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"Click."

Darkness gave way to light. The screen flickered. The image began.

It was a faculty dormitory—tucked away in the most remote corner of a century-old university complex. The building stood far from the main campus, and most of the residents assigned there were young lecturers just starting out. From the outside, it looked charming: red brick walls, white stone steps, ivy trailing gracefully around the old Western-style facade. Anyone passing by would glance at it twice.

Only after moving in did one realize the truth. Years of patchwork repairs had left the interior walls peeling and mottled, like a weary face layered over with too many coats of makeup.

Even digital television was too much to hope for. Each room was furnished with an antique cable TV set that looked as though it belonged in a museum.

"... Heavy rainfall to torrential storms are occurring across the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River..."

The boy passed the entrance corridor. The voice of the television drifted out through the glass window of the guard room. The elderly woman on duty usually stopped him.

"Hey, student! Do you know this is faculty housing? Teachers live here. You shouldn't keep coming in."

But tonight, she didn't question him. Perhaps she was distracted. Perhaps her aging eyes hadn't noticed him in the dark.

He went straight up to the third floor and knocked on a familiar iron door.

The door creaked open. A woman looked out.

"It's you?"

"Professor Sophie," the boy said softly.

Though it was late, and though he was an unannounced visitor, she was his teacher—the one at school closest to him. After a moment of surprise, she invited him inside.

She brewed him tea, adding slices of ginger. It was raining outside, and he felt damp and cold. Ginger tea would warm him.

She set the steaming cup on the table before him. "When did you get back?"

"Today."

He stood awkwardly in front of the sofa.

"Sit."

Only then did he sit, hands curled tightly over his knees, too restrained to touch the cup.

"Why didn't you tell me you were coming back? At this hour, are there still buses to campus?"

"... Yes."

"And how are things at home?"

He was quiet for a long moment, head lowered, fingers picking at the frayed hole in his jeans.

"My mother still wants me to drop out."

Professor Sophie fell silent.

He was already a university student. Whether he continued or withdrew was not something the school could dictate. She had spoken to his mother before, promising tuition reductions for families in financial hardship, hoping the woman would allow her son to finish the degree he had worked so hard to earn.

But the mother had rejected her sharply.

"Study what? Chinese literature? Who doesn't speak Chinese? You're all just scamming for tuition!"

Professor Sophie had patiently reasoned with her.

"He's gifted. He's already in his second year—wouldn't it be a shame to quit halfway? In two more years, he'll have better job prospects. He wants to become a teacher. With his grades, passing the civil service exam won't be difficult. It's his dream. Teaching is stable—"

"He can't be a teacher! Haven't you seen his face?"

The words came down like a dull blade, cutting through the air.

Professor Sophie had felt anger rising in her chest, yet she didn't know how to respond.

"I'm bringing him home to work. We have no money. No more wasting time! That face—that face... Even if he studies, so what? What school would hire someone who looks like that?"

What kind of face was it?

Under the dim light of a low-watt bulb in her dorm, the boy's features were illuminated.

Professor Sophie had long grown used to them. But anyone seeing his face for the first time would gasp.

One half was disfigured—blue-purple blotches stretching from forehead to neck, as if covered in decaying skin. No one knew what illness had caused it.

Shocking. Barely human in its abnormality.

"Freak."

"Don't go near him. What if it's contagious?"

"Hey! Yin-Yvonne Yvonne face!"

Mockery and abuse had followed him like a shadow since childhood.

Because he was ill. Because he couldn't hide it. Because he was ugly and had nowhere to conceal it. No matter how hard he studied, how gently he treated others, he was like a dragon walking under broad daylight—never granted equal regard.

Few people, like Professor Sophie, noticed that the untouched half of his face was delicate. Gentle.

He endured ridicule quietly, sometimes even smiling along, as if he truly had done something wrong.

But what had he done?

He was always the most diligent student. Honest, hardworking. In group projects, he did the most work without complaint. When bullied, he bore it patiently.

"It's okay, Professor. I'm already very happy that you're willing to talk to me. Back in my village, people avoided me. No one ever listened the way you do."

"My classmates are fine too. At least they haven't thrown bricks at me."

He spoke calmly, but his head remained lowered, shoulders hunched. Years of humiliation had bent his spine.

She had once told him, "After evening study sessions, you can come to me for tutoring anytime. If you don't understand something, ask."

He had smiled shyly, the normal half of his face flushing red.

For two years, he had knocked on her dorm door with essays, prose, even poems, asking for guidance.

These days, many people curse. Few write poetry.

He wrote relentlessly.

Classmates mocked him. An ugly freak writing ugly things—so sour, more sour than your rotten grape skin.

He would smile, then write again.

But now, even that small right was gone.

"I came to say goodbye," he said quietly. "I'm leaving tomorrow."

"Going back home?"

"... Yes."

He paused.

"If my illness were somewhere people couldn't see... maybe they would treat me better. Wouldn't that be nice?"

Her eyes reddened. She had done everything she could, but she was not his family. She could not decide for him. His family's finances were worsening. His mother regretted sending him to university when she still had a healthy younger son in middle school. Bringing the sick one back meant the healthy one could go out instead.

As a mother, she had to weigh survival. It was cruel, but rational.

"You... the paper you asked me to review—I haven't finished marking it yet."

Professor Sophie changed the subject abruptly, fighting back tears.

"But I read the first half very carefully. Would you like to delay your withdrawal a little, until I finish—"

"No." He shook his head, smiling faintly. "I leave at dawn."

Why had she always thought there was time?

Why hadn't she stayed up one more night?

Why had she gone shopping, chatted idly, sat through meaningless meetings?

Here was a student whose dream was breaking, whose heart was barely beating, and she could not even offer him a proper farewell.

"I'm sorry..."

"It's alright." He paused. "I wrote one last poem. May I give it to you?"

She nodded quickly.

The paper was thin, almost weightless in her hands.

She read it word by word. A tender love poem—burning and passionate, yet restrained. She had read countless declarations of love in literature. From ancient lines like "When shall we lean upon the gauze window and dry our tears together?" to modern ones like "My eyes are beautiful because you are in them."

Yet none felt as powerful as this single page.

He said nothing explicitly. To say it aloud would ruin the rhythm.

He was a poet. He understood that once poetry lost its subtlety, love across unequal stations would only become embarrassment.

"It's a keepsake for you."

Both halves of his face were gentle.

"I'm sorry, Professor. I couldn't afford a real gift."

"There's nothing better than this." She turned away, voice trembling. "Have something to eat. I'll get you some snacks."

She rummaged through drawers to steady herself, placing a tin of butter cookies on the table.

He thanked her politely. Under her gaze, he finally touched the teacup—then pulled back.

"It's hot."

She touched it. "It's warm."

Still, she added some cool water.

He ate cookies slowly, sipping the tea.

When he finished, the night was still long.

"May I stay and read for a while?"

"Of course."

He smiled again. "I'm troubling you one last time."

"It's no trouble. You can stay longer if you like. After you go back, send me your address. I'll mail you good books. You're smart. Even self-study—you'll do fine. Message me anytime."

"Thank you."

He paused.

"If everyone were like you, then maybe..."

He lowered his head and did not finish.

He read in her dormitory all night, as if he could carry every word back to his hometown.

