

    
        
          Run, Director!

        

        
        
          Fanny Ra

        

        
          Published by Fanny Ra, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      RUN, DIRECTOR!

    

    
      First edition. January 2, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Fanny Ra.

    

    
    
      Written by Fanny Ra.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 – The Flatbread (Part I)

Chapter 2 – The Flatbread (Part II)

Chapter 3 – The Flatbread (Part III)

Chapter 4 – Trouble Never Comes Alone (Part I)

Chapter 5 – Trouble Never Comes Alone (Part II)

Chapter 6 – Turmoil in the Hospital (Part I)

Chapter 7 – Turmoil in the Hospital (Part II)

Chapter 8 – Borrowed Money (Part I)

Chapter 9 – Borrowed Money (Part II)

Chapter 10 – Borrowed Money (Part III)

Chapter 11 – Run, Director! (Part I)

Chapter 12 – Run, Director! (Part II)

Chapter 13 – Run, Director! (Part III)

Chapter 14 – The Police (Part I)

Chapter 15 – The Police (Part II)

Chapter 16 – The Police (Part III)

Chapter 17 – The Police (Part IV)

Chapter 18 – Trouble on the Bus (Part I)

Chapter 19 – Trouble on the Bus (Part II)

Chapter 20 – Trouble on the Bus (Part III)

Chapter 21 – Trouble on the Bus (Part IV)

Chapter 22 – The Devil Principal (Part I)

Chapter 23 – The Devil Principal (Part II)

Chapter 24 – The Devil Principal (Part III)

Chapter 25 – The Devil Principal (Part IV)

Chapter 26 – Lance Yan’s Work (Part I)

Chapter 27 – Lance Yan’s Job (Part II)

Chapter 28 – Lance Yan’s Job (Part III)

Chapter 29 – Lance Yan’s Job (Part IV)

Chapter 30 – Lance Yan’s Job (Part V)

Chapter 31 – Ghost Operation (Part I)

Chapter 32 – Ghost Operation (Part II)

Chapter 33 – Ghost Operation (Part III)

Chapter 34 – Ghost Operation (Part IV)

Chapter 35 – Ghost Operation (Part V)

Chapter 36 – Moira’s Other Side (Part I)

Chapter 37 – Moira’s Other Side (Part II)

Chapter 38 – Moira’s Other Side (Part III)

Chapter 39 – Moira’s Other Side (Part IV)

Chapter 40 – The Underground Boxing Ring (Part I)

Chapter 41 – The Underground Boxing Ring (Part II)

Chapter 42 – The Underground Boxing Ring (Part III)

Chapter 43 – The Underground Boxing Ring (Part IV)

Chapter 44 – The Street-Side Brawl (Part I)

Chapter 45 – The Street-Side Brawl (Part II)

Chapter 46 – The Street-Side Brawl (Part III)

Chapter 47 – The Street-Side Brawl (Part IV)

Chapter 48 – Otis Bai (Part I)

Chapter 49 – Otis Bai (Part II)

Chapter 50 – Otis Bai (Part III)

Chapter 51 – Otis Bai (Part IV)

Chapter 52 – The Perverted Principal (Part I)

Chapter 53 – The Perverted Principal (Part II)

Chapter 54 – The Perverted Principal (Part III)

Chapter 55 – The Perverted Principal (Part IV)

Chapter 56 – Surveillance Room Footage (Part I)

Chapter 57 – Surveillance Room Footage (Part II)

Chapter 58 – Surveillance Room Footage (Part III)

Chapter 59 – The Principal Falls (Part I)

Chapter 60 – The Principal Falls (Part II)

Chapter 61 – The Blade of Qin Keye (Part I)

Chapter 62 – The Blade of Qin Keye (Part II)

Chapter 63 – The Blade of Qin Keye (Part III)

Chapter 64 – The Blade of Qin Keye (Part IV)

Chapter 65 – The Blade of Qin Keye (Part V)

Chapter 66 – Abu (Part I)

Chapter 67 – Abu (Part II)

Chapter 68 – Abu (Part III)

Chapter 69 – Karen Hao’s Warning (Part I)

Chapter 70 – Karen Hao’s Warning (Part II)

Chapter 71 – Karen Hao’s Warning (Part III)

Chapter 72 – The Hitchhikers (Part I)

Chapter 73 – The Hitchhikers (Part II)

Chapter 74 – Prelude to the Invasion (Part I)

Chapter 75 – Prelude to the Invasion (Part II)

Chapter 76 – Prelude to the Invasion (Part III)

Chapter 77 – Prelude to the Invasion (Part IV)

Chapter 78 – Prelude to the Invasion (Part V)

Chapter 79 – The Soul Eater and the Spirit Slayer

Chapter 80 – The Judgment Hunter (Part 1)

Chapter 81 – The Judgment Hunter (Part 2)

Chapter 82 – The Backpacker (Part 1)

Chapter 83 – The Backpacker (Part 2)

Chapter 84 – The Primeval Wraith (Part 1)

Chapter 85 – The Primeval Wraith (Part 2)

Chapter 86 – The Base (Part 1)

Chapter 87 – The Base (Part 2)

Chapter 88 – The Wilde Cemetery (Part 1)

Chapter 89 – The Wilde Cemetery (Part 2)

Chapter 90 – The Riceball Gang (Part 1)

Chapter 91 – The Riceball Gang (Part 2)

Chapter 92 – Vengeance (Part 1)

Chapter 93 – Vengeance (Part 2)

Chapter 94 – Dawn (Part 1)

Chapter 95 – Dawn (Part 2)

Chapter 96 – Nightmare (Part 1)

Chapter 97 – Nightmare (Part 2)

Chapter 98 – Where Is the Key?

Chapter 99 – The Robber (Part 1)

Chapter 100 – The Robber (Part 2)

Chapter 101 – Rock Town

Chapter 102 – Rock Town (Part 2)

Chapter 103 – The Enchantress Spirit (Part 1)

Chapter 104 – The Enchantress Spirit (Part 2)

Chapter 105 – Mutual Destruction (Part 1)

Chapter 106 – Mutual Destruction (Part 2)

Chapter 107 – The Arrogant Ma Howar (Part 1)

Chapter 108 – The Arrogant Ma Howar (Part 2)

Chapter 109 – Three Soul-Eaters (Part 1)

Chapter 110 – Three Soul-Eaters (Part 2)

Chapter 111 – Moira Cui’s Transformation (Part 1)

Chapter 112 – Moira Cui’s Transformation (Part 2)

Chapter 113 – Otis Bai’s Crisis (Part 1)

Chapter 114 – Otis Bai’s Crisis (Part 2)

Chapter 115 – Prelude (Part 1)

Chapter 116 – Prelude (Part 2)

Chapter 117 – Gao Menghu (Part 1)

Chapter 118 – Gao Menghu (Part 2)

Chapter 119 – The Blue Dragon

Chapter 120 – Ghost Blade’s Power

Chapter 121 – Olga An, Rock, and Otis Bai

Chapter 122 – A Body Burning Hot

Chapter 123 – The Finale

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Flatbread (Part I)
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If I had to describe the first half of Rock cui’s life in detail, I would honestly have little to say. He had always followed the rules laid down by society. As a boy he obeyed his parents completely. If his father told him to go to the fields at three in the afternoon to plant seedlings, he would never still be at home reading.

His family was poor, so he never went to school. When he saw other children skipping along to class, he could only swallow his tears. Bitterness, frustration, and anger mixed together and pushed him to work even harder. Whenever he had free time, he borrowed books from other children. But borrowing came at a cost: chop wood, carry water, or do other chores in exchange. Rock never complained—knowledge was worth it.

