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Chapter 1—Beloved Edward Mitchell
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"Prepare the AED!"

"200 joules!"

Beep—

"300 joules!"

Beep—

"Charge again—360 joules!"

Beep-beep-beep-beep—

"Heart rate 70. Blood pressure 90 over 70. Oxygen saturation 96%. Stable. He's back."

After watching Adrian Parker pulled back from the brink of death again and again, Sophia Mitchell no longer had the strength to cry hysterically. Her eyes held nothing but endless reluctance, love, and regret.

Adrian lay motionless in the ICU bed. Sophia gazed at him, unwilling to look away. A faint smile touched her lips. She was no longer sobbing like before. She was strangely calm.

As she always did, she read him a chapter from a novel and played their favorite CD. Then she stepped out of the ward, walking through the familiar, icy corridor. She leaned against the window.

The exhaustion and grievance of the past months had drained the color from her face. Outside, the rain poured harder and harder. Through the glass, the world looked like it was veiled behind a thick curtain of beads. Oppressive. Suffocating.

She walked outside, lifted her head, and let the heavy raindrops strike her face. They played a fierce, elegant symphony. The dark clouds hung stubbornly above her. The wind howled through her already frozen body and pierced straight into her heart.

They had met on a rainy day too.

That year, Sophia was eighteen. Her sister, Olivia Mitchell, was eleven.

Their family had never been well-off. Their Edward worked long days at construction sites. Their Evelyn Mitchell stayed home to care for the two girls and manage the household. Even so, his wages were never enough to cover the family's expenses. Arguments broke out frequently over trivial matters.

"I've had enough! I'm exhausted. Do you even know that?"

"I'm sorry."

"Let's get divorced."

Their Edward nodded helplessly. "You should go. I'll raise the children. I hope you find happiness."

Outside the door, Sophia slowly walked into the room and held her sister tightly as tears streamed down her face. "I'll love you and take care of you from now on."

Olivia was too young to understand what had happened.

The next morning, Sophia woke her sister for breakfast. She looked utterly drained—she hadn't slept at all. Their Edward watched the two girls with guilt in his eyes. Sophia gave him a gentle smile. He knew she understood everything.

"Listen to your sister from now on," he told Olivia softly. "Even if your mom doesn't come back for a while, you must behave."

"Where's Mom? I want Mom..." Olivia burst into tears.

"Yun, Dad will be your mom too. Your sister and I will always love you."

The three of them embraced tightly.

A year passed. Olivia had grown used to life without her Evelyn, though she relied even more on her Edward and sister. At twelve, they were her entire world. Sometimes, she still thought of her Evelyn.

One afternoon at the construction site—

"Old Mu! Old Mu, what's wrong?"

Their Edward had endured severe abdominal pain but forced himself to keep working under the scorching sun. This time, his body gave out. The site supervisor rushed him to the hospital. Initial diagnosis: appendicitis. Immediate surgery required.

A longtime coworker surnamed Zhang, a kind man who had worked alongside him for years, felt deeply for the family's hardship. He called his wife to pick up the girls after school and bring them to the hospital. The surgery deposit was advanced by Zhang and the site supervisor.

"Dad! Dad!" Olivia cried uncontrollably. The Edward who had always seemed invincible now lay fragile and pale. Sophia's heart pounded with dread.

"Who is the patient's family?" A Dr. Andrew Hayes approached with a grave expression.

"I am. Is my Edward okay?" Sophia asked anxiously.

"Come with me."

In the office, Dr. Andrew handed her a test report. Sophia's vision blurred as she read the words: Late-stage rectal cancer.

"During the appendectomy, we discovered significant abdominal fluid. Further examination confirmed late-stage rectal cancer, with possible liver metastasis. We recommend starting chemotherapy and radiation as soon as possible. Surgery will also need to be arranged."

"How much will it cost?" she asked quietly.

"Each treatment cycle is about 5,000. Including surgery later, approximately 200,000 to 300,000."

Back in the ward, Sophia looked at her Edward's weathered face and graying temples. Then she glanced at her young sister. The weight of reality crushed down on her—but she forced herself to stay strong. Her sister was still a child.

