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Prologue

Qiu Tian was identified and recruited for training at the age of six. Demonstrating exceptional aptitude, she was specially enlisted at nine years old, and subsequently assigned to live and study in a rotating series of strategically important countries under the direction of the Second Department of the General Staff – at that time known as “Department Two.” There, she learned local languages and cultures, familiarized herself with the environment and society, and underwent systematic, comprehensive training, as well as extremely rigorous drills. Simultaneously, she executed special, highly sensitive overseas missions for Department Two, accumulating extensive real-world combat experience abroad.

Due to her long-term solo operations overseas, Qiu Tian became a prime target for adversary intelligence agencies in multiple countries. The risks she faced grew with each passing day. To ensure her safety, Department Two decided to recall her to China for permanent residence, while continuing to deploy her on single-person, secret, and highly sensitive overseas operations. At the age of twenty-one, Qiu Tian returned to China as instructed by Department Two and was assigned a cover identity, residing in the city of Beidu.

As time passed, Qiu Tian inevitably came into public view, and within Department Two, more and more people began to learn her identity and the details of her secret overseas missions.

Qiu Tian’s identity and missions were classified at the highest level. As “Department Two” was restructured into “Bureau Two,” and the few remaining individuals who knew her past gradually retired, her life before the age of twenty-one became sealed away. Aside from Qiu Tian herself, no currently serving personnel in the General Staff Bureau Two are aware of her life, training, or completed missions during those twelve years, from age nine to twenty-one. Only the thirty-plus military merit citations secretly awarded to her can attest to those turbulent years.

The Miss Qiu Series recounts Qiu Tian’s primary experiences after her return to China. Her past remains largely unknown, and will only be revealed as related classified archives are gradually declassified.

Orchid in Desert is the second installment in the Miss Qiu series. She is known as the desert orchid – a life that may be fleeting, but one dedicated to blooming fully, regardless of when the petals fall. National resurgence, the revival of a people, demands silent sacrifices of youth, blood, and life.

Chapter 1: The New Minister of National Defense

Li Changchun had finished writing his retirement application, but he hadn’t submitted it. If it were approved, Qiu Tian would have to partner with a new Operations Coordinator, a process that would take time to build rapport. This was a huge challenge for both Qiu Tian and the new coordinator, and a period rife with the potential for accidents – even danger – during missions. Li Changchun decided to wait a little longer. He’d already waited nearly thirty years; a few more years meant little. As long as fate allowed, time wasn’t an issue.

Lao Guan had summoned him back with such urgency; something serious must have happened. But Lao Li didn’t know what it was, and could only find out when he arrived at the Department Two Operations Command Center to meet with Lao Guan.

“Good thing I didn’t submit that retirement paperwork. They called me back because Qiu Tian has a new mission. There’s no time for her to break in a new coordinator,” Li Changchun thought to himself.

Li Changchun was urgently recalled to Department Two for a meeting. Qiu Qingli, knowing that as Qiu Tian’s Operations Coordinator, Li Changchun accepting a mission meant her daughter was about to embark on another operation, felt a growing unease. The abruptness with which Li Changchun had been summoned back indicated a mission that was both important and urgent. But she couldn’t be certain, and dared not ask or speak of it, only harboring a silent worry for her daughter’s safety.

Russia had a new president, and President Kukanov was eager to integrate with the West while simultaneously becoming increasingly anti-China, even resorting to military threats.

A major and malicious incident had recently occurred: the Chinese Minister of National Defense had been assassinated, poisoned and beyond saving despite emergency medical intervention. The perpetrator had been apprehended, and interrogation and verification confirmed that Russian intelligence agencies were the masterminds and instigators. The goal was to disrupt the rhythm of China-Russia antagonism, while simultaneously threatening and intimidating Chinese military leaders, weakening the army’s fighting spirit.

This was an act of war. Central Command decided to implement reciprocal measures, designating the Russian Minister of Defense, Konov, as the target. The Central Military Commission’s All-Army Informationization Commission would coordinate, with Department Two of the General Staff responsible for the practical implementation.