Life gave him no major breakthroughs, but at least those books earned him enough skills to land a steady job. He made a modest living, married, had a son. Ordinary, peaceful, content. A warm meal at home after work, a wife by his side, a son growing taller each day—what more could he ask for?

Rock felt satisfied.

He had been with the lamp company for nearly ten years, rising to quality director. But lately business was poor, and his wages had shrunk. His wife stayed at home, while his son faced university entrance exams. Tuition was no matter. Half a lifetime of savings had been set aside for his son’s future, but each month’s short paycheck gnawed at him. Last month’s salary was delayed by two weeks. The burden on his shoulders grew heavier, but he gritted his teeth and told himself: This is my lot. Everything depends on my son. Even if it kills me, he will go to college.

What he never expected was that a disaster was looming, one that would not even leave him the chance to spit blood in protest.

That morning was no different from any other. In the bitter winter of East City, the cut straight to the bone, so sharp it made you wish you could stay under the quilt until spring. Still, Rock forced himself up, dressed, and stepped into the room where his wife was already setting the table.

She was the one who worked the hardest, always up before dawn to cook breakfast. He noticed the white streaks spreading through her hair and felt a stab of guilt. It was his fault—his failure to give her an easier life. When they married, neither family had much money. The union had been built on nothing more than mutual choice.

Eighteen years ago.

At twenty-five, Rock was still unemployed. He survived by helping his Devin sell flatbreads outside the university gates. The man’s cooking was remarkable—different from the usual fare. His flatbreads carried a flavor that lingered, a taste tied to feeling itself. Hard to put into words. One morning Rock devoured five in a row.

“Are you here to eat or to sell?” his uncle laughed. “If you finish them all before the students get out, what will we have left to sell?”

Embarrassed, Rock set down the half-eaten bread and wiped his mouth. “Sorry, Uncle. It’s just... they’re too good. The taste is special, really.”

His uncle chuckled. “Go on, eat. It’s fine. A should eat well in the morning. I only worry if you don’t.”

Rock scratched his head and grinned sheepishly.

“Special, you said? What kind of feeling?” his uncle asked while kneading dough.

Rock thought hard. “A sense of confidence. A sense of steadiness. Hard to explain exactly.”

The uncle smiled without answering.

After that exchange, Rock dared not eat any more. Each bread was money. With no real skills, he could hardly justify stuffing himself while failing to sell. So he helped knead dough instead.

After a while, his uncle spoke again. “Rock, you’re not getting any younger. Have you thought about your future? Selling bread won’t take you far, you know.”

The woman rds made Rock’s head ache. He understood the meaning: find a wife, start a family. His uncle didn’t want to face his parents or relatives empty-handed. Rock said nothing. He never had much to say on that subject.

His uncle pressed on. “I know what you’re thinking. No job, no prospects—how do you find a wife? But listen, there’s a girl, Liu Les, twenty years old, still unmarried. Plenty of men are eyeing her. You’re better than most of them. If you wait, she’ll be gone. If you agree, your aunt and I will arrange everything. You won’t have to worry.”

Rock shook his head. “Let’s wait a bit longer, Uncle. Just a bit longer...”

His uncle sighed and let the matter drop.

Half an hour later, the university gates opened. Students poured out, some like angels, some like demons—knowledge could heal, or it could destroy.

The wealthy students flocked to restaurants. Those with less went to noodle shops. The poorest came to the flatbread stall. Those eating noodles or better often cast looks of contempt at the flatbread buyers.

Still, business was good. Students often bought a few breads as snacks even after meals.

A sweet-faced girl with braids approached.

“Sir, two flatbreads, please,” she said with a smile.

Rock didn’t look up, just bagged the bread and handed it over. She searched her wallet.

After a moment, with no money appearing, Rock glanced at her. One look, and he could not pull his eyes away.

The girl frowned, blushing, still rummaging nervously. “Sir, I—I don’t have any. My money was here earlier. I don’t know what happened...”

Students behind her grumbled. “If you’ve got no money, move along! We’re waiting!”

Even in winter she broke into a sweat.

Another girl sneered, “Get out of the way, beggar. Don’t pretend your money was stolen. Trying to grab bread for free? Pathetic!”

“You... how can you talk like that?” the first girl protested weakly.

“Talk? You don’t deserve to talk, pauper!” the heckler snapped.

The girl’s face turned red, her eyes filled with tears. She turned back to Rock. “Sir, I really didn’t... my money’s gone.”

Rock asked quietly, “You skipped lunch?”

She nodded.

“Two breads for lunch?”

She nodded again.

He glanced at his uncle, who stayed silent.

The line grew restless. “If she has no money, let her leave already!” someone shouted.

The heckler pushed the girl aside. “Out of the way, beggar!” she spat, then turned to Rock with a grin. “Two hot ones for me!”

Rock frowned, then the first girl, “Yours are free. I’ll give you two extra. Take them.” He handed her four breads.

The heckler exploded. “What? I pay and you refuse me, but you give free food to her? What kind of business is this?”

“I don’t sell to people like you,” Rock said flatly.

“People like me? Say it again! What am I?” she shrieked.

“A disgrace,” he replied.

Crowds gathered. His uncle sighed. “Pack it up. No more today.”

The heckler sneered louder. “You’re just a bread seller! What, is she your lover?”

She never finished. The poor girl slapped her hard.

The heckler reeled. “You little—”

Smack. Another slap.

“You—”

Smack. A third.
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Chapter 2 – The Flatbread (Part II)
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Blood trickled from the corner of the heckler girl’s mouth. Terrified now, she no longer dared to speak, her eyes wide with fear.

“Go on, curse some more!” The flatbread girl’s eyes were bloodshot, glaring at her with such fury that if looks could kill, the heckler would already have been torn apart.

The heckler girl could only cry.

The flatbread girl laughed bitterly. “What are you, to throw insults at me? I don’t steal, I don’t rob. If my money’s gone, it’s because people like you took it. Insult me if you want, but you even cursed the master. What did he do? He’s kind, and you dare to mock kindness? Did a dog eat your conscience? I think so.”

The heckler girl sobbed, seeking sympathy, but everyone around remained silent, shocked by the outburst they had just witnessed.

“Crying? What are you crying for? You humiliated others and now cry for yourself? Are you mourning your own shame?”

Unable to endure the humiliation, the heckler girl covered her face and fled.

Rock stood speechless. He had never imagined that a person, when their dignity was trampled, could erupt with such strength.

He realized, in that moment, that he liked this girl.

The flatbread girl walked up to him. “Sir, I’m sorry. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have lost your business today. I’ll repay you for the bread tomorrow. Thank you. My money really was stolen.”

Rock waved his hands quickly. “No, no. I believe you. Consider today’s bread my treat. You showed me what dignity means. I admire you, girl.”

She smiled again. Rock could not take his eyes off her.

She said goodbye and began to leave.

“Wait! What’s your name?” he blurted out.

She turned back. “Liz Ning,” she said, and walked away.

Rock repeated the name under his breath, over and over.

“What is it? Fallen for her?” his uncle teased, snapping him out of his thoughts.

Flustered, Rock stammered, “No, I... no... let’s go home, Uncle.”

His uncle smirked and shook his head. “All right then. Home it is.”

In the days that followed, Rock and his uncle kept their routine at the university gate. Liz Ning still came by for bread, and Rock lived for those moments. Each time he tried to waive her payment, she would smile and insist, “A debt must be paid, Master.”

