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Chapter 1: The Job That Revolves Around Beautiful Women
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After graduating from college, I joined a public relations company. The monthly salary was barely over two thousand yuan.

Our company mainly handled all kinds of commercial events, so we were constantly surrounded by beautiful women. Auto shows needed car models. Corporate events needed hostesses and promotional girls.

My job was to coordinate the models and make sure they completed their assignments smoothly.

On the day I interviewed at Derek Stone Company, I was hired immediately. A senior employee was assigned to show me the ropes. The man who took me under his wing was a thirty-year-old, bearded, heavyset guy named Leonard Brooks. Like me, he had joined right after graduation and had been in the industry for several years.

Instead of actually working, he spent the entire morning chatting. He talked about the job for one hour. The rest of the time, he bragged about his romantic escapades with models. From him, I learned what "A-models" were, what "freelance models" were, and how many models in C City didn't even belong to any agency. An average female model could easily earn over ten thousand yuan a month just by taking a few decent gigs.

That very evening, Leonard took me on my first assignment. He said he'd show me how to have a good time and reminded me to loosen up.

Around nine o'clock, we arrived at a decent bar and entered a private room.

The moment the door opened, Leonard shouted, "Ladies, I'm here!"

A chorus of excited cheers followed. I nearly stumbled from the shock. Was this level of enthusiasm really necessary? The girls inside, dressed in bold and revealing outfits, dazzled my eyes.

"Leonard, you're finally here!" they greeted him.

One of them even rushed over, wrapped her arms around him, and asked in a syrupy voice, "It's been so long. Did you miss me?"

I counted more than ten girls in the room. Most of them were around twenty. At five-foot-nine, I suddenly felt painfully average.

"Let me introduce a new colleague," Leonard said, patting my shoulder.

I smiled politely. "Hello, ladies. My name is Ethan Carter. I hope we'll have a pleasant collaboration."

A girl in a short skirt and black stockings walked over. "Why so serious? Have a drink."

She handed me a small bottle of Carlsberg. I didn't hesitate—I opened it and drained it in one go.

After several rounds of drinks, we finally discussed business. Then came more drinking and games. During a blindfold guessing game, the girls took full advantage, brushing and teasing in ways that made my heart race.

Later, Leonard asked me to help a girl to the restroom. I needed to go too, so I accompanied her.

When she came out, I supported her back toward the private room. She leaned heavily against me, her soft curves pressing against my body. Her breath brushed my shoulder, warm and intoxicating. My body reacted instantly. Thankfully, the lighting was dim.

Halfway back, I realized I'd forgotten the way. When I asked her, she murmured, "I'm not going back. I want to sleep."

That sobered me instantly. Was this fate handing me an unexpected encounter? Was tonight the night I would finally lose my virginity?

"Where do you live? I can take you home," I tested cautiously.

She frowned. "Home? I don't want to go back there. Just take me to a hotel."

My pulse quickened. I texted Leonard, saying I had something to take care of and was leaving. He replied, "You rascal. Don't oversleep tomorrow."

I took the girl to a nearby hotel. While registering, I pulled her ID from her bag.

Isabella Brooks. A beautiful name.

She lay on the bed, her chest rising and falling steadily. Her collar had slipped aside, revealing smooth skin. Her long legs, still wrapped in black stockings, drew my gaze upward.

I swallowed hard, my breathing growing uneven. The alcohol left me hazy, but desire kept me alert.

I hesitated. Was this wrong? Then I remembered what Leonard had said-many girls in this industry were open-minded. Maybe she wouldn't mind.

I edged closer and gently rested my hand on her thigh. The moment I touched her skin, electricity shot through me. It was my first time being this close to a woman.

She didn't resist.

Encouraged, I let my hand move higher. She shifted suddenly, and I pulled back in alarm. But then she turned toward me and wrapped an arm around my neck.

Her lips parted slightly. I fought the urge to kiss her immediately. I reminded myself not to rush.

Slowly, I placed my hand back on her thigh. She made no objection. I continued, more boldly now. She trembled faintly and let out a soft sound.

Her breath grazed my neck. The sensation sent heat coursing through me.

Emboldened, I slid my hand higher again. She was wearing open-crotch stockings. My pulse thundered. I pushed the fabric aside and touched her bare skin.

I grew reckless. My other hand slipped under her top. She wore a half-cup bra. I unfastened it, leaned down, and kissed her.

The world seemed to dissolve into sensation.

Soon, she responded, pulling me closer and kissing me back. She wrapped her legs tightly around me.

I rolled over, pressing her beneath me.

After that, everything blurred.

When I woke, it was already eight in the morning.

Isabella was still asleep beside me. I leaned over and kissed her again.

This time, she woke instantly.

She screamed, clutching the blanket to her chest. "Who are you? Why are we together?"

I smiled. "Don't you remember? I helped you to the restroom last night. You insisted I take you to a hotel."

She froze briefly—then suddenly lashed out at me in fury.
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Chapter 2: Even a Nobody Gets His Spring
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She was still cursing. "I went to the bathroom alone last night. Did you drug me and bring me here?"

My heart skipped a beat. Was this some kind of setup? I had barely a thousand yuan in my bank account. Even if they killed me, I couldn't afford compensation.

I hurried to explain. "Last night Brother Leonard and I were talking to you about the auto show, remember? We drank too much, and he asked me to help you."

Isabella snapped, "What Brother Leonard? I don't know him. Do you even know who I am? You dare touch me? You're dead."

Something felt very wrong. I immediately called Leonard and asked whether there had been a woman named Isabella last night.

"No," Leonard said. "By the way, Anna Whitmore was complaining you ditched her. She came back from the bathroom and you were gone."

My mind went blank.

Damn it. I'd mistaken the wrong person.

Looking closer, Isabella and Anna had been dressed similarly. And in the dim light last night, I hadn't seen clearly at all.

"I'm sorry. I really got the wrong person," I muttered stiffly.

Isabella let out a cold snort. "You think 'sorry' is enough? I could have someone cut you up right now."

I broke out in a cold sweat. Had I offended some ruthless heiress? The daughter of a crime boss? If so, I was finished.

"If you dare tell anyone about last night," she said viciously, "I guarantee you won't die peacefully."

That meant she wasn't planning to hold me legally responsible. I let out a silent breath of relief.

Then I noticed a few small drops of blood on the bedsheet.

Don't tell me... was it her first time? Or was it just unfortunate timing?

She dressed quickly and left, leaving me alone on the bed.