Past midnight, she grew sleepy and dozed at her desk.

In her haze, she heard him say softly, "Professor Sophie."

She murmured in response.

"There's one more thing. I need to apologize."

"In class, when things were stolen... those students kept losing items. You were criticized. I took them."

Her mind jolted, but her body was too exhausted to rise.

"I didn't keep anything. I just... hated them. I threw their bags into the haystack and burned them. They suspected me, but you defended me without even questioning me. It really was me."

"I didn't have the courage to admit it. You were the only person who ever saw me as normal. Even good."

"You."

"Professor, I'm vain, aren't I? But if you were disappointed too... I wouldn't know how to go on. You're the only recognition I've ever had."

His voice grew lighter, but his eyes were clear. Transparent.

"The thing I regret most is that. I'm sorry. My illness seems to have moved from my face into my heart. If there's another life... I want to be normal. I don't want to be so sick that I don't even deserve love."

"Professor Sophie..."

Wind burst through the window, scattering pages across the table like funeral banners.

Then silence.

The tea on the table grew cold.

When Professor Sophie awoke the next morning, she found she had slept at her desk all night. The room was tidy. The boy had left without waking her.

A pang of regret tightened her chest. She walked into the living room and glanced at the coffee table—

And felt as though ice water had been poured over her head.

The tea she had poured him yesterday had frozen solid.

But the room temperature was nearly twenty-eight degrees Celsius.

How could that be?

Her eyes scanned the room.

The butter cookies—she had watched him eat them. But not one was missing.

The water in the teacup had turned to ice. It had not gone down at all.

And the poem—the page she had read—was gone.

Or perhaps it had never existed.

Her hands trembled.

Suddenly her phone vibrated. She nearly dropped it. A spam message.

Then realization struck. She quickly dialed his number.

Ring. Ring. Ring.

"Hello?"

A familiar middle-aged woman's voice answered. Rough, now hoarse with tears.

She exchanged a few words with the boy's mother.

Her heart fell into an endless dark pit.

She heard—

"You people! You people again! I haven't even come looking for you yet, and you call me first!"

The woman's voice cracked with rage and grief.

"He's dead! Dead!"

Blood ran cold.

Dead?

"It's all because you encouraged him! He argued with me and ran out. It was pouring rain. The police said there was exposed electrical wiring—"

Her ears rang.

Through curses and sobbing, she caught only fragments, ghostlike and unreal.

"What are you still looking for?!"

—
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"Yesterday was already the seventh day since his death!"
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"Yesterday was already the seventh day since his death!"

The typing stopped. Ethan pushed back from the desk in the faculty dormitory and stood up.

The room was barely sixty square meters. In the living room beyond a thin wall, the old television was still droning on with a long-winded poetry variety show, the audio occasionally swallowed by the static hiss of a bad signal.

The sofa was the same sofa from the story. The snacks, the cookie tin—everything was still there.

But the clock on the wall read 8: 09 p. m. Streetlights shone outside. It wasn't the dead of night. It was summer; the air was sticky and close. Moths spun around the lamps, mosquitoes skimmed low. The rain still hadn't fallen.

Ethan left the cramped study and pushed the door open. Light and shadow slanted through the grimy window glass, making the whole space feel unreal—more unreal than the story he had just finished writing.

A young woman lay on the sofa. The air conditioner was set low. She slept under a coral-fleece blanket, tissues stained with dried tears and snot scattered on the table in front of her.

Ethan said, "Wake up."

"Mmm..."

"Get up."

"Don't—" the young woman mumbled sleepily, smacking her lips twice. "I didn't even really fall asleep... Let me lie down a little longer..."

Ethan was about to speak again when the show on TV began introducing old films.

"Everyone has a Brokeback Mountain in their heart..."

He paused his wake-up service and grabbed the remote, switching channels.

Ethan hated gay people.

"Welcome to our medical wellness program—"

He switched again. Ethan also hated doctors and hospitals.

"Once, Zhuang Miriam dreamed he was a butterfly..."

This time, he let it play. By his standards, it was barely acceptable background noise.

He set the remote down, glanced at the woman still sprawled there and snoring, then turned to the kitchen. He opened the greasy refrigerator, the light flaring across his face.

He scanned the shelves, took out two eggs, a block of ham, and found a bowl of leftover rice from last night. Raising his voice, he called to the living room, "Sophie, do you have scallions? I can't find any."

No response.

"I'm making Yangzhou fried rice."

The apartment stayed quiet for a beat. When he looked back again, the young woman had somehow slid off the sofa and crept to the kitchen doorway.

"... Two eggs," she said, still half-asleep. "And a big piece of luncheon meat."

Then, suspiciously: "Do you even know how?"

Ethan rolled up his sleeves, turned, and smiled with gentle politeness. "Go sit outside. It'll be ready soon."

The woman—Sophie—wandered off, drifting into the other room.

She spotted the computer in the study and sat down, scrolling through the Word document.

"Ethan! Are you using me as your model?"

The range hood was loud. Ethan asked, "What?"

"I said—are you—using me—as your model??" Sophie marched out holding his laptop. "This! The teacher in the ghost story—Professor Sophie!"

"Oh." The boy paused, cracked an egg with a soft tap, and smiled. "Yes. You're someone I imagined."

"Art comes from life, Professor Sophie."

"But you wrote that you're in love with me."

"... Art is not life, Professor Sophie."

But his last sentence was a lie.

He really was in love with her.

Ethan and Sophie had known each other for more than ten years.

Sophie was five years older. This was her first year teaching directing at Huzhou University's School of Art—and Ethan had ended up as one of her students.

When she saw the freshman roster, she had messaged him in shock:

"This is insane. Out of the two directing classes I'm teaching, there's a boy with the exact same name as you!"

At the time, Ethan had been resting his chin on his hand by an airplane window, watching the runway lights blink outside. His phone chimed—a familiar avatar.

He stared at the message from the girl he'd been secretly in love with for ten years, and just as he was about to reply, the cabin announcement came on, instructing passengers to turn off their devices.

He tilted his head, thought for a moment, and didn't answer. He shut his phone off.

As if there were that many coincidences in the world.

Idiot.

Of course it was him.

It wasn't like the story he'd written at all.

In real life, he wasn't poor, and he certainly wasn't ugly. He was strikingly handsome—born with a silver spoon, the son of a pharmaceutical tycoon. He'd attended high school abroad. But the moment he learned that Sophie had graduated, earned her teaching certification, and become a lecturer at Huzhou University, he spent less than half an hour thinking before pulling up the admissions page for the School of Art.

A few months later, the School of Art opened for the new term.

But the newly appointed Professor Sophie was still too young, too green, and too unaware of how vicious the workplace could be.

The counselor in charge of Directing Classes One, Two, and Three was Lydia—an infamous oddball on campus. People said she had no scholarship, no manners, and had only landed her cushy job by sleeping with a board member. Jiang was glamorous and unashamed of trading on her looks. She flirted openly in broad daylight, and she carried obvious hostility toward any pretty female students or teachers.

When Sophie hurried to class with her laptop, she found Lydia in a floor-length red dress, standing at her lectern, giving the freshmen "final reminders."