“Don’t call me Master. Makes me sound ancient. I’m only twenty-five, not much older than you. My name’s Rock. Everyone just calls me Rock—like a leaf. Easy to remember, right?”

“Rock?” Liz Ning chuckled. “Yes, it’s easy to remember.”

And so they grew familiar.

But one day, she didn’t come.

Rock grew restless.

Three days passed. No sign of her.

A week passed. He could no longer bear it.

“Uncle, Moira hasn’t come for a whole week. What’s going on?”

His uncle frowned. “Strange. She always ate here at noon. If she’s not coming, it’s not because she’s eating elsewhere. I’d say she hasn’t been at school.”

“What?” Rock exclaimed. “It’s not vacation yet. Why would she skip classes? That’s not normal!”

“Mm.” His uncle nodded.

“There must be something wrong!” Rock declared.

His uncle raised an eyebrow. “Well, well. Weren’t you the one saying you weren’t in a hurry to find a girl? Look at you now. You like her, don’t you?”

Rock flushed red, trying to deny it.

“Don’t bother. I can see right through you. I was young once too. If you like her, tell her. Keeping it bottled up will only make you sick.”

Rock fell silent for a moment. “Uncle, I want to ask her teacher. I really can’t stop worrying.”

His uncle shook his head. “And what will you say? Who are you to her? Why are you prying into her life? Think you can explain that away? Better wait two more days. If she still doesn’t show, I’ll help you ask. Don’t be a fool.”

Rock said nothing.

At that moment, Liz Ning appeared.

“Liz Ning!” Rock shouted with joy. “You finally came!”

Then, realizing how forward he sounded, he quickly grabbed a rolling pin to cover his embarrassment.

Liz Ning looked worn out, as though she had been through something heavy. She stepped up to the stall. “Rock, five breads. Here’s the money.”

Rock hesitated. “These past few days... No, wait, five? You’re eating that y today?”

“They’re for my mother,” Liz Ning replied.

He noticed the tears in her eyes.

Rock was at a loss. He bagged the bread, handed back her change.

She thanked him softly and turned away.

Rock stood frozen.

His uncle smacked him on the head. “Idiot! Go after her! Something’s wrong, can’t you see? This is the perfect time!”

Snapping back to himself, Rock nodded and ran after her.

“Liz Ning!” he called.

She stopped and turned.

Panting, Rock said, “Don’t go.”

“What is it, Rock? Did I give you the wrong money?”

“No!” he gasped. “Something’s wrong. What happened to you?”

Liz Ning forced a smile. “What could be wrong? Nothing. I’ll be going.”

“There is something!” Rock insisted.

She turned back sharply. “I said it’s nothing, Rock. Nothing! I’m leaving now.”

But he refused to let it go.
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Chapter 3 – The Flatbread (Part III)
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Liz Ning grew angry. “What does my problem have to do with you? I can handle it myself. Stop following me, will you?”

Rock shouted, “Your problems are my problems! From the day you bought bread, I decided so!”

She froze.

Silent, she sank to the ground and began to cry.

Rock crouched beside her. “Cry if you must. It helps. Tell me what happened. Speaking it out will ease the pain.”

At last, Liz Ning told him the truth.

She lived with her mother. Their survival came from her mother scavenging scrap. Liz Ning studied hard, but a week ago her mother collapsed. At the hospital they learned it was liver cancer. No cure, not with their money, not even if they had more. Her mother had relied on her all these years. Liz Ning took a week off school to care for her, and today she came only to file her withdrawal. She was bringing home flatbreads for her mother’s last meal. She was breaking down.

Rock wept.

He never thought someone his age could live harder than he did.

In that moment he resolved to take care of Liz Ning all his life.

“You must keep studying,” he said firmly.

“How can you say that? With my mother like this, how could I go back to school? Where’s my conscience then?”

“I’ll care for your mother,” Rock said.

Liz Ning stared at him.

“Take me to your home,” he added.

Her house was in a damp alley of East City, where winter bit harder than anywhere else. The air reeked of mildew. Rock realized his own poor life was far from The woman rst.

Neighbors lingered outside—washing bedding, cooking, chatting, children laughing. Yet as Liz Ning led Rock through, every gaze fixed on him. He avoided their eyes. So did she.

After a while, they stopped at a run-down house. Moss climbed the walls, a lone osmanthus tree stood in the yard, long past flowering. The place was old, but spotless.

“This is my home,” she said. “Come in.”

Rock forced a smile and followed.

Inside, her mother lay in bed, pale and weak, a drip feeding into her arm. Fruits and daily items were stacked on a chair by the bedside.

The woman brightened at her daughter’s return. “You’re back, child?”

Tears burst from Mamie eyes. “Yes, Mom. Does it still hurt?”

Her mother smiled. “Not at all. Have you eaten?”

“I did,” she said quickly, pulling out the four flatbreads. “Here, Mom, can you eat a little?”

Rock bit back the truth—Liz Ning hadn’t eaten at all.

The woman understood anyway. Smiling, she said, “I’m not hungry. Keep them for yourself.”

Liz Ning insisted. “Even if you’re not hungry, you must eat. Let me feed you.” She sat by the bed.

The mother noticed Rock, who stood awkwardly. “Child, who is this young man?”

Before Liz Ning could answer, Rock stepped forward. “I’m her classmate. I heard you were ill, so I came to visit. I didn’t bring anything this time, but I will next time.”

The woman chuckled kindly. “Silly boy. You’re students, you have it hard enough.”

They talked until night fell. At last the mother drifted to sleep. Outside, Rock’s eyes were wet. “Moira, I never knew you suffered so much. School by day, caring for her at night.”

She said nothing.

“Promise me one thing,” he urged.

“What?”

“Go back to school. Three years already, just one left. You can’t give up now.”

Her eyes brimmed. “How could I not give up? What about my mom? The money? Who can I turn to? My father died when I was five. She raised me by scavenging so I could study. And now she’s sick. You want me to leave her alone and sit in a classroom? Am I even huthen?”

She wept again.

“I said I’ll take care of her,” Rock declared. “And I’ll find the money too.”

She shook her head. “Why? Why would you help me? We’re nothing, only friends. Why are you so good to me?”

Without A woman rd, Rock pulled his last ten yuan from his pocket and held it out. “Take it. Pay me back later.” He scribbled a note of debt and asked her to sign, knowing her pride would not accept charity.

She studied him for a long moment, then said softly, “Thank you. I’ll treat it as a loan. I’ll repay it, I promise.” She signed.

Afterward he left. Liz Ning watched his back without A woman rd.

At home, his uncle asked, “Well? What happened?”

Rock explained.

His uncle fell silent.

“Uncle, I want to go to Moira’s house tomorrow and help care for her mother. Can you handle the stall alone?”

After thinking, the uncle said, “Rock... I support you. But think. If you never work, how will you earn the money to marry her?”

“Don’t worry, Uncle. Soon I’ll find a job.”

His uncle grinned. “Ah, finally! I knew you’d wake up sooner or later. Women—what strange creatures.”

So Rock stopped selling flatbreads. Each morning he biked to Mamie house to care for her mother. At first she resisted, embarrassed, but slowly she accepted. They both grew serious.

When her mother lay dying, she said she liked Rock and hoped Liz Ning would marry him. Both agreed. That August, they wed.

Rock found work as a janitor in a hospital. Liz Ning graduated and became a primary school teacher. Their wages were small, but they felt happy together.

The following year, their child was born. Rock named him Moira Cui. The baby gave their lives strength.