That morning felt even more surreal than the night before. By sheer accident, had I just slept with a rich beauty?

Ever since that incident, my mood had been off. Leonard joked that maybe the woman from that night wanted me to take responsibility. I would have-if Isabella agreed. But did I even deserve that?

Maybe I was an idiot. Anyone else would've quietly celebrated a free fling. Surrounded by models every day, I tried joking around, telling dirty stories, anything to forget her. But her face kept resurfacing in my mind.

I thought I'd never see her again.

Until one day-

That afternoon, I went to the pedestrian street to meet a few college girls about auto show hostess work. On my way back, I caught sight of a familiar figure.

Even in different clothes, I recognized Isabella instantly.

A young, handsome man stood beside her, dressed head to toe in designer brands. Classic rich second-generation type. He was saying something to her. I edged closer to listen.

He said with a flattering smile, "Xiaowei, Uncle Li already agreed to our marriage. Why don't we find time to take our wedding photos?"

Isabella replied impatiently, "Brian Lawson, can you stop following me? It's not time yet."

She turned to leave. Brian quickly grabbed her hand.

An irrational urge surged through me-to slap him, to kick him so hard he'd never be a man again.

Isabella shook him off, her voice rising. "Brian, what are you doing? I told you not to follow me! Before we're married, I go wherever I want."

Brian had thick skin. He refused to back off.

On impulse, I strode over.

The moment Isabella saw me, she suddenly grabbed my arm and hooked it around hers. "Honey, where have you been? I asked you to go shopping with me. Why are you only showing up now?"

I froze.

Was I being used as a shield?

I had imagined things before, sure. But I had to admit—I was scared.

"Hey," I said to Brian, forcing courage into my voice, though it trembled slightly, "why are you bothering my girlfriend?"

He blinked, then burst into laughter. "Where did this clown come from? Playing hero without knowing your place? The daughter of Hongyuan Real Estate's chairman would look at you? Kid, get lost. Don't interfere with me and my fiance."

Even though I knew about their relationship, hearing him say it still stung.

So that was it. Her father was forcing this marriage for business cooperation.

Brian's words made my confidence waver. For a moment, I didn't know what to do.

Just then, Isabella turned, grabbed my head, and kissed me.

Then she looked at Brian. "Do you believe it now?"

He was stunned, face flushed with anger. "Xiaowei, who is this guy?"

"Didn't he just tell you?" Her expression remained icy.

People around us were starting to stare. A strange sense of pride rose in me.

I might be a nobody earning two thousand a month, but even I could stand beside a rich beauty. A goddess force-kissing a loser—how often did that happen?

"Leave," Isabella said coldly. "I don't want to see you right now."

"You just wait," Brian snapped before storming off.

The moment he was gone, Isabella stomped hard on my foot. I winced in pain.

"What was that for? I helped you," I protested. "Besides, you were the one who-"

"Don't push it," she cut me off. "Who asked you to help? You really think you've made it? Look at yourself. You want to be with me? Go struggle for ten years first."

I forced a bitter smile. The gap between us was too wide. I'd heard of Hongyuan Real Estate. One piece of her clothing probably cost more than my monthly salary.

Watching her walk away, I felt the weight of reality for the first time.

Maybe if that night had never happened, I'd be happier now.

Isabella, just wait. One day, you'll choose me willingly.

That was what I told myself.

But deep down, even if she agreed, could I really hold my head high? Like she said-did I deserve her?

Three years of college spent gaming, drifting aimlessly. Only after graduation did I realize how brutal the world was.

It took over an hour by bus from the pedestrian street back to my rented room—a slum built for people like me.

As I walked into the alley beneath my building, I suddenly felt someone behind me.

I spun around sharply.

No one.
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Chapter 3: The Fianc and the Boyfriend
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Could Brian have sent someone to follow me? With that arrogant rich-boy pride of his, there was no way he'd swallow the humiliation of losing face to a nobody like me.

Just in case, I picked up a wooden stick from the ground and gripped it tightly.

I had barely taken a few steps when three men suddenly emerged from the side and surrounded me.

The one in front was built like a tank-clearly a professional thug. I'd fought plenty in middle and high school, but there was no way I could take on three at once. The alley was barely wide enough for a car. Running wouldn't be easy.

"Brian send you?" I asked with deliberate contempt, putting on a fearless front. In reality, I was stalling, searching for an escape.

They didn't answer. Instead, they closed in.

I swung the stick at the biggest one with full force. Just my luck—the stick snapped on impact.

He sneered and threw a punch straight at my face. The other two followed with fists and kicks. I hadn't felt this kind of pain in years. College had been quiet. Too quiet.

Maybe it was the old fire coming back. I endured the blows from the two beside me and lashed out with a savage kick at the big guy's stomach, sending him flying several meters away.

The other two grabbed my arms and slammed me to the ground.

The one I'd kicked scrambled up, furious, and began kicking me hard. I couldn't break free. Blow after blow landed.

Just as my vision started to blur, someone walked into view.

Brian.

The three men straightened immediately. "Young Master Liang."

Brian flicked away his cigarette and approached with a cold smile. He crouched down and slapped my cheek lightly, as if testing livestock.

"Kid, I'm warning you. Stay away from Isabella. You dare kiss my woman? You've got a death wish?"

My face burned-not from pain, but humiliation.

Being slapped like that wasn't about force. It was about status. In my hometown, three things in a fight were unforgivable: slapping someone's face, forcing them to bow, or making them squat and humiliate themselves. That was real contempt.

Every nerve in my body tightened. My toes dug into the dirt.

The old me would've fought to the death. But three years of silence had taught me restraint.

Brian wasn't some street punk. He had money, influence. If I went savage, he'd go further. And he could afford to.

"I won't kill you," he said casually, patting my cheek again. "But wherever you touched my fiance, I'll leave a mark."

Damn it. Was he going to cut my mouth?

If he knew I'd already slept with her, I'd probably lose more than just my face.

He pulled out a knife.

I struggled violently, but the three men pinned me down.

If he really scarred my face, I swore I'd destroy him one day.

Brian watched me like I was nothing.

The blade glinted.

"Stop moving," one of the men growled, punching my chest so hard I couldn't breathe.

So this was it. If I'd known it would come to this, I should've run when I had the chance.

Brian raised the knife-

Suddenly, a flowerpot crashed down onto his arm from above.

The impact was heavy. He screamed and fell to the ground.

More flowerpots followed, smashing around us. The other three scrambled away to avoid getting hit.