"Sorry, Ms. Jiang," Sophie tried to interrupt carefully. "Class has already started—"

Jiang flicked a hand. "Wait. Morning session is short. I've got two more requirements."

Whether it was deliberate obstruction or just cruelty, her "last two points" dragged on for fifteen minutes before she finally wrapped up.

"Alright, that's all I needed to say. I won't delay your teaching. And... sorry, I didn't memorize your surname. Do your best. Don't be nervous."

Ms. Jiang clicked away on scarlet stiletto heels. Her long, Hong Kong-style vintage dress swung proudly behind her, leaving Sophie to shuffle up, dusty and obedient, clutching her computer.

This was a nightmare.

It would have been better if Jiang hadn't said anything. Now that she had, Sophie actually did swallow nervously.

Students at an elite school tended to be capable and hard to impress. They already trusted young teachers less than senior professors—and Jiang's parting glare made the dynamic obvious.

So the students immediately understood: their teacher was a newbie the counselor couldn't even be bothered to remember.

And that was unacceptable.

Even with three fires burning in her chest, Sophie couldn't withstand a whole lecture hall's worth of sneers. In ten minutes, she went from confident to stammering, dizziness creeping in, legs turning weak.

So she didn't notice the tall male student in the very back row, lazily spinning a pen, leaning into his chair, watching her.

"Hello, everyone. I'm your directing instructor. My surname is Xie. My name is Sophie. Um—"

A student called out, "Teacher, how old are you this year?"

"Miss, want to order milk tea with us?"

"You look younger than me..."

The room started slipping out of control. Sophie panicked, hands and feet going nowhere at once, and finally tried to sound fierce—like a paper tiger.

"Quiet! I'm not here to play with you. During university, don't waste your youth—study hard. And to be blunt, I'm strict. I'm not easy to talk to. I fail students more often than my colleagues. Keep that in mind. Don't say I didn't warn you."

Ethan couldn't help it—he laughed softly, the corner of his mouth hooking in a lazy curve.

She's an idiot.

The class fell into a stunned silence, staring at her like she was an exhibit. One male student sighed, packed his bag, and walked out.

"Hey! Student, you—"

"Teacher, even if you yell at me, you can't fail me. I've got a date with my girlfriend. I'm leaving."

"This is hilarious. Huzhou University actually hires interns who threaten students with failing grades just to force attendance? We fought our way in through a thousand-to-one admissions. We're not here to be lab rats for a new teacher. Why are you teaching our class while the class next door gets Professor Shen? I'm writing a complaint to the president. I'm out."

Sophie burned with humiliation.

She forced herself to ask for their names and docked them points on her clipboard, but the blow had landed hard. For a long while she couldn't recover. She forgot half her prepared material, rambled in circles, and when she finally dragged them to what should have been a fun interactive segment, not a single person volunteered to come up.

"Teacher. I'll do it."

Just as she could barely hold back tears, nearly ready to flee, a boy's voice came from the back row.

She'd been pushed to the brink. She didn't even register how familiar the voice sounded—only the relief of rescue. She turned, eyes searching desperately—

And there he was: a boy she hadn't seen in three years.

Sophie's mouth dropped open, all composure gone.

"He—Ethan?!"

He sat at his desk, eyebrows clean and bright, smiling. His lips were thin in a distinctive way—sharp, a little wicked. The look reminded her of a movie still: a young man lifting his gaze, part ambition, part hunger, satisfied already by the sight of prey.

He raised a brow. "Long time no see, Professor Sophie."

—
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That was how it happened.

Back at the dorm, Sophie finally broke. She cried until she couldn't breathe. Ethan liked her, but his mouth was sharp and he didn't know how to comfort people properly. He even told her, "Go ahead and cry. I'll go write a story in your study. When you feel better, I'll come out and have dinner with you."

"Ethan, do you even know how to comfort someone?!"

"Do you still want me to finish the homework you assigned?"

"... Go."

But by the time he finished writing and came out, Sophie had cried herself to sleep.

He couldn't wake her. And he didn't rush.

Sophie's first love was food. Her second love was sleep. As long as he made something tasty, she'd climb out of bed in seconds—even as a university lecturer.

Fifteen minutes later—

"... What is this?"

Ethan looked down at the sticky, mangled disaster he'd plated—something like "ham-and-egg fried rice clumps." His pride, painfully intact, made him insist to his teacher, "Can't you tell? It's Yangzhou fried rice."

"You call this Yangzhou fried rice?"

"... If you're not eating, fine. I'll order delivery."

He scowled, picked up his phone, searched the highest-rated restaurant. But while he was still typing the address, the dorm doorbell rang.

Ethan lifted his eyes. "What, a colleague?"

"No." Sophie set down her chopsticks and glanced at the clock. "At this hour... who could it be..."

She padded to the entryway in slippers.

A few seconds later—

"Bro!" Sophie's delighted voice floated in. "Why are you here? Aren't you working overtime today?"

The single word hit like thunder.

The lazy, faintly roguish look on Ethan's face shattered instantly. A flood of dark memories raced through his nerves in a flash.

He stood up at once, snatched the humiliating plate of "fried rice," and moved quickly toward the kitchen trash can.

Too late.

Sophie had already led her eldest brother inside.

"Bro, I haven't told you yet—Ethan's back from overseas. He's actually a student in my class now. He's sitting in here. You two haven't seen each other in ages, right?—Hey, Ethan!" She called after him. "Where are you going with that plate?"

...

Fine.

If he'd returned to this country, he was going to run into him again sooner or later.

Ethan stood with his back to them and smoothed every real emotion off his face. Then he turned slowly, refined and polite, the picture of a well-bred young man.

Facing Sophie's brother—thirteen years older than him—he didn't seem to lose ground in presence at all.

He looked at the man whose eyes resembled Sophie's, the head of the Xie family.

Then, with one hand rubbing the back of his neck, Ethan's gaze slid up, pausing slightly.

"Long time no see, Dr. Adrian. You look..."

He studied him.

The man was as he'd always been—cold-boned features, sharp lines, an aggressively handsome face. His eyes were beautiful, the same peach-blossom shape as Sophie's. On anyone else, those eyes would look alluring.

On him, they were ice.

It was the kind of face that made you understand what people meant by "a person's aura comes from within." A thousand-mile peach-blossom lake could freeze over at his glance. Same eyes as his sister, yet she could be sweet and charming, while he was not charming at all—his gaze was chilly, distant, rejecting anyone who came close.

Dominant. Decisive. A born autocrat.

He looked like the patriarch of some feudal household—dress him in black sable, add a pair of warlord-style silver chains at the lapel, and he'd be complete.

Ethan smiled with practiced gentleness, but there was no warmth in his eyes.

"You still look the same as ever," he said. "Yvonne. Not a day older."
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This was Sophie's brother—Adrian.

Adrian had treated Ethan before. For a time, he had served as the He family's private physician.

From the outside, Ethan looked no different from anyone else. To most people, he had always seemed mild-mannered, courteous, and exemplary—good grades, good conduct, the sort of "perfect child" parents used to shame their own kids.

But the He family had a secret few outsiders knew.

Their enviable "other people's child" had been diagnosed, since early childhood, with a rare psychiatric disorder.

A disorder so rare it was considered an orphan case. Only four patients had ever been documented.