Li Changchun glanced at his watch. It was 9:36 AM, good. He wasn’t just on time, he was a few minutes early. When he entered the 6th Operations Room, Lao Guan and the current Department Two Chief, Director Hao, were already present. Lao Guan relayed the instructions, directing Li Changchun to cooperate with Director Hao and, using the latest intelligence, quickly formulate an action plan.

Li Changchun relayed the mission to Qiu Tian and provided her with the recent itinerary of the Russian Minister of Defense. Qiu Tian requested to see the Russian military’s training schedule for the next two weeks. Li Changchun knew Qiu Tian likely already had a plan in mind, but given the target – Russia’s Minister of Defense – he couldn’t help but worry. “What are your thoughts? Tell me, so I can arrange backup,” he asked.

“That Colombian drug lord sent me a pair of Desert Eagles. I’ll rush Konov during a meeting and shoot him dead with a pistol.”

Li Changchun slapped Qiu Tian on the back of the head. “Don’t be ridiculous! Your mother isn’t here to rein you in, is she?”

“What does this have to do with my mother? When has she ever involved herself in the details of my missions?” Qiu Tian rolled her eyes at Li Changchun. “Hey, what’s going on between you two? Now, fill me in.”

Li Changchun didn’t answer, instead extending his left hand in front of Qiu Tian’s face, rotating his palm and back of the hand to show her, and finally pointing to the position on his left middle finger where a ring should be worn. Although Li Changchun’s hands were empty, his face radiated pride.

“No way?! And you didn’t tell me about something this big! How long were you going to keep it from me?!” Qiu Tian immediately understood. Li Changchun was indicating he’d put a ring on her mother’s finger – he was engaged.

“I never will, don’t jump to conclusions. I proposed yesterday, and Lao Guan had me flown back by helicopter immediately. This vacation is a disaster.”

Hearing Lao Li say that, Qiu Tian pursed her lips. “A disaster? You’ve won the lady, how is that a disaster?” She hadn’t expected her mother and Li Changchun to jump to this step so quickly. “So, when’s the wedding?”

“Your mother insisted we wait. No wedding until we both officially retire. I’ve waited thirty years, a few more years don’t matter.”

“Let me tell you, Lao Li, no matter when you get married, I’m not changing the way I address you. In my eyes, you’ll always be Lao Li.”

“Please don’t. If you start calling me something else, I really couldn’t handle it. Just stick with Lao Li, and maybe stop planning to kick me to death.”

“That depends on your behaviour. If you treat my mother badly, I really will kick you!”

“That will never happen! Hey, when are you and Xia Xiaoyu getting married?”

“Lao Li, you don’t have anything better to do, do you? Nosy as ever. We haven’t made any plans yet.”

“Alright, alright, you’re full of nonsense. I won’t ask anymore.”

In an attempt to pressure China, Russian Minister of Defense Konov had a packed schedule lately – inspecting troops, visiting arms factories, reviewing logistical support, observing military exercises, delivering televised addresses, and even traveling to garner support, attempting to build alliances to attack China politically and in the media. It was a masterful display of deception, a confusing and dazzling series of maneuvers. Konov’s schedule was always carefully orchestrated, but he didn’t yet know someone had already planned his final destination.

Using a Malaysian passport, Qiu Tian entered Russia and quickly arrived near the border between Russia and Estonia. She had chosen this location because a routine live-fire missile exercise was scheduled to take place. The exercise was small in scale – barely more than a live-fire training session – involving only two vehicle-mounted, short-range, precision-guided ground-to-ground missiles. However, they were loaded with live warheads, and the target was set on the Russian side of a lake bordering Russia and Estonia, just three kilometers from the national boundary, intended as a threat to Estonia.

The two missile launchers moved into their designated firing positions. This small-scale exercise closely resembled a real operation. The firing range was a small clearing within a dense forest, providing concealment. Aside from the launchers, the exercise consisted of only one command vehicle and two support vehicles.

A brutish brown bear was stealthily watching its prey, unaware that the hunter was right behind it.

Qiu Tian had already ambushed the area near the exercise grounds, concealed within the dense forest. After the Russian missile convoy entered the designated area, it was captured by Department Two’s satellites. At that moment, Li Changchun was in Department Two’s 4th Operations Room, watching the live satellite feed on the large screen, with Department Two Chief Hao sitting beside him.