In that split second, I broke free and ran.

I took a long detour before circling back to my building from another entrance. When I glanced down from the stairwell, the four of them were gone.

They hadn't cut me. But this debt—I would remember it.

I couldn't figure out why so many flowerpots had fallen. Coincidence? Or someone helping me?

Who would be that kind?

Suppressing the pain, I unlocked my door.

Then I froze.

The usually messy apartment was spotless. And there was the smell of food coming from the kitchen.

I rented one bedroom in a two-bedroom unit. The other room had always been empty.

Which meant someone had moved in.

Curious, I stepped inside.

A girl walked out of the kitchen.

Even in a loose apron, she was stunning.

I almost laughed out loud.

Was I actually sharing an apartment with a beauty?

Though right now, covered in dust and bruises, I looked miserable.

"Ethan, you live here too?" she asked in surprise.

She knew me?

I frowned slightly. I didn't know many beautiful women. Aside from Isabella... maybe Emma Hayes, but she was a signed model. Way out of my league.

She recognized me. I didn't recognize her.

Awkward.

"Yeah," I said calmly. "Small world."

She looked at my injuries with concern. "Are you okay? Those guys looked vicious. How did you get mixed up with them?"

I glanced at the balcony.

The flowerpots were gone.

It clicked.

"You... you were the one who helped me?"

She laughed lightly. "I thought you didn't remember me. I saw them surrounding you, so I figured I'd lend a hand."

Her smile stirred a memory.

"Anna?" I asked cautiously.

She nodded.

It was her—the girl from that night.

"Thank you," I said sincerely.

Looking at her now, she seemed different from Isabella. Pretty, yes. But there was something softer about her. No arrogance. A quiet innocence.

Even if she refused unspoken industry compromises, she should still be earning decent money as a model.

So why live in this aging apartment building?

I didn't ask.

"I'll get some water. Clean up your face," Anna said, heading toward the bathroom.

I watched her walk away, the gentle sway of her waist beneath the apron.

I couldn't help imagining what life might be like sharing this space with her.
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Chapter 4: Anna's Burden
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Anna came out with the basin of water, and I was still staring at her in a daze. Her delicate face and the soft curves beneath her apron made every nerve in my body tighten again.

Seeing the way I was looking at her, she burst out laughing. "Wash your face first. You haven't eaten yet, right? I'll cook you a bowl of noodles."

She set down the basin and returned to the kitchen. Only then did I pull my eyes away and start washing up.

Brian. I swore I would return today's humiliation to him, with interest.

After dinner, it was still early. Anna and I sat on the living room sofa chatting.

"Um... Ethan," she began hesitantly, "have they finalized the models for this auto show?"

I looked at her. Without the bold stage presence she showed at work, she now seemed anxious, almost shy. It was rare to see that vulnerability in a model. I found myself wondering about her background.

"The list isn't with me," I said. "It's with Leonard. Want me to call and ask?"

She waved her hands quickly. "No, no, it's okay. I'll just wait for the notice."

Still, I took out my phone and called Leonard. Consider it repayment for tonight's noodles.

"Leonard, does the auto show list include Anna?" I asked.

He chuckled suspiciously. "Why the sudden interest? You two getting close or something?"

The room was quiet enough that Anna could clearly hear him. The air turned awkward instantly.

"Cut it out," I said quickly. "I'm just asking."

"She didn't make it. There's one last spot left. But since you asked, I'll give it to her."

"Thanks. I owe you one."

After I hung up, Anna let out a visible sigh of relief.

Did she really need the money that badly?

Considering she lived in this six-hundred-yuan—a-month apartment, I was starting to think so.

At auto shows, many companies worked directly with agencies and didn't hire freelance models. For independent girls like Anna, getting into a show was a big opportunity. If a car brand or agency signed her directly, her life could change overnight.

We paid models twelve hundred a day-after our cut. The company easily made at least five hundred per person per day. Ten models for ten days meant fifty thousand profit. And that was just one booth. Add hostesses and assistants, and the numbers grew quickly.

This was just a small part of the business.

"Thank you," Anna said sincerely.

"It's nothing. If you really want to thank me, cook me a few more bowls of noodles."

"Deal," she said, smiling brightly.

For some reason, I felt a pang in my chest. There was a sadness in her eyes she couldn't hide.

"Anna... do you really need money?" I asked without thinking.

The moment the words left my mouth, tears rolled down her cheeks.

I panicked. "Hey, don't cry. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked."

I was terrible at comforting girls. Before I knew what to do, she leaned over and hugged me.

I froze.

This was only the second time a girl had hugged me first.

She held me tightly. After a brief hesitation, I wrapped my arms around her. She smelled faintly of shampoo, fresh from her shower.

Maybe this was what it meant to be needed.

Get a grip, I told myself. She wasn't mine.

But then I felt my body react, betraying me at the worst possible time.

She shifted slightly, and instinctively I held her closer, pressing her head gently against my chest. "If something's wrong, you can tell me. If I can help, I will."

I was bluffing. Completely bluffing.

If she realized I was getting aroused while she was crying in my arms, I'd look like the worst kind of jerk.

Unfortunately, fate wasn't kind. She brushed against me—and I reacted.

She noticed.

Instead of pulling away in anger, she suddenly laughed.

I felt heat rush to my face. I couldn't even figure out how to cheer her up, and somehow my embarrassment had done the trick.

"Didn't expect you to be so shy, Ethan," she teased.

I chuckled awkwardly. "I'm a pure-hearted guy, what can I say?"

I shifted slightly to create some distance, avoiding her gaze.

After a while, she told me her story.

Her name was Anna. Her mother was bedridden, paralyzed. Her younger brother was in his first year of high school. She had come to C City right after finishing high school and had been working for two years. Last year, a part-time gig had introduced her to freelance modeling.

Freelance model wasn't a flattering term in the industry.

Everyone knew what extra income often meant. Business dinners were one thing. But when a client wanted more, what then?

If she had truly held onto her principles, then she had my respect.

I had drifted through life before. Not anymore.

I had someone to surpass now.

Anna held onto me for a long time. My arm eventually went numb before she lifted her head, embarrassed. "Sorry. Your arm must hurt."

"It's fine," I said with a smile. If she'd wanted to stay like that all night, I wouldn't have complained.

We were still sitting close-close enough to feel each other's breath.

My heart pounded hard in my chest.