The baseline presentation was similar across all known cases: congenital defects in the endocrine and nervous systems. During episodes of dysregulation, the patient's temperament could swing violently. In ordinary circumstances, they experienced dulled pain perception. But once an episode began, they could spiral into mania—bloodthirsty, with powerful impulses to destroy others or destroy themselves.

Clinically, it was the profile of severe antisocial pathology. Physically, episodes came with high fever and confusion. And each episode was worse than the last.

In the medical world, the condition had a grim nickname: "Ebola of the mind."

It gradually dismantled a person's psyche. The body followed—stiffness, numbness. Mind and flesh together: dying twice.

The deterioration advanced like cancer. A person who began with full legal capacity would slide into limited capacity, and eventually lose capacity entirely—becoming, at the end of the disease, a complete madman.

Cases One through Three had died before reaching full deterioration.

Ethan was Case Four.

His parents had taken him to famous specialists at home and abroad. Nothing worked. The doctors agreed the only way to slow progression was prolonged, close supervision: a dedicated medical professional staying beside him, monitoring him long-term, reducing the frequency of episodes.

For various reasons, the He family ultimately sought out Adrian—who was only twenty-one at the time.

That year, Ethan was eight.

Now Ethan was nineteen, and Adrian was thirty-two.

Adrian looked steadier than before—steady to the point of cold. He rarely reacted strongly to anything. So when Ethan returned to China unexpectedly, Adrian showed little surprise. He spent only a few seconds sizing up the young man—three or four years since they'd last met—then ignored Ethan's polite greeting entirely.

At his age, with his status, he had no interest in exchanging pleasantries with a boy not even twenty.

He asked only, "Why are you here?"

"I..."

"It's already this late. This is the women's faculty dormitory."

Ethan smiled. He wanted to snap, Then why are you here?, but he kept his tone impeccable.

"I haven't seen Professor Sophie in a long time. We talked for a while and lost track of time. I'm sorry, Dr. Adrian."

"You don't need to call me Dr. Adrian. I'm not a doctor anymore."

Ethan lowered his voice. "Sorry. Habit."

"Ah..." Sophie jumped in when she sensed the stiffness between them. "Big brother, don't be so serious. Ethan, sit. Don't be nervous. We haven't seen each other in ages."

As she spoke, she subtly shifted farther from Ethan—polite, cautious. She was always like that: alone with Ethan, she was relaxed, even affectionate. But once anyone else was present—especially Adrian—she drew a careful line.

Ethan suspected the reason was simple.

She'd been trained into it since childhood.

Her brother, this feudal-household patriarch of a man, was the classic variety of chauvinist—strict, controlling, and aggressively paternal. The type hyper-alert to anything that might threaten "his" women.

When Sophie was little, Adrian wouldn't even allow her to wear skirts above the knee. Once, during a school performance, she danced breakdancing. Adrian's face darkened in the audience. The second she got offstage, he demanded to know why she'd joined such "messy" nonsense, then forcibly draped his suit jacket over her.

It was only eight or nine p. m. now, but to Adrian it was already "too late," and his sister being alone with a man here would count as unacceptable.

Sure enough, Adrian walked in, pulled out a chair, and sat down. The man of the house crossed his long legs, undid one cufflink, and lifted his eyes to Ethan with flat indifference.

"Explain something for me. How convenient is it, really—that you tested into the school Sophie teaches at, and into the exact program she teaches?"

"..."

The posture was unbearably authoritarian—pure occupational hazard. For a moment, Ethan felt like a patient in a clinic, with a doctor in a bad mood, staring him down and asking:

"Tell me. Where does it hurt?"

The thought amused him.

Adrian watched him hesitate, noticed the faint edge of a smile at his mouth, and his gaze cooled further.

"Can't explain it?"

"..."

He was wrong. This wasn't a doctor questioning a patient.

This was a cop interrogating a suspect.

Ethan sighed. "There's nothing to explain."

"Then explain it."

"I didn't adapt well overseas," Ethan said with an almost patient smile. "And I like directing. If you insist it's 'too convenient,' what do you want me to say? I'm not a fortune-teller."

"You like directing?"

"Yes."

Adrian didn't press further, because his attention had landed on what Ethan was holding: that plate of "ham-and-egg fried... something."

Adrian frowned. "What is that."

Ethan wanted to fling the plate straight into Adrian's face—right into that expression that looked like the world owed him a hundred million—then add, What's it to you?

But Sophie was there. So Ethan offered a ceremonial smile and said, "Yangzhou fried rice."

Adrian examined it for a few seconds, then, face still stern in that fatherly way:

"Take off the apron. I'll redo it."

"..."

"How did you survive overseas all these years?"

"... Takeout."

Adrian's gaze sharpened, edged with reproach.

Under that look, a memory rose in Ethan—uninvited, vivid—like their first meeting, years ago, on the newly trimmed lawn of the He family villa.

Back then, Adrian had looked down at him—seven years old—and his eyes had been so piercing it felt like he could slice Ethan open and inspect his heart.

It had been Ethan's birthday. A bunch of children were playing in the enormous villa. When they got tired, they sat on pale sand-stone near the lake cliff, chattering about what they wanted to be when they grew up.

"I'll be a star!"

"I'll be a scientist."

"I'll be an astronaut!"

One chubby kid didn't know what he wanted, but didn't want to be left behind. He looked around and happened to see the butler walking across the front garden with a young doctor.

Green lawn. A sky rinsed clean blue.

The doctor carried a bouquet bought for the visit—endless-summer hydrangeas in full bloom, wrapped in pale silver satin paper, paired with silver willow branches and layered fresh roses. A thin decorative veil lay over the bouquet like mist.

The chubby boy stared, then pointed with a stubby sausage finger and shouted, "I want to be... I want to be a doctor!"

The wind picked up.

The florist's wrapping job was sloppy. The gust lifted the gauzy veil clean off the bouquet. The white fabric floated above the lawn, then drifted down as the wind died.

All the children tilted their heads to watch.

The veil fell—by pure misfortune—right in front of the one child who looked bored: Ethan.

He didn't like the constant parade of medical staff and pharmaceutical reps and researchers in his home, but he had been raised to be polite. So he bent down, picked up the soft square of gauze, and walked over.

"Doctor, you dropped this."

He lifted his face—and met a pair of pale, indifferent eyes.

It was midsummer, but a line from Tang poetry popped into the young Ethan's head for no good reason: snow-sound leaning by bamboo.

Adrian accepted the gauze. His lab coat stirred with the motion, white and clean, like the shed feathers of a crane that had turned into something not quite human.

"Thank you."

Then Ethan caught a faint scent near the man's cuff—medicine.

There were studies about this: how much you like someone often depends on the way they smell.

If a person carries a scent you instinctively enjoy, it's easier to be captivated at first sight. If their smell makes you uneasy—makes you afraid—then your relationship likely won't ever develop kindly.

Ethan disliked Adrian's scent.

Cold. Hard.

Like the countless bitter pills he'd swallowed growing up. Like the alcohol swab and iodine before a needle. Like the disinfectant that hung in pale, empty hospital rooms where no one stayed with you.

He was almost instinctively afraid of it. Without thinking, he frowned.

