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Chapter 1: Who Am I?
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The ceiling was steadily moving backward. Every few seconds, a lightbulb would drift into view, casting a dim yellow glow, before vanishing off the other end.

He wiggled his body and confirmed once again—his hands, feet, even his head were tightly strapped to a gurney. He couldn't move at all. He tried to speak, but everything below his eyes was clamped in a mask made of who-knows-what. It was so tight that he couldn’t even part his lips. Only a few small holes let him breathe.

He glanced upward. At the edge of his vision, he could just make out someone’s nostrils, thick with hair, and a chin rough with stubble. The man had to be in his forties.

His clothing appeared white, though due to the angle, it was impossible to make out the style.

A man. Beyond that, he couldn’t draw any conclusions.

He strained his gaze sideways. Just barely, he could see where the ceiling met the wall, about two meters away. The surface was peeling, revealing moldy patches beneath. A few exposed pipes dripped steadily, the water hitting the floor with a rhythmic plink-plink.

It was a hallway. But with such a limited view, he couldn’t tell whether it had windows or doors along the sides.

It had been about five minutes since he’d regained consciousness. The corridor still hadn’t ended—not even a single turn. While he couldn’t be completely sure, odds were he was inside a large and rather old building.

He sniffed the air. It wasn’t fresh, but it didn’t stink either. Someone must be cleaning the place.

Maybe he should hum loudly, see if the man would lean down—then he’d finally get a look at his face. But he immediately scrapped the idea.

Better not to do anything until he figured out what was going on.

...

There was something off about the man on the gurney.

First of all—he had absolutely no memory of how he ended up here. The moment he opened his eyes, he found himself strapped to a wheeled stretcher.

Most people would’ve panicked upon waking up bound in an unfamiliar place, possibly screamed their heads off. But he was calm, instinctively observing his surroundings.

Secondly—he didn’t know who he was. Not even a clue. He had no memory of his face, age, or nationality. Nothing about his childhood. In fact, without looking in a mirror or checking his chest, he didn’t even know whether he was male or female. Moments ago, he’d tried saying a few words in his head to determine his native language—and was stunned to discover he could speak many, though he had no idea which was his mother tongue.

...

Clunk. A soft noise came from the direction of his feet.

The gurney seemed to have hit something. Then came a creaking sound—screee—a door being pushed open.

Sure enough, a doorframe appeared in his line of sight. There was a sign above it, but from this angle, he couldn’t read the text.

The gurney turned and continued on. About two minutes later, it stopped. The man pushing the stretcher finally came into view from behind—he wore a white coat, the hem stained yellowish, like it hadn’t been washed in ages.

“A doctor?” he wondered. “Doesn’t seem like it. Doctors don’t usually look this sloppy. Even if they don’t wash their coats, they should at least trim their nose hair.”

Click.

Another door opened. A man’s voice spoke—clearly the one pushing the gurney. “Ms. Liu, he’s here.”

Chinese. And respectful, judging by his tone.

“Hard to tell the gender from Mandarin alone,” the man on the stretcher thought with mild disappointment.

A woman’s voice replied, “Bring him in.”

...

The gurney began to move again. From the sound of it, the man had grabbed it from the foot end and pulled it forward.

The top frame of a door entered his vision, followed by a wooden ceiling. The room’s decor was clearly a step up from the hallway.

“Sit him up,” the woman said, accompanied by the sound of shuffling papers.

The wheels beneath him groaned as the gurney adjusted position.

His view changed...

It was a fairly decent single-person office. Not very large. Several wooden bookcases lined the walls, packed with books. In front of him was a desk, behind which sat a woman with long black hair twisted up neatly. Her face was obscured, head bent over a pile of documents. Even through the white coat, he could tell she had a good figure.

“Take off his mask,” she said without looking up.

Only now did the man pushing the gurney reveal his face. His hair was a mess, a strange odor seemed to cling to him, and his cheeks were flushed—likely from frequent drinking. The collar of his coat was filthy. The only remarkable thing about him was his slightly above-average build. If this place were a hospital, why would they hire someone so unkempt?

...

A psychiatric hospital!

That conclusion came to him almost instantly. It explained the lack of disinfectant smell—psychiatric wards usually had low foot traffic and limited medication.

“So, I’m a psychiatric patient,” he thought.

The mask had been tied on tightly and took nearly a full minute to remove. Once it came off, he opened his mouth and let out a soft grunt—“Ugh.” He immediately felt lighter.

But that simple sound yielded several conclusions:

One: Judging from the voice, he was likely a man in his twenties.

Two: The jaw muscles weren’t too stiff, which meant the mask hadn’t been on for long—probably strapped on right before he woke up.

Three: His voice didn’t seem strange in any way. So why bother muzzling someone who was already tied down? Was he the type to bite people?

The woman at the desk seemed to finish organizing her documents.

“You can leave,” she said, moving the files to one side.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be right outside. If anything happens, just call me,” the man replied, then stepped out and closed the door.

Ma’am. Not doctor. Twice now. A personal quirk? Or maybe she wasn’t a doctor at all. Could this place be something other than a hospital?

He couldn’t move anything except his eyes and mouth. So why had the man spoken like the woman was in danger and needed a guard standing by outside?

His thoughts spiraled. His mind was fast, automatically taking in details, analyzing, making connections—and it wouldn’t stop.

At that moment, the woman looked up. And he, almost reflexively, focused his attention on her.

Slipping into full concentration didn’t feel the least bit strange.

She looked over thirty, with subtle professional makeup. Her eyes radiated the confidence of a successful woman. Faint lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth—she didn’t smile much, or maybe she just aged well. A faded lipstick mark hinted at a habit—biting pens? Fingers? No—smoking. Her earrings looked plain, but clearly expensive. A woman of taste, not showiness. And money.