Four years later, Rock joined a lamp company, and at last, the family’s life improved.
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Chapter 4 – Trouble Never Comes Alone (Part I)
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If you had lived in East City for over twenty years, you would dread the arrival of winter. You absolutely would. The bitter cof minus ten degrees made breathing painful, a thin layer of frost even formed on your eyelashes, blurring your vision. In such conditions, riding a bicycle or motorcycle was nearly suicidal. That was why every cyclist in East City wore a helmet, a sight both laughable and pitiful, but undeniably real.

This morning Rock rose on time as always, though every breath of air cut like knives. Hard or not, he still had to go to work.

“Moira, how long have you been up?” he asked while brushing his teeth.

Liz Ning was peeling an egg for their son. The boy was already awake. Students had it the hardest—early mornings, endless lessons, forced to bury themselves in textbooks for the sake of grades that gave their parents and teachers bragging rights. Yet books were secondary. Character was what mattered most. The more talented the student, the higher the scores, the more dangerous they often became. With knowledge, they could excuse their cruelty with flawless logic, leaving you speechless.

Their son, Moira Cui, sat sullen at the table. He glared at the boiled egg his mother handed him, then flung it to the floor without a glance.

Mamie anger flared. “What’s wrong with you? So early in the morning and already with such a temper? I worked hard to peel that egg. If you won’t eat it, fine, but why throw it?” She bent to pick it up. The yolk had burst, but she rinsed the egg under the tap and placed it in her own bowl, close to tears.

Rock slapped the boy hard. “Fool! What’s gotten into you today? Apologize to your mother!”

Moira clutched his face and glared silently.

Liz Ning rushed to shield him. “Rock, don’t hit him! The more you hit, The woman rse he’ll become. Try reasoning with him instead.”

Rock shook his head with a sigh. “We’re breaking our backs so he can go to college, yet look at his grades. Always at the bottom of the class. Last time he scored an eighteen in English. Even random guessing should earn more than that! And still he dares throw tantrums. What right does he have?”

The boy said nothing. As Liz Ning tried to speak to him, he bolted for the door.

“Get back here!” Rock roared.

But Moira Cui ignored him. Backpack on, he opened the door, turned, and shouted, “I never wanted to go to college in the first place!” Then he slammed the door so hard the frame rattled.

Rock nearly toppled from his chair in fury, pointing at the door. “You little brat—!”

Liz Ning burst into tears.

Let’s see what possessed Moira Cui that day.

He preferred walking to school anyway. Half an hour on foot, and he arrived. He slid into his classroom seat, stuffed his bag into the desk, and opened a book for morning study, though his mind was far away.

From behind, several boys leered at him, flicking chalk bits at his head. He clenched his teeth but didn’t dare respond.

When the bell rang for break, the group swaggered over. The leader ruffled his hair and sneered. “Well, kid? Did you bring your big brother’s breakfast money?”

Moira stayed silent.

The boy frowned. “Where’s the money, brat?”

Still no answer.

“You little punk!” The leader snatched a book and smashed it against Moira’s head. He yelped in pain, clutching his skull, crouching low. “I don’t... I don’t have money! Even if you kill me, I don’t!”

The boys howled with laughter. Girls scattered in fear, while other boys lingered to watch.

“Your whole family’s dirt-poor!” the leader jeered. “Why even bother with school? Go herd cattle instead!” Then they kicked and punched him mercilessly. Teachers never came, and no one dared report them. They were feared like little warlords.

Blood trickled from Moira’s mouth. The insults grew filthier, the blows harder.

Curled on the floor, he shielded his head with one hand and reached into his bag with the other.

A fruit knife.

He lashed out, stabbing the leader’s arm. The boy screamed. The others recoiled in terror as Moira’s eyes burned red. “Come on then! What, scared now? I don’t care if I die today—I’ll take you all with me!” He chased them around the room, knife flashing.

They shrieked in panic, scattering. The class bell rang. Reality struck. Moira hurled the knife out the window before teachers arrived.

The bullies caught their breath, and seeing the knife gone, regained courage. “After school,” they hissed. “Don’t run.”

Moira hurled a book at the leader, splitting his scalp and drawing blood. “You want a fight? Fine! I’ll be waiting. Whoever runs first dies!”

The boy paled but muttered into his phone, “Big brother, big brother,” clearly calling reinforcements.

Classes passed in tense silence. At last, dismissal. Moira shouldered his bag to leave.

“Going somewhere?” the leader taunted. “Didn’t you say whoever runs first dies?”

Moira stood his ground. “Two minutes past the bell. Your people aren’t here. I’m leaving.”

The gang surrounded him anyway. More students poured in—outsiders from other classes. Their leader sported wild hair and an arrogant sneer. He eyed Moira and asked the classroom bully, “This the one?”

The boy nodded. “Big brother, that’s him! Stabbed me this morning. Just a scratch, but still!”

The gang leader studied Moira coldly. “You like knives, huh?”

Moira glared back.

A fist smashed into his face, dropping him to the floor. “You dare pull a blade on my turf? Kill him!” the leader roared.

The pack swarmed. Fists and feet rained down until Moira lost consciousness.
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Chapter 5 – Trouble Never Comes Alone (Part II)
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Rock arrived at the company on time, just as he always did. His colleagues greeted him with polite nods. He was well-liked in the office—helpful, dependable, and respected.

His office was neat and orderly. The shelves were stacked with professional uals. Sitting at his desk, the first thing he did was power on the Lenovo computer issued by the company. He still remembered the first time he had seen it—his heart pounding with excitement. A computer! Something he had never touched growing up. He had rushed home that night to tell his wife and son. Back then, his son had begged to play with it, and Rock had allowed it once or twice until the manager scolded him.

Now, the novelty was gone. It was simply another tool for work.

He sighed. Computers were obedient things. Unlike children, they did exactly what you tthem to do. Start, shut down, no arguments. Reliable servants. Yet computers had also spawned internet cafés and video games that devoured the lives of children, despite the meaningless bans plastered at the doors. In truth, Rock thought, without minors, the gaming industry and internet cafés would collapse overnight.

He turned to yesterday’s unfinished task: a survey on consumer feedback regarding the company’s desk lamps. He found it absurd. If your product is good, you don’t need surveys. People recognize quality themselves. Surveys are a mask for guilty consciences.

The phone rang.

He ignored it at first—probably a subordinate. Rock preferred face-to-face talks over phone calls.

It rang again. Irritated, he glanced at the display. the manager.

Puzzled, he picked up.

“Director Cui?”

“Yes, ager.”

“Busy?”

“Not particularly.”

“Come to my office. Five minutes.”

Rock blinked. What for? A client? Impossible. He knew the company’s dire numbers better than anyone. Still, he agreed.

“Understood, ager.”

He straightened his tie and made sure to arrive in three minutes—not one second late.

From outside the office, he heard voices. He knocked.

“Come in,” the manager called.

Inside, beside Manager Wang sat a heavily made-up young woman, laughing coyly.

“Sit down, Director Cui,” Wang said warmly.

Rock found a chair. “What’s the urgency, ager?”

Wang poured him tea himself, a gesture so unusual it set Rock on edge.

“This is Miss Ma,” Wang said. “Fresh out of university. She’ll be interning with us. What do you think?”

The woman giggled.

Rock extended his hand. “Welcome to the company, Miss Ma.”

She merely curled her lips and said, “Hello, Mr. Cui,” without shaking.

He withdrew his hand awkwardly.

Wang went on. “Tell me, Cui, how long have you worked here?”

“Counting my time under the last ager, nearly ten years,” Rock replied.

“And how do you feel about the company? It’s been hard on you.”

“The company gave me food, gave me a home. I owe everything to it,” Rock answered sincerely.

