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Chapter One







He ignored the first doorbell. The second ring vibrated through the metal rimmed sink. Aiden dove to the ground, crawling. He hid behind the wall beside the front door. His hands still dripped of soapy water, clutching a gun hidden away in the black ottoman. He held his breath.

His stepmother approached the door as the doorbell rang a third time. 

His hands tightened. He braced his body. He refused to even blink.

She flung the door open.

“Hello, Mrs. Hui! Can we talk to you about our Lord and Savior today?”

A beat of silence reverberated through the house. 

Aiden sighed, relaxing against the wall. He pulled his hands out of the ottoman and pushed it away.

“I’m not Mrs. Hui. We Chinese people do not change our last names when we marry. It’s Ms. Yin for you. Or Yin Mei. Remember—our surname goes first, not later,” his stepmother snapped.

Aiden pulled himself off the ground and shuffled into the kitchen. He sunk his hands back into the sink of soapy water, finishing the rest of the dishes. He, and the rest of the family, had forgotten about the random wanderings of religious folks in their neighborhood.

Unexpected visitors were never good news—especially when one’s family was part of the mafia. 

“Can they even convert anyone this way?” He Bao groaned, sauntering into the kitchen. Just as Aiden placed the last clean dish onto the rack, his stepbrother dropped a new dirty bowl into the sink. He stared at the dried soy sauce caked against the white porcelain. Swallowing his sigh down, he reached for the sponge and began scrubbing.

His stepmother slammed the front door shut and marched into the kitchen. “He Bao! Where’s Zhu Zhu?”

He Bao shrugged. “She’s still hiding.”

“Why?”

“I dunno.”

“That silly girl—I swear if she’s just hiding away so she can do her stupid drawings. He Bao, go get your sister. We have lessons tonight.” 

“Zhu Zhu! Stop hiding! The weirdos are gone anyway!” He Bao stomped upstairs.

Aiden awkwardly finished washing the bowl He Bao threw in and left it on the drying rack. He kept his head low to sneak around his stepmother, but instead, she latched her hand onto his wrist. His heart sank.

“I am going to need you to reconsider your choices once more, Xiao Hui.”

“Ge said it’s fine.”

“Your brother doesn’t have time to think about you. You should not be selfish and help him. Take the time to think about what’s best for him and this family.” 

She dragged him to the couch in the living room, pushing him down. With a sigh, she stroked his cheek. “Look at you. Pale as a ghost. Scared as a cat. Drop out of that silly little state college and enroll where our family has power. Your brother will thank you for it.”

It was at times like these that Aiden wished his brother still lived with them.

“You’re right. I’m weak.” He steeled his eyes to meet her, but he couldn’t hide his shaking hands in his lap. He gulped several times to force his voice to stop quivering. “That’s why I shouldn’t be part of the family business.”

His stepmother stared with brows furrowed. “Do you have no ambition to even help?”

“What if He Bao or Zhu Zhu doesn’t want to be involved?” The quivering returned.

“He Bao and Zhu Zhu are not like you.” She rose from the couch with shoulders squared. “They will be part of Infinite, just like me. Like your brother and your dad. They are younger than you, Xiao Hui, and they understand that what’s best for the family is what’s best for them.” 

With her nose stuck in the air, she marched off toward the master bedroom. “At least vacuum the house while I take He Bao and Zhu Zhu out for lessons.”

“Okay,” Aiden mumbled, shoulders stiff. He finally breathed at ease when he heard the garage door open and the engine of the car zooming away.

He wished time to pass faster. In just one more month, he would pack his suitcase, get in a car, and move into a new apartment near his small campus with no stepmother to nag, no twin stepsiblings throwing him looks, and no danger lurking around the corner. 

For now, however, he still needed to vacuum the house. 




• • •




Aiden wedged the vacuum cleaner back exactly where his stepmother designated the cleaning materials to be kept and climbed up the stairs to his room. That took longer than I would’ve liked, he thought. 

His phone started to ring.

Breaths tightening, Aiden looked down at the caller ID only to see his brother’s name, Hui Ye. Sighing, he picked up with a smile. “Ge?”

“Hey, Lang, how are you doing?” His brother’s chipper and casual speak would fool any outsider that Hui Ye was happy, but Aiden knew better. An underlying roughness accompanied the forced sunny attitude. Breathlessness gasped between the stops of his words. “You’ve started packing, right? Don’t pack too much.”

“Were you doing something, Ge?” Aiden asked against his better judgment.

“I’m always doing something.”

“You’re safe?”

“Of course. I’m on my turf. I was just dealing with some nuisances.”

He was interrogating. Aiden’s blood ran cold. 