After taking Olivia home, Sophia finally broke down. For a freshman in college, the treatment costs were astronomical. She stared at the smog-covered city. The sun struggled faintly behind the haze, fighting to shine. Engines roared, horns blared, people shouted impatiently. The city performed its own chaotic symphony.

She collapsed by the roadside and cried until her throat was raw. She could not lose the only parent she had left.

The next day, she returned to school to request an extended leave.

"Can you tell me the reason?" her teacher asked gently.

The concern in her teacher's voice shattered her composure. Tears flowed uncontrollably as she told everything. Her teacher listened with deep sympathy.

"Let's organize a fundraiser. One person's strength is small, but together we can do more. It may be the only way right now."

Sophia nodded.

The following day, the teacher contacted the school administration and student union. Donations were organized. Students contributed what they could.

The head of the Student Union's Organization Department was a tall, bright young man. His half-rimmed black metal glasses gave him an air of intelligence and sincerity. He worked tirelessly for the fundraiser, filling Sophia with gratitude.

"Hello, I'm Sophia. Thank you."

"I'm Ethan."

They counted the donations together.

"It's still far from enough for your Edward's surgery," Ethan said, concerned.

Sophia lowered her eyes and sighed. "You've already done so much. I'll figure out the rest."

"What if we organize an off-campus fundraiser?" he suggested with a smile.

"Is that okay?" she asked hesitantly.

"Leave it to me."

That night, Ethan began planning at home.

"Dinner's ready. What are you working on?" his Evelyn asked.

He explained Sophia's situation. His Evelyn sighed sympathetically and handed him 1,000 yuan. "Help her however you can."

"I will. Thank you, Mom."

Early the next morning, they set up a donation booth outside a large shopping mall. Strangers stopped one by one, offering help. Watching them, Sophia felt the world was still beautiful. Someday, she vowed, she would give back to society.

A middle-aged couple approached. After listening, the woman turned to her husband.

"If I had done this back then, maybe my Evelyn wouldn't have passed so early. My greatest regret is losing her."

"It wasn't your fault," her husband reassured her.

"I don't want this girl to live with regret like I do. Let's help her."

They walked over.

"Don't be too sad," the woman said gently. "My husband and I will help you."

Sophia looked up at them, tears filling her eyes again. They seemed so kind, so warm. Since her Evelyn left, she hadn't smiled like this.

They visited her Edward in the hospital.

"No, no. I can't accept such a great kindness," he protested.

"Edward, please don't worry," the woman said softly. "We care deeply about charitable causes. If we can help, we will."

"How can I ever repay you?"

"You don't have to. Just keep fighting. Your daughters are still so young. You must stay strong for them."

Overwhelmed, her Edward struggled to sit up and bowed deeply in gratitude. "Sophia, thank them properly."
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Chapter 2—The Lost Night

[image: ]


Sophia had no classes that afternoon, so she went early to the hospital to accompany her Edward through another round of chemotherapy. Though the treatments left him in agony, he still wore his simple, honest smile. Watching him grow thinner by the day, watching his hair fall out after every session, Sophia felt as though knives were carving into her heart as he was slowly wheeled into the treatment room.

The surgery date was approaching. She was relieved, yet restless with anxiety.

Her Edward suddenly took out a rusted old box and handed it to her.

"Don't blame your Evelyn," he said quietly. "She suffered a lot for this family too. She loved you both very much. We came together because we shared the same dream... and we separated because our dreams changed. It's my fault. I didn't try hard enough."

"Dad," Sophia interrupted gently, "you've sacrificed everything to raise us. You're the only Edward we have. Let's talk about this after you recover."

But inside, she thought differently. Since the day their Evelyn walked away, they had become two parallel lines—never to meet again. How could she not resent a woman who left without a backward glance?

"These are our family photos," her Edward continued. "Keep them safe. There's also a letter I wrote to your Evelyn. If... if you ever see her again, give it to her. Tell her I've never regretted loving her."

"I'll keep it for you," Sophia said quickly. "But you should give it to her yourself someday. Don't think too much. I'll head home to grab you some clean clothes—and pick up Olivia from school."

She stuffed the heavy, timeworn box into her bag without opening it.

Back home, exhaustion from days of caring for her Edward and sister finally overwhelmed her. She collapsed onto the sofa and drifted into uneasy sleep.