Wang nodded. “I’ve seen your dedication. You have experience. But... experience is not enough. A company must also bring in new blood to survive.”

Rock’s stomach dropped.

Wang offered him a Yuxi cigarette—far more expensive than Rock ever smoked. He lit it for him. More alarm bells.

“Miss Ma is young,” Wang continued, “and needs a role where she can gain real training. What position do you suggest?”

Rock forced a smile. “I still have open spots under me. Talents like Miss Ma would be welcome there.”

Wang chuckled. “If she wanted that, she wouldn’t be here with me now.”

Sweat prickled Rock’s palms. “Then what does Miss Ma want?”

She spoke sweetly, raising her voice. “Quality Director.”

Rock froze.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said, I want the Quality Director position,” she repeated.

He turned to Wang.

the manager nodded.

Lightning split Rock’s chest. His body felt like a hollowed shell.

Wang sighed. “I know it’s hard to accept. You’ve given much, but you’re not young anymore. I can arrange a generous retirement package.”

“Ten years...” Rock whispered, trembling.

“I’m sorry, Cui,” Wang said.

After a long silence, Rock rose, lifted his cigarette, and pressed the burning tip into Wang’s suit. Wang’s face twisted. “What are you doing?”

Rock’s voice was flat. “Why?”

Wang snapped, “Don’t take it out on me! Miss Ma is the deputy mayor’s daughter. What choice do I have?”

Rock’s voice cracked. “Ten years in this company! And she—what ability does she have?”

Miss Ma pouted. “Hmph! I have a degree. I know more than you ever will. Stop clinging to your age.”

Rock sneered. “You call that ability? You’ve never aged hundreds of workers. You don’t know responsibility.”

She shot back, “Experience comes with time. I’ll learn! You’re the one with no ners.”

Rock laughed bitterly. “No ners? You two are the problem.”

“Careful what you say, Rock,” Wang barked.

“Or what?” Rock roared. “Since Zhang left and you took over, the company’s been sinking! I never wanted to rot here anyway. I quit!” He slammed his cigarette to the floor, stormed out, and slammed the door so hard a painting nearly fell from the wall.

Behind him, Wang and Miss Ma sat dumbstruck.

Back in his office, Rock packed his things and walked out without a glance back.

His motto echoed in his mind: A may be beaten, but his dignity must never be trampled. Even in death, one must die with dignity.

It was a lesson he had learned from Liz Ning.

East City’s winter wind sliced at him like knives.
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Chapter 6 – Turmoil in the Hospital (Part I)
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At midday, Rock wandered the streets like a ghost, too dazed even to take the bus. His legs felt like lead. The colder it grew in East City, the more the streets emptied. By noon, most families had already bought groceries and locked themselves inside, leaving only the occasional passerby. Those who did see Rock stumbling along cast him scornful looks.

At last, he reached his building.

Four flights of stairs felt like a mountain. Halfway up, he collapsed onto the steps and broke down in tears.

No job. That meant no money, no pillar to support the family. His wife had none either, and his son was supposed to go to college. Who would lend them money? And how could he ever repay it? The future was a wall without a door. Rock wanted to die.

Inside, Liz Ning was cooking lunch for their son. Hearing a crying downstairs, she frowned, opened the door, and looked.

There he was—her husband, crumpled on the stairs.

She pinched herself to be sure it wasn’t a dream. It hurt. Real.

She hurried down, pulled him to his feet, brushed the dust from his clothes, and half-dragged him inside before any neighbors could notice.

Rock sat on the floor, silent.

She knelt beside him, tears falling. “Rock, what happened? Tell me. Whatever it is, we’ll face it together. Please, don’t be like this.”

He clutched her tightly. “Moira, I’m useless. Completely useless.”

She patted his back. “Fool. Don’t say that. Without you, this family wouldn’t be what it is. Hard or not, we’ve been happy. Don’t ever think you’ve let me down.”

“It’s that fox spirit,” he burst out. “They fired me! After all these years of loyal work, they just threw me aside. She knows nothing—fresh out of college, no experience, and she gets my job. That company is filth! I don’t want to stay there another day. Let it burn!”

Liz Ning understood. He’d been dismissed. The blow was heavy, but she couldn’t collapse with him. If she lost her strength now, their family would be finished. And if their son found out, he’d give up on the college entrance exams entirely.

“Rock,” she said firmly, “so you left a rotten company. Good. You said yourself you hated it. With your skills, you’ll find work elsewhere. Tomorrow we’ll look together. But you must not fall now. If you fall, our family falls.”

Her words steadied him. He wiped his face, ashamed. Enough crying. The situation couldn’t be undone. He still had a family to carry. He forced himself to rise.

She handed him a glass of water. He drained it in one gulp. “All right. Tomorrow, we’ll go together.”

She smiled faintly. “Sit down a while. Our son will be home soon. When he arrives, don’t let him see your mood. His exams are close. Don’t distract him.”

Rock nodded but sighed. “You’ve seen him lately. I worry he won’t pass, Moira.”

“He will,” she said gently. “His teacher told me he’s clever—just playful. Some nights I’ve seen light under his door. He studies when he thinks no one is watching.”

Rock shook his head, unconvinced.

Then the phone rang.

Neither moved. Each expected the other to answer.

“You go,” he said.

“You,” she replied.

“No, you,” he insisted. “I need to sit.”

She gave in. The caller ID showed an unfamiliar number. Probably a wrong dial.

“Hello?”

“Are you the parent of Moira Cui?” a man’s voice asked.

Her grip tightened. At this hour, their son should have been home long ago. Dread rose in her chest.

“Yes. I’m his mother. What’s happened to my son?”

Rock shot upright. Our son... what’s happened? He leaned close to listen.

“Please come to Second City Hospital,” the said. “Your boy’s been beaten badly. The injuries look serious. Come at once.”

Liz Ning swayed, nearly fainting.

Rock caught her. His knees went weak too. Beaten? Seriously injured?

He snatched the phone. “We’re coming immediately.”

The line went dead.

He eased his wife onto the sofa and poured her water. She sobbed uncontrollably. What mother could hear such words and not break?

“I’ll go alone,” Rock said quietly. “You stay home and rest.”

“No!” she cried, clutching his arm. “He needs me most now. You scolded him this morning. If he sees only you, he’ll—”

Rock helped her up. “I was angry, that’s all. He threw away an egg, Moira. Eggs are a luxury—three times a week at most—and he tossed it like nothing. How could I not be furious?”

She silenced him with a look and changed her shoes. “Enough talk. Let’s get to the hospital. Heaven help us—let nothing happen to him.”

He went to their bedroom, grabbed all the cash they had. Hospitals bled you dry. He knew.

Together they stepped outside. For the first time, they hailed a taxi. Normally they would never waste money like that, but today time itself was life.

When children are hurt, the first person they call for is always their mother. Liz Ning knew it.
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At midday, East City’s streets were nearly empty, so traffic wasn’t heavy. The taxi sped along, but Liz Ning still found it too slow. When the driver worried about speeding tickets, she snapped that she’d pay the fine herself. Luckily, the traffic police didn’t notice, and in just fifteen minutes they reached Second City Hospital.

Rock paid the fare, and the couple rushed inside like the wind. He asked where their son had been taken: 10th floor, Room 302. They squeezed into the elevator. The higher it climbed, the heavier their hearts grew, fear gnawing at them. By the time the doors opened, their legs were trembling.

They sprinted down the corridor and burst into Room 302—only to freeze at the sight before them.

Their son lay swathed in bandages, hooked to an IV, his face streaked with dried blood, an oxygen mask over his mouth.