When his brother still lived with the family, Aiden witnessed his business dealings only one time. He arrived home from school, and in the middle of the living room, Hui Ye slammed a man’s head down onto the ground with his shoe. The man’s face was already swollen purple, and blood trickled from his eyes and nose.

His brother’s lackeys twisted the man’s arm, and in turn, twisted Aiden’s entire stomach. The scene seared like a curse into his memories, and every day on his way home, Aiden kept his ears perked. He listened for voices. His stepmother’s voice had excessive sugar sprinkled in her tone. He Bao’s was always loud, and Zhu Zhu was silent. If he heard his brother talking to anyone that didn’t belong to his stepfamily, Aiden stared at the ground. He tiptoed in, flew up the stairs, and gently closed the door to his room. He threw himself into homework and refused to leave until his brother came looking for him.

The curse lifted when Hui Ye announced he would move out of the house and to Hong Kong for business reasons.

His stepmother, however, never found such business dealings in the home of her children problematic. 

Aiden eavesdropped outside of his room while his brother and stepmother argued day and night.

“You are still young. The other families will take advantage of your absence.”

“If they do, I’ll just return the favor.”

“You are too confident. By the time you react, it will be too late. Xiao Hui will be dead, and so will my children.”

“No one’s going to attack.”

“You cannot say such things carelessly. I am worried about my children! Do not forget what happened to your—”

“Yin Mei, do not forget I can throw you and your children out. My father left nothing to you. Do not push my generosity.” 

Aiden shivered by his bedroom. He heard nothing more of the last argument, though he was certain it kept going. His heart pounded louder against his chest. His ears rung. He squeezed his eyes shut and rocked his body, but goosebumps burst from his skin at the chill gripping around his hands. Don’t think about it. He hugged himself tighter. Just don’t think about it.

The panic passed, and his brother left. Aiden walked into his home with a smile on his face, but nobody greeted him. He Bao walked past him like he was air. Zhu Zhu never looked him in the eye. His stepmother wagged her finger at him, barking, “Things are so hectic these days. Do some chores, why don’t you? Hui Ye really spoiled you, hasn’t he? Look at the countertops, they’re dirty!” The three ate dinner together at the big table, and Aiden grabbed his dish to eat alone in the kitchen.

Too late did Aiden decide he would rather face the danger than have his brother leave. Without Hui Ye, he lived a world where no one loved him.

“One last question before I go—how’s she treating you?”

Aiden blinked. “She?”

“Yin Mei.”

“Oh—she’s treating me fine.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

“She’s not forcing you to do anything?”

“Your last threat was effective.” Aiden continued folding clothes. 

“I’m shocked. That is unlike her.”

He paused. “She’s still not happy with my decision, but she’s not going to stop me. I’ve already decided on what I want to do.”

“Good. Do what you want. I’ll take care of everything else.”

I should at least ask him what that means. He asked no questions. 

His stepmother’s accusation of selfishness echoed in his ears. 

He twisted a shirt between his hands. “Do you think she’ll ever accept it?”

“Who cares if she does or doesn’t? She doesn’t matter.” A skip entered Hui Ye’s voice. “What matters is that you’ll be here with me in two days.”

“Technically one since I’m a full day behind you.”

“Ha ha, very funny. We’ll enjoy the food, go sightseeing or do whatever else you want. I promise I’ll have my schedule completely open for you. Just the two of us.”

Aiden smiled. He moved faster, packing his clothes away. “Have you already taken care of everything for when the semester starts? Like where I stay and my furniture?”

“I’ve taken care of everything. Just promise me you’ll stop thinking about Yin Mei and whatever snooty opinions she has.”

“I promise.”

“Good. I miss you. Can’t wait to see you in Hong Kong.”

Aiden beamed at his phone. “It’ll be fun.”

“It’ll be fun.”




• • •




Aches crawled up and down his spine, his stomach tumbled with the air turbulence, and his butt flattened like stone against the seat of a sixteen-hour flight. He stumbled off the plane, his legs numb, but a smile continued beaming as the air of Hong Kong’s airport hit his nose. Amongst the crowd waiting, Hui Ye’s head towered above others with his stylized pitch-black hair that reminded Aiden of CEOs modeled on magazines. His tailored jackets and one-of-a-kind specially designed sunglasses from whichever rare designer Aiden wouldn’t know glistened underneath the airport’s lights. Smile stretching wider, Aiden waved his whole body. The two ran up to each other, arms stretched, but stopped right when they could reach each other. His brother grabbed his suitcase to take to the car waiting outside.

“Wang Xing, this is my little brother, Lang. Lang, this is Wang Xing. My life is in his hands every day once you see how bad the streets can be.” Hui Ye settled in the back.