—
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"Give me an apartment and five million, and I'll destroy the negatives."

A poised young woman stood across from a slightly overweight middle-aged man.

"I treated you so well. This is how you repay me?" the man snapped.

"Treated me well?" she laughed coldly. "Then divorce your wife."

"You think I'd throw away everything I have for you?"

"Then give me what I deserve. Three years hiding in the shadows—what did I get?"

"As a public figure, do you expect me to parade you around? Two million. Take it and disappear. Destroy the photos. Or you'll regret it."

She hesitated—then swallowed her pride and agreed.

After withdrawing money from the bank, the man handed her a plane ticket. Then he seized her phone, drove away, and stopped by the riverbank.

Splash.

Three years of affair—thrown into the water.

His face burned red—whether from anger, humiliation, or alcohol was unclear. He opened a bottle of wine and drank straight from it until it was empty, then opened another. The sunset across the river vanished in an instant. Drunk and staggering, he got back into his Mercedes, muttering curses as he started the engine.

The car roared into the rain.

—
[image: ]


"Why hasn't my sister come yet?" Olivia muttered to herself, pouting.

She was twelve—bright-eyed, lively, adored by everyone who knew her. A top student, cheerful and obedient.

The sky darkened as rain poured harder. Holding her backpack over her head, she ran toward home. But the downpour grew too heavy. She spotted a bus stop and waited there, shivering. Hardly anyone passed. No buses came—not even after forty minutes.

She missed her sister. Tears welled up.

An hour later, headlights pierced the rain. A black Mercedes swerved toward the stop.

Hope surged inside her. She ran forward, waving her arms.

The car stopped.

"Sir," she pleaded through the rain, "could you take me to the village ahead? My home is there. I can't walk anymore. My sister will be worried. Please."

The man behind the wheel was flushed red, heavyset, and smelled strongly of alcohol mixed with damp air. His eyes, sharp behind his glasses, lingered on her far too long.

"Rain's heavy," he said at last, opening the passenger door. "Get in. I'll take you home."

Grateful, Olivia climbed inside.

But instead of driving, the man turned off the engine and stared at her.

"You're soaked. You'll catch a cold. There's a coat in the back. Go wrap yourself up."

Unaware of the danger, Olivia moved to the back seat.

"I don't see it," she said softly.

"I'll find it for you."

He climbed into the back.

The door locks clicked.

She felt fear for the first time.

She tried to push the door open—but he forced her down. Her schoolbag fell to the floor.

A sharp slap echoed louder than the rain.

Then everything went dark.

The man's laughter blended with the sound of rain.

"You think you can threaten me with videos? I'll show you what that feels like."

He switched on his phone camera.

The car stereo blasted an old song—hoarse, rough, unsettling. Outside, the rain pounded wildly, like countless strings snapping in chaos.

—
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Sophia jolted awake on the sofa.

10:00 p.m.

Her heart stopped.

Olivia wasn't home.

How could she have forgotten?

Grabbing a worn umbrella, she ran toward the school.

The rain had softened into a cold, mournful drizzle. Mud splashed beneath her feet as she ran blindly through the dark streets. The night wind sliced through her thin clothes.

Five hundred meters ahead—

She saw a figure lying on the roadside.

Her blood froze.

She sprinted forward.

It was Olivia.

"Yun! Yun, wake up!"

Her sister's clothes were in disarray. Sophia didn't want to confirm what she feared. It was too terrifying.

Olivia stirred weakly in her arms. The moment she saw her sister, tears streamed down her face.

"It's okay," Sophia whispered, her voice breaking. "I'm here. I'll take you home."

She carried her sister on her back, step by step through the mud. Their footprints stretched long behind them in the rain-soaked darkness.
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Chapter 3—The Man She Hated
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When they returned home, Sophia boiled water and gently bathed Olivia again and again, as if she could wash away what had happened. Tears streamed down her face the entire time.

After tucking her sister into bed, she sat beside her and softly patted her chest until Olivia finally fell asleep.

Sophia walked to the window and slapped her own face hard.

"It's my fault. It's all my fault. If I hadn't fallen asleep... if I had woken up earlier... Who was that man? I will make him pay!"

