Tingzhao.

Zhou Tingzhao, or rather Melchior, looked at the flower a couple of times and said, “This reminds me of how fragile trust can be.”

“You mean if you break it?”

“Break it?” The boy was incredulous. “What are you thinking? I would never hurt your trust…”

“What if I didn’t mind?”

Time seemed to stand still.

Sang Ru moved closer to him: “What if I asked you to be honest with me?”

The conversation was just as the director described—emotional, intense, and creating an extremely powerful moment on stage.

Zhou Tingzhao controlled his emotions, trying to make this strange discussion seem more meaningful than it was. Sang Ru didn’t feel the character’s pain physically, but as Wendal, she felt emotions so intense she could almost cry, yet she said, “I don’t understand.”

“How about I explain?”

“It doesn’t make sense!”

Increasingly emotional exchanges accompanied each step forward with the question: “What about now?”

She bit her lip, hearing Zhou Tingzhao’s voice filled with an intensity she had never heard before.

Emotions can be overwhelming, and so can sharing them.

She finally knelt on the stage, trembling and crying. The boy looked at her, then suddenly ran away as if confused.

The spotlight fell on Sang Ru and a singer beside her.

Sang Ru heard the lyrics saying: “Yes, I will feel lost, and you will feel lost because of me…”

Next came other actors’ scenes. Sang Ru returned backstage, where Zhou Tingzhao was waiting for her.

His smile was always gentle, flowing from his soft gaze and slightly curved lips.

A character is a character, and he is himself. Sang Ru’s eyes were still emotional as she fell into his friendly embrace.

“Was I too intense just now?” This wasn’t the first time they had rehearsed this segment, yet Zhou Tingzhao always asked this question.

“It was perfect,” Sang Ru shook her head, then changed her answer. “A little intense, but that’s what the scene needed.”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled and gently patted her shoulder reassuringly.

The young girl had partially revealed her feelings in the scene, her emotions, fears, and hopes, perhaps all bearing the weight of her character’s journey. Zhou Tingzhao had no particular thoughts at this moment, but then heard Sang Ru say, “There’s a scene coming up. Can we make it more authentic?”

The scene Sang Ru mentioned took place in a park in the story, their secret hideout.

The girl apologized for pushing the boy to confront difficult truths, while the boy felt confused by the emotions he had experienced. He avoided her, reflected, and the girl encouraged him again and again.

“Let’s run in the rain, it doesn’t matter if we get soaked…” Sang Ru said.

Zhou Tingzhao repeated, “I understand now, I understand…”

The two confused souls suddenly embraced warmly.

He called her name, looking deeply into her eyes: “I can hear your heartbeat. No matter where you are, I can hear your heartbeat, your breathing.”

Sang Ru felt somewhat enchanted, as if this wasn’t just the character’s words, but Zhou Tingzhao’s.

They shared a brief stage kiss, eliciting gentle sighs from the audience.

But the emotional scene continued.

Zhou Tingzhao held her hands tightly, and they leaned close, foreheads touching.

The audience could see their connection, the trust between the characters, building in this poignant moment.

The character was supposed to be breathless at this point. Sang Ru remembered her responsibility, keeping her performance authentic but appropriate.

The microphone was still on, and she delivered her lines with genuine emotion. The soft background music made everything seem more real. The audience watched with rapt attention, completely invested in the story.

Zhou Tingzhao adjusted his position, using his eyes to communicate the next movement.

Sang Ru cooperated by shifting slightly. Her character’s emotional guard was dropping. She couldn’t speak but could express everything with her eyes.

She silently conveyed, “I trust you.”

The audience could see the male lead urgently and somewhat nervously step forward, then gently take her hand under the soft lights. His actions showed the character’s growth before he pulled her into a dance, accompanied by the girl’s surprised laugh of joy.

Then the lights dimmed and brightened again on other opera performers as a new song began.

They had three minutes before their next scene.