The chauffeur looked back with a polite smile, highlighting the wrinkles on his forehead and his receding hairline. “Good to meet you, Lang.”

“Nice to meet you!” Aiden fell back against the impeccably clean black leather seats with a sigh, rotating the ache of his shoulders away.

“How was the flight? Exhausting?” 

“More than you know.” 

“Well, you don’t need to worry about anything. I’ll plan our schedules every day. I’m taking you to the best restaurants, and if any distractions come my way, I’ll just silence my phone. You like museums, and trust me, we’ve got great museums here.”

The sweet song of a Chinese singer blended with his brother’s droning voice in perfect harmony, despite how high pitched she sang and how low pitched he spoke. His brother’s straight shoulders, forward eyes, and relaxed smile, lulled Aiden to the wheels churning beneath his body. It’s fine now. Hui Ye’s here. He’ll take care of everything for me. Aiden fell asleep in the car. 

For two weeks, he lived and slept in bliss. 

Then, the weather abruptly changed on his last day. A flash of lightning splitting the gray sky reminded Aiden of the headlights from a black van pulling around the corner. Men in sunglasses, despite the darkness of the night, stepped out and pointed their guns toward the window of a house. 

“Aiden, are you listening?”

Jumping, he looked away from the gloomy world outside and back at his older brother. Hui Ye tipped his head. “Clearly not. I guess you’ve gotten bored of me already.”

“That’s not true—I was just distracted by the storm.” Aiden straightened against the seat. “What’d you say?”

“I’m asking if you wanted to go anywhere else before your flight. And while we’re on that topic, we should buy you some snacks before you head back to the States.”

“I don’t need to go anywhere else. Snacks would be nice.” Aiden’s lips quivered. The clap of thunder and sudden downpour of rain sounded like bullets pelting against the glass. His hands continued to shake. He jammed them under his legs and prayed his brother didn't notice. 

He glanced over to ask about the restaurant they were heading to, but his brother focused beyond the car window. An empty road stretched before them, and the car glided against the rain. 

Hui Ye reached for Wang Xing. “Hey, I told you that I like busy roads.”

“The weather is bad today, Hui Ye. Not many people are out on the roads.”

“This is Hong Kong. There are always people out on the roads, no matter the weather. Find one.” He settled back against the leather seat with a slight jitter in his leg. He reached into his jacket, revealing the handle of a weapon, and ran his thumb over the cold steel gun. Aiden tensed at the sight, but Hui Ye just turned toward him with a bright smile. “I’m sorry, Aiden. I know you’re probably annoyed that I keep taking us into traffic.”

“It’s fine. It’s business…” He glanced down. “You still don’t have…business today, do you?”

“Everyone’s aware today is your last day with me. If they have any respect for me, they'll let me spend every last second with my younger brother.” 

The car turned sharply onto a larger road and slowed upon approaching a long line of cars. Hui Ye’s hand loosened from around the gun and pulled out his phone instead. “I don’t really have anything planned after lunch. I wanted to go to the park today, but we can’t with this weather. Why don’t we catch a movie instead?”

The tight coils relaxed around Aiden’s chest. He smiled. “Yeah, I’m down for anything. What do you want to watch?”

He leaned over to look at his brother’s phone, but angry honks blasted from behind. Both of them jumped at the fury cutting through the tinted glass. Wang Xing stuck his head out into the rain, releasing a string of profanities at the driver behind them, and ducked back inside the car, grumbling with a dripping head.

The two brothers watched the drama unfold with wide eyes. Aiden pursed his lips, but upon seeing Hui Ye’s own cheeks ballooning like a puffer fish, they both gave into their laughter. “Oh man, if only they knew who they were honking at.” Aiden snorted.

“I’d be tempted to reveal our identities if it didn’t mean getting myself, the family, and the group in trouble all at once.” Hui Ye wiped his eyes. “Head of the Famous Hui Reveals Entire Existence Due to Hong Kong Local Because He Got Honked At. That’s a good headline.”

“Yeah, right. That headline would never exist.”

“It definitely can. In a fantasy perhaps.” 

Aiden’s smile faltered slightly. He eyed the gun against his brother’s jacket.

“Stop thinking so hard. I can see the rabbit hole of questions written all over your face.” His brother pushed him back. “Are you here to visit me or are you here to stress about my life?”

“Visit,” Aiden answered resolutely.

“Then don’t think about my life at all.” His brother leaned forward to Wang Xing. From behind, Aiden could see Wang Xing’s lips twitch in annoyance at the snail-paced traffic. His brother patted Wang Xing on the shoulder with a disarming smile. 