Then the butler's hand landed on his shoulder. Smiling, the butler introduced him to the doctor who made his skin crawl.

"Dr. Adrian, this is our boss's son."

Adrian's gaze, which had been about to move on, stopped. His eyes darkened as he looked directly at Ethan.

"... So it's you."

Something about that stare made Ethan think of a scalpel—too sharp—like his heart might be lifted out and placed under a microscope.

The young doctor said, "First time meeting you. From now on, your treatment will likely be handled by me."

Ethan was afraid of doctors. Even gentle female doctors made him recoil. And this one—this cold, severe demon in a white coat—was unbearable. The eight-year-old felt sick all over. To preserve manners, he forced a small smile, then turned and left.

His mother saw the scene from the terrace.

That night, after finishing her work, Mrs. Vivian Lancaster summoned him to the study. On the emerald-velvet tea table sat a cup of hot cocoa at the perfect temperature. She pushed it toward him.

"You've met that Dr. Adrian this year?"

"Yes." Ethan's upbringing was strict; even with his mother he was formal, never intimate.

Mrs. Lu was disappointed in her "abnormal" son. By then she'd already had a second child. The younger one wasn't as smart as the eldest, but he was cute, sweet-tongued, and healthy—so her heart naturally leaned toward him. With Ethan, she had little patience.

"His name is Adrian. From now on, he's your private doctor. He'll come every week. You will cooperate. If you feel unwell, we can call him anytime."

"Okay."

She stared at the eight-year-old's steadiness and felt a chill of discomfort. To dispel it, she sighed and decided to tease him.

"Ethan, Dr. Adrian signed a contract with our family. If he can't cure you, he'll become our long-term servant—no days off, no salary, not even allowed to marry. Do you understand what that means?"

"Not really."

"It means if you don't cooperate and his treatment is less effective, delaying the day he earns his freedom back—if you make it so he can't get a wife later—then you'll be responsible for him. You'll support him for the rest of your life."

He was young. Precocious, yes—but still eight. The threat shook him. He looked up at once.

"Can I terminate the contract with him?"

"No." Mrs. Lu had recently become obsessed with melodramatic period dramas. On a whim, she added something even nastier. "And who knows—maybe the way he wants you to 'take responsibility' is to marry him. You're pretty. You'd make a fine little child bride."

Ethan had no curiosity about romance; he hadn't learned how marriage worked. He didn't even know this land limited marriage to a man and a woman. Hearing his mother say that only deepened the shadow in his mind. For a long time, even his nightmares were filled with Adrian.

"No... I don't like you... I don't want to marry you...!"

The nightmare finally broke half a year later, when He Jiwei heard about it.

He Jiwei cursed his wife outright.

"What nonsense are you telling the child?"

Then he scolded Ethan.

"And you believed it? Where did all your brains go? You're a boy. Dr. Adrian is a boy. Marry him? Responsible for him? Is your head full of seawater?"

Ethan stayed sullen.

For six months, every time he thought: If I don't cooperate and he can't treat my illness, I'll have to be that cold doctor's child bride... he panicked. So he kept deliberately acting stupid and embarrassing himself in front of Adrian, hoping to leave a terrible impression—so that even if the world somehow reached that absurd outcome, the man would never develop the wrong kind of interest in him.

He spent half a year playing the fool.

What he got in return was one sentence from his father:

"Your mom was messing with you."

If Ethan hadn't been so tightly disciplined, he might have yelled, "What the hell?" right then. But at eight years old, he hadn't even learned curse words; "bastard" didn't exist in his children's encyclopedia.

Still, one thing was certain.

After six months of tireless effort, after endless commitment to losing face in front of Adrian, Ethan had achieved something impressive:

No matter what he did, in the following six or seven years—

No. Maybe longer.

Even after he left Adrian at fourteen, even now—

In Adrian's eyes, Ethan was still a capital-letter, three-dimensional, breathing, panting idiot.

And the atrocious "fried rice" in his hands right now was—undoubtedly—the strongest evidence that four years later, he was still the kind of idiot who couldn't even fry rice.

Ethan set the plate down and handed the apron to Adrian—who was dressed in a suit like some corporate tyrant. He looked calm, controlled.

But his mood had sunk.

A miscalculation.

He never should have cooked himself.

Now he'd handed Adrian the perfect joke on a silver platter.
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In the cramped kitchen, oil crackled as fried rice sizzled in the pan. Ethan and Sophie sat at a small dining table that was slightly greasy no matter how often it got wiped down.

Sophie had shaken off her earlier gloom and waited with a light, easy smile for her brother to finish cooking.

Ethan smiled too—half-heartedly—while rolling his eyes inside.

The sliding kitchen door, plastered with old posters, was pulled open. First came a wave of familiar, irresistible rice fragrance. Then Adrian stepped out, untying the apron. Shirt neatly tucked, waist fitted, trousers razor-pressed—immaculate as ever.

He might have been cold by temperament, but he was a good older brother. Their parents had died early; he'd become the head of the household, raising the younger ones. He'd learned to cook well.

When Sophie saw him with his sleeves rolled up and a tray in hand, she whooped and bounced up, happily helping him set down plates and utensils.

"Smells amazing! Bro, you're so handsome—so handsome! I love you, I love you—hurry! I'm starving!"

Adrian's face stayed stern. "Don't say that. You're a girl—stop talking like that. Wash your hands first."

Then, to Ethan: "You too."

Ethan hadn't eaten fried rice like this in a long time.

Adrian's was fluffy and golden, every grain separate.

When Ethan was little, he'd watched Adrian make this dish—the staple Sophie loved most. He knew good fried rice needed leftover rice from the night before: not too wet, not too dry. Before it hit the pan, you tossed it in a bowl of beaten egg so every grain took on a thin coat of yellow.

When the oil was hot, you cracked in two fresh eggs, broke them up quickly, stirred, and scooped them out. Then you added lard, poured in the egg-coated rice, and stir-fried on high heat.

Strictly speaking, it wasn't authentic Yangzhou fried rice. Adrian had adjusted it to Sophie's taste and never added peas. It didn't matter. It was delicious.

Three steaming plates sat under the light, glossy and gold. Diced ham. Tender shrimp. Bright scallion segments scattered on top—everything looked and smelled like a trap.

Ethan ate while calculating.

The food was good, but he barely tasted it. Sophie talked and laughed the whole time, yet now that Adrian was here, most of her warmth was aimed at him. The siblings chatted easily. Ethan—out of practice being around them—couldn't find a way in.

He became background decor.

And the background decor was not pleased.

He needed a way to get Adrian out of here.

"More?" Adrian asked.

Ethan glanced down. Without noticing, he'd cleared his plate. He looked up and replied politely, "No, thank you."

"Bro, I want more!" Sophie waved her chopsticks. "Give me another scoop!"

Adrian took her bowl back to the kitchen. Sophie bit lightly on her chopsticks and grinned at Ethan. "My brother's cooking is way better than yours. Seriously. You sure you don't want another bowl?"

Ethan smiled without smiling. "There only needs to be one person in this room who can break a scale. You've got it covered. I won't add to the workload."

"Hey! Who talks like that? Do you hate me?"

"You're the one who said my food wasn't as good—"

They were bickering when Adrian's voice came from the kitchen. "Sophie, why is there a bucket of water in here?"