This was a rare opportunity for Li Changchun. He usually had little insight into the specifics of Qiu Tian’s missions. This time, the open-air nature of the exercise location – required for the missile launch – allowed the high-resolution satellite to provide a clear view of the scene, and he could observe Qiu Tian’s combat skills firsthand.

Around a dozen Russian soldiers worked with focused intensity, their movements like a tiger’s. Seventy minutes later, they were ready to launch. The two missiles stood like a pair of chimneys belonging to a forester, waiting for a spark to ignite and release a furious plume of smoke.

Guan Dongtian also arrived in the 4th Operations Room. Several people noticed him enter and began to greet him, but Lao Guan quickly gestured for everyone to remain still. They turned back to their equipment, refocusing their attention. The entire launch process of this Russian missile would be collected and, after the operation, handed over to the Rocket Force by Department Two for analysis and research.

Guan Dongtian stood behind Li Changchun, noticing Lao Li was constantly chewing on his tea leaves. Lao Guan signaled to a staff member, who immediately understood – Lao Guan had previously been Department Two’s Chief, and the staff member quickly brought Li Changchun a glass of water. It was then that Lao Li noticed Lao Guan had arrived. This “live broadcast” was a rare sight, one he hadn’t witnessed in years, although the downside of being in the Operations Room was the inability to hear the sounds from the field.

After watching the situation for a while, Guan Dongtian patted Li Changchun on the shoulder. “Lao Li, you’re a little tense!” Lao Guan knew Li Changchun’s habits. When extremely anxious or angry, Li Changchun would chew tea leaves while drinking water. Today, he’d even forgotten to drink water, clearly indicating a high level of anxiety. Guan Dongtian understood – Li Changchun was worried about Qiu Tian.

“To be honest, I am quite nervous. If I couldn’t see the scene, I wouldn’t be so tense. Now that I can see it, I’m actually getting more and more anxious. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Lao Li said.

“Think of it like a football coach watching the championship final – your blood pressure goes up and your heart races. Relax. This mission is nothing for Qiu Tian, not even qualifying for the group stage – it’s just an ordinary game. If you can’t handle it, you should go out, don’t watch.”

Li Changchun shook his head. “No way. I bought a VIP ticket. Ask Director Hao – I traded a good package of tea for this spot. Don’t try to fool me; I’m not going anywhere.”

Director Hao, standing nearby, laughed. “You’re pushing it, Lao Li. You did give me a package of tea, but I don’t even know if it’s good quality. However, you’ve already chewed through half of it. There won’t be much left for me. Keep watching, and you’ll chew through the rest, leaving me with nothing.”

Two massive white flashes suddenly appeared on the large screen, interrupting their conversation. The technicians initially suspected a malfunction with the monitor, but Li Changchun sprang to his feet, abandoning his VIP chair and moving forward a few steps, leaning closer to the screen. Li Changchun knew Qiu Tian had begun her operation.

Seeing the launch preparations nearing completion and the Russian soldiers gathered near the command vehicle, chatting and watching the scene unfold, Qiu Tian fired two concussion grenades in quick succession from her rifle. The dozen or so Russian soldiers were caught completely off guard, reeling and mostly losing their combat effectiveness.

As the launch preparations progressed smoothly, the exercise commander provided the target coordinates. Just as the operator was about to input them, Qiu Tian’s third concussion grenade pierced the vehicle door and landed inside the nearly sealed cabin of the command vehicle. The grenade detonated at such close range, incapacitating the commander and the three operators at the launch console.

Qiu Tian burst from the forest, rapidly advancing while firing bursts from her assault rifle. When her magazine was empty, she didn’t bother to reload, instead dropping the rifle to the ground and drawing one pistol from each holster on her outer thighs, continuing her assault and firing rapidly. It was like a mixed rifle and pistol rapid-fire training exercise. In the blink of an eye, Qiu Tian cleared the area and arrived at the command vehicle.

She quickly reloaded her pistol’s magazine, stepped into the command vehicle, and slammed the door shut behind her. The scene fell silent. Beijing – and the satellite feed – showed no movement at all. The interior of the Russian command vehicle was obscured from view.