And for once, even I felt shy.
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Chapter 5: The Model Instructor Is My Ex
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Anna seemed to sense that something subtle had shifted between us. A faint blush rose to her cheeks. She turned quickly and hurried toward her bedroom.

"Ethan, we have training tomorrow. I'm going to bed," she said softly before closing the door.

Watching her disappear into her room in pink pajamas, I couldn't help grinning to myself, already imagining what might happen under this roof in the future.

Isabella? There was no future there.

But Anna... well, as the saying goes, those who live closest get the first chance. I blew a playful kiss toward her door before heading to bed.

The next morning, I woke up groggy. The moment I stepped out of my room, I smelled breakfast.

I'd struck gold. Sharing an apartment with someone this diligent meant I'd never have to worry about meals again.

"Morning, Anna. Sorry to trouble you again," I said awkwardly.

She smiled. "It's nothing. I wake up early anyway."

"You get up this early every day?"

"Yes. I wake up an hour earlier to train on my own."

After breakfast, we headed out. The company had rented a dance studio in the stadium for training. Hostesses and assistants only needed a couple of days of rehearsal, but models required much more-pair routines, stage coordination, runway timing.

On the way, Anna kept her fists clenched tightly. She was nervous. This would be her first auto show.

I patted her shoulder. "Relax. I'm here, aren't I?"

At the studio, Leonard handed me the roster and asked me to take attendance.

Twelve names were listed.

Thirteen people stood in line.

I counted again.

Still thirteen.

A bad feeling crept in. I stepped close to Leonard and whispered, "Wasn't it twelve? Where did the extra one come from?"

He glanced around and murmured, "The one in black—Claire Morgan. She was originally in. But after you mentioned Anna, I swapped them."

So this was my doing.

Fine. I'd handle it.

Anna walked over quietly. "Ethan... maybe I shouldn't participate."

"Don't talk nonsense. Get back in line," I said firmly, deliberately sounding strict.

Claire's expression already told me she wouldn't let this slide. Anna just didn't want me embarrassed.

I turned to Claire with a polite smile. "Miss, can we step outside and talk?"

"Talk about what? Say it here. You think no one knows what you did? You've only been here a few days and you're already pulling strings for your favorite model?" she snapped, arms crossed.

The insult toward Anna hit me hard. If we weren't in public, I might've slapped her.

"Positions go to those who deserve them," I said sharply. "Not getting selected doesn't mean it's favoritism. Or are you claiming you're the industry standard?"

She hesitated for a moment—then fired back, "Fine. Let me compete with Anna. Let today's instructor judge."

A female voice came from the doorway. "Sounds good. I'll judge."

The voice felt familiar.

I turned—and froze.

Emma.

She carried herself with effortless confidence. At 1. 72 meters tall, plus heels, she was nearly 1. 8. Clean-cut style, light makeup, steady stride. Professional. Radiant.

In pure looks, Anna didn't lose to her.

But Emma was professionally trained. Award-winning in college. Her stage presence was polished in ways Anna couldn't match yet.

Leonard stood there stunned before snapping back and extending his hand. "Miss Hayes, I'm Leonard. We appreciate your guidance this week."

He clearly hoped to linger in the handshake.

Emma only smiled faintly, shook briefly, and walked past. Leonard was left grinning awkwardly.

She approached my direction.

I tried to avoid eye contact, but she saw me.

"What a coincidence," I said dryly.

"Yes. Quite a coincidence," she replied, her smile perfectly professional.

Three years ago, her smile had been different.

But that was long gone.

Once Emma took over, Leonard and I stepped aside. She arranged the competition.

No outfit changes—just stage image and runway performance. Same music, two rounds solo, then one paired walk.

The runway track began.

Claire stepped out first.

She had the credentials-1. 7 meters tall, graceful figure, captivating smile. Her turn at the pivot was smooth, controlled, charming.

Then Anna stepped forward.

Her style was softer. Less aggressive. But there was something pure about it. Slightly curved lips, faint dimples. She felt almost ethereal.

Each pause, each pose lingered in the mind.

Finally, they walked together.

The outcome seemed clear.

Then suddenly, Anna's heel twisted.

She stumbled.

I rushed forward and caught her before she hit the ground.

Claire completed the walk without even glancing back.

"She did that on purpose," I muttered.

High heels. Close proximity. One slight nudge at the pivot point was enough.

"Are you okay?" I asked urgently.

Anna nodded. "I'm fine."

But disappointment flickered in her eyes. A stumble meant automatic loss.

My breathing grew heavy. I strode toward Claire.

She wore a smug expression, as if waiting for the elimination announcement.

"Get out," I shouted.

She froze.

Before she could respond, I pushed her out the door and slammed it shut.
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When I turned around, I saw that Anna looked stunned. Then again, my expression just now must've been terrifying.

I forced a smile and said to Emma, "Miss Hayes, you saw what Claire did just now, didn't you?"

Emma sat in her chair, casually twirling a pen. She nodded. "I saw it. Anna wins."

The moment those words left her mouth, Anna's face lit up.

But what shocked everyone even more was what came next.

"Would you be interested in joining Xingyi?" Emma asked her calmly.

The entire room went silent.

Xingyi was every freelance model's dream in C City. Getting in was incredibly difficult.

Anna tried to suppress her excitement. "I... I need to ask Ethan. He brought me here."

Emma turned to look at me with a strange expression, as if I'd led Anna astray.

I wasn't that bad back then, was I? Just unmotivated, maybe.

I glanced at Anna. "Go. Do your best."

Only then did she jump up in excitement, unable to hide her joy. The other eleven models watched with undisguised envy.

After training that afternoon, I made a point of speaking to Emma before leaving.

"Thank you for recommending Anna. Her family's going through a tough time. This really helps her."

She remained distant. "I only introduced her. Whether she signs depends on her ability."

Then she asked suddenly, "Is she your girlfriend?"

"No." I shook my head and left with Anna.

On the way back, Anna asked softly, "Ethan, you know Emma?"

"Yeah."

"There must've been some misunderstanding between you two. Do you want me to talk to her?"

I gave a self-mocking smile. "No need. What's past is past. She's about to become a big star. I'm just a small-time employee. We walk different roads."

After that, I left her and went drinking alone.

She had been the first person I'd ever seriously imagined spending my life with.

But when paths diverge, they diverge.

I drank from dusk until night swallowed the sky. I didn't even remember when I fell asleep.

When I woke up, it was morning.

Something felt wrong immediately.

I wasn't wearing yesterday's clothes.