Her hand held his tightly as they quickly moved backstage, with only their shared passion for theater connecting them. She was probably nervous about the next scene and wanted him to reassure her.

Zhou Tingzhao turned down both of their microphones and asked, “Are you ready for the next part?”

In the darkness, he couldn’t see her expression. He only heard her “Mm” sound, confident and prepared.

He squeezed her hand supportively, allowing their shared enthusiasm for the performance to carry them through the soaring songs, through those gazes in the audience.

They couldn’t see her, but Sang Ru was extremely focused. She heard Zhou Tingzhao whisper by her ear, reminding: “Remember your stage position.”

Sang Ru nodded, then felt that familiar pre-performance excitement begin to build, slowly and steadily growing as their next cue approached.

A small gasp of anticipation nearly escaped her lips, but was stopped when he raised a finger to signal quiet.

“If you’re nervous, just look at me,” he said.

How could Sang Ru not appreciate his support? She smiled and gave him a thumbs-up.

At this moment, Zhou Tingzhao suddenly felt proud of agreeing to join the theater club with her. He had found his passion, with enthusiasm neither diminished nor forgotten.

He checked her costume one last time, straightening a small detail that was out of place.

“Don’t worry.”

She was about to thank him, squeezing his hand gratefully. Zhou Tingzhao wouldn’t let her miss her cue, so he pointed to the stage, a supportive nod followed by a smile.

“You’ll be amazing.”

Sang Ru wasn’t sure which part was coming next, so while adjusting her costume, she quickly reviewed her lines. Zhou Tingzhao gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

The movement toward the stage quickened, and Zhou Tingzhao whispered a quick “Break a leg.”

There were also people on stage, facing away from them, unaware of the two leads preparing in this corner. They sang: “Hope will give you direction…”

It was incredibly exciting, making the performance all the more meaningful. Zhou Tingzhao always knew how to bring out the best in her acting. Sang Ru took a deep breath and straightened her posture, ready for her entrance.

“Ready?”

Sang Ru whispered: “Mm.”

“Need any last tips?” Zhou Tingzhao asked supportively.

Her response was confident, like a true professional prepared for her moment.

Sang Ru said yes with determination.

Zhou Tingzhao gave her one last encouraging nod and said warmly, “You’re going to shine.”

The stories of the young boys and girls progressed separately. The two emerged from backstage and quickly immersed themselves in the stage performance. Everyone was impressed by their authentic portrayals.

Spring Awakening, Spring Awakening.

Growth comes with challenges. They didn’t understand, they struggled, they felt confused, they wanted answers, they wanted freedom, they wanted to connect.

The curtain closed amid applause. The society members were ready to celebrate, and everyone gathered backstage.

In the bright lights of the theater lobby, Zhou Tingzhao stood beside Sang Ru as they received congratulations. She happily accepted the praise, feeling the success of their hard work.

“Amazing performance…”

Zhou Tingzhao smiled at her, his eyes meeting hers as he murmured: “We did it…”

Sang Ru paused, giving him a grateful smile.

Standing proudly together, they were each other’s biggest supporters. They celebrated their artistic achievement with genuine pride.

Zhou Tingzhao smiled at her and said thoughtfully, “Look, everyone loved our performance.”

Sang Ru looked around at the appreciative audience. Being part of such a successful show made her feel accomplished. She gave Zhou Tingzhao a light tap on the shoulder and said, “I’ll always remember this show.”

“What?”

She said: “I’ll always remember performing with you…”

Zhou Tingzhao’s expression softened, followed by a sincere smile: “That means a lot.”

Sang Ru smiled at him: “We should do another show together someday.”

Zhou Tingzhao nodded enthusiastically. He held up his program for a photo together.

This wasn’t spring but midsummer. The air was humid and warm. It wasn’t raining, yet in this moment, they were thoroughly immersed in the magic of the theater.

Some dialogues and plot elements are inspired by “Spring Awakening.” This adaptation is meant to honor the emotional core of the musical while making it appropriate for younger readers.