"Oh." Sophie stopped instantly—like the playful girl hadn't been her at all—and sat up straight. "The school said the dorms will have water shut off tomorrow. I filled a bucket to store some, but the kitchen's tiny. If I put it elsewhere it's in the way, so I left it on top of the chest of drawers."

"Putting it that high—if you open the door without looking and it falls?"

"It'll be fine, bro. Don't worry."

She said it casually.

Ethan heard it differently.

He glanced toward the kitchen with those clear, innocent eyes and, in his head, a truly nasty idea bloomed.

After dinner, Adrian clearly had no interest in cleaning. So Ethan—who looked like a gentle, reliable, excellent young man—naturally volunteered to wash dishes and scrub the pan.

"Want help?" Sophie asked.

"I'll call you if I need anything," Ethan said with a faint, unreadable smile. He went into the kitchen and closed the door behind him.

The moment the door shut, his smile vanished.

Ethan began to measure angles carefully.

First, he nudged the bucket on top of the chest of drawers outward—just enough—positioning it so that opening the door would knock it over.

Then, without blinking, he took the high-end hair dryer Sophie kept in the second drawer, placed it in the sink, and turned on the tap.

Splash.

The expensive hair dryer she'd saved up for—half a month's pay—was calmly, methodically rinsed into useless trash by the young master He.

Perfect.

He wiped it dry, stuffed it back into the drawer, and closed it.

Prep complete.

Through the narrow gap by the door, he stole a glance at the girl laughing with Adrian. Then he rolled up his white shirt sleeves, turned on the tap again, and began washing dishes quietly, dutifully.

The posture of a saint.

A model citizen.

A five-star good youth.

But apparently, if you do enough bad things, the universe cashes in.

Just as Ethan finished setting everything up and flicked water off his fingers—ready to invite his "female lead" in to receive the carefully engineered "coincidence"—footsteps approached outside the kitchen.

Ethan snapped his head around. A tall, straight male silhouette had already appeared behind the frosted glass.

He widened his eyes. Too late.

He heard Adrian say outside, "Ethan, I'm coming in to wash my hands."

"Wait—"

Ethan barely got one syllable out when a deafening crash erupted.

The bucket—perched exactly where Ethan had placed it—wobbled, tilted, made one slow, fatal circle—

And then—

Splash!

A full bucket of water—water that, according to Ethan's plan, was supposed to dump over Sophie's head—came down instead on Adrian's face, head-on, completely, without mercy.

Damn it.

Not a drop wasted.

Ethan: "..."

Adrian: "..."

Water sprayed everywhere. The kitchen became a disaster zone. The now-victorious bucket rolled back and forth near Adrian's feet, soaking him from hair to shoes, before it slowly—like an elderly man on his evening stroll—rolled out toward the living room and came to a contented stop right in front of Sophie's slippers as she rushed over in horror.

Sophie had witnessed the entire thing.

She was shaking.

I'm dead.

I'm so dead.

Adrian turned, dripping, to face her. His already pale face looked even whiter after the "heaven-sent cleansing." Wet bangs clung to his forehead, droplets falling steadily.

A bead slid down through his brows and into his eyes. He blinked hard, then came fully awake.

"Sophie!"

Sophie flinched, shrinking in on herself.

Adrian swept his dripping hair back, furious. "I told you not to put the bucket on top of the drawers!"

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry!" Sophie rushed in with a mop and tissues, shoving tissues into his hands while fumbling through the drawer for the hair dryer. "Bro, I didn't think it would fall... It was fine earlier! Dry your hair first, don't catch a cold!"

Behind them, Ethan blinked his gentle eyes—guilty, very quietly.

Sophie dragged Adrian to the living room, cluelessly pulled out the hair dryer Ethan had already ruined, plugged it into the power strip, and hit the switch.

Nothing.

"Huh?"

Again.

Still nothing.

"..." She pressed it repeatedly, as if that might resurrect it.

"... Bro," she whispered, staring at his terrifying expression, feeling death approach. "Th-the hair dryer seems... broken..."

Adrian's peach-blossom eyes cut over, cold as metal. "Is this the one you told me you spent four thousand yuan on?"

Sophie almost dropped to her knees.

How could she be this unlucky?!

Adrian had never understood why she'd buy a hair dryer that cost more than an ordinary TV. He'd chewed her out brutally at the time. She'd defended it over and over—how good it was, how it protected hair, and most importantly, how durable it was. It would last twenty years.

"I swear I'll use this one hair dryer for twenty years! If it breaks before that, you can chop my head off for paying the idiot tax!"

Those words echoed in her ears now. Under Adrian's glacial stare, she felt her neck go cold. She took a step back and reflexively covered her throat with her hand.

Then, just as she was panicking, she saw Ethan finish washing up and step out of the kitchen—hands dried, posture perfect, looking like a respectable young man.

A sudden idea hit her.

She lunged toward him like he was salvation and wailed, "Ethan! Can you help me? My hair dryer broke! What kind of bad luck is this?! Do you have spare clothes in your dorm? And a hair dryer? Can you take my brother over so he can change? Teacher—thank you, thank you!"

...

Always so polite in front of her brother.

Ethan smiled and played along. "Professor Sophie, you're being too formal."

His gaze shifted to Adrian.

Adrian leaned back on the sofa, water still dripping from his sharp jawline. His casual gray shirt was soaked through and clung to his skin, the outline of his chest and the narrowness of his waist faintly visible beneath the wet fabric.

He sat there with his head slightly tilted, eyes slanted coldly, lips pressed thin—staring at Sophie like he was about to execute her on the spot for reckless spending.

Ethan looked at him and felt a mild headache come on.

In his original plan, the person who would end up drenched and with no choice but to follow him back to the dorm to dry their hair—

Was supposed to be Sophie.

How had it become Adrian instead?

Ethan was aggressively straight, and he hated doctors. He had absolutely no interest in hosting this man in his dorm.

But the damage was done. He'd soaked Adrian into this mess, and Sophie had already begged for help.

So Ethan sighed lightly, walked over, and addressed the gloomy man on the sofa.

"You're soaked. Stop glaring at people, Dr. Adrian. Come with me and change. My dorm isn't far—ten minutes. Let's go."

The men's dormitory at Huzhou University's School of Art housed four students per room.

When Ethan brought Adrian back, it was dinner time. His roommates had all gone out to eat. The room was empty.

"Put this on." Ethan pulled a clean set of clothes from the closet and handed it over.

Adrian looked disgusted. "A sports T-shirt?"

"What's wrong with that?"

What's wrong with that? It was the kind of thing only a student wore. On him, it would feel like dressing a grown man in adolescence. He didn't even want to imagine what he used to look like wearing something like that.

"Get me a dress shirt."

Ethan clicked his tongue, smiling. "Sorry, Dr. Adrian. You don't get choices."

Sophie wasn't here anymore. He didn't bother keeping up the act.

His smile turned thin—like gauze—his eyes dark, empty of sincerity. The way he spoke lost its polite gloss.

"This is the only thing here that fits you. My dress shirts are too big."

Adrian lifted his eyes through damp bangs and looked at Ethan.

Ethan met his gaze with obvious mockery and raised a brow. "Not wearing it? Fine. Then you'll have to walk out half-naked."