I was wearing a brand-new suit.

Armani.

What the hell?

The alcohol smell was gone. I was clean.

Someone had changed my clothes. Washed me.

I checked the time.

I froze.

The date showed one month later.

Impossible.

Had I slept on the street for a month?

I quickly checked the network time.

It was correct.

Scrolling through my call logs, I saw that the day after I got drunk, "I" had called Leonard.

But I had no memory of it.

Who made that call?

No answers. Only confusion.

I jumped into a taxi and called Leonard on the way.

"Leonard, I'm heading to the training room. Overslept-might be a bit late."

"You're better already?" he replied quickly. "Good. Come straight to the Convention Center, Gate A. Call when you arrive—I'll get you a pass."

He hung up before I could ask anything.

Better already?

Sick?

When had I been sick?

And why the Convention Center?

When I arrived at Gate A, Leonard came out with my pass.

"Leonard," I asked carefully, "did I call you on the eighth last month?"

He stared at me like I'd grown horns. "Are you sure you're fully recovered? You called and asked for a month's sick leave. Don't tell me you forgot?"

"I called you?"

"I know your voice."

He shoved a stack of documents into my hands. "Stop messing around. Look at the staffing schedule."

He hurried off.

I stood there, unable to make sense of anything.

Once the assignments were in place, my job was mostly supervision.

With nothing else to do, I wandered the exhibition hall, snapping photos of the car models.

One booth caught my eye immediately—the model standing beside the GTR.

She wore a fitted white dress. Elegant. Restrained. Yet she drew the biggest crowd.

I raised my phone.

She turned.

Emma.

I nearly dropped my phone.

I quickly pretended I wasn't photographing her and moved away.

The hall was packed. I wanted to find Anna, but before I could push through the crowd, the models' break time began.

I hurried backstage and saw Anna cornered in the fire exit by a middle-aged man.

She spotted me instantly and grabbed my arm.

"Honey, this man won't leave me alone."

I understood immediately.

"Hey, old creep," I snapped. "Why are you bothering my wife?"

The man smiled faintly, slowly turning the jade ring on his finger.

"Young man," he said mildly, "that suit you're wearing—rented, perhaps? You look like a regular salaried worker. Why not let the lady decide for herself? I can offer you a job. Ten thousand a month."

"Offer your damn self one," I shot back. "Get lost."

I clenched my fists.

Two bodyguards suddenly stepped forward, blocking him.

Of course.

Men like him didn't travel alone.

The fire exit was quiet. If this turned ugly, I'd be the one bleeding.

"Think it over," the man said calmly.

"Think your ass," I snapped.

One of the bodyguards lunged forward with a punch.

"Stop! I'll talk to you!" Anna cried in panic.

But something strange happened.

His punch was fast.

Yet I dodged it effortlessly.

These men were probably former soldiers. In the past, I wouldn't have lasted ten seconds.

The bodyguard looked surprised.

He swung again.

I stepped aside, grabbed his wrist with my right hand, and drove my left fist into his chest.

He stumbled back several steps and hit the wall.

"Don't be afraid," I said, shielding Anna behind me. "I'll protect you."
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I had no idea why my strength had suddenly increased, but if I could look impressive in front of Anna, I wasn't about to waste the opportunity.

The two bodyguards charged at me together.

I rushed toward the one on the left and leapt, kicking him hard in the shoulder.

The other slammed a punch into my back. The impact nearly drove me to my knees. But I knew Anna was watching. If I fell, what would happen to her?

I grabbed a nearby stool and smashed it toward the second bodyguard's head, then followed with a heavy kick that sent him sprawling into a pile of equipment.

The first bodyguard tried to sneak up behind me. Instinctively, I seized his wrist and executed a shoulder throw.

He hit the ground hard. A dull thud echoed—and blood began to seep out.

"Let's go," I said quickly, pulling Anna away.

Back in the lounge, she was still trembling. She had never seen anything like that before.

I was strangely calm. Maybe I was just returning to who I used to be. Besides, I had acted in self-defense.

She clung to my arm. "Ethan... what if he comes after us?"

I placed a hand on her shoulder. "If anything happens, I'll handle it."

I was bluffing again.

That man was clearly powerful. If he really wanted to ruin me, it wouldn't be difficult.

Still, C City was big. As long as he didn't find me, maybe nothing would happen.

Thankfully, he didn't show up again that day. My back hurt, but I ignored it.

On the way home, Anna kept apologizing, saying it was all her fault.

I reassured her over and over.

Then my phone buzzed.

A message from an unknown number:

"Little Ethan, how does it feel to wake up on your first day?"

My heart skipped.

How did this person know I had just "woken up"?

I replied: "Who is this? Did you do something to me?"

Soon another message came.

"Oops~ I didn't mean to. I'm sorry, okay?"

From the tone, it sounded like a girl.

My spirits lifted instantly.

I typed back teasingly: "Do you realize you ruined a huge deal for me? I missed a month of work. That cost me hundreds of thousands. How are you going to compensate me?"

She replied: "I'm sorry~ What do you want as compensation? Should I give you myself?"

I stared at the screen.

Another unexpected encounter?

This was too strange.

I typed: "Then when are you planning to compensate me? Want to meet?"

If she dared to show up, I'd make her explain everything.

But what bothered me most was what she meant by "not intentional."

Had she done something to me?

As the bus stopped at a station, I looked out the window.

And froze.

Isabella.

She sat by a flowerbed, hugging her knees. Her hair was messy. Her clothes wrinkled. She looked nothing like the confident heiress I knew.

Something had clearly happened.

Whatever had happened between us, I couldn't ignore her like this.

I told Anna I had something to handle and jumped off the bus just before the doors closed.

I approached carefully. "Xuewei... is that you?"

She turned, saw me, and immediately tried to run. But she twisted her ankle and cried out in pain.

I rushed forward to support her.

She shoved me away and collapsed back onto the flowerbed.

Then she burst into tears.

"Happy now?" she shouted. "Satisfied seeing me like this? Go ahead-mock me!"

I stood there, stunned.

Wasn't she the daughter of Hongyuan Real Estate? Even if her family had trouble, how could she end up like this?

Her face looked pale and exhausted.

Had something happened because of me?

I didn't ask.

I lifted her in my arms and headed toward the roadside.

She struggled wildly, pounding my back.

"What are you doing? Let me go!"

"Stop it!" I snapped.

She was humiliated. A proud woman like her being seen like this-it must have been unbearable.

"I won't stop!" she cried, hitting me again.