Attentive readers will notice that in the original timeline, they also encountered each other while watching this show!



Chapter 67: Tomorrow
Her body, long without release, had been satisfied. Even without actual penetration, coming several times was enough to feel good. Zhou Tingzhao was always impressive in that regard, which was why Sang Ru’s sleep that night had improved somewhat.

Sang Ru felt she slept very deeply. Toward the end, though she had already regained consciousness and should have awakened, her eyes just wouldn’t open. Feelings of both relaxation and fatigue seemed to exist simultaneously, colliding with each other and making her increasingly tense.

Suddenly, a strange yet familiar feeling of suffocation came over her. Sang Ru’s eyes snapped open, and she instinctively began to breathe.

It was probably sleep paralysis.

That was Sang Ru’s first thought. Her second thought was: what time is it, should I be going to school?

She reached out to feel for her phone beside her pillow, but found nothing.

That’s not right. She had put her phone next to her pillow before sleeping last night. Sang Ru thought to herself as she raised her body slightly to look, but the light was too dim to see anything.

The curtains filtered in a faint light, just a little, like moonlight at midnight, or like the breaking of dawn.

Never mind, it’s probably still early, Sang Ru thought, lying back down to rest a bit longer.

However, her eyes had barely closed when they opened again. She finally realized what was wrong—

This wasn’t the orientation of her room!

Suddenly, her waist tightened, and Sang Ru let out a small cry as she fell into the embrace of the person behind her. She instinctively began to struggle, but then heard him say, “It’s me.”

A familiar voice, with the hoarseness of just waking up.

A thought surfaced in her mind, and Sang Ru’s heartbeat quickened. She freed herself a little and, following her memory, felt for the switch beside the bed.

With a “click,” the bedside lamp turned on, and Sang Ru closed her eyes in discomfort.

After adjusting to the light and opening her eyes again, she looked back and saw it was indeed Zhou Tingzhao.

He had also just adjusted to the light and looked over at her. As soon as their gazes met, Sang Ru felt something explode in her heart with a “bang.”

They stared at each other, not saying a word, yet seeming to read thousands of words in each other’s eyes. In an instant, their gazes intertwined, then merged, then broke apart, leaving only the perception of their whole beings after closing their eyes.

They thus harmoniously fell into a deep kiss.

Like fish stranded for a long time, encountering a drop of water and beginning to desperately crave it. Sang Ru felt she was that fish, and so was Zhou Tingzhao. They were parched on the beach, yet upon meeting each other, they became each other’s dew and tide.

They seemed to have been thirsty for a long time, seeking the possibility of survival from each other’s lips and tongues.

People on the brink of death are always frantic. Zhou Tingzhao suddenly turned over and pressed her beneath him. They lay together naked, both seeming about to burst into flames.

When the kiss ended, who knew how much time had passed? The pressure from above retreated, and Sang Ru felt her legs being parted. Then her thighs were gripped, and her whole body was unexpectedly pulled down, her core suddenly coming into contact with a hot sensation.

Zhou Tingzhao folded her legs and pressed her knees to her chest, exposing her entire lower body before him.

Her small entrance was flushed with carnal red, still bearing the marks of being pleasured before sleep. The lustful wetness made it impossible to tell whether it was evidence left from before or just freshly overflowing.

Zhou Tingzhao saw her moaning while biting her finger, and he grew even harder, gripping his member and beginning to rub between her legs.

This motion allowed him to see everything. The head of his penis rubbed straight from the top of her clitoris down to her other entrance, then back up the same path. After just a few rounds, Sang Ru was already whimpering.

She accused him, “You’re back and still won’t go in!”

Zhou Tingzhao couldn’t help but chuckle, “Who said so?”

As soon as he finished speaking, Sang Ru felt a thick, hard object squeeze into her empty entrance. That flesh pole broke through layers of alluring flesh as it thrust in. At first, it entered slowly, but once it was fully inside her, Sang Ru’s moans changed from initial gasps to lingering, tender sounds.