"..."

Adrian yanked the clothes out of his hand and stalked into the bathroom.

Ethan waited outside the door and suddenly felt a sense of deja vu.

He leaned toward the frosted glass and started a conversation.

"By the way, Dr. Adrian, I just remembered something from back then."

"Do you remember that year I went to your university dorm—"

"Don't remember. Get lost."

Ethan laughed. He hadn't even finished his sentence, and Adrian had already denied it so forcefully it was practically a confession.

So he remembered.

Adrian remembered that old grudge just as well as Ethan did.

Debts had names. Revenge had addresses.

Even this single set of clothes counted as payback after all these years.

Thinking that way actually made Ethan feel a little pleased. This—finally getting to flip the balance—was probably what it felt like to turn the tables.

"Hurry up, then." With Sophie gone, Ethan's tail was practically wagging. He leaned against the bathroom doorframe, arms crossed, voice carrying a trace of unrestrained swagger. He lifted a knuckle and tapped the frosted glass twice.

"We still need to go back and check on your sister."

A few minutes later, Adrian shoved the door open aggressively.

Bang.

He collided straight into Ethan, nearly sending him backward.

Ethan hadn't expected it. He grunted, bending, one hand clamping over his nose.

Adrian lifted his eyes blandly. "Why are you standing so close?"

Ethan's nose hurt like hell. He stopped pretending entirely.

"... Adrian, are you serious? You're the one who slammed into me."

When his temper rose, he reverted to using Adrian's full name.

Adrian paused, then said, "Go get some ice."

"Where am I supposed to find ice?" Ethan took his hand away from his reddening nose and rubbed it, trying to keep his anger down, failing. "You look like ice. I'll just use your hand."

Adrian pictured it for half a second, then delivered a crisp verdict, face cold.

"Too gay. I'm homophobic."

With that, he shoved Ethan by the chest and walked into the dorm, searching around like he owned the place.

Ethan was speechless. "What are you talking about? That's not what I meant. You're homophobic—I'm more homophobic than you—"

"Hair dryer." Adrian did not grant him permission to explain, and didn't care to listen. "Where is it?"

"... On the chair."

Adrian plugged it in and began drying his hair. Ethan stood on the balcony, still irritated, watching him from a distance.

He couldn't understand how someone like this could be Sophie's brother.

Sophie treated him like a savior, adored him shamelessly.

Ethan didn't see what there was to admire.

He was just an older man.

That was all.

But as Ethan watched, his mind drifted.

He remembered what Adrian used to be to him—an embodied childhood nightmare. He'd always been afraid of him, yet forced to see him, forced to lose face in front of him.

Adrian had seen him during episodes. He'd been strapped down, thrashing in restraints like a trapped beast, roaring.

Adrian's eyes then had been calm, clinical. Under surgical lights, he'd approached. Ethan had smelled that cold disinfectant. Then the needle pierced skin—

Back then, Adrian had seemed so tall.

So cold.

Strong. Absolute. A storm cloud he couldn't escape. Like the nightmare would last forever.

But years had passed.

And somehow, who looked up at whom, who looked down at whom—had reversed.

Ethan lowered his gaze slightly as he watched him.

What was this?

Looking now... Adrian didn't seem as terrifying as he used to.

Maybe this was what growing up did. Childhood impressions warped over time. Things your mind once exaggerated returned to their true proportions.

TV dramas that felt endless as a child turned out to be barely twenty episodes. A sheepdog you'd feared like a warhorse, in old photos, barely reached an adult's knee.

Maybe Adrian was the same.

Ethan stared long enough that Adrian noticed.

Adrian turned back, eyes cold. "What are you looking at?"

Ethan paused. "Seeing if my clothes fit you."

"..."

"They're too big," Ethan said. "Adrian, I remember you being taller."

Adrian replied flatly, "I don't need my height or build to intimidate people."

Then he turned back to his hair, but his expression looked worse than before.

At that moment, Ethan realized something.

His childhood nightmare was just... a normal man.

Even a little thin.

Ethan's plain white T-shirt looked big on him. At the hollow of his collar, pale skin showed—like meltwater from a snow mountain pooled in the shadows of fabric.

Strange.

How had he been so afraid of this man back then?

Without noticing, Adrian finished drying his hair. A straight man didn't fuss much. He raked his fingers through it in the mirror, set down the dryer, and turned to Ethan.

"I'm leaving. I'll return your clothes tomorrow."

"No need." Ethan said. "I'm not used to wearing clothes someone else has worn. Keep them. Throw them out if you want—they're old anyway."

Given that, Adrian didn't insist. He adjusted his still-damp hair ends and said, "Fine. I'm going."

"You're not coming back with me to Sophie's?"

"No." Adrian fastened his watch clasp, indifferent. "I have something else tonight."

"Writing a paper?"

Adrian didn't have the social habit of hiding his private life. Or maybe he simply didn't care. He glanced at Ethan as he finished buckling the strap.

"Blind date."

Ethan had been asking casually. He didn't react at first. He was half-distracted—almost pleased that Adrian was finally leaving.

But a few seconds later, the words completed a full lap around his brain and landed.

Ethan's eyes widened. He snapped his head around.

Wasn't Adrian married?

Why would he be going on blind dates?

Why hadn't Sophie mentioned it?

Thoughts crowded in. Ethan blinked, caught one thread, and held it.

He looked at Adrian, half his face sunk in shadow, expression flat and distant. After a beat of hesitation, he tested the question.

"... Did you get divorced?"
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Adrian clearly had no intention of explaining himself to Ethan. He only asked, "Sophie didn't tell you?"

"No."

"Then she probably thought it was my private business."

Ethan was quiet for a moment. "You and Rachel weren't compatible?"

Rachel was the name of Adrian's ex-wife.

Ethan remembered that woman vividly. In his opinion she had to be out of her mind—how could anyone willingly walk into the grave of marriage with a man as cold and authoritarian as Adrian?

In Ethan's imagination, Adrian was the type with no desires at all—someone who belonged behind a spotless desk in a crisp white coat, shelves of heavy books at his back, that clean, icy medicinal scent clinging to him like truth.

Ethan found it hard to believe Adrian could love anyone.

Even harder to believe anyone could love Adrian.

But Dr. Adrian had, in fact, gotten married.

Ethan still remembered the wedding day. His mother had told him to go deliver the gift money. He went casually—so casually he didn't even change out of his school uniform.

The driver dropped him at the hotel. He walked in with his backpack slung over one shoulder, white sneakers on his feet, hands tucked into the pockets of his track pants.

Adrian was there greeting guests.

The wedding team had done his styling. He stood in the middle of the crowd—tall, straight-backed, perfectly composed. His dark brows and eyes looked almost star-bright. The emcee was saying something to him, but it was too loud. Adrian was tall and hadn't caught it, so he tilted his head and leaned slightly so the emcee could speak close to his ear.

Against everyone around him, Adrian's face looked shockingly pale—like thin porcelain under a spotlight, fragile enough to crack at a touch. Even his lips were light, as though blood had frozen beneath ice.

Skin like glass. Lips like red plum blossoms on snow.

Ethan didn't like men, but he had taste.

In that moment, he had the absurd thought that even though Rachel was very beautiful, objectively speaking, she still didn't quite "match" Adrian.