Her white coat was spotless, every fold crisp. Definitely a strong, meticulous type. No name tag. Even if she wore one, he wouldn’t be able to read it from here. Still, maybe he could figure out her dominant hand? Hmm. No ring, surprisingly.

Useful or not, all these details flooded into his brain in an instant.

...

“Hi,” she said.

He didn’t reply. One word wasn’t enough to glean any information, so he chose silence, waiting to see what she’d say next.

She wasn’t surprised or offended. She simply opened a folder in front of her.

“Adams Chen?” she asked.

“Adams Chen... Adams Chen... or Adams Chen,” he muttered. The pronunciation was the same. Then he frowned. “No. It’s Adams Chen.”

Even though he had only heard the name out loud, something in him insisted that this was his name. Strange as it sounded, it felt right.

Xiao— “smile.” A pleasant word. He found himself oddly pleased that his name included it.

Then he smiled. Wide. Surprisingly wide.

The woman frowned, like she’d just witnessed something disgusting.

Guess I’m not exactly charming when I smile, he thought, unbothered. He licked his lips.

Awkward silence stretched. Eventually, he muttered a soft “Hi. Hello.”

Then paused, startled.

He’d only uttered a syllable earlier, but now, speaking properly, he noticed something strange—his voice was high-pitched. Almost piercing.

“What?” the woman frowned again. Clearly, she hadn’t heard him.

He’d deliberately kept his voice low.

“Ahem! I said hi. Hello!” he said, faking a throat-clearing and pretending to raise his volume—though in truth, he spoke even softer.

The woman sighed, then stood up and walked over with the file in hand.

Just as he’d hoped.

About 168 cm tall. Slim. Her white coat revealed nothing special below the waist. Black dress pants. Heels? Then her real height was likely closer to 165—or even less.

Would a doctor wear heels? Not conclusive.

She stopped half a meter away. Close enough to hear—but not too close. Probably didn’t want to get nearer.

“What’s wrong with your voice?” she asked, frowning.

“Ahem.” This time, he actually cleared his throat. “Nothing.”

She shrugged, glanced at the file. “Looks like we can communicate normally. From now on, you’ll answer my questions. If you cooperate, you might earn a chance at release. If not... you’ll be sent back to solitary. Given your danger level, you’ll probably be there for life.” She paused, met his eyes. “Do you understand?”

So it really is a psychiatric hospital. And I really am a dangerous patient—dangerous enough for lifelong isolation.

He quietly tugged at his restraints. Looks like I’m not just dangerous. I’m a threat.

But if that’s true, then how could someone like me even have a chance at release? No one would risk letting me out. Unless... my condition is improving, and this is part of a discharge assessment?

No. If I were really that dangerous, they’d keep me locked up forever. So what does she mean by “cooperate well”?

The answers would come later—but his brain kept spinning.

“Okay, ma’am,” Adams Chen said with what he believed to be a polite smile.

She frowned again, visibly disgusted.

Is my smile really that creepy? he thought, a little miffed.
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Chapter 2: The Contract
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“First question. There’s a person in front of you, suffering from a terminal illness. There’s no cure—only pain until death. You have a gun. What do you do?

A. Try to talk to him, help him regain the will to live.
B. Call the police and let them handle it.
C. End his suffering with the gun, then turn yourself in.
D. End his suffering, then cover it up.”
It was clearly a standard psychological test. And surely, a whole string of similar questions would follow—each option assigned a score, the results adding up to give a rough assessment of a person’s mental state.

Too rough. Too vague. Way too inaccurate to be used as a psychiatric evaluation for a patient.

“So this isn’t the test that determines whether I get discharged,” Adams Chen concluded.

Even as he came to that conclusion, he was still thinking about Liu’s question—as though his mind could juggle multiple threads at once without them interfering with one another.

He understood perfectly what each of the four options implied. But the real question was: if he stripped away all the choices, what would he do?

Would he kill the man? Try to save him? Call the police? Or maybe just stand there, watch him writhe in agony, and mock him? Maybe whisper in his ear about how horrifying his illness was, just to see how long it would take to drive him mad.

Countless possibilities flashed through his mind. And to his surprise, Adams Chen realized—he had no idea which one he would actually choose.

It was a strange sensation. Most people have a kind of subconscious reflex when it comes to themselves—like knowing they’re afraid of spiders, or that hot water burns, or that they’d be furious if someone slept with their spouse. It’s a basic instinctive understanding of how one would react.

But Adams Chen seemed to lack that completely. It was like a giant roulette wheel constantly spinning in his mind. Until it stopped, he wouldn’t know what he’d do.

The feeling was... fascinating. So fascinating, in fact, he almost laughed out loud.

Of course, he didn’t. Losing the sense of self doesn’t mean losing all reason. This could easily be mistaken for insanity, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly where he stood.

It took him less than a tenth of a second to think through all of that. Then, in the next nine-tenths of a second, he glanced at the window on the right side of the room, sniffed the air, blinked once, and finally answered in a calm but assertive tone: “B.”

Liu made a mark on the file, then asked the next question.

...

The questions kept coming, all in the same vein—testing empathy, values, respect for life, and so on. Most were so simplistic that it was obvious which answers were “right.” Frankly, it bored Adams Chen.

So, he started multitasking again—answering automatically while scanning the room.

Hmm... the walls had been painted recently. The room was decently furnished. There was a water dispenser and an air conditioner. The bookshelf was crammed with books, but they clearly weren’t related to any medical work. That meant Liu probably didn’t have a heavy workload—or if she did, it wasn’t patient-related. The chair she sat in was small but clearly comfortable, the kind you could fall asleep in without waking up sore. A hospital wouldn’t usually give a regular doctor a room like this. That suggested Liu held a senior position. Which would also explain the missing name badge.