Zhou Tingzhao gave her only a few seconds to adjust before his flesh began to move inside her.

Sang Ru felt the veins and contours of his member. The explosive power had probably accumulated for a long time, ready to be poured into her body at this moment without reservation.

The hot shaft made her feel as if her consciousness was beginning to numb. Yet her legs were still controlled by him. Sang Ru tightly gripped the bedsheet beneath her, all her sensations seemingly reduced to the constant penetration below.

Zhou Tingzhao was like a beast that had lost its reason, changing from initially shallow and deep thrusts to later fully inserting each time. There seemed to be something uncontrollable about to pour out from below, and Sang Ru finally broke down in panting cries.

“Stop… I can’t hold it anymore… Zhou Tingzhao, stop, I can’t take it anymore…”

Unexpectedly, hearing this only made him thrust more forcefully, his flesh pole reaching the deepest part each time. Sang Ru heard Zhou Tingzhao’s muffled groans, which, along with all the violent thrusts, were so sexy that she couldn’t help but completely open her floodgates. Her whole body wanted to curl up, and in the end, she could only twitch her bottom and squirt streams of love juice.

She didn’t know whether it was incontinence or a squirting orgasm. Like the end of a stress-relief session, Sang Ru covered her face and sobbed.

However, her legs were once again gripped and spread. Zhou Tingzhao suddenly lowered his head and took her flesh entrance into his mouth, eagerly sucking up the juices she had squirted. The pleasure came again in waves, and Sang Ru felt as if he was going to suck out even the water that hadn’t been released from inside her.

Zhou Tingzhao used both his lips and tongue, even extending his tongue into her small hole and stirring it, making wet, slurping sounds with his movements.

Sang Ru’s sobs continued. Finally, the mischievous man came up to look at her again. He kissed her hand, then moved away to lightly peck her lips, saying softly, “Why are you crying, hmm?”

The more he asked, the more aggrieved she felt. Sang Ru sobbed, “You’re so annoying!”

“How am I annoying?” Zhou Tingzhao said as he raised his lower body and sent his member back into her entrance. “Like this?”

Sang Ru pressed against his shoulders and tilted her head back to gasp, “Mmm… how are you still going…”

Zhou Tingzhao lowered his head to take her nipple into his mouth, “I haven’t finished yet.”

Her entrance was soft as he continued to thrust for a long time. Sang Ru pushed against his chest, “Why isn’t it over yet… mmm…”

“Didn’t you want me to go in? It’s only been a little while,” Zhou Tingzhao said.

Sang Ru finally understood what he was like after being pent up for so long. Back then, she had recklessly teased him for so long, yet he wouldn’t insert himself even once, pretending to be such a gentleman. It turned out he was saving it all for this moment to tease her.

She couldn’t push him away and was dizzy from the waves of pleasure. Eventually, she unconsciously wrapped her arms around his neck, accepting his thrusts one after another.

The light outside was growing brighter. Suddenly, Zhou Tingzhao picked her up and walked to the window. Sang Ru clung to him, afraid of falling, but unexpectedly, he pulled open the curtains with one motion.

Sang Ru hid in his embrace, frightened, “What are you doing?”

Zhou Tingzhao’s voice sounded very pleased. He used one hand to stroke her head and said, “Baby, I’m showing you the sunrise.”

“Someone will see us!”

He laughed, “We’re on the twenty-third floor.”

Only then did Sang Ru slowly turn to the side and see that the light outside had already added a warm tone to the initial cool colors.

Zhou Tingzhao put her down and entered her again from behind. Sang Ru supported herself against the floor-to-ceiling window, raising her buttocks to accept his thrusts.

They kissed and made love passionately. At the moment he ejaculated inside her body, the sun rose from behind the clouds, and the whole world welcomed a brand new “tomorrow”-

Do you understand now? They have all returned.
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