Liz Ning fainted at the sight. Rock barely caught her and laid her on an empty cot before stumbling toward his son. The boy was unconscious, but the monitor showed his heartbeat steady. At least he was alive.

A nurse entered.

“How is my son?” Rock begged.

She gave him a long look. “You’re his father?”

He nodded.

The nurse said coldly, “If he’d been brought a minute later, he wouldn’t have survived. More than a dozen fractures, severe internal injuries, bleeding in the skull. Countless minor wounds besides. He was barely breathing when they carried him in.”

Sweat ran down Rock’s back. Rage surged through him—he wanted to tear the culprits apart—but his son needed him steady. He clenched his fists, forced himself to stand firm.

“Sir,” the nurse added, “you’ll need to pay the medical fees at once.”

He his wife to rest and followed her out.

At the billing counter, a woman with a freshly permed head didn’t even look up. “Room number?”

“10th floor, 302.”

She flipped through the chart, then said flatly, “Twelve thousand.”

“What?!” Rock exploded. “That’s robbery!”

The woman finally raised her head, eyes full of disdain. “What are you shouting for? Prices are clear. Medical fees, emergency fees, all added up. Your son was half-dead when he came in. We even waived the charges for you. And you dare complain?”

The woman rds half-dead stabbed through Rock like a blade. His fury, long suppressed, burst out.

“My son is alive! Don’t you dare curse him! If anyone’s closer to death, it’s you, you dried-up crone! With that ridiculous perm—what are you, pretending to be eighteen? Seventy-three, maybe, clinging to life in this hospital like it’s your coffin. I bet no one ever wanted you, isn’t that it? A bitter widow taking out her spite on patients’ families. You disgrace this place—you’re an insult to the very word hospital! And now you glare at me? You think you have the right?”

The woman shrank back, trembling. “Y-you... you won’t pay and now you insult me? I’ll get the director!”

“Good,” Rock shot back. “Bring him here. I want him to see what kind of creature this hospital employs!”

She called someone on the phone, then pointed at him. “Don’t move!”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he sneered, dragging a stool over and planting himself in front of the counter.

Her bravado cracked. “Look, the prices come from above. Don’t take it out on me. If you’re unhappy, complain higher up!”

“I can discuss the price,” Rock said, “but I will not forgive your attitude! You said my son would die. You’re enough to know shame—do you feel none at all? To curse a child like that? Are you even human?”

Her face flushed red. Words failed her.

Just then, the hospital director arrived. A bespectacled with A woman rn face and a neatly trimmed beard, he frowned. “What’s going on?”

The woman pointed at Rock. “Him! He refused to pay and insulted me! If patients see such behavior, it will damage the hospital’s reputation!”

Rock nearly gagged. He laughed bitterly. “Her worried about the hospital’s reputation? Let me explain. I came to pay. She said twelve thousand. For families like mine, that’s a fortune. I was stunned, and then she mocked my son—said without treatment he’d already be dead. Director, you tell me: what parent could endure hearing that? Every child is their parents’ heart. My son is fighting for his life upstairs, and she spits poison like that. Do you call that professional?”

The woman man’s jaw worked, but no words came.

The director nodded. “Sir, we’ll take this matter seriously. How much was the bill?”

“Twelve thousand,” Rock said.

The director glanced at her. She nodded quickly.

He turned back. “How much money do you have with you?”

Rock pulled from his coat a bundle of worn bills, wrapped in newspaper. “Director, this is everything we own—six thousand. By the end of the month, I can bring the rest. Will the hospital wait?”

The director studied him, then sighed. “Given your situation, we can reduce the bill by one thousand. Consider it our apology for what happened.”

Rock’s eyes widened. Relief flooded through him. He gripped the director’s hand, tears welling. “Thank you. Truly. I swear we’ll repay the rest as soon as possible.”

He handed over the six thousand.

What he never knew was that the real cost written on the chart was only two thousand and sixty.

But Rock walked away murmuring, There is kindness in this world after all.
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The doctors said Moira’s injuries would keep him in the hospital for at least a month. In that time, the hospital stay, medications, and endless “miscellaneous” charges would pile up to nearly twenty thousand yuan. For Rock, who had just lost his job and whose retirement fund barely added up to eight thousand, it was like another boulder crushing his chest. The days only grew darker.

During their son’s stay, Rock spent the days by his bedside while his wife went home to cook and tend to housework. At night, they traded places—Liz Ning came to keep watch, while Rock wandered the city looking for work.

East City at night was always buzzing. Neon lights painted the streets in gaudy colors, cars and pedestrians filled the roads, and the city’s nightlife came alive. Rock drifted aimlessly, searching for a place where he might earn something. After more than an hour, he spotted a restaurant with a hiring notice: 10 yuan an hour for dishwashing, sweeping, cleaning, collecting plates—whatever was needed.

Without hesitation, he stepped inside.

At the front desk, a young wowas glued to her phone, giggling at the screen.

“Excuse me, miss,” Rock said politely.

No reply.

He tapped the counter lightly. “Sorry to disturb you.”

Annoyed, she snapped without looking up, “Can’t you see I’m busy? Say what you need and make it quick.”

Frowning, Rock said, “I saw your sign outside. I’m here to apply for the hourly job.”

Only then did she lazily lift her head, chin tilted high, eyes scanning him with disdain.

“Looking for work, huh?” she said.

He nodded.

She pointed vaguely. “Left turn, second door. That’s the kitchen. Go wash some dishes. Someone in there will tell you the details.” Then she dropped her gaze back to her phone.

Rock didn’t bother thanking her. He went where she directed.

The kitchen was loud and steaming. Most of The woman rkers were middle-aged women, hands moving fast as they scrubbed, chopped, or mopped. A few college girls were mixed in, probably working part-time.

A short woman, clearly in charge, walked up. She gave Rock a quick glance and asked with a smile, “What are you here for?”

“I heard you’re hiring,” Rock said. “I’d like to see if there’s something I can do.”

Her smile vanished instantly, replaced by the same condescending look as the girl at the front desk. She raised her chin and looked him over as if he were beneath her.

“Follow me.”

She led him to a counter piled high with dirty plates, bowls, chopsticks, half-eaten food smeared across everything.

“Wash them. You’ll be paid when you’re done.”

Without A woman rd, Rock removed his coat, rolled up his sleeves, and got to work.

The sink water was freezing, numbing his hands until they turned raw and red. Still, he clenched his jaw and kept scrubbing. With his son lying in a hospital bed and bills he couldn’t pay, even ice water couldn’t stop him. Tears stung his eyes, but he swallowed them.

Some of the other workers shot him mocking looks. A in his forties washing dishes alongside housewives and college girls—it was pitiful. Rock ignored them, focused only on the task.

After four hours, the short woannounced the shift was done. Midnight. Rock rinsed his hands, put on his coat, and collected his pay: 40 yuan.

The first thing he thought of was his wife and son. He went to a food stall, bought a bowl of lean pork congee and a few tea eggs for fifteen yuan, and headed back toward the hospital. His hands were numb, but the warmth of the food lifted his spirits. At least he could bring them something.

On the way, he noticed a crowd gathered around a roadside restaurant. Out of habit, he drifted closer. Several middle-aged men in suits, clearly drunk, were pawing at A woman man.

Normally, Rock would have walked away. Other people’s business wasn’t his. But when he saw The woman man’s face—his blood turned to ice.

It was Liz Ning.

The bag of food slipped from his hands and fell to the ground.

A fat grabbed at her chest and slurred, “Come on, beauty. One night with us, and you won’t regret it. We’ll make sure you’re paid well.”