But her body language and mannerisms didn’t quite fit the image of an administrator. She worked like someone used to being on the front lines.

Adams Chen’s gaze drifted to the top of the bookshelf. Some pens, a few notebooks, a large, handleless glass thermos—half-filled with tea—and a photo frame. The photo inside was turned away from him.

Then he turned to the desk—and the pieces started coming together.

This wasn’t Liu’s office. She was borrowing it. Temporary use.

Not just because there was no ashtray. That big, burly water cup implied the real owner was a man. And judging by the spotless state of the desk, he either deeply respected or deeply feared Liu. It wasn’t just basic courtesy.

While not definitive, the reasoning helped explain a few earlier inconsistencies.

Which brought up another theory: Liu might not even work at this hospital. If she did, she wouldn’t need to borrow someone else’s office. And she wouldn’t be the one conducting a meaningless test like this.

She was from another organization? Maybe. If so, probably not a high-ranking member—or she wouldn’t be sent to a place like this in the middle of the night.

Oh, right. It was nighttime. Adams Chen had confirmed that by glancing out the window earlier. Between Liu finishing the first question and him answering, he’d noticed the lack of outdoor lighting. The room wasn’t cold, so there probably wasn’t any artificial heating. No visible frost on the glass—so not late autumn or winter. Then again, he might be in a subtropical zone. He wasn’t sleepy, which suggested he was either a night owl or that it wasn’t too late. If it was spring, he estimated the current time between 8 PM and midnight.

Outside, it was silent. No cars, no water, no wind. Secluded.

So what kind of low-level official could command enough respect to borrow an office in a psychiatric hospital, receive deference from senior staff, and even decide whether a dangerous patient like himself would be released?

The answer didn't add up.

And while Adams Chen pondered all that, Liu's questionnaire seemed to be wrapping up.

“Final question... Are you an anti-socialist? Yes or no.”

Adams Chen frowned. After the earlier questions, this one felt incredibly sloppy. He glanced at Liu’s expression—she looked vaguely annoyed.

A theory popped into his head. He decided to test it.

“Uh...” he made a small noise in his nose. It was subtle, short, quiet—barely audible, but it sounded like a syllable. Close enough to be interpreted as a “yes.” But vague enough to warrant a follow-up.

Most people would ask for clarification. At that point, he could simply say “No.”

So why did he do this? To see how Liu would respond.

As expected, she didn’t ask for clarification. She simply let out a long sigh—like someone who’d finally finished a tedious routine—and visibly relaxed, casually marking the file.

That confirmed it.

This test didn’t matter.

The real stuff must be coming next, he thought.

Sure enough, Liu turned, tossed the file onto the desk, and picked up what looked like a contract. She grabbed something else as well and returned to him.

“Congratulations,” she said. “You’ve passed the psychological assessment. You’re now officially invited to participate in a cooperation opportunity with us.” Her tone picked up speed—she’d clearly said these lines many times before.

“Our company is developing a range of new products. For now, you don’t need to know what they are. You’ve simply been selected as a volunteer to help us test them. There may be some risks involved, but you know, even drinking water can choke someone to death. The point is: once you complete the performance tests, you’ll be released. All your prior crimes, psychiatric records, danger-level assessments—everything that could negatively impact your life—will be erased. You’ll be free to return to society and start over.”

She flipped the contract to the final page.

“All you need to do is leave your fingerprint here.” She held out the document. “You have 20 seconds to decide—seize your shot at freedom, or go back to your cell and rot. Oh, 10 seconds. 9... 8...”

A classic pressure tactic: present two vastly different options, then rush the decision. Most people would grab at the shiny choice without thinking, completely ignoring the trap it might hide.

But Adams Chen wasn’t like most people. He knew exactly what the contract meant. Signing it would undoubtedly lead to some nightmarish situation. One that anyone would regret the moment they realized the truth.

Still, without even a moment’s hesitation, he said, “I accept.”

Yep. He agreed.

Because the alternative was simply unacceptable. Being wheeled back to that ward? No way. No matter how terrible things might get after signing that contract—at least they’d be interesting.

Interesting. That word flashed in his mind. And suddenly, it felt... vital. So important, it was worth chasing at all costs.

“Life should be interesting,” he thought, lips curving into a grin. He almost laughed.

“Oh, for god’s...” Liu muttered. Adams Chen was sure the rest of her sentence was disgusting.

What? Just for smiling?

She frowned, brought over the ink pad, and held it by his right hand. “Stamp it.”

His wrists were still tightly bound, so it took real effort to press his finger into the sticky ink. It felt gross.

Then she offered the contract.

“Stamp.”

Adams Chen struggled again, managing to press his thumbprint onto the page.

Liu inspected the contract, nodded slightly, and gathered the files in her arms.

Then she left the room.

Outside, Adams Chen heard her speak to the orderly still waiting in the hall. “Someone will come for him tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, Ms. Liu,” the man replied.

Her heels echoed into the distance...
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Chapter 3: The Cell
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The mask was strapped back over Adams Chen’s face, which he found rather uncomfortable. Then the stretcher was lowered flat, and the burly man who’d wheeled him here began pushing him back the way they came.

As they passed through the same door he’d first seen after waking up, Adams Chen glanced up and finally caught sight of the sign above it. It simply read: “No Smoking.”

A little while later, he was pushed into an elevator. In the corner of his vision, he saw the display screen beside the door. Crimson red numbers glowed: 3.

The elevator jolted slightly.

2.

1.

Then it continued descending—but the display froze. For a long moment, it didn’t change. Finally, after a far longer wait than the previous floors, the screen lit up again: B1.

With a soft chime, the doors slid open.

Adams Chen was wheeled out of the elevator.

The ceiling wasn’t high—clearly, the basement wasn’t built for spaciousness, just deliberately placed deep underground. Could there be a second basement level? Irrelevant.