Guilt, rage, and regret churned inside her. She did not sleep at all that night.

The next morning, she made breakfast and forced herself to speak calmly.

"I've asked for leave from school. Eat something. We'll visit Dad. His surgery is tomorrow."

Olivia said nothing.

At the hospital, their Edward sensed immediately that something was wrong. Sophia wore a strained smile, heavy with shame and sorrow. Olivia stood silently, her once-bright eyes empty and distant.

"Yun, go buy Dad a drink," he said gently.

Olivia took the money without a word and left.

The moment she was gone, he turned serious. "Tell me what happened."

"Nothing... I..." Sophia broke down before she could finish.

He coughed violently. "What happened?"

"Dad, I'm sorry. I failed you. I failed Olivia. It's my fault. Hit me if you want—I don't deserve to face you."

She dropped to her knees.

Terrified, he pulled out the IV needle from his arm and struggled to lift her up.

"Sophia! Tell me. As long as I'm here, you don't have to be afraid."

Through sobs, she told him everything.

He stared at her in disbelief.

Then he collapsed.

"Dad! Dr. Andrew!"

Sophia screamed as nurses rushed in and pushed him into the emergency room. The heavy doors shut before she could see him one last time.

Three hours passed.

Five hours.

Sophia and Olivia stood outside, staring at the door without moving.

When it finally opened, a weary Dr. Andrew approached.

"We're sorry. We did everything we could."

The words shattered what little strength Sophia had left. She fell to her knees beside her Edward's body.

"Dad... I'm sorry. I will find him. I swear."

Olivia stood expressionless, as if her soul had already drifted away.

—
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In an office across the city, the man stared at the video on his phone.

"What have I done?"

He slapped himself twice, then slammed his forehead against his desk.

A knock came at the door.

"Director Lin, the Chief would like to see you."

The man's name was Richard Parker—Director of Political Affairs at the Public Security Bureau.

"H-Okay," he muttered, hiding his phone.

"Old Lin, sit," the Chief said calmly. "You know Deputy Chief Huang is retiring. The higher-ups have recommended you to take over. What do you think?"

Richard forced a smile. "I'm honored. I'll work even harder."

Back in his office, he stared out the window, unease flooding his mind.

That incident must never come to light. Not a third person could know.

He transferred the video to a USB drive and encrypted it.

That evening, he returned home.

"Where's he?" he asked his wife coldly.

"In his room, studying," she replied, still scrubbing the floor.

Richard pushed open his son's door.

The boy lay motionless.

"Adrian! Wake up!"

He shook him violently. No response.

He scooped his son into his arms and ran to the car. His wife followed, panicked.

At the hospital, doctors rushed the boy into emergency treatment.

Minutes later, a middle-aged Dr. Andrew stepped out.

"You brought him just in time. Temporary cardiac arrest can still be fatal. Be careful next time."

"Thank you, Dr. Henry," Richard said, relieved.

"Admit him for observation."

"You go with him," Richard told his wife flatly. "I'll handle the paperwork."

—
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Meanwhile, Sophia walked down the hospital corridor holding her Edward's death certificate. The hallway felt colder than ever.

Memories flooded her mind—her Edward's stern lectures, his constant reminders to study hard and leave the village one day. He had always pushed them because he didn't want them to repeat his life.

He had little education. He lost his wife. He worked endlessly just to keep them alive.

He had been busy his whole life—for them.

And now he was gone.

The hatred inside her deepened.

Suddenly—

"Ah!"

Olivia screamed.

A man stood less than two hundred meters away, staring straight at her.

Olivia trembled violently.

"It's him... It's him!"

Sophia followed her gaze.

Richard.

She ran forward and slapped him hard across the face.

"I'm calling the police. I'll make you rot in prison!"

He panicked. "Don't be impulsive. I'll give you money. However much you want."

"Money won't buy your life."

"Let's talk somewhere else," he pleaded.

"I'll send you to prison myself."

His eyes darkened. He leaned close to her ear.

"If you're not afraid of that video becoming public entertainment, go ahead. Do you even know who I am? I'm about to become Deputy Chief Robert Andrew. Who do you think they'll believe? I'll give you 300,000. Take your sister and disappear. The video will never be released."

He shoved a check into her pocket.