Mamie fist cracked into his nose. He howled in pain, blood spurting. “You filthy whore! You dare hit me? You’re asking for it!”

The others surged forward, grabbing her arms, trying to pin her down.

“Help! Somebody call the police!” Liz Ning shouted.

The crowd just watched. Blank faces. No one moved.

Rock’s heart pounded.

The crowd did nothing.

As always.
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Rock’s eyes burned red with rage. He grabbed a chair and charged at the drunk men, swinging wildly. None of them had expected anyone to intervene; they cried out in shock, clutching their heads as the chair cracked down.

When Liz Ning saw her husband arrive, she finally broke down, sobbing with relief. Rock wrapped one arm around her, brandishing the chair with the other. “Don’t be afraid. I’m here!”

The suited men, enraged, snatched up beer bottles and rushed him. Rock shoved his wife aside just as a bottle smashed against his skull, leaving him dazed. Still, he lunged at one man, seizing him by the throat. The howled in pain, struggling for air. The others struck Rock again and again with bottles. His vision blurred, and just before consciousness slipped away, he glimpsed flashing police lights pulling up outside.

When Rock awoke, he was back in a hospital bed.

His head and arm were wrapped in bandages. He tried to sit up, groaned in pain, and nearly fell back. Liz Ning caught him quickly. “Don’t move. You were stitched up. Let your body rest.”

Grinding his teeth, he asked, “Where’s my son?”

“Room 302,” she said gently.

“And me?”

“301.”

“Then don’t stay here. Go to him. I’m fine,” Rock said.

But she stayed.

“Go!” he barked. “Our son is alone!”

Liz Ning bit her lip, tears welling.

“What are you crying for? I’m not dead!” he snapped, frustration spilling over. “You won’t go? Fine, then I will!” He tried to push himself up.

Panicked, Liz Ning held him down. “Alright! I’ll go. I’ll go, okay? Just stay put. If you need me, call—I’ll hear you.”

Rock turned his head away and said nothing. She slipped quietly out.

His mind felt hollow, scraped bare by life itself.

After a single day, Rock discharged himself. He couldn’t afford to stay. Every extra night meant another crushing weight on the family. He knew what he had to do.

Early the next morning, a nurse arrived. “Mr. Cui, I’m sorry, but you’ll need to pay a deposit for hospitalization.”

He didn’t even look up as he unwrapped the bandage from his arm. “How much?”

“Ten thousand for the deposit. Another ten thousand by the end of the month,” she said.

Rock’s face was blank. He only nodded. “I’ll have it by tonight.”

The nurse smiled politely and left.

Rock walked to his son’s ward. Liz Ning sat at the bedside, feeding Moira porridge.

The boy noticed his father’s bandages. “Dad, what happened to you?”

Rock forced a grin. “Nothing. You’re awake? Still hurt?”

“Better,” Moira said. “My head’s a little dizzy, but I’ll live.”

Rock sat beside him. “Tell me—who did this to you?”

Anger darkened the boy’s face. He clenched his teeth. “It was Sun Phyllis and Zhang Wei. They always bully me, say we’re poor. They tried to make me pay protection money. I refused. They and their friends jumped me. I couldn’t get away. Dad, Mom... I’m sorry. I’ve only brought you trouble.”

Liz Ning stroked his head. “As long as you’re alive, that’s all that matters.”

Rock said firmly, “Son, I’ll take care of this. You just rest.”

The boy nodded.

Outside the ward, Liz Ning asked in a whisper, “What’s wrong?”

“The hospital wants ten thousand upfront,” Rock said.

Her face paled. “Ten thousand? And another ten thousand later?”

He crouched, clutching his head. “Yeah.”

She pressed a hand to her forehead. “God... what do we do?”

“I’ll go to Devin,” Rock said. “Maybe he can lend me some. Maybe he can ask his friends, too.”

She sighed. “There’s no other way.”

“I’ll head over now. You stay with the boy. Tonight I’ll bring food.”

“Are you well enough to go?” she asked, gripping his hand.

He squeezed back. “Don’t worry.”

“Be careful on the road.”

He gave a thin smile and left.

Rock took a bus.

Devin lived in East City’s Hongyue District, the bustling city center. It had been over a year since he last visited. Uncle An, ten years his senior, had once run a sesame cake stall with him but later joined a food factory. Now he was deputy director there, with a comfortable life. His daughter, Olga An, twenty-eight, was a police officer—famed for helping bring down a notorious drug ring three years ago. Uncle Crystal An was proud beyond words.

After a forty-minute bus ride, Rock arrived at Future Garden, Building 12, Apartment 602.

From his pocket, he pulled a crumpled hundred yuan note and ducked into a supermarket. Borrowing money without bringing a gift would be disgraceful, even from family. He spent it on a carton of cigarettes.

At the building, he rode the elevator up and knocked.

The door opened. His greeted him warmly, glasses perched on her nose. “Rock! Come in, come in. Don’t bother changing shoes—the floor’s dirty anyway. Ah, and you brought cigarettes? You shouldn’t have. Your uncle’s still at the factory, but he should be home soon. Sit, sit. I’ll start cooking and tell him to bring some braised meat.”

She’d always been kind and genuine. Rock felt uneasy, awkwardly perching on the sofa.

She handed him a cup of tea. “It’s been so long. How’s Liz Ning? And young Moira? He must be ready for college exams, right? We were just talking about you two the other day. A whole year gone by! We thought we’d visit if you didn’t come before the New Year.”

Rock forced a smile, sipping the tea. “Yes, it’s been a year. Moira’s preparing for exams. As for us... well, you know how things are.”

“I’ll call your uncle now,” she said, reaching for the phone.
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ie picked up the landline and dialed a number. After a few rings, the call went through.
“Crystal, Rock is here... yes, really, why would I lie? On your way up, grab some food, we don’t have enough for lunch. What? You’re already downstairs? Good, hurry up, he’s waiting.”
She hung up and turned to Rock. “Your uncle’s downstairs now, picking up some groceries. He’ll be here any minute.”

Rock forced a smile. “No rush, ie, no rush. By the way, how’s Olga An?”

“Olga? Oh, that girl’s still at the station. Probably won’t make it back for lunch. But let me call her—since you’re here, she’ll want to come.”

“Please, no,” Rock said quickly. “Work is important. Don’t pull her away for my sake.”

His laughed. “It’s fine. That girl loves company. She’s been like that since she was little.” She dialed again.

Rock shook his head, smiling faintly, memories surfacing.

Olga had been a tomboy as a child—always playing with boys, dragging Moira along, running around the streets. Rock often took the two kids out for snacks. Back then, a handful of fried dumplings could keep them happy for days. Now, in what felt like the blink of an eye, that scrappy girl wore a police uniform. Time was merciless.

“She said yes,” ie reported with a grin. “She’s on her way. Said she’s excited to see you.”

Rock chuckled softly.

“When’s Olga getting married? You’ll have to tell me. I wouldn’t miss it for The woman rld.”

His sighed. “Who knows what’s in that girl’s head? All she cares about is work. The more dangerous the assignment, the quicker she volunteers. Her father and I can’t sleep at night worrying. Marriage? We don’t dare bring it up anymore. Plenty of good young men at the station chase after her, but she won’t have it. Looks like I’ll be waiting a long time for grandkids...”

Rock didn’t press further.

A knock at the door cut their conversation short.

“That’ll be your uncle.” She bustled over.

Sure enough, Uncle An walked in, hefting a bag of food, belly a little rounder than last year, a suit stretched tight across his frame.

“Uncle,” Rock greeted quickly, standing with nervous hands. “You’re back.”