Bright lights glared overhead, casting the entire hallway in a sterile, almost ghostly white. The harsh echo of the stretcher’s wheels hinted at the emptiness of the corridor. Adams Chen rolled his eyes to one side and spotted several barred doors—cells, it seemed—painted white. Quiet. No way to tell if anyone was inside.

A voice called out from above him, male: “That it?”

The sound of keys jingling followed. Then the heavy scrape of a metal door being pulled open.

“Yeah, looks like the kid passed that test or whatever. Someone’s picking him up tomorrow,” the man pushing the cart replied, continuing down the hallway.

A thick iron-barred frame passed over Adams Chen’s field of view. Another door opened—but this time, it didn’t sound like metal.

“No idea why they want this guy. Don’t they know how dangerous he is?” the orderly muttered as they rolled into the room.

The room was clearly reinforced. The ceiling said it all—padded with thick sponge except for a single recessed lightbulb in the center.

The kind of setup made for violent psychiatric patients—so they couldn’t hurt themselves by slamming into the walls.

The stretcher was tilted upright again, giving Adams Chen a full view of the padded wall in front of him.

“Eh, whatever. At least without him, our job’s easier. Sick of watching this nutcase 24/7,” said the new voice, stepping into view. Balding, in his forties, just as bulky as the first man. As he chatted, he fastened one of the restraint straps to Adams Chen’s arm.

“What do you think those people are, anyway?” the stretcher guy asked, now tying his own strap.

The balding man shrugged. “Beats me. But judging by how the director acts around them, they’ve gotta be big shots. Government types, probably.”

Once both arm restraints were secured, the remaining straps were wrapped across Adams Chen’s chest and over his shoulders.

“Three...”

“Two...”

“One...”

“Let’s go!”

They shouted together. A loud clack echoed—the handcuffs were undone. Then both men yanked the restraints tight in unison, looping them around again and fastening them behind him.

Adams Chen’s arms were now folded tightly across his chest, hands free only within a narrow range.

After a bit of clumsy wrangling, the two finally managed to lift him off the stretcher, thoroughly bound.

Adams Chen stayed quiet the whole time—well, not like he could speak with the mask on anyway.

Just as the balding man reached behind Adams Chen’s head to undo the mask straps, their eyes met.

The man froze for a moment, a puzzled expression flickering across his face.

“Hey, Lao Li,” he said to the orderly, “there’s something weird about this kid.”

Lao Li leaned in, peering at Adams Chen.

“Huh? Looks the same to me.”

“No, look at his eyes—they’re not... dumb-looking anymore.”

Lao Li took a second glance, then squinted. “Huh. You’re right. Something’s different.”

“Whatever,” he said, brushing it off with a wave. “He’s getting transferred tomorrow anyway. We should celebrate. No more dealing with this creepy mug every day.”

With that, they finally removed Adams Chen’s mask. The two men backed out of the room, shoulder to shoulder, and shut the door.

...

Only then did Adams Chen begin to move.

The restraints were tight—there was no real way to escape. His hands could move a little, but the range was so limited that he probably couldn’t even feed himself without help.

He examined his palms. His nails weren’t long, and his skin looked clean, though a bit thin. He flexed his fingers quickly a few times.

“Still decently nimble,” he noted.

Looking down, he saw a basic white hospital gown. His ankles were linked by an elastic strap, allowing only small steps. No shoes—but in a fully padded room like this, that made sense.

He crouched down and jumped in place, exerting force through his legs.

“Height around 175 cm... strength average... joints feel normal, no obvious injuries. Not bad for a so-called dangerous psych patient.”

Having finished his self-assessment, he began inspecting the room.

In the corner was a squat white toilet, slightly recessed into the floor.

He approached it, squatting to study its structure. Nothing special. Spotless. No... you know.

But precisely because it was so ordinary, it caught his attention.

“...Don’t tell me,” he muttered, brows furrowing. Then he spun around and started examining the rest of the room.

Three walls and the ceiling were all identical—completely covered in thick sponge padding. The fourth wall, the one with the door, was solid—no barred gate like the ones outside. It was padded too, save for a small opening near the door, probably for food trays. No doorknob, obviously.

“Nothing interesting at all,” he murmured. Then his gaze returned to the toilet. “Do I really have to...?”

He frowned, approaching the squat toilet again. It was gnawing at him. Like a perfectionist seeing a neat stack of white eggs with a random black kiwi shoved in one corner. Maddening.

“I already know, okay? I don’t need to prove it,” he tried telling himself.

Silence.

Then—something fierce flared in his eyes. He leapt high, landed with both feet together—splash—right into the squat toilet.

“...Not soft, but it’s got bounce. Should be some kind of plastic,” he muttered, face contorted in mild disgust—but visibly relieved.

With that completely meaningless act complete, he plopped down by the wall opposite the door and started thinking.

From the guards’ chatter and behavior, he’d pieced together a lot—though most of it was irrelevant.

Like Lao Li. His nose hair and beard showed he was hairy overall, but his forearms were bare—suggesting he often worked with his sleeves up. Muscular upper arms. Asymmetric shoulders, right side broader. Slight hunch. Likely carried heavy loads over time. Left thumb and index finger had thick, dark nails. Right palm and base of the thumb were calloused—but not rough. Former laborer, probably used hammers. Long-term drinking—he often smashed his fingers. Left leg angled inward while walking. Old injury, most likely why he left his previous job and ended up here, doing general odd jobs while guarding patients. At least a year, given how the calluses had started to soften.

And the balding man? Still single. Sleeps on a narrow bed—probably in one of the hospital’s on-call rooms. Used to be a thug in his youth. Thumb tendon had been sliced once. Tattoo under his collarbone, mostly removed but traces remained. Smoker, gambler, celibate for a long time. Recently had extra cash—new belt, probably from winning a bet. But why didn’t he go celebrate...?