If Adrian were the one proposing, the scene would probably look like this—

He would be dressed in white, two familiar pens clipped to his chest, one hand in his pocket like some unattainable ice-flower. Then, in a tone that could kill without taking responsibility, he'd tell the woman:

"I'm going to marry you. Kneel and give thanks."

Of course, Ethan was excellent at pretending. He never said what he truly thought.

He walked forward with his backpack, smiling, and stopped in front of the handsome groom and the pretty bride.

"Dr. Adrian. Sister-in-law."

Rachel blinked. "This is...?"

Adrian introduced him with restraint. "A friend's son."

There was an understanding between the Xie and He families: Adrian would never disclose Ethan's condition to outsiders.

Rachel praised him warmly. "What a beautiful boy. So handsome."

Ethan dipped his head politely, every bit the young gentleman. His dark eyes smiled as he replied, "You're too kind. Sister-in-law, you're the one who's truly stunning."

He took out a sealed red envelope from his canvas bag—thick—and offered it with impeccable courtesy.

"Wishing you and Dr. Adrian a lifetime of happiness."

A lifetime, my ass.

Even then, Ethan believed no one could endure a man like Adrian for long. He hadn't expected the marriage to be quite this short-lived, though. Looking at it now, was he some kind of prophet?

Ethan held back his schadenfreude and asked, carefully, "So... how did it end?"

Adrian didn't answer.

"I remember she liked you a lot," Ethan said. "After you got married, she came to my house once. When she looked at you, it was like nobody else existed."

Adrian spoke at last.

"Ethan. This is my private business."

Ethan lifted an eyebrow.

Watching Adrian stand there—aloof, distant—Ethan suddenly felt that the man he'd encountered again after years abroad was... different in ways he couldn't quite name.

He wasn't curious about those changes, though. In the end he only smiled.

"Fine, then. Good luck with your blind date."

Adrian's gaze slid over him, faint and cool. He didn't say thanks. He turned and left.

The dorm door closed behind him.

Because Ethan had mentioned his ex-wife, Adrian couldn't help recalling that spectacularly failed marriage on his way out.

He understood why Sophie hadn't told Ethan.

Because the reason for the divorce was humiliating.

Rachel had loved him.

And then she had stopped.

She cheated.

Adrian couldn't accept it. He didn't understand love, but he understood responsibility. In some ways, his worldview was deeply conservative.

Rachel wasn't like him.

To her, what mattered most in marriage was love—not duty. In the end, their relationship shattered. She fell in love with a married man. When it came out, she cried and accused Adrian of having nothing in his eyes or heart except work—of marrying him being no different from marrying a cold, impersonal schedule.

The accusation wasn't entirely unfair.

Adrian knew he wasn't romantic.

In that relationship, he had never truly felt "love." She had pursued him for years; eventually, he decided they were suitable enough. They dated for a while, then married.

After marriage, everything a husband was supposed to do—every obligation—he did.

But it wasn't the kind of marriage she wanted.

Adrian had a strong sense of duty, but he was not tender. His temperament ran cold. Even in bed, he remained controlled and rational—no drowning, no obsession. Like completing a required task in the construction of a household: he fulfilled obligations, but without passion.

Her heart cooled, inch by inch, until it went dead.

When he confronted her, she said, "Adrian, you don't have a heart. You still don't understand. I want love—not just marriage."

What was love?

Adrian only felt a headache splitting his skull. It took everything he had not to slam his hand on the table. He stared at her for a long time. Then, numbly, he spoke in a voice as flat as stagnant water.

"Does he even like you? He has a wife and a child. How much sincerity do you think there is?"

When he asked that, she lifted her chin. Something ignited in her eyes—something Adrian couldn't begin to understand.

"I don't care if he has a wife and kids. I only know that when he holds me, he's warm. Passionate. I can hear his heartbeat speed up. Not like you, Adrian. You're spotless, you never fool around, you give me the money and the home—but your heartbeat toward me is like a dead man's ECG. All these years of marriage, it's been a straight line."

"Life is only a few decades. He's been trapped in an unhappy marriage, and so have I. I've figured it out. I don't need a title, I don't need money, I don't even need a reputation. People can call me a whore, a rotten shoe—whatever. I just want to be with him."

Adrian closed his eyes. The cigarette in his hand nearly burned down to his fingers.

"Rachel, are you insane? There's no such thing as love. It's dopamine. Hormones. Responsibility exists. Family exists. You've lost your head over him—will he divorce and live with you?"

Silence.

Then the fire in Rachel's eyes burned hotter, more frantic. She spoke through tears, stubborn to the bone.

"I just don't want to regret it."

"Adrian, love exists. It might be rebellious. It might violate morality. It might be filthy, low as dirt, disgusting—but it exists, and it has nothing to do with dopamine."

"I'm sorry. I can't live with you anymore, because now I know what love is. I love him, even though it's wrong."

Years after the divorce, whenever Adrian remembered that conversation, he still found it absurd.

If so-called love meant knowing it was wrong and still charging forward until your head split open—knowing one step was a cliff and still refusing to turn back—if it meant ignoring disgrace, contempt, morality, life, boundaries... everything—

Then in Adrian's eyes, it wasn't love.

It was illness.

He couldn't empathize.

He was hard by nature—straight, with a streak of male pride. His wife had cheated and run off with someone else's husband. Of course he'd been hurt.

In the period after the divorce, Adrian kept working, kept writing papers, kept teaching. On the surface he showed no pain. But everyone around him could see him growing thin at an alarming pace—cheeks slightly hollowing, voice roughening with hoarseness.

Out of worry—partly the practical kind, the kind that sounded like "if he drops dead, the university will trend online"—his supervisor tried to coax him.

"Professor Sophie, if you're unwell, take leave and rest. Don't force yourself."

Adrian responded by tossing a compressed folder of PPT files onto the desk—his newest lecture materials. The content was meticulous, systematized, condensed. The supervisor knew, with bitter honesty, that even at his sharpest and strongest, he couldn't have produced that much work in that short a time.

"Do you still want me to go home?" Adrian leaned back in his office chair, long fingers interlaced. He looked paper-thin, smoke-thin, but when he lifted his eyes, they were frighteningly clear—cold, even.

"I do want to rest," he said. "But first tell me: can anyone else deliver the first lecture at this level?"

No. Of course no one could.

The supervisor looked into those eyes and realized the university probably wouldn't be trending for a professor's collapse anytime soon. That wasn't the gaze of someone about to wither away.

Almost no one knew the truth, though.

To keep working, to bury shattered feelings deep enough they wouldn't leak, Adrian would go home and smoke—smoke until he coughed, smoke without stopping, as if he meant to blacken his lungs, turn the entire apartment into a kingdom of nicotine.

His neighbor, Aunt Linda, saw him like that and felt sick with worry.

The Xie family had once been well-off. His parents were high-ranking police officers. Later, a major mistake on a case got them both demoted to posts. Around that time Adrian's mother fell ill. To pay medical bills, they sold their big apartment and moved into a narrow alley in the old district of Huzhou. Life was poor, but they gained many warmhearted neighbors.

When Adrian's parents died, he still wasn't an adult. He had to shoulder the household. The
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