Li Changchun finally breathed a sigh of relief, attempting to return to his chair. He forgot he had moved forward a few steps and sat down on empty air, luckily, Lao Guan grabbed him just before he fell.

Whether it was the effect of the concussion grenades or witnessing Qiu Tian execute three missile launch operators right before his eyes, the Russian commander began to vomit uncontrollably. The smell of the vomit was particularly thick and lingering within the confined cabin.

Qiu Tian gave the commander a set of coordinates, instructing him to set the impact point to that location. The commander hesitated for a moment, but seeing that the coordinates were not within Russian territory and glancing at the corpses lying inside the vehicle, he wiped his mouth, forced the solid matter clinging to his lips back into his mouth, and entered the coordinates into the system. Qiu Tian then helped the Russian commander press the launch button.

A large portion of the Department Two Operations Room’s monitoring screen turned white. Everyone present had experience with this now – the displays weren’t malfunctioning, the Russian missiles weren’t faulty, and the satellite signal was strong. This meant the Russian missiles had ignited.

“Switch it over!” Though Guan Dongtian spoke only half a sentence, the technicians understood. The Chief wanted the image from Lithuania switched to the large screen, while the footage from the launch site could be relegated to a smaller display.

The two precision-guided missiles ignited in succession, soaring into the sky and heading purposefully towards their destination.

The Russian commander didn’t know what the missiles were targeting, and he wouldn’t have the chance to find out. Qiu Tian shot him dead, cleared the scene, and swiftly disappeared into the forest.

Russia had originally planned to gain leverage by both intimidation and alliance, deterring Estonia while courting Lithuania. To counter China, the former enemies had become wartime allies. Konov and the Russian Chief of General Staff had led a delegation of high-ranking Russian military officials to Lithuania, meeting with the Lithuanian president, defense minister, and other senior military leaders. Following the meeting, they were to sign a memorandum of cooperation.

At that moment, senior Lithuanian and Russian officials were meeting inside the Lithuanian Ministry of National Defense building when two resounding explosions brought the meeting to an abrupt end. The missiles had flown over before the Latvian and Lithuanian air defense systems could even detect them, let alone intercept. In an instant, Lithuania’s military and political leaders, along with the Russian Minister of Defense and Chief of General Staff, were all killed.

China couldn’t publicly reveal the truth behind the assassination of its Minister of National Defense, and Russia couldn’t admit that its own Minister of Defense and Chief of General Staff had been killed by its own missiles, taking their Lithuanian counterparts with them. After a few days of silence, China announced the removal of its current Minister of National Defense and appointed a new one two weeks later. Almost simultaneously, Russia appointed new replacements for its Minister of Defense and Chief of General Staff.

An arrow cannot be turned back once released. Anyone who plays the game must eventually pay the price. The Chinese understood this perfectly, and the Russians should understand it now too.

Qiu Tian returned to the country safely and, upon seeing Li Changchun, immediately launched into a complaint. “You always protect me at the first sign of trouble, so why wasn’t there anyone to protect me at customs this time?”

“You’ve always had complaints, I’m just trying to improve things,” Li Changchun replied.

“Excuses. Now that you’re getting married, I’m no longer a priority. Nobody cares about my safety anymore.”

“You’re impossible! I protect you and you complain, I let you come back on your own and you complain too. Is a person even allowed to live?”

“You’re a man who prioritizes love over friendship, completely untrustworthy.” Qiu Tian bared her teeth at Li Changchun before turning and walking away.

Qiu Tian called her mother, saying she and Xia Xiaoyu would come visit on the weekend.

Before the weekend arrived, Master Lü called Xia Xiaoyu, saying he was returning to Beidu City to take over the house and wouldn’t be traveling anymore. The two agreed to meet at Master Lü’s house on Friday afternoon at two o’clock, with Xia Xiaoyu returning the house keys to Lü Weiguo. Qiu Tian accompanied Xia Xiaoyu to Lüjiacun, and after completing the handover, they set off for Tongliao to visit Qiu Qingli.