Adams Chen sighed. Useless information, all of it. But it just naturally poured into his head. All from a single glance.

Still, there were a few useful insights.

First, these basement cells were clearly reserved for dangerous patients. His room, in particular, was receiving “special treatment.” Judging by how long it must’ve taken to end up here, he’d likely been kept for three or four years. He hadn’t heard any other voices during the walk down. Maybe there were no other patients. Or maybe they were housed elsewhere. Hard to tell from what little of the building he’d seen.

Second, the two guards obviously knew he was going to be part of some kind of experiment—but they had no clue what it involved. And they had no idea who that “Ms. Liu” was. But whoever she worked for was far above this institution in status.

Third, he was considered dangerous. But why? Was it loss of control? Violent urges? Obsessive behavior? Maybe he had fits and bit people... For now, he felt fine—aside from the amnesia. And why did those two say he looked “different”? What did “dumb-looking” even mean?

Fourth—and most importantly—he suspected he might be... kind of ugly.

So ugly, in fact, that it bothered other people. That part left him mildly depressed.

“Seriously! What the hell do I even look like? Just let me untie my hands and touch my own face! Three chapters in and the main character still doesn’t know what he looks like—what kind of joke is this?!”

He screamed internally.
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Chapter 4: On the Road
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Because Adams Chen’s arms were bound behind his back in a reverse cross position, even eating with a spoon proved a painstaking ordeal. After wrestling with his dinner for a full twenty minutes, he finally managed to clean his plate.

The tray had naturally been slid in through that small window, attached to a plastic panel underneath. Adams Chen had tried yanking on it earlier—sure enough, it was firmly fixed from the outside. The spoon, too, was made of some kind of special plastic: not soft, but flexible. At the time, he’d instinctively glanced at the squat toilet nearby... then quickly shoved that thought out of his head.

The spoon was tethered to a sturdy string, which in turn was fastened to a steel plate. In other words, trying to hide in a corner with the spoon to lure a staff member into the room was a no-go.

When the meal had been delivered just now, Adams Chen could tell from the footsteps that it was the balding man. He’d tried calling out to him, “Hey!”

But the man didn’t respond. No pause, no hesitation—he simply shoved the tray through the window and walked away. Adams Chen had originally planned to say something like, “I can help you win big in your next poker game,” hoping to draw him into a conversation. But the guy didn’t even give him the chance.

Adams Chen guessed there must be surveillance cameras in place, and that staff were strictly forbidden from interacting with patients—break the rule and you’re out. Rules like that were common in psychiatric hospitals, after all.

About ten minutes after he finished eating, someone came to pull out the tray. The mismatched footsteps said it was Old Li. Not that it mattered—knowing who it was didn’t help him at all. Adams Chen didn’t plan on doing anything rash either. The room almost certainly had cameras. He’d already been bouncing around and stepping on the toilet earlier—no need to press his luck and risk consequences. So he slumped into a corner and let his mind wander.

That “Ms. Liu” was strange. That “contract” was strange. But the strangest thing of all was himself.

He couldn’t recall a single memory of who he was. But aside from those “little quirks,” he felt relatively normal—definitely not the type who should be locked up in some “high-security psychiatric suite.” Still, there was always the chance he suffered from bouts of amnesia, periodic psychosis, suicidal tendencies, or—god forbid—a tendency to bite people.

“I really need to figure out who I am soon. This feeling of total mental blankness is unbearable,” he thought.

“But even though I’m desperate to know, the smartest move right now is to do nothing. Wait until tomorrow, see how things play out,” he whispered to himself.

“So now that I’ve eaten, got nothing to do, and no game console to keep me busy... does that mean it’s time to sleep?”

...

He frowned. As if he'd stumbled upon a deep, philosophical dilemma.

What if something happened while he was asleep? What if he always had weird dreams? What if every time he woke up, he forgot everything from the day before? What if he’d gone mad from being tormented by nightmares? What if he was a dangerous sleepwalker?

In an instant, his mind was swarmed by countless unsettling possibilities.

Adams Chen sat there, mulling over it. And at his pace, that meant five solid minutes of overthinking.

Suddenly, a spark of insight flashed across his eyes. Like he’d just solved some great cosmic riddle.

“Huh... I can come up with all that just thinking about going to bed. Damn, I really am a mental patient.” He nodded gravely, looking quite pleased with himself.

Then—thud!—he dropped flat onto the floor and fell asleep just like that.

...

At dawn, the sun, as it had for hundreds of millions of years, slowly rose to drive away the darkness. Its rays pierced the vacuum of space but failed to break through even a few thin leaves, scattering instead into dappled shadows on the ground. Let alone penetrating several dozen meters of rock underground.

So Adams Chen had no idea the sun was up.

Not that he cared to count the minutes. When he slept—he really slept.

He lay there without moving a muscle, completely relaxed. No thoughts, no dreams. All the weird scenarios he’d fantasized about before falling asleep? Not a single one came true.

Had it not been for the sudden jingling of keys, he might’ve stayed asleep forever.

But as soon as that sound echoed through the hallway, Adams Chen’s eyes snapped open and he sat up, fully alert. Not a trace of grogginess.

“Not a meal delivery—these footsteps are fast. It’s the same two guys from yesterday, and they didn’t bring a cart. Could it be... the people Ms. Liu mentioned have finally come to pick me up?” he thought.

Sure enough, the door opened quickly. The two men stepped in. Adams Chen noticed both were wearing thick leather gloves that went all the way to their elbows. Old Li was carrying a pair of cloth shoes.

“Really, guys? Am I really that prone to biting people?” he thought, wearing a mental expression of utter misery. Outwardly, though, he just sat there stone-faced, not moving an inch.