The chauffeur relaxed but rolled his eyes. “You don’t pay me enough,” he grumbled.

“For today, Wang Xing, I will give you a raise.”




• • •




“Xiao long bao.” The waitress lifted the bamboo top from the container. A mist of steam floated into the air, and the scent of soup dumplings permeated the room. Aiden’s eyes glowed as the food rolled in—pork buns, shumai, and rice noodle rolls. 

He clicked his chopsticks. The second the waitress left, he reached over, picked the dumpling up, and placed it in dipping sauce. 

“Careful, it’s hot,” his brother said, but Aiden had already bitten a hole through the dumpling and carefully drank the soup.

Warm and salty flavors of pork that smoothed over like water burst upon his tongue. Aiden sighed longingly, savoring the bite. “I’m never going to get food as good as this back in the States,” he lamented. “Every restaurant makes the long flight worth it.”

“Right?” His brother grabbed sticky rice wrapped in lotus leaf. 

Aiden could not stop grinning. He reached for a shrimp dumpling to devour when Hui Ye spoke first with a question. “Are you excited to go back?”

He froze in place, chopsticks nearly crushing the shrimp dumpling he picked up. “Yeah, sure. I am. It’ll be fine. Everything will be fine. She’ll stop nagging me about it eventually.” He shoved the dumpling into his mouth and chewed slowly.

His brother leaned back with his eyebrow raised. “I was asking about whether you were excited to start college.”

“Oh.” He stared down at his plate. “You think I’ll make friends there?”

Hui Ye blinked. “Of course. Making friends is easy.”

“Well, if it’s anything like the academy, no, it’s not. It’s all just a game of survival,” Aiden scoffed. He stabbed another shrimp dumpling and dropped it on his plate.

“Use what I taught you. You’ll make friends in no time.”

He swirled the soy sauce with his chopstick. “You mean those lessons about reading people?”

“Yes. They’re not just skills to protect your life.”

What if it doesn’t work that way? Aiden thought, swirling the soy sauce harder. Observe their behavior. Look at their eyes. Eyes don’t hide emotions the way body language can. Listen to the inflections in their voice. Do they lean forward? If they do, they like to lead. Do they lean backward? If they do, they like to insinuate. Like an instruction manual, he repeated the lessons back.

“I’m just scared I’m going to go there, and everything that Yin Mei says is going to come true. That I don’t belong. That I can’t be normal like everyone else. That my place is with Infinite and with the family.” He pulled the shrimp dumpling into pieces with his chopsticks. “Because what am I going to do if she’s right?” 

The waitress suddenly entered, and both brothers stopped their conversation and smiled pleasantly. Aiden feigned his gasps at the last three dishes placed on the table and observed the food aloud until she left them alone. 

His smile dropped from his face. His hands shook underneath the table. Finally, he looked up into his brother’s eyes. “What if I don’t find my place?”

Hui Ye sighed. He leaned over and squeezed Aiden’s shoulder. “This is going to be your first year. Relax.”

“But—”

“And for the record, you will find other people to belong to.” Hui Ye dropped a shumai, a pork bun, and the last soup dumpling onto his plate. “Have I ever lied to you?”

Aiden shook his head, staring at the food.

“So, believe me when I say you’re okay. Attend those organization fairs. You’ll find a club, and you’ll make a bunch of friends there. I have no doubt about it.”

Aiden slowly nodded. He brought the soup dumpling to his mouth and gently sucked out the soup before eating the dumpling whole. Smooth warmth filled his body. 

He looked at his brother’s empty plate. Always thinking of me first. He dropped a rice noodle onto his brother’s plate.

Hui Ye smiled, and the silence wrapped around them like a cozy blanket. The two gorged on the food before them.




• • •




Aiden stumbled into his brother’s apartment, holding his stomach and gasping for air.

With a groan, Hui Ye tossed his keys on the table. “Did you really have to laugh the entire ride back? Wang Xing was getting annoyed.”

“Wang Xing was two seconds away from getting fired for insubordination,” Aiden wheezed, wiping the tears from his eyes. “Should I be concerned that you screamed at every jump scare?”

“I just had my guard down.” Aiden watched Hui Ye’s face. Hui Ye rolled his eyes dramatically, but his embarrassment for not only screaming, but screaming so loudly that Aiden had to plug his ears with his own fingers to drown out the noise, still announced itself to the world through red-tipped ears.

“If people start demanding answers, or if you’re trying to tell a lie, go cold. Act like you don’t care, act like you’ve been through this, and act like everything’s a joke,” Aiden repeated his brother’s lessons verbatim with a grin. “Exactly like how you’re acting right now. Since I’m not demanding anything of you, that means you’re lying.” He followed his grumbly brother into the bedroom.