Sophia stood frozen.

Behind her, Olivia trembled in silent agony.

Tears streamed down Sophia's face.
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Chapter 4—A Dark Resolve
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"Sophia... how is your Edward?"

Ethan had heard nothing from her for days. When he finally rushed to the hospital and saw her vacant eyes, he didn't know what to say.

"My Edward was a simple man," Sophia said hoarsely. "He lived simply. He died simply. He left behind no last words—just two cloudy streaks of tears. He's the first person I've ever watched die. It's my fault. All of it."

Ethan pulled her tightly into his arms. "You still have me."

Olivia stood nearby, silent as ever.

The sky was gray that day—no rain, no sunlight. Ethan took several days off to help Sophia arrange her Edward's funeral. Only a few distant relatives came.

"Sophia, your sister is still young. You've had it hard," most of them said.

The kind middle-aged couple also attended.

"We didn't expect this..." the woman sighed. "What are you planning to do next?"

"Thank you, Grace. I... I'll support my sister's education."

"And you?" she asked gently.

"I'll find a job."

"Come live with us," the woman said warmly. "We don't have a daughter. We're not wealthy, but our home is yours if you want it. I believe my husband would welcome you."

Her husband nodded with a soft smile.

"Yes, Sophia, just go," Ethan urged.

"Thank you," Sophia said firmly. "But my sister and I will manage on our own. I think my Edward would want us to be independent."

The woman respected her decision. "If you ever need help, promise you'll tell us. And please reconsider leaving school. You're too young to give that up."

Sophia embraced her gratefully.

After the funeral, Sophia stared at her Edward's portrait.

"I watched him struggle for his last breath. I still can't believe someone so strong could collapse like that. From a patient... to a cold body... to ashes sealed in a small box. That was his entire life. I hope he finds peace. I owe this family too much... too much..."

Ethan looked at her seriously. "Tell me what really happened."

"Nothing," she deflected. "I'm thinking of withdrawing from school."

"Sophia, let me share your pain. Don't shut me out."

His gentle gaze broke her defenses. She told him everything—the assault, the threat, her Edward's collapse.

"I will destroy him," she said through clenched teeth. "I'll make him lose everything."

"Don't do anything reckless," Ethan warned. "The law will catch him. Right now your priority is Olivia. She doesn't seem right. Take her to a hospital tomorrow. And you need rest. I'll help you with leave. You can't quit school. If you want to defeat him, you need power—education. Otherwise, how will you fight?"

Sophia exhaled slowly. "I understand. Go home. I need to be alone."

After he left, she knelt before her Edward's portrait. Smoke from burning incense curled through the air. Through her tears, she imagined him standing there.

"It's because of him... Olivia is like this..."

"What should I do? How do I get revenge? Dad, don't blame me. Don't leave me."

Her tears fell again.

The next morning, she took Olivia to the hospital's psychiatric department. After several evaluations, Dr. Andrew said:

"Physically, she's fine. But she shows signs of depression. Family support is essential. That's the only way she'll recover."

It felt like another lightning strike.

After returning home, Sophia made her decision.

She would quit school and stay with her sister.

The next morning at school, classmates surrounded her.

"Sophia, everything will get better."

"Thank you," she said quietly. "I'm here to withdraw."

Ethan stepped forward immediately. "Why? You promised."

"I'm sorry."

"Is it about Olivia? I'm your friend!"

"Nothing," she replied, walking toward the office.

He grabbed her arm gently. "I know you're carrying too much. If you won't tell me, fine. But keep in touch."

He handed her a mobile phone.

"Call me if you need anything."

She watched him walk away. She knew he cared for her deeply—but she no longer felt qualified to speak of love. She carried too much hatred.

In the office, the faculty tried to persuade her.

"You're one of our best students. Think carefully."

"I've decided."

"Take three days. Then come back."

She left reluctantly.

At dusk, the sky burned red as if bleeding. A cold breeze brushed against her skin despite the summer heat.

"Sophia!"

She turned. It was the kind woman again.

"Grace, why are you here?"

The woman held containers of food. "I made something for you. Where's Olivia? I brought her a gift."

Inside, she showed Olivia a doll.

Olivia glanced at it briefly, then lowered her head again.