It hurt. But I endured it.

A taxi pulled up. I waved it down.

The driver opened the door reluctantly. I placed her inside and got in after her.

"Drive," I said.

"Where are you taking me? I want to get out!" she tried to open the door.

I grabbed her tightly. "Home."

"I don't want to go!"

"Then where can you go?" I shouted. "Sit still. Or I'll take you back to your father."

The moment I said that, she froze.

Then she started crying again.

And bit my arm.

Hard.

I understood.

She couldn't go home.

"Couples fight all the time," the driver said casually. "Just talk it out."

"Who's a couple with him?" she snapped immediately.

I almost laughed in relief. If the driver hadn't spoken, she might have bitten deeper.

When she finally let go, I saw blood on my arm.

She fell silent after that, staring blankly ahead.

"See? That's better. Couples should communicate," the driver added.

"Stop talking!" she shouted.

The driver only chuckled.

When we arrived at my apartment complex, she looked around with obvious disdain.

I couldn't help thinking—she still had her pride.

A woman raised in luxury would never have imagined stepping into a place like this.
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Fortunately, she didn't make a scene again and followed me upstairs quietly.

When I opened the door, Anna was sitting in the living room eating. She froze mid-bite when she saw me walk in with another woman.

After swallowing, she forced a composed expression. "Ethan, you're back... and this is?"

"Her name is Isabella," I said. "She'll be staying with us for a while. I'll take the sofa."

Anna gave a faint smile. "Alright. Have you eaten? I can cook you both some noodles."

She quickly finished her bowl and headed into the kitchen.

I told Isabella to take a shower. Anna warmly handed her a new set of underwear and clothes-models never lacked clothing.

Anna pulled me aside. "What's going on?"

"It's complicated," I sighed. "She'll probably be here for a while."

After showering and changing, Isabella looked like herself again-beautiful, refined. Only the pride in her eyes was dulled by exhaustion.

She glanced at the bowl of noodles and hesitated before eating. Hunger has a way of humbling anyone.

Anna tactfully returned to her room and shut the door. Even if I hadn't said anything, she must have known my history with Isabella wasn't simple.

"Your father threw you out?" I asked.

She nodded.

"He forced you to marry Brian, and you refused?"

Another nod.

"Then stay here for now."

I went into the bedroom and changed the bedding. I grabbed a quilt, ready to sleep on the sofa.

"I don't want to sleep alone..."

Her voice came from behind me.

My heart skipped.

I had already regretted what happened between us. Bringing her here was an act of responsibility, not romance. Once she regained her position, we would go back to being strangers.

I didn't answer. I just stood there, conflicted.

Any man would feel something when a freshly bathed, beautiful woman asks him to stay.

She closed the door and stepped closer.

My throat felt dry.

She wore thin sleepwear. Her figure was impossible to ignore. I swallowed.

Damn it.

My body reacted.

I stepped back. She stepped forward.

Another inch and her chest would brush against me.

"I..." I started, but the words wouldn't come.

She moved closer still, until her body pressed lightly against mine.

The contact sent a jolt through me. I lost balance and fell onto the bed. She fell forward with me, landing on top.

Before I could explain, her hand slid down and grasped me through my shorts.

The reaction was immediate.

Her touch was confident. Deliberate.

For a second, I almost surrendered.

I slid my hand beneath her skirt, gripping her hips, pulling her closer. She closed her eyes, breathing against my ear.

I rolled her beneath me and lifted her skirt.

She tightened her legs around mine.

Then clarity hit me.

If I crossed this line again, things would never untangle.

I didn't understand her. I didn't trust the situation.

I forced myself to breathe and pushed her away.

She lunged forward again, clinging to me.

"Don't be so casual with yourself," I said quietly.

Her eyes filled instantly with tears.

"Casual?" she laughed bitterly. "Isn't this what you wanted? That night, if Brian hadn't drugged me and you hadn't taken me away, do you think we would've had anything?"

Her words struck hard.

So I had taken advantage of her?

I had never questioned how something like that could have happened to me.

"Xuewei, I..."

"Don't call me that. We're not close," she said coldly.

She wiped her tears and straightened up.

"From now on, you're my fake boyfriend. Help me get rid of Brian. I refuse to live like this."

"Why should I help you?" I asked.

"Are you a man?" she shot back.

I hesitated.

Then nodded slowly. "Fine. I'll help."

"Once the engagement is canceled and I return home, I'll give you two hundred thousand."

Two hundred thousand.

Tempting.

But this wasn't just about money.

Brian and I had unfinished business.

I smirked lightly. "Forget the money. Why not just repay me with yourself?"

"Get out!" she snapped immediately.

I rubbed my temples.

Women were unpredictable.

Moments ago she had been clinging to me.

Now she was throwing me out.

"Alright, alright," I said, grabbing my quilt and leaving the room.

The next morning, when I saw Anna, I felt a trace of awkwardness. With the noise last night, she must have heard everything.

But she said nothing.

As if nothing had happened.
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The ten-day auto show ended quickly, and the company gave us two days off.

Anna followed Emma to Xingyi for formal onboarding.

Isabella, however, didn't let me rest for even a minute.

"Ethan, get up. You're taking me shopping today."

I was sleeping soundly on the sofa when her voice cut through my dreams.

"Seriously?" I groaned. "I've been working nonstop for ten days. Can't I sleep in once?"

She didn't argue.

"Do you still want that two hundred thousand?"

I snorted. "Please. I haven't seen a cent yet. These past few days, you've almost spent all my savings."

"Your so-called savings?" she scoffed. "That thousand yuan wouldn't even cover a pair of my shoes."

Before I could respond, she yanked me off the sofa.

"Weren't your cards frozen by your dad?" I asked. "How are you planning to shop?"

"They're frozen," she said coolly. "But the mall doesn't know that. I'll just say I forgot my card."

I stared at her.

So this was the plan.

When I asked why she hadn't done this earlier instead of ending up stranded on the street, she shrugged and said she'd been too stubborn at the time.

I nearly choked.

Your pride wiped out my savings.

Fine. Once we got there, I'd grab a few Apple products and resell them to recover some cash. Otherwise, at her spending rate, I'd be bankrupt in days.

At the mall, she headed straight for the women's section.

Lingerie in every color imaginable hung everywhere. I forced myself not to stare too long.

Arms full of selected clothes, she made a phone call. Soon, a chubby middle-aged manager hurried over.

"Manager Howard," she said casually, "I forgot my card today. Just put this on account."