A shimmer of sparkles reflected in Aiden’s eyes, and he stepped back in surprise. He stared at a lime green dress with a V-neck plunge laid out on his brother’s bed, decked in beads with fringes decorating the ends of the short skirt. Like everything Hui Ye owned, Aiden wouldn’t be surprised if it was custom made.

A custom-made dress for a woman.

He stared at the dress a few seconds longer.

A woman was in his room.

Heart racing, Aiden dashed over to Hui Ye, who was washing his face in the in-suite bathroom, when the doorbell rang.

Aiden froze, and his brother’s hands dropped from his face. The two glanced at each other. He immediately moved inward into the bathroom, while Hui Ye moved outward to the intercom. The intercom beeped. 

I don’t want to know what he deals with. I can’t know what he deals with. Aiden huddled alone.

Footsteps sounded from the front door. He peeked out into the entryway. Four individuals in expensive suits and shiny shoes stood before Hui Ye. His brother mumbled something and sat down on the edge of the sofa. His shoulders relaxed, but his eyes remained focused enough to aim to kill. They caught sight of Aiden and softened. 

“Aiden, go down to the lobby. I’ll catch up with you there, and we can figure out what we want for dinner.” The stillness of Hui Ye’s voice scared Aiden more than pelting rain.

He snatched a jacket, slipped into his shoes, and escaped into the elevator. The opera music sang in a haunting rhythm in the closed space. He fiddled with his fingers.

He couldn’t read the strangers who entered his brother’s place uninvited. Their faces were set in stone. What does that mean again? He searched through his brothers’ lessons.

The elevator door dinged open. He stepped out, still picking at the quicks of his fingernails. How long should I wait for him? He sat down in a chair, foot immediately tapping away at the marble floor. What if something goes wrong? He looked around. Is there anyone I can call? Just in case?

“Here you go, sir.” One of the employees of the apartment handed him a glass of water with lime. 

Aiden took it with a slight smile. He brought the glass to his lips. A sweet scent, unlike the lime that hung on the edge, curled up his nose.

He froze. Heart racing, he sniffed the lime, and its distinct sour slammed into him. Aiden threw the lime out and smelled the water again.

The scent of roses continued to rise like smoke.

His stomach jumped to his throat. He slammed the glass water onto the table. 

Look at their faces.

He whipped around, inspecting the individuals roaming around him. Their casual clothes, business clothes, and fancy clothes befitting the super-rich living in this complex passed around him with little care. 

Read their behavior. 

His eyes searched every passing face, who squinted back at him in confusion or looked away with noses scrunched. 

Look at their eyes.

“Sir, you dropped this.” The quiet employee who handed him the water said behind him.

Aiden pivoted on his feet with his arms raised, ready to throw a punch, but a sharp pain jabbed into his neck. 

“Are you okay? Let me take you somewhere to sit down.”

His vision blurred. He stopped feeling his body.




Chapter Two







Incessant ringing pulsed in Aiden’s head. Wincing, he wrenched his eyes open to blinding light. The ringing turned into cow bells before finally settling down to an annoying hum. With the softening of the noise, so too did the glare of the light. Blinking his vision into place, Aiden shook his head to clear the underwater blurriness. 

The fake apartment employee at the lobby paced in uneven circles in front of him with tense shoulders and clamped hands.

Aiden’s own fear crawled from the abyss into the open. Cold handcuffs dug into his wrists. Large coils of rope bound his entire body where he sat against a metal column of an undeveloped building. He looked around.

I know this place…

The paint-splotched floor of the concrete ground, dusty footprints, and bare metal columns told Aiden its story. His kidnapper brought him to a cheap piece of land that a rich person bought, developed halfway, then promptly abandoned. 

His brother loved to take advantage of places like these—trapped in a time of grandeur vision but unfulfilled future. 

Aiden pulled his wrists, but the cold handcuffs bit against his skin. I wish I had a needle. If I had a needle, I could get myself out of this. The humming in his head continued. 

Breaths quickening, heart racing, and his legs jittering, he pulled at his tied hands without thought, clanging the cuffs against the metal beam. 

The kidnapper turned around at the sound. 

Stupid! Why didn’t you recite your lessons first before doing something so brainless? Aiden wished he could bang his head against the metal column to kick the regret away, but the kidnapper marched, breathing even heavier than him. In the first second, the kidnapper bore holes into Aiden’s forehead, but at the slightest noise, a gasp escaped from his lips. His eyes roamed his surroundings like a spinning top. His knees shook, and the softness that the man originally spoke in when posing as the apartment’s employee now gave away the shakiness.