Neither Old Li nor the balding man said a word. They moved swiftly, fastening a perforated mask over his face.

“Thank God this ancestor’s finally getting out of here!” Old Li muttered, visibly relieved.

“Mmm.” The bald man nodded absentmindedly. Then, as if preoccupied, he muttered, “Hey... did you see those people outside the door? They’re carrying real guns.”

“Looks like it. They’ve even got ballistic helmets. Probably some government agency. No clue what they want with this guy,” Old Li replied.

By now, the mask was on. So were the shoes. And neither of the men had tried to keep their voices down around Adams Chen—clearly, they didn’t care if he heard.

They took hold of him, one on each side, and led him out. This time, his head wasn’t restrained, so he instinctively began surveying his surroundings. He soon realized that the underground ward wasn’t that large. Just one hallway. The “high-security suite” was at the very end. And... he was the only patient down there.

The three of them took the elevator up to the first floor. Neither man seemed particularly nervous—if anything, they looked lost in thought. Yesterday’s tight restraints were probably just a precaution in case things went wrong during his meeting with Ms. Liu.

Another hallway. No need to describe it. They finally reached the hospital entrance.

Sunlight slanted down onto Adams Chen’s face. He felt a slight sting around his brow ridge.

It had clearly been a long time since he’d seen natural light.

Suburbs. Far from the city. Northern plains. Late spring. A hospital over 40 years old, once renovated. Few patients. Few staff. Low pay. The patch of ground outside used to be a pond five or six years ago—now paved over. The gatekeeper owned a lazy dog, currently suffering from diarrhea. And on and on...

All these thoughts ran through Adams Chen’s head, leaving him no time to crane his neck and get a look at the people picking him up.

...

He squinted, turning his head—and his heart instantly surged with joy.

A black vehicle was parked nearby, shaped like a cash transport truck. Its rear compartment looked around two to three meters in length and width, clearly reinforced and modified. No license plate. Standing beside it was a fully armed guard.

And by fully armed, we mean drop-him-in-a-first-person-shooter-and-he-could-be-the-final-boss armed. Bulletproof vest, shotgun, riot helmet—the whole shebang.

“They need this much firepower just to move me?” Adams Chen grinned. He was genuinely excited.

But not because of the security.

What really thrilled him was the vehicle’s tinted glass.

...

“Hey! Get him over here!” the guard shouted. His voice was muffled by the riot helmet, making it impossible to gauge his age.

Old Li and the bald man bowed their heads and hurried over, dragging Adams Chen along.

“Yes! I’m finally going to see it!” Adams Chen buzzed with anticipation.

Ten meters left. If they kept walking in this direction, he’d be able to catch his reflection in the vehicle’s glass. He was practically bouncing with impatience. Why were these old guys walking so damn slow? Five meters... three meters! Almost there!

He leaned forward eagerly, craning his neck toward the glass—he’d settle for even half a reflection!

...

But just then, the guard stepped directly in front of the window—blocking it completely.

“Goddammit! Why’d you have to move now?” Adams Chen was stunned. He’d been so focused on his reflection, he hadn’t even heard the footsteps.

The guard pointed to the back of the vehicle and growled, “Hurry up. Load him in. We’re on a tight schedule!”

“Tight schedule my ass! It’s Chapter Four already and I haven’t even seen my own face yet!” Adams Chen screamed internally. If not for the mask on his face, he would’ve let loose a stream of profanity right then and there.

With no choice, Adams Chen was hauled to the rear of the vehicle—where, to his surprise, someone else was already inside.

“Get in. Let’s move!” the guard barked again, pushing him inside before climbing in behind him.

Adams Chen gave him a scathing glare, the universal “You just wait” look. Not that the guard could see it through the mask.

The vehicle started up.

...

Inside the compartment, narrow bench seats lined both walls—just wooden boards bolted into place.

Adams Chen and the guard sat on one side. The other man was on the opposite bench. An Asian male, around 185 cm tall, square-jawed, with a buzz cut. He wore a plain black tank top, part of a tattoo peeking out from beneath the fabric. His build was sturdy but slightly soft—looked like he hadn’t trained in a while.

His wrists and ankles were shackled, a chain connecting them and linking to the wall. All in all, not much better off than Adams Chen.

The whole setup screamed dangerous criminal.

And he was eyeing Adams Chen coldly.

Behind Adams Chen, on the wall opposite the rear doors, there was a shuttered window. But both the driver and rearview mirror were blocked by a thick metal panel.

It was a boring ride.

The guy across from him played the silent, tough-guy role perfectly—head down, not a word. The guard beside Adams Chen might’ve been asleep for all the movement he made.

As for Adams Chen, trussed up like a dumpling, there wasn’t much he could do. Not even enough freedom to crack a joke and break the ice.

The vehicle drove on. From the glimpses of scenery outside the small window, it looked like they were circling the outskirts of the city, heading somewhere remote.
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Chapter 5: So This Is What I Look Like!!!
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Where there are books, time drags; where there are none, it flies. Before he knew it, dusk had fallen—and the prison van had reached another remote suburb.

"We're here! Everybody out!" barked the guard sitting beside Adams Chen, shoving the van door open.

Adams Chen and the big man got out. Not far ahead stood a building that looked like a school. Three stories tall, the white plaster on the walls had flaked off in places, revealing raw concrete bricks. In front of it was a small yard, with a swing set, a seesaw, and even a miniature soccer goal.

A primary school? No, too remote. An orphanage! Adams Chen realized.

Outside the orphanage, a group of about twenty people had gathered. Most wore white lab coats. A few were in black suits, and there were some armed guards as well.

They were clustered around several large machines that resembled oversized computers, all busily working.

In an instant, Adams Chen knew exactly what was about to happen. His eyes turned blank and lifeless as he muttered internally, “Yeah... based on how this is going, I’m definitely the lab rat this time.”