"What's wrong with her?" the woman asked softly.

"Dr. Andrew says she has depression."

The woman's face stiffened. "Why didn't you tell me? Who will take care of her during the day? You're still studying... Don't tell me..."

"I'm planning to quit school."

"Absolutely not!" the woman said firmly. "You're too young to give up your education. You'll regret it. Come home with me. I'll take care of her. You must continue studying."

She began gathering Sophia's clothes herself.

Sophia stared at the woman—someone she had known less than a month—yet who treated her like family. Overwhelmed, she knelt down.

"Grace... I can't repay this kindness."

The woman quickly pulled her up. "Silly child. Repay me by visiting when we're old."

Sophia hugged her tightly. "Then from now on... you're my Evelyn."

"Yes... yes, my child."

They embraced, holding onto each other as if both had found something long lost.
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Chapter 5—Our Gardenia Bloom

[image: ]


Sophia held her sister's hand tightly as they stepped into their new home.

She had never seen anything like it.

Having grown up in a cramped forty-square-meter apartment, the sheer grandeur felt unreal. The marble walls gleamed beneath dazzling lights. Patterned tile floors reflected the glow of a crystal chandelier overhead. A deep purple sofa dominated the living room, rich and imposing. Even the sweeping wooden staircase made her feel faint, as if she had stepped into someone else's life.

"Don't be nervous," the woman said gently. "This is your home now. Prepare the guest room upstairs. Sophia, you and your sister will stay there. I'll show you once it's ready."

The man joined them with a warm smile. "Welcome to the family. From now on, we look after one another. If you need anything, just tell me. Have you eaten? Sit down. I'll introduce you to another member of the family. Call Lucas for dinner."

A thin teenage boy emerged slowly from the hallway. He looked about fifteen—perhaps in his final year of middle school.

"Hello," Sophia said politely. "I'm Sophia. This is my sister, Olivia. Please take care of us."

Lucas gave her a dismissive glance and let out a faint scoff.

"Lucas, mind your manners," his Evelyn scolded gently. "Sophia is three years older than you. She's your sister now. And Olivia is your younger sister. You must look after them."

"Got it, Mom," he replied casually, casting a brief glance at Olivia before starting to eat.

Sophia didn't mind his attitude.

At dinner, the woman kept placing food onto their plates.

"I don't know what you like yet. Make a list tomorrow. Our Mrs. Agnes is from Sichuan—her cooking is delicious, though sometimes spicy. If you don't like something, just tell her."

"Thank you," Sophia said softly. "If I ever do anything wrong, please correct me."

"Get some rest tonight," the man added. "School starts again tomorrow."

Sophia paused, then nodded eagerly. "Yes."

"You must focus on your studies," the woman reminded her. "Olivia still depends on you. Is she feeling any better?"

Sophia stroked her sister's hair gently. "She barely speaks to me."

Across the table, Lucas found himself watching Olivia more closely. Her fragile frame and distant eyes stirred something unexpected in him—an instinct to protect.

That night, after organizing their clothes, Sophia turned to look at her sleeping sister. A surge of emotion overwhelmed her—guilt, sorrow, tenderness, rage. Why had such injustice fallen upon her sister in the prime of her youth? Why had their Edward died without justice being served?

The hatred burned inside her with nowhere to go.

In the bathroom, she took the small blade she once used to sharpen pencils. Without hesitation, she carved two characters into the inside of her upper arm.

Revenge.

Blood flowed down her arm like red flames. For a second, there was no pain—only silence. The noise of the world vanished. In that darkness, she whispered:

"I will fight him to the end. I may be beaten now—but I am not defeated."

—
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The next morning, she sent Olivia to school before boarding a bus to campus.

"Sophia! Wait!"

She turned to see Ethan running toward her.

The sunlight framed him perfectly. Tall—nearly six feet two—with slightly damp hair brushing his forehead. His fair skin and half-rimmed glasses gave him a thoughtful air, but nothing could conceal the brightness in his clear eyes. His smile curved gently, revealing dimples that softened his sharp features.

"Is there something on my face?" he asked, noticing her stare.

"N-No..."

He stepped closer—too close—and gently wiped a crumb from her lips.

"It wasn't me. It was you."