Aiden should feel reassured at the shared level of terror if it wasn’t for the fact that the kidnapper held a gun.

“I know you know about the Guo family.” The man knelt, pressing the gun to Aiden’s head. “Tell me about them. Now.”

The metal barrel felt like ice against his sweating forehead. Aiden bit his lip to stifle a whimper, but he knew his eyes would give away his pure terror.

The lessons. Remember the lessons.

No matter how badly his lips quivered, he forced himself to breathe through his nose. He counted five breaths. He took one deep sigh for the sixth. His hands stopped shaking. 

He remembered.

If people start demanding, you go cold.

“I do not have time for this!” the man barked. “If you do not tell me about the Guo family in three seconds, I will put a bullet through your head!”

Act like you don’t care.

He closed his eyes to force them to stop twitching. He snapped them open.

“Go ahead. Pull the trigger.” Aiden stared at the man. 

The kidnapper jammed the weapon harder against Aiden's forehead. The man's hot breath fell against his cheek. Still, Aiden concentrated only on breathing and keeping his eyes on the kidnapper’s.

“So you do know about the Guo family. Tell me, and I’ll let you free.”

Act like you’ve been through this.

Aiden glanced at the gun. He leaned back with a sigh while his hands continued to dig into the cuffs, fingers tapping away at the metal. “I think I’ve met kids more threatening than you.”

Act like everything’s a joke.

“Your plan’s dumb. First, you don’t actually know if I know anything about the Guo family. Second, no sane person would let me walk free even if I did know and could tell you. Third, I’ll be torn apart by my own family if it’s something they don’t want others to know. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. Why would I have any logical reason to give you what you want?” Aiden pulled out the smirk perfected in the mirror after days of practice under his brother’s tutelage.

Suddenly, the metal column vibrated. Footsteps approached, moving across the concrete with purpose. Aiden's breath quickened, and he drew his legs close to his chest, shutting his eyes.

The kidnapper cocked the gun with a terrifying click, but another shot cracked through the air, piercing his hand. Blood spurted onto Aiden’s face. He clamped his mouth shut to avoid swallowing it, inwardly screeching at the sensation of it dripping down his lips. Fresh blood was always warm. 

The gun dropped to the ground, and the kidnapper howled. The man crawled behind Aiden, but another shot pierced his leg before he could get far. His cries of pain bounced around the abandoned building, amplifying his misery. Aiden flinched at the sight of blood sputtering out from the kidnapper’s leg wound.

“Xiao Hui!” Wang Xing called, dashing over.

Shaky air released from Aiden’s squeezing chest, but his body tightened a second later upon meeting eyes with the person following Wang Xing. Hui Ye approached the writhing man with eyes still and breathed so softly that Aiden couldn’t even see his chest rise and fall without concentrating. 

“Wang Xing, give him music,” Hui Ye instructed, and Aiden didn’t recognize the cold voice coming from Hui Ye’s mouth.

The chauffeur set Aiden free.

“Ge—” He reached for Hui Ye.

“Come, Xiao Hui.” 

Wang Xing ushered Aiden away before his fingers could brush against Hui Ye’s jacket. He glanced back, watching Hui Ye grab the wounded man by the hair, turn him over, and stomp hard on his leg—right where the bullet was lodged.

The growing cries of pain and his brother’s increasing cruelty invoked nails dragging against Aiden’s skin. He stumbled to the ground and covered his ears, but the calm words still resonated clearly from his brother’s lips. 

“Diane, shoot him again.”

Who’s Diane?

A gunshot. The wails of a dying man.

“Just listen to this song.” Wang Xing shoved a set of earbuds into Aiden’s ears and dialed up the volume.

Electronic beats pounded against his eardrums, but not even the highest setting could drown out the thumping of his heart. He heard every groan, every plea, and every drop of blood that fell onto the floor. His nails dug into his head. He tried to focus on the lyrics blaring in his ears, but instead, he filtered out the noise to catch the two words he dreaded coming from Hui Ye.

“Kill him.”




• • •




Aiden tore at the towel spotted with blood. Silence hung heavy as Wang Xing sped on the fastest route back to the apartment. His brother leaned away from him. 

Lights blinked around them in colorful advertisements. The people outside roamed the city, unaware of the car that passed by with a dead body in the trunk. 

How do normal people live without thinking about these things? Aiden wondered, watching a family raise their child up high in the air. How would someone usually react after they’ve been kidnapped and rescued?