Master Lü was initially in low spirits, but his mood brightened upon seeing Qiu Tian. Xia Xiaoyu asked about his missing female disciple, and the story that emerged was bizarre. Master Lü had been challenged by a young man with remarkably developed pectoral muscles and, accepting the challenge, had been injured and publicly humiliated during the fight. The disciple, upon witnessing the scene, had run off with the muscular man and the money she’d saved, leaving Master Lü heartbroken. His “Three Openings” [Lü Weiguo claimed by himself earlier that he had “Three Openings -  clairvoyance, clairaudience, and clairsmell. See “Angle Heading to Hell”, Chapter 1 in Book 1 of the Miss Qiu Series.] had become “Three Pains.” The worst part was someone had posted the video online, and netizens criticized his lack of skill, subjecting him to widespread ridicule. He had thus decided to retire to his hometown and practice in seclusion. Fortunately, his financial losses weren’t significant. He didn’t need to ascend to heaven five times, and the money he had left was enough to support him until he reached ascension level two.

Throughout the conversation, Master Lü kept staring at Qiu Tian, his eyes scanning her body like a scanner at airport security, a hazy, almost intoxicated gaze. After completing the handover, he insisted Xia Xiaoyu and Qiu Tian stay for dinner.

Xia Xiaoyu sensed Master Lü’s ulterior motives and was secretly angered, even finding Lü Weiguo’s behavior somewhat repulsive. “Master, the vulgar energy we exude will pollute your spiritual aura. If your Three Openings become blocked, it will ruin everything. You’re currently missing one person. When you have a wife, the four of us can dine together. We’ll take our leave now, respectfully.” He grabbed Qiu Tian and hurried out to the car. Master Lü stood at the gate, mouth agape, watching them drive away until Xia Xiaoyu’s car disappeared from view.

“Master Lü wasn’t like this before. What’s gotten into him? Look at his lecherous gaze. We need to stay away from him in the future. I never want to see him again,” Xia Xiaoyu told Qiu Tian.

“It’s okay, I’ve seen people like him before. Every talent has its purpose. He might be useful someday.”

Qiu Qingli showed Qiu Tian and Xia Xiaoyu around her living quarters. The three-story former factory wasn’t large for an industrial building, but it was excessively spacious as a residence. The entire third floor was empty and unused, the doors and windows bricked up from the inside. The second floor was partitioned, a portion converted into living space, with one room occupied by her security guard, Xiao Wu. The ground floor was mostly vacant, except for the kitchen and the cook’s living quarters.

Security Guard Wu Hui offered to take Xia Xiaoyu to the backyard for live-fire pistol practice, suggesting that the leader chat first and he’d be back in an hour or so.

Wu Hui led Xia Xiaoyu to the backyard, leaving Qiu Qingli and her daughter comfortably settled on the sofa. Qiu Tian rested her head on her mother’s lap, snacking and chatting while they talked.

Qiu Tian felt her mother’s living situation was comfortable, but the location was too remote. The dilapidated factory stood alone, and even grocery shopping required a trip to a small town three kilometers away, which itself lacked a proper shopping mall.

“I’m doing well here. I have a security guard and a cook, everything served to me. Someone comes to clean every week. I spend my days living comfortably and reading. When I’m really bored, I go to the backyard shooting range with Wu. You wouldn’t believe it, but my health has actually improved. Besides, despite how isolated it seems, there’s a company of soldiers stationed nearby. I feel safe, and my superiors feel safe too.”

“What do you mean? They don’t trust you?” Qiu Tian asked.

“It’s not that they don’t trust me, but there’s no such thing as absolute certainty in this world. I have to behave properly myself.” Qiu Qingli looked at Qiu Tian with affection, patting her head. “You’re getting older, you need to be more politically aware.”

“You’re making me sound ancient! I’m not that old. I really don’t understand politics. Xia Xiaoyu is better at it; he says politics is all in history books, that understanding history means understanding the present and the future. He always tells me historical stories, and I treat them like tales.”

“That’s perfect. Listen to him more often. You don’t need to be overly cunning, but you can’t be completely oblivious to politics. Of course, as soldiers, patriotism is the most important thing.”

There were no guest rooms, so Qiu Tian and her mother shared the bedroom while Xia Xiaoyu slept on the sofa. After breakfast the next day, Qiu Tian and Xia Xiaoyu set off back to Beidu City. Looking in the rearview mirror at her mother, who stood there waving until they were out of sight, Qiu Tian felt a pang of sadness.