"What are you standing around for, you piece of trash? Move it!" snarled the guard behind him, jabbing the muzzle of his gun into Adams Chen’s back.

“Asshole. I’m gonna slap your damn face one day.” Adams Chen seethed.

So, under armed escort, the two of them stepped into the crowd. Nobody seemed to pay them any attention. The people around them kept their eyes glued to their screens or murmured into headsets, all absorbed in their work.

Then, a wiry old man walked over. Dressed in a white lab coat and wearing glasses, he had the look of a seasoned intellectual. His posture was straight, his face barely wrinkled—he looked young, but Adams Chen could tell he was at least fifty.

“Ohhh, finally! Let’s get started,” the man groaned like he carried the weight of the world.

“Bring the other two as well!”

“So there are more...” Adams Chen thought.

...

A while later, two more men stood beside Adams Chen and the big guy. One wore glasses, looked under thirty, had slightly long hair, and a frail build. The other looked like a regular middle-aged man—about forty, slightly chubby, and always smiling. But Adams Chen could tell: that guy was a real psycho, the kind who grinned while he killed.

The man in the lab coat spoke. “Hello, everyone. You may call me Mr. Zou—not my real name, of course.”

He gave a shrug and continued.

“Now, if you’re standing here, that means you’re all on death row, serving life, or you’ve done something so despicable that society gave up on you. I don’t care about that. Let’s cut to the chase. You have two choices: One, follow my instructions, and you’ll get a second chance at life. You all read the contract, didn’t you? Two, disobey, and you’ll be executed on the spot.”

As he spoke, he jerked his chin toward a nearby guard. The man racked his shotgun with a clack, aimed at the ground, and fired—BOOM!

Dust exploded upward. The skinny guy with glasses flinched hard, but the rest barely reacted, maybe just a raised brow or two.

Zou nodded, clearly satisfied. “Next, each of you will be given a headset. You’ll enter the building in front of us and report back everything you see through that headset...”

He suddenly paused, eyes narrowing at Adams Chen. “Hey, someone take that kid’s mask off. It’s pissing me off.”

One of the guards came over, pulled out a knife, and slashed the strap of Adams Chen’s mask.

“Well, nice to see your gear is fully loaded,” Adams Chen thought as he stretched his mouth a little.

Everyone around him froze slightly.

“Ugh... somehow that’s even worse,” Mr. Zou muttered.

Then he turned and called out, “Hey, someone bring them their headsets!”

Soon, someone came over with a pile of modified-looking headphones and fitted them on each of the four men.

Adams Chen glanced at his headset. Definitely modified. There’s no way these don’t have something like a bomb in them.

“Now, I should clarify,” Mr. Zou announced. “To prevent any stupid behavior once you're inside, these headsets are embedded with micro-explosives.”

Adams Chen’s face drooped. “Yep. I’m a damn genius.”

“But as long as you follow instructions and don’t try anything stupid, they’re just regular headsets.”

Right after saying that, Zou shouted again, “Hey! Unlock their chains—we’re about to start!”

The man with glasses cautiously spoke up, “I know I shouldn’t ask too much, but... what’s going on in that orphanage? Understanding the situation might help with the mission.”

Zou’s face darkened. “Kid, no tricks. You don’t need to know anything. Just go in, and report what you see. Got it?”

The guy lowered his head obediently. “Understood.”

“Good. You can introduce yourselves to each other. We start in ten minutes.”

With that, their restraints were removed. The four men stretched stiff muscles. The tattooed brute even cracked his neck audibly.

The smiling man approached Adams Chen, hand extended. “Hey, I’m Celeste Taylor...”

Adams Chen saw through him instantly. Schemer. No way he came over just to be friendly—especially not now, when Adams Chen was busy doing something very strange: frantically feeling his own face.

Long hair, high hairline, broad forehead, arched brows, narrow eyes, sharp long nose—wait, what the hell? His mouth stretched wide—too wide! And the corners were... cut? Like scars. Had he self-harmed? His chin was narrow, his face long and gaunt.

“No way. I need to see what I look like.”

He finally glanced at the man still holding out his hand. Celeste Taylor, right?

“Hey, buddy. I need a favor.”

Jia’s brows twitched, almost imperceptibly—but Adams Chen caught it. Still, the man kept up his smile. “Oh? What is it?”

Adams Chen grinned wickedly and raised his voice.

“Celeste Taylor. Around 45. Old injuries on his face—around the eye sockets, mouth corners, neck. Probably from childhood abuse, repeated bruising that stretched as he grew but never fully healed.

“Chubby around the cheeks, belly, and thighs. Thin limbs. Probably sat too much. Likely overeating before age 30 from anxiety. Shoulders stiff, not hunched, but neck always juts forward. A hotel server? No... must’ve spent a lot of time driving. Lower back arches, stands with right foot straight, left ankle turned outward—yep, left foot’s for clutch and brake. Nailed it.”

Heads turned. Zou raised his eyebrows and quietly motioned someone to bring over their files.

Adams Chen kept going. “Dark skin around thumb and forefinger. Two long scars on the outside of his right palm. Looks like rope burn—maybe from tying someone up. At least five years old. Maybe child victims? Skinny guy like him couldn't handle adults... Yeah, probably little girls. Rope cuts show at least six or seven struggles. Man, how many did you imprison? Smooth skin, pale, no facial hair. Hmm... did your dad beat the hair off you as a kid or something?”

(Writer’s note: I swear there won’t be such long-winded passages again... eyes are rolling as I write this.)

“Enough!!” Celeste Taylor roared, trembling with rage. His eyes were filled with murderous intent.

Adams Chen shrugged, unfazed, then looked at Mr. Zou, who had just finished reviewing the files and now stared at him, frowning.