He looked uneasy. "Miss... I'm afraid that won't be possible."

She immediately flared up. "What do you mean not possible? Do you want me to tell my father you're disrespecting me?"

He panicked. "Of course not! I wouldn't dare. It's just..."

"Just what?"

I watched her, realizing again how different our worlds were.

"Chairman Li gave strict instructions," Manager Howard said nervously. "If you don't pay, we're not allowed to sell you anything."

Sweat dripped down his forehead.

If he let her take the goods, he'd anger her father.

If he refused, and father and daughter reconciled later, he'd be the one fired.

Isabella's face turned red with fury.

She threw the clothes at him.

Bras and dresses scattered across the floor.

Manager Howard scrambled to calm her. The chairman had forbidden selling to her-not stopping her from making a scene.

"Let's go," I muttered to her.

Just then, someone approached.

"Well, Xiaowei, what's wrong?" Brian's voice carried that same polished arrogance. "If you like something, I'll buy it."

Isabella's anger flared. "Get lost. I don't need you."

He smiled through the insult.

"Did you argue with Uncle Li? Why don't we go back together? I'll help smooth things over."

"Your skin is thicker than a pig's," she shot back. "I'm impressed."

She grabbed my arm and walked out.

Only after we left did she explain.

Brian wasn't just some rich heir.

He was the son of the C City Party Secretary.

The Liang family wanted Richard Brooks's business connections for political achievements.

The Li family wanted Liang's backing for expansion.

This marriage was a transaction.

I had underestimated him.

That made things far more complicated.

As we neared my apartment complex, my phone buzzed again.

The same unknown number.

"Little Ethan, running into trouble? Want some advice?"

My chest tightened.

How did she know?

Was I being watched?

I scanned my surroundings.

No women.

But several unfamiliar men lingered nearby.

I didn't need to guess.

Brian.

The four men stopped pretending and walked straight toward us.

Isabella stiffened.

Then Brian stepped forward.

"Xiaowei," he said smoothly, "don't worry. This is between me and him. I would never hurt you. He dared to touch you. I'll cut his mouth off to avenge you."

She snapped back instantly.

"Who asked you to avenge me? I kissed Ethan willingly. We're living together now. What can you do about it? If you don't mind being cheated on, you can still marry me."

His face darkened briefly—then the smile returned.

I cursed internally.

Was she trying to get me killed?

With that statement, Brian wouldn't just want my mouth.

He'd want much more.
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"Get him!"

At Brian's command, the four men closed in.

Isabella rushed in front of me. "Brian, if you want to touch him, go through me first!"

I had to admit—I was moved.

Her temper was terrible, but her heart wasn't.

Two men dragged her aside. The other two came at me, fists swinging without restraint.

These four were tougher than the last group, though not quite on the level of the bodyguards who had followed that middle-aged businessman before.

I dodged two punches and drove my fist into the armpit of the man on my left. It was a vulnerable spot. He collapsed instantly, clutching himself and howling.

That left one in front of me.

I grabbed a stone and swung it toward his head. He caught my wrist midair and squeezed hard.

Strong.

No wonder Brian had brought him.

Unfortunately for him, Brian didn't know who I used to be.

When it came to fighting dirty—I feared no one.

I drove my knee upward, smashing into his groin. His scream echoed like a slaughtered pig.

I followed with a flying kick that sent him crashing into a garbage bin. The bin toppled over and landed on his head.

"Smells fresh, doesn't it?" I said, stepping toward Brian. "Want to try it?"

Last time, he'd slapped my face.

Today, I was returning the favor, with interest.

Brian's composure cracked. "Protect me! Hurry!"

The two restraining Isabella rushed at me.

I hurled another stone at one man's chest and charged the other, landing a solid punch square on his nose. Blood gushed instantly.

I kicked him down hard, then finished with another blow to the groin.

Dirty?

Winning was what mattered.

The man I'd struck with the stone staggered up and tried to attack from behind. I twisted sharply, grabbed him, and drove my elbow into his ribs.

He collapsed, wheezing.

All four were down.

Sweat soaked my shirt, but adrenaline burned in my veins.

I had missed this feeling.

The rush.

The dominance.

Maybe it was time to stop pretending to be harmless.

"Your turn," I said calmly, walking toward Brian.

He was already halfway into his car.

I grabbed his collar and dragged him out.

The slap echoed sharply through the alley.

A red handprint bloomed across his face.

Even Isabella froze.

"You slapped me three times," I said. "Here are three in return."

Another slap.

His face swelled visibly.

Isabella rushed forward. "Stop! This will cause trouble!"

"You think I'm afraid?" I snapped, my voice heated.

Yes, I knew what it meant to offend the mayor's son.

But if I kept swallowing everything, they'd treat me like dirt forever.

Brian clung to Isabella like she was his lifeline. "He's right! If you touch me again, my father will have you arrested!"

"Shut up!" I slapped him again.

I lifted him like a sack and shoved him into the car.

"Get lost," I said coldly. "And don't let me see you again."

I slammed the door shut.

For once, the anger in my chest felt satisfied.

He wouldn't show his face in public for days.

On the way back, Isabella frowned. "You shouldn't have been so reckless."

I glanced at her. "You're worried about me?"

"That's not the point," she said seriously. "His father is the Party Secretary. They can charge you with anything."

"I'll handle it," I said dismissively.

What else could I do?

I was already in this mess.

That night, Anna came home late as usual. Since she was now at Xingyi, her schedule ran long.

Dinner was just Isabella and me.

At least she'd learned to cook noodles.

While eating, I remembered the mysterious girl.

My phone showed more than ten unread messages.

"Why aren't you replying?" "Do you still want advice?"

I quickly replied: "Sorry, was busy."

She responded with a smiley. "I'm going to class now. Talk later."

Class?

Was she in high school?

If she were in college, she wouldn't care about using her phone during lectures.

Across the table, Isabella asked, "What are you going to do next?"

"No idea. One step at a time. Don't worry—I'll earn your two hundred thousand."

She hesitated. "If it's too much, I can figure out the engagement myself."

I grinned. "Don't take away my chance to get rich."

I leaned forward slightly. "If you feel guilty, you could always repay me in another way."

She leaned closer too, until our lips were almost touching.

Just then, the door opened.

Anna walked in, saw us frozen mid-distance, and quickly retreated to her room.

I stretched lazily. "So... sofa again tonight?"

"Do you want me," she teased lightly, "or the two hundred thousand?"