His heart didn’t quicken at the sight of Hui Ye and Wang Xing wrapping up the body. Instead, he already strayed toward the car to settle down on the comfortable leather seats, waiting to be driven back. When Wang Xing began the engine, and the world slowly passed, Aiden knew a body, tied and wrapped, rolled behind him, and sickeningly couldn’t find himself to care.

Aiden tugged harder at the towel’s frayed edges. How do you leave this world when you’re so wired to react to it? The questions continued to haunt him as the car pulled back.




• • •




The two brothers filed back into the living room in silence. As Aiden wandered with the towel in his hand, his brother stepped forward and snatched it away. “I’ll take care of it.” Hui Ye disappeared into his room.

With nowhere else to go and nothing to say, Aiden shuffled into the guest room and turned on the light. He lowered himself onto his bed and pressed his face into the nearest pillow. 

He hated this world he was born into.

The truth swallowed him whole—to leave this world was to also leave his brother behind. 

But without him, I am alone.

He looked up at the quiet knock on his door. Hui Ye entered but kept his eyes on the ground. He held a package. Sitting down in the chair opposite from Aiden, Hui Ye opened his mouth, hesitated, and looked away.

I can’t end my visit like this. 

“Are you with someone right now?” Aiden blurted.

His brother blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Are you dating someone?” When his brother continued to stare blankly, he continued, flustered. “I saw a dress in your room today. Unless you’ve decided to wear dresses for fun?”

A chuckle left his brother’s lips. “No. And no, I’m not dating anyone.”

“Well, she’s not a fling,” Aiden pressed. “I know you have your flings away from your place.”

“Should I be concerned that you know that?”

“Who is she?”

His brother sighed and rubbed the back of his head. Seconds ticked by, but Aiden held strong, staring at his brother. Hui Ye sighed again and looked back with a crooked smile. “Her name is Celia.”

Aiden memorized the name. “…Is she normal?”

“Am I an idiot? Maybe, considering what happened today. No, she’s not normal.”

“Then she’s part of the business? Another family?”

“Her name is all you need to know.” Hui Ye threw a sharp gaze, and Aiden quickly dropped any fantasies of continuing the conversation. The two stared in silence a few seconds longer before his brother sighed for a third time. The crooked smile smoothed to a small one, and his eyes looked to the ground with a glint of excitement. “Either she got sloppy today or she decided to play a prank on me by leaving her dress out like that.” 

Oh, he’s so serious about her. How unusual! Aiden shot up and leaned forward, but before he could attempt asking his next flurry of questions, Hui Ye moved to sit beside him on the bed. “I have something to give you. It’s okay if you don’t want it after tonight, but I thought you should know, if nothing else.”

He plopped the package into Aiden’s lap, making the distinct crinkle noise of plastic that Aiden had come to recognize easily. Clothes. Expecting outfits that cost a fortune, he unwrapped the present. 

Silver shimmered in his eyes, falling elegantly against his hand. With a gasp, Aiden carefully pulled the garment out of the wrapping paper. Like sand, the cloth unfolded itself into a magnificent hanfu with their family name, Hui, embroidered. A roaring dragon, with a long reaching body and each individual scale glistening in the light, reached from the right shoulder to the left waist.

Jaw dropped, Aiden traced the creature emblazoned. “Oh, the dragon’s part of the cloth. It isn’t embroidered.”

“Yeah. I suspect the cloth was selected for that reason.”

“Shouldn’t there be more layers?” He turned the hanfu over, lifting up the flaps.

“It’s modernized. Our…” His brother stopped. “She made it for you. Take it back with you to the States.”

Heat flashed across his body. The walls marched inward, and the air squeezed tighter. He glanced at the window, already calculating what to throw at it to break it and escape, but his brother’s steady hand gripped his shoulder. With that magic touch, the room reverted back to its size and temperature, and Aiden sat still on the edge of the bed.

Hui Ye stood up and stretched. “Let me know if that woman refuses to leave you alone.”

Aiden blinked. “Our stepmother?”

“Yeah.”

“What are you going to do if she doesn’t?”

“I’ll threaten her again.”

He stiffened. “Don’t do that. She just wants to make sure her children are safe.” 

“More like she just wants enough money to spoil them.” Hui Ye flashed a lopsided grin. “Just remember, Aiden. Whatever you want, I can give to you—even if it means you never speaking or seeing me again. I’ll do anything for you.”

Aiden smiled back and held the words as close to his heart as possible. He shoved his thoughts of leaving this bloody world away.




• • •




Despite having only returned to the States for a week, Aiden moved into the apartment Hui Ye paid for the second the lease started—three weeks before classes started.

Skipping, he placed the well-packed suitcases into the trunk of the car. Just when he pulled the trunk down, he turned around to see his stepmother standing before him. His heart shot to his mouth. “Yes?” He hid his hands behind his back, playing with his fingers.