Crystal’s eyes lit up. “Ha! Look who finally remembers his uncle! A rare guest indeed. Since you’re here, you’re staying the night. We’ll catch up properly.” He handed the bag to his wife, who hurried off to the kitchen.

Crystal pulled out cigarettes, offering one. They lit up and sat together on the sofa.

“So, Rock,” Crystal said, smoke curling from his lips, “what brings you here all of a sudden?”

Rock’s face tightened. “Uncle, don’t tease me. It’s been a year. Life’s been... busy. The boy’s in his final year, can’t leave him alone.”

“Busy?” Crystal snorted. “It’s forty minutes by bus. Don’t give me that nonsense.”

Rock winced. He knew his uncle was right. There was no excuse.

He tried to smile, but his voice cracked. “Uncle, I... ai...” He sighed, defeated.

Crystal’s sharp eyes narrowed. “Something’s happened at home, hasn’t it?”

Rock nodded.

“Tell me. If I can help, I will.”

So Rock laid it all out—the sudden firing, the bullying, Moira’s beating, the crushing hospital bills.

Crystal slammed his fist on the armrest. “Fired you? That bastard! Just like that? What kind of rotten company is this? Good riddance!”

Rock said nothing. None of it mattered now. Only the money did.

“Moira’s in the hospital?” Crystal asked, stunned.

Rock nodded.

“How much?”

Rock hesitated, then said quietly, “Medical and emergency fees—eleven thousand. I scraped together six. Still owe five. And now the doctors want twenty thousand for a month’s stay. Uncle, I... I can’t do it. Liz Ning doesn’t work. We’re finished.” His voice broke, tears spilling down his face.

Crystal didn’t hesitate. “Enough. I’ll transfer you thirty thousand tonight. It won’t stretch forever, but it’ll keep you afloat. Don’t worry—you have me.”

Rock nearly collapsed at The woman rds.

He wiped his tears, sniffing hard. “Uncle, thank you. I’ll write you an IOU right now—”

Crystal grabbed his arm. “What nonsense is this? An IOU? What, am I a stranger to you? We’re family!”

Rock waved frantically. “No, no, that’s not what I meant. I just—”

“I know exactly what you meant. Save it. I trust you. That’s enough.”

Tears blurred Rock’s vision again.

The doorbell rang.

“Olga’s home!” Crystal said, hurrying to open the door.

Rock quickly wiped his face and splashed water on it.

Olga stepped inside in full police uniform, tall and striking, her braid swinging. She smiled warmly. “Uncle, you’re here!”

Rock forced a smile. “Yes. And you’ve grown into a beautiful young woman.”

Olga laughed. “Flattery will get you nowhere. But thank you. So, what brings you here today?”

Her father explained Moira’s situation—leaving out Rock’s job loss.

Olga’s brows furrowed. “And you didn’t call the police?”

Rock shook his head. “He was half-dead. Saving him came first. But Moira told me this morning it was Sun Phyllis and Zhang Wei. His classmates. I was going to confront them.”

“Confront them?” Olga snapped. “And do what—beat them bloody? Then you’d be the one paying hospital bills, and facing charges too. Uncle, that’s reckless! They’re just stupid kids. Leave it to me. I’ll see Moira gets justice. What’s wrong with children these days...”

Rock had no answer. At last, he nodded. “Thank you, Olga. I don’t know how to repay you.”

She waved him off. “We’re family. Don’t say such things. How’s ie holding up?”

“She’s... coping.”

Olga studied him. “Uncle, you look terrible. So worn down. I remember when you used to take me and Moira out—you were strong, confident. Now... look at you.”

Rock gave a weak chuckle. “I’m just getting old.”

“Nonsense. It’s all in the mind. Keep your spirit, and you’ll stay young.”

He nodded, then changed the subject awkwardly. “Olga, you’re not young anymore. Have you thought about—”

“Stop! Don’t even start.” She made a time-out gesture and shoved food into her mouth. “Eat. Don’t ruin my appetite. When it’s time, it’ll happen. Don’t rush me.”

Her mother scolded, “He’s only thinking of your future. How can you be so stubborn?”

Olga rolled her eyes but stayed quiet.

Rock chuckled. “It’s fine. She’ll find her way.”

They ate and talked until the meal was done.

When the dishes were cleared, Rock stood. “It’s late. I should get back. Moira’s still in the hospital, and I can’t leave Liz Ning alone.”

Crystal nodded. “Go. I’ll wire the money tonight. Don’t worry. We’ll come visit Moira in a few days.”

Olga added, “Count me in. I want to see how the kid’s grown.”

ie pressed a bag of fruit into Rock’s hands. “Take this. Moira needs it. And you do too. Don’t carry this burden alone. We’re family.”

Rock’s throat tightened. He bowed his head. “Thank you. All of you. Without you, I’d have collapsed already. I’ll be going now.”

He stepped into the night, clutching the fruit.

He didn’t yet know his fate would one day rest in Olga’s hands. But that was still to come.
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Chapter 11 – Run, Director! (Part I)
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After borrowing thirty thousand yuan from his uncle Crystal An, Rock could hardly contain his excitement. The moment the bus screeched to a halt, he leapt off and rushed straight into the hospital, heading directly for his son’s ward. Before he even reached the door, a loud commotion hit his ears.

“I told you already, my husband will pay the balance tonight! Why can’t you just wait?” It was Mamie voice, hoarse and strained, clearly worn out from arguing for too long.

Rock’s heart sank. He had promised the hospital earlier he would settle the bill that night, but after staying for dinner at his uncle’s, he’d lost track of time. The hallway clock read half past seven. In Mamie hands were three takeout meals—one already eaten by their son. At least Moira was showing some spirit, yelling at the nurse:

“Didn’t you hear my mother? My dad’s bringing the money tonight! Why are you still shouting?”

The nurse, about forty, wasn’t like the typical loud village shrew who cursed and cried. She carried herself with an air of smug superiority, arms folded, eyes narrowed, lips smacking as she spoke:

“Regulations are regulations. Hospital fees must be paid on time. This isn’t some private clinic. We’ve already got a hydrocephalus patient waiting for this bed—he’s been squeezed into gynecology because you haven’t cleared out. If you don’t pay immediately, we’re within our rights to call the police. You can wait in the lobby until your husband pays, but you won’t be allowed to stay here without settling the account.”

“You—!” Mamie eyes burned red, her voice shaking with fury.

“Don’t look at me like that,” the nurse smirked. “I just work here. Orders come from above. I won’t lose my job because of you.” She twisted her waist proudly, making Rock’s stomach churn.

Moira pulled his mother’s sleeve. “Mom, let’s just wait in the lobby. Dad will be here soon.”

The nurse’s lips curled into a sly smile.

Grinding her teeth, Liz Ning spat, “People like you disgrace this hospital—”

The nurse snapped, glaring. “Say that again, I dare you!”

Liz Ning laughed coldly. “What? Can’t stand the truth, ‘angel in white’?”

The nurse shoved her hard. Liz Ning stumbled into the side table, knocking the dinners to the floor—cabbage, potato strips, and rice scattering across the filthy tiles.

That was it. Rock stormed inside, shoving the nurse back with one hand. She toppled to the floor, face flushed crimson. Pointing a trembling finger at him, she hissed, “You’ll regret this!” Then she bolted from the ward.

Rock spat toward the door. “Heartless witch.”

He hurried to help his wife up. “I’m sorry—I’m late.”

Liz Ning brushed back her hair, still shaken. “Did you get the money?”

He nodded.

“Enough for the fees?”

“More than enough.”

Both she and Moira exhaled
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