“What are you doing... showing off?” he asked, then paused. “Oh. Okay. I see. That was an effective way to demonstrate your value...”

After a moment’s thought, he said, “We’d like you to observe very carefully once inside the building.”

Adams Chen nodded.

“What do you want in return? Hurry. Time’s almost up. Want to call a loved one? Not happening. Though you don’t look like the type who has one anyway,” Zou said flatly.

Adams Chen was offended. Was that a dig at my face?

Clearly, all this was Adams Chen’s attempt to prove he could be useful. Zou got the message. It was efficient, sure—but annoying. So whatever Adams Chen wanted better be small.

“I demand a mirror!” Adams Chen said.

Everyone froze.

“...Huh?” Zou blinked.

“I demand a mirror! Oh, and I want to slap that guard.” He pointed to the one who brought him.

The air turned awkward.

...

A staffer brought over a small mirror. Zou, confused, handed it to Adams Chen. “Fine, take the mirror. But you can’t hit the guard.”

Adams Chen said nothing—he snatched the mirror.

Five chapters in, and he finally saw his own face.

Pale, dry skin. High hairline that made his already thin, sharp face look even more angular. An unnaturally high nose bridge. And his mouth... slashed at the corners. Two ghastly scars, like a permanent smile.

Not just ugly. It was grotesque.

And somehow, he couldn’t help but laugh.

“Hehehe... yeah. Smile. I’m smiling!!” He let out a thin, shrill giggle.

Then he noticed his eyes in the mirror—sunken, narrow, the pupils tiny. Like something was trapped in there.

—Was it madness?

Suddenly, something terrible broke free, flooding his mind—merciless, chaotic, utterly incomprehensible.

“Ugh...” Adams Chen gasped as if his brain exploded. Then he opened his eyes slightly—

And saw everything.

Grease at the corner of someone’s mouth, dust on a collar, a snapped twig, a drifting cloud. Every hair on every person. Every blade of grass, every beam of light, every gust of wind.

He knew what they ate for breakfast. What bar they went to last year. The story of their parents’ first date. The roots buried beneath the soil. The traffic accident in the city. The cold winds howling down distant mountains.

He knew he was now... completely insane.

“Hahahahahaha!” Adams Chen clutched his stomach and laughed maniacally. Piercing, relentless, each burst like it could drain his soul.

The people around him were startled. One guard flinched and raised his gun.

What the hell is wrong with this guy?! Is he nuts?! Why does he laugh like that?!

Still laughing, Adams Chen suddenly remembered. “Wait... I was gonna do something.”

“Oh right—I need to slap that guard.”

He jerked his head up, startling Zou.

“Let me slap him,” Adams Chen said, grinning.

“No!” Zou snapped. “Stop smiling like that, or I’ll blow your head off!”

But Adams Chen just laughed harder. “Perfect! I slap him, and you shoot me to bits! Fair deal! Hahahaha!”

Zou looked utterly lost. The guy had just shown great observation skills—but now he was acting completely deranged. He frowned. “No way. Guards can’t remove their helmets right now. Give up on that idea.”

He needed to get them inside soon. No time for nonsense. Still, he kept a close eye on Adams Chen. If anything goes wrong, I’ll trigger the bomb immediately.

But Adams Chen wasn’t done.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll slap him with the helmet on,” he said.

“...What??” Zou blinked again, dumbfounded.

“Please? I’ll behave. I’ll be a good boy,” Adams Chen begged with puppy-dog eyes.

Zou was speechless. He glanced at the guard—though his expression was hidden, it was clear he was also utterly confused.

“What a nutjob. Fine. I don’t get your weird kink, but hurry up. We don’t have time for this,” Zou sighed. He tapped his ear to remind Adams Chen: Try anything, and boom. Then looked at the guard like, Just play along with the crazy kid.

Adams Chen didn’t care. His mind was in shambles, and all he wanted was to slap that guard.

So he ran up, wound up his arm, and smacked the riot helmet with a loud whack.

“That’s for calling me trash!”

Wham!

“That’s for poking me with a gun!”

Smack!

The sound of flesh hitting steel echoed, harder each time. The others couldn’t bear to watch—it was self-harm at this point.

Adams Chen was nothing if not a man of his word. He kept slapping, over and over, for nearly a full minute.

Finally, he stopped, clutching his now swollen hand. “Heh... ahhh...”

Was he laughing or crying?

Hard to tell.

But the madness inside him had finally, quietly, faded.

...

“All right. Enough fooling around. Time to get to work,” Zou said.
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Chapter 6: The Orphanage (Part 1)
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Adams Chen’s hand was throbbing, burning like fire. He was pretty sure one of his pinky bones was broken. But at least... that madness in his head had finally died down.

For those few minutes, his mind had been a mess—flooded with paranoia and insanity, amplified to terrifying extremes. Strangely, he wasn’t scared. If anything, it all felt vaguely... familiar.

So now he knew what he looked like. But as for his past—still a complete blank.

“Alright, guess the next step is to figure out who the hell I am,” he muttered.

That’s when Mr. Zou’s voice rang out. “Hey! Time’s up, kid!”

“But first, let’s take care of this contract business,” Adams Chen shrugged and strolled over.

...

The four of them stood at the gates of the orphanage. In their hands were flashlights, and clipped to their collars, miniature cameras.

“I’ll say it again,” Mr. Zou addressed them politely. “Once inside, you will follow my instructions to the letter. No exceptions.” He made a sweeping “please proceed” gesture—then shot a warning look at Adams Chen. “Especially you.”

The four walked through the gate, which opened into a small front yard. The muscular guy took the lead, followed by Four Eyes just behind. Adams Chen trailed a bit further back, while the smiling uncle, Celeste Taylor, purposely stayed behind him, right in his blind spot. Clearly, he was still pissed about being publicly humiliated earlier. Not that you could blame
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