“Hui Lang.” His stepmother placed a hand against his cheek.

Her fingertips sent ice trembling through his veins. Her piercing eyes captured him, like hooks sinking into his skin. With a soft yet unyielding voice, she said, “You will go to that school. You will meet people you’ve never met before. And you will find yourself utterly alone in ways that you could never imagine.”

The palm of her hand seared against his cheek. Aiden wanted to move away, but his feet stayed frozen to the ground. Tears welled up in his eyes, but her face remained marred with cold certainty. “You’re going to a world you do not know, do not understand, and will never belong to.”

She finally stepped back.

Aiden cupped his face, certain a bruise formed from the pressure of her words. His brother told him not to care about what she said, but he did. They stabbed him in the heart, and they haunted him when his mind was free.

He could only run away. 

So escape I will. With his head down, he shuffled into the car. He stole one last glance at his stepmother.

Her eyes never left him. “You will be back because there is no worse feeling than being alone.”

Her words pounded against his ears harder than the sound of the car door slamming shut. What does she want from me? Aiden bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. Does she expect me to just join my brother? Be his right-hand man and bring the Hui family to glory? He scratched his hands raw. Isn’t it better if I’m out of her hair? I don’t understand. What have I done wrong? What could I have done?

“Are you comfortable enough back there?”

The driver’s voice forced the tightening walls of the car away, and the sensation of wheels smoothly gliding along the street returned to his body. Out of the window, he watched the house his stepmother presided over shrink. With every passing mile, he breathed easier. “Yes—I’m very comfortable. Thank you.”

“Mr. Hui gave me a very generous tip even before dropping you off. Tell him I really appreciate it,” the driver chuckled.

“That sounds like him.”

“Is he your dad?”

“No, my older brother.” At the mention of him, Aiden smiled. He dug into his pockets and pulled out his phone to reread the message his brother sent him. This apartment is perfect for you because it’s a good location from campus but it’s still a newer building. There are walkable stores nearby, so that you can get everything you need, including an Asian market. The apartment itself has a gym, and don’t worry about wi-fi, I took care of it. The list went on, and with every passing word, Aiden felt the worry emanating from his phone.

As well as sorrow.

You’re leaving me, his brother was saying.

I won’t leave you. Aiden leaned against the car window and watched familiar stores pass by. He discarded the poisonous words his stepmother had thrown at him and closed his eyes to memories of his brother rubbing his head, helping him with homework, and comforting him when he cried. I’m not joining Infinite, but I’ll find a way for you to stay in my life. There has to be a way… Sleep claimed him.




• • •




The apartment appeared before Aiden’s eyes under beaming sunlight. He entered the barely cleaned elevator that still smelled of alcohol from the night before. The elevator dinged, his key turned, and his feet stepped onto slightly scratched wooden flooring.

It was an unfamiliar sight. The large windows lining the living room. The small bedroom that could fit a desk and a bed. A tiny bathroom.

It was a wonderful sight.

“I have furniture for Aiden H-h…Aiden H?”

He chuckled, turning toward the strangers with wrapped furniture in tow. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“This is the bed. Can you let me know where you want it?”

Exactly how I want it. He thanked the movers when they left. His suitcases remained scattered in the living room. Aiden squeezed his way around to flop face first onto the new mattress. He grabbed his phone, texted his brother that he had settled in, and flipped onto his back to stare at the uninteresting ceiling. “Soon, I’ll have a different life,” he said out loud, bouncing against the bed.

At night, music traveled from the pool through his window, shaking the glass. He peeked out of his blinds and saw groups of people holding up beer bottles, laughing amongst each other. I guess not everyone goes home for the summer. Or maybe some people just like to come back early to hang out with their friends? He smiled, watching the shadows sway in tandem, words slurring over each other. Perhaps one night I will join them. 

That night, however, he made himself noodle soup with tomatoes, eggs, and mushrooms. He poured soy sauce and vinegar without measuring, using the scent of the steam curling and the color of the broth to determine when to stop, and settled onto the couch with his comfortable meal. Then, he opened his laptop and began to scroll through the college’s website.

Most clubs posted pictures through the site, and they told the story Aiden sought for. The soap-making club only posted three and always with the same four people. Still, they smiled naturally, and their widened eyes of shock cued the candidness of their fun presences. Aiden saved the site. If I want to start somewhere small and not be intimidated. Another club’s page was a single link that took Aiden to its own dedicated website with pictures of different people on every page. They were always group photos, and even the candid shots were professionally cleaned by perfect lighting, the lack of blurs, and attentive faces.
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