They didn’t return to Beidu directly, but first headed to the city center of Tongliao. Qiu Tian said she wanted to see Lao Jiang, instructing Xia Xiaoyu to drive to the Tongliao Public Security Bureau.

“You need to see Lao Jiang? We barely know him,” Xia Xiaoyu said, confused.

“It’s nothing important, just making contact. My mother lives in his jurisdiction, and although the military and local authorities are separate systems, you never know when we might have to work together. It’s best to establish a connection now,” Qiu Tian explained. “Actually, I’m not much of a social butterfly. I learned that from Lao Li. He always says you never know when seemingly unrelated people or events will prove crucial.”

The security guard at the Tongliao Bureau asked the standard three questions that any security guard throughout the country would ask: “Where are you from? Who are you looking for? What’s the matter?”

Qiu Tian said she was looking for Deputy Captain Jiang.

“Which Deputy Captain Jiang?”

“Jiang Jiuyong, from the Criminal Investigation Unit.”

“Miss, that’s Deputy Director Jiang! Who are you?”

“He’s a Deputy Director now! Please tell him a sister from Beidu City is here to see him, he’ll know who I am.”

The guard made a phone call, and a moment later, Jiang Jiuyong hurried out of the building, his face beaming. The guard mentioning a sister from Beidu City had immediately told him it was Qiu Tian. He’d only met her once, and it had been an informal encounter. He hadn’t expected her to come and visit.

“Brother Jiang, we were actually planning to treat you to a meal, but you’re a Deputy Director now, so this meal has to be on you?” Hearing Qiu Tian say this, it felt as if the two were very familiar with each other, and it immediately brought them closer.

“Sister, there’s no way I’ll let you treat me. You’ve come all this way, I’m the host, and I can’t let you spend any money.” Old Jiang shook hands with both Qiu Tian and Xia Xiaoyu, then pointed to Xia Xiaoyu, asking Qiu Tian, “Should I call him Teacher Xia, or brother-in-law?”

“Call him whatever you want, I don’t mind,” Qiu Tian said with a smile.

“That won’t do. We’re family, right?” Old Jiang turned to Xia Xiaoyu. “Brother-in-law, tell me, am I right?”

“Yes, yes, Brother Jiang,” Xia Xiaoyu also changed his address, using the familiar term.

“Then you can call him brother-in-law. But we haven’t even gotten married yet, unlike you, who became a Deputy Director so quickly. If we’d come a few days later, you’d probably have been transferred to the province already.”

“My sister’s teasing me. I feel like I’m standing on a spring, bouncing straight up. Let’s get serious: you have to invite me to your wedding.”

“Absolutely. Plenty of alcohol, but you’ll cover the travel expenses!”

“No problem. Let’s not chat here. I’ll make a phone call, and we can go eat. The only thing is, I’m still on duty and can’t drink. Things are strict now, we can’t be as carefree as we used to be.”

“That’s perfect, I don’t drink either, and your brother-in-law needs to stay sober since he’s driving.”

“Good. Let’s go, we’ll take your car. You wouldn’t believe it, there are people monitoring car usage now. You might get a picture taken and it could be leaked. If that happens, I’ll lose my hat – my position.” He sighed. “I’m just venting, talking amongst friends.”

On the way, Lao Jiang made a phone call to reserve a private room. He told Qiu Tian they were going to Xiongda Restaurant. The owner, nicknamed “Big Bear” (Xiongda), was the leader of the four thugs Qiu Tian had previously dealt with. After Deputy Director Yang came under investigation, Lao Jiang had spoken to the four men, helping them with paperwork and loan applications. They’d pooled their resources to buy the restaurant where the incident had occurred and then secured a loan to build a food processing plant in the suburbs, specifically employing people with disabilities. The plant was now thriving, and they were considered model private entrepreneurs in the local area. Having experienced hardship, the four men had realized things happen for a reason. If it weren’t for the incident and its aftermath, they might have been behind bars. They’d been taught a lesson, their patron investigated, and with Lao Jiang’s guidance, they’d turned their lives around, becoming contributing members of society instead of a menace.