I chuckled. "Two hundred thousand. Definitely. With that money, I could hire a model every night for months."

She rolled her eyes and went to wash the dishes.

I collapsed onto the sofa and fell asleep.

I didn't expect retaliation to come so fast.

And I didn't expect the police to be so efficient.
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I was still fast asleep when frantic knocking jolted me awake. Before I could even reach the door, it was kicked open.

Seven or eight police officers stormed in.

Behind them stood Brian-his face still swollen from yesterday.

I gave a bitter smile. Isabella had been right.

Still wearing nothing but beach shorts, I was dragged into a patrol car and taken straight to the interrogation room.

"This is your statement. Sign it."

The officer across from me slid several pages over.

I almost laughed.

A few slaps, and they'd managed to write pages of charges. Not only that—they'd even listed a six-month sentence.

Six months?

If I went in, whether I came out would depend entirely on Brian's mood.

Signing that paper would make me the biggest fool alive.

When I didn't move, the officer slammed his hand on the table.

"I told you to sign!"

I picked up the papers, crumpled them, and threw them at his face.

"Sign your ass. You think everyone's a pushover?"

He clearly wasn't used to someone talking back. He froze for a second, then grabbed his baton and swung it at my head.

I dodged.

More officers rushed in.

And Brian followed, smiling crookedly with his swollen face.

"You really think a nobody like you can fight me?" he sneered. "Add resisting arrest."

"Yes, Young Master Liang," a fat officer replied eagerly. "That's a fact."

Brian picked up a baton and walked toward me.

Two officers tried to pin me down.

If I didn't fight now, I'd be finished.

I drove my elbow into one officer's stomach and stomped on another's foot. One swung his gun butt into the back of my head.

Pain exploded behind my eyes.

I lunged forward, looped my handcuffed arms around his neck, and slammed my knee into his back.

He screamed.

I kicked him hard, sending him crashing into Brian.

They toppled over, knocking down two more officers.

"Are you all useless?" Brian roared. "A bunch of trained officers can't handle one guy?"

But numbers don't lie.

Seven against one.

Eventually, they restrained me.

Brian stepped forward and drove the baton into my stomach.

The pain was blinding.

He struck again.

"You're too green to fight me," he spat.

I clenched my teeth, refusing to cry out.

Then came three heavy slaps.

My lip split.

Blood filled my mouth.

Brian... if I ever get out, I'll make you regret this.

Eventually, they forced my fingerprint onto the paperwork and transferred me to the detention center. They said I'd be moved to the holding facility the next day.

The detention center was filled with small-time offenders-ten days, maybe a month, and they'd be out.

I was practically dragged inside. Every inch of my body hurt.

I barely glanced around. I just wanted to lie down.

My assigned bed?

Top bunk.

I almost laughed.

Climbing up in this condition would be torture.

I dragged the blanket down and prepared to sleep on the floor.

A guard entered.

"Who told you to sleep there? Get on the bed."

No point arguing.

I dragged myself up the ladder.

"Hurry up," he barked, tapping my back with his baton.

The strike made me hiss in pain.

"Hey," the man on the lower bunk growled, "you're making noise."

I finally collapsed onto the top bunk.

A few minutes later, the man below stood up and knocked on the bed frame.

"You disturbed my sleep. Apologize."

I forced a smile and leaned over. "Sorry, man."

"Who's your man? Get down here."

He was tall, easily six feet, with broad shoulders and thick arms. The kind of guy who lived for fights.

I was injured and exhausted.

What chance did I have?

"Come on," I said weakly. "Look at me. Let it go."

"Don't act smart," he snapped.

Before I could react, he grabbed my leg and yanked me down.

I hit the floor hard.

The dull thud echoed in my ears.

So this was what recklessness earned you.

I lay there, staring at the ceiling.

Maybe I should've just endured.

But some things, once swallowed, never come back out.
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Chapter 12: Kid, You've Got Nerve
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My head slammed against the floor so hard that for a long moment I couldn't even think straight. If I could've stayed down and never moved again, I would have. Even lying still for a few minutes felt like a luxury.

"Remember the name," the big guy said. "Tyler Reed."

Before I could fully recover, his fist came down at me.

I rolled aside just in time. His punch struck the concrete with a dull thud. His expression twitched from the pain, though he stubbornly refused to show it. After a short pause, he came at me again.

The cell was narrow-bunk beds on both sides, less than two meters between them. There was barely space to dodge.

I shifted left and right, my body screaming in protest. Each movement tore at bruises and swollen muscles. Sweat soaked my back.

Eventually, one punch landed squarely on my chest.

I coughed violently, grabbing a bedpost to keep from collapsing.

"Damn... you're ruthless," I muttered, wiping blood from the corner of my mouth. Every hit—I logged it. Every one of them would be added to Brian's account.

Another punch flew toward me. I ducked and, summoning what little strength I had left, grabbed Tyler's head and slammed it against the wall.

He reacted quickly, but not quickly enough. A lump swelled on his forehead.

He spat to the side and glared at me. "You've got guts, kid. You dare fight back?"

Whatever he'd been doing before—now it was personal.

He cornered me and drove a kick toward my chest. I barely slipped aside.

I was running on fumes. He wasn't slow. A sweeping kick caught my legs and slammed me to the floor again.

For a second, I almost welcomed the darkness.

Then something changed.

A warmth spread through my body. Not heat-something smoother, flowing. Like a current moving beneath my skin.

The pain dulled.

The dizziness faded.

It felt unreal.

But Tyler didn't give me time to think. He grabbed my collar and hurled me toward the wall again.

Fine. I'd gamble.

If my body was really recovering, then all I had to do was endure.

Gradually, I felt stronger. My breathing steadied. The fatigue lifted.

Meanwhile, Tyler's movements slowed.

I could feel it-my recovery was outpacing his damage.

Just a little longer.

He mistook my silence for fear.

"You're tough," he sneered between heavy breaths. "But no one stands against me."

We'll see.

He lunged again, fists flying.

I crouched, weaving under his swings.

Now.

I exploded forward, gripping his right wrist. My left leg hooked behind his foot, and I drove my body forward with everything I had.

He hit the ground hard.

The crash echoed through the cell.

The other inmates peeked over from their bunks—but when my eyes met theirs, they quickly looked away.

"I'll kill you!" Tyler roared, veins bulging in his neck.

I was breathing hard too. No fight leaves you calm. Not unless you're far stronger than your opponent.

He charged
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