Xiongda Restaurant was still located on the original site, but they had acquired the adjacent two storefronts and expanded the space, making it a sizable establishment. Every employee, from the servers to the kitchen staff, was a person with a disability. The restaurant offered affordable prices, good service, and a solid reputation, resulting in booming business. Many locals and online visitors specifically came to dine there knowing the staff were disabled. The restaurant maintained only a small profit margin, donating most of the earnings to charity and using the rest for employee benefits.

Once inside the private room, Lao Jiang ordered the dishes and a pot of tea. Bear Big arrived, and while Xia Xiaoyu had been briefed by Jiang Jiuyong, he still felt somewhat uneasy upon seeing him.

Bear Big entered the room and greeted everyone. He immediately took Xia Xiaoyu’s hand and apologized, then turned to speak with Qiu Tian. Lao Jiang quickly intervened, cautioning him. “Now listen, Bear Big. My sister’s husband is here, and he’s a teacher, uninvolved in the affairs of the outside world. He doesn’t know many things, so don’t bring up topics you shouldn’t, and don’t upset our sister.”

Bear Big quickly clarified, profusely thanking Qiu Tian and explaining that he had learned his lesson and reformed. He now had a good reputation, and without the events of the past, he wouldn’t have undergone such a fundamental transformation. Bear Big insisted on paying for the meal, and Lao Jiang said that now that bygones were bygones, they were all friends. He suggested they stay in touch and help each other out, letting Bear Big cover the bill.

After chatting for a while, Bear Big said he had to return to the processing plant and took his leave.

During the meal, Jiang Jiuyong asked Qiu Tian why she had come to Tongliao. Qiu Tian told him that her mother had moved to Tongliao, living in the old arms factory, and they had come to visit with Xia Xiaoyu.

“That arms factory? I know it. It’s been abandoned for years. Is it even habitable?” Old Jiang was curious.

“It’s quiet there, and after renovating the factory, it’s quite spacious.”

“It takes some doing to make it work like that. Sister, your mother’s in the military, isn’t she?”

“Yes, and she’s an officer. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been granted this accommodation.”

“Your background isn’t simple at all!”

“There are plenty of children of officers. My mother isn’t a high-ranking official, there’s nothing special about me.”

“I’m not talking about children of officers, I’m talking about you. I didn’t know what Department Two did at first. Then that guy from Beidu, that... what was his name...”

“Captain Fang.” Qiu Tian completed the sentence for Lao Jiang.

“Ah, yes, Captain Fang, Fang Shiqin. He told me, and then I understood. Does my brother-in-law know about this?”

“He does.” Qiu Tian glanced at Xia Xiaoyu.

“I just can’t be sure what I can say and what I can’t. I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing.” Old Jiang said, while serving food to Qiu Tian and Xia Xiaoyu.

“Brother, you can say anything. We have no taboos. You’re also in the system, you wouldn’t speak carelessly.”

“Alright then. By the way, Bear Big and his partners’ food processing plant isn’t far from your mother’s place. I’ll ask them to send over some vegetables now and then.”

“Don’t bother. My mother doesn’t accept gifts. If you really send someone over, she’ll throw both the person and the vegetables out.” Qiu Tian quickly stopped Lao Jiang. “Ask your brother-in-law. In all these years, he’s only sent her two flower pots.”

“Two.” Xia Xiaoyu held up two fingers.

“Two? I didn’t know that. When did you send the other one?” Qiu Tian asked.

“Do I need to report everything to you?” Xia Xiaoyu said proudly. It had been during the time Qiu Tian was sent to a closed-door training session after being targeted by online harassment.

Lao Jiang chimed in. “Let’s talk about something serious. You two have been together for quite a while now, right? When are you getting married?”

Xia Xiaoyu looked at Qiu Tian but didn’t answer.

Qiu Tian took over. “To be honest, we don’t actually spend that much time together each year. I’ve always wanted to wait until my work stabilizes and we can be together more often before considering marriage. He’s smart and probably sensed my feelings, so he hasn’t proposed yet.” Qiu Tian kicked Xia Xiaoyu under the table. “Am I right?”
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