Her heart pounded violently. Flustered, she turned and hurried toward the classroom.

"Hey, wait! Did you decide to stay? Or do you just not want to leave me?" he teased as he followed.

June brought unpredictable weather, but that day the air was perfect. Gardenias bloomed across the campus—white blossoms nestled in vibrant green leaves. The scent drifted softly in the breeze. The call of cuckoos echoed faintly, announcing the coming summer break. Seniors prepared intensely for the college entrance exams, racing against time.

After class, Ethan brought her to the grassy lawn.

"Have you decided which university you'll apply to?"

"I want to study law," she said firmly.

"Why?"

"I want to see him sentenced with my own eyes. I want to defeat him in court."

Ethan's expression turned serious. "If he broke the law, justice will catch him. But don't lose yourself. Promise me you won't walk a dangerous path."

She looked at him for a long moment—then slowly leaned her head against his shoulder. The sunset painted the sky gold, and the scent of gardenias lingered between them.

"I promise," she whispered. "But you have to believe in me."

"I'll stay by your side."

He reached for her arm—and she cried out in pain.

Alarmed, he pulled up her sleeve. Fresh blood seeped through the bandage.

"Why would you do this?" His voice trembled with anger and fear. "Never hurt yourself like that again."

He rushed her to a nearby hospital on his bicycle.

The older Dr. Emily Foster sighed as she dressed the wound. "Young people..."

Ethan clenched his fists but said nothing.

Suddenly, Sophia stood up. "I need to pick up my sister!"

"I'll take you."

They rode quickly to Olivia's school.

"Excuse me, where is Olivia?" Sophia asked breathlessly.

"She left with her brother," the teacher replied with a smile.

"Brother? What does he look like?"

Panicked, she could barely speak.

"The older boy from middle school—Lucas."

Relief washed over her.

When she returned home and saw her sister safe, she finally exhaled.
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Chapter 6—The High School Years We Shared
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The college entrance exam was drawing closer.

Both Ethan and Sophia were buried in intense revision, and they rarely saw each other now. Every morning, Sophia walked Olivia to school, then headed straight to her own classroom. After school, she picked up her sister and returned home to study late into the night.

Sometimes Ethan would pause outside her classroom door, watching her quietly from a distance. He never disturbed her. After a moment, he would simply turn and leave.

—
[image: ]


Richard returned home from work one evening, briefcase swinging casually at his side. He barely stepped through the door before he saw his wife rushing upstairs with their son's medication.

His heart tightened.

He dropped his briefcase and ran upstairs.

After taking the medicine, Adrian's heartbeat slowly stabilized. Richard let out a breath of relief—but anger quickly replaced it.

Back downstairs, his wife approached timidly.

"I'm sorry. I was in the kitchen making soup for you. He was fine all day... I don't know what happened..."

Smack.

The sharp sound of a slap echoed through the grand living room.

"I married you to take care of him—not to live comfortably!" Richard roared. "If I hadn't pitied you back then, do you think I would've taken you in? What do you have? I have money. I have power. What do you bring? You can't even watch over him properly!"

His wife burst into tears. "I have nothing. Please don't send me away. I'll do better. I promise nothing like this will happen again."

"I'm giving you one more chance," he said coldly. "If it happens again, you're out."

He changed into what he considered his most impressive jacket and left the house.

Upstairs, Adrian had heard everything.

He slowly came down and placed a hand on the woman's shoulder.

"I'm sorry. You suffer because of me. If I were healthy like other children, you wouldn't have so much trouble. Dad just loves me too much—that's why he loses his temper. I'll apologize for him. Please don't be sad."

She wiped her tears and forced a smile. "You're the one who suffers every day fighting your illness. Compared to that, this is nothing."

She stroked his hair gently, her eyes filled with something like longing.
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That night, Richard met friends at a karaoke lounge.

Women crowded around him.

"Ah Tian, we've missed you..."

Their words were sweet and hollow.

They drank heavily.

"Old Lin, you've got it made," one overweight man laughed. "None of us are as free as you."

"The world's changing," Richard muttered.

"Then start a company with us!" someone joked.

Richard fell silent.

His son's medical bills cost millions each year. His official salary would never be enough.

That night, a decision began forming in his mind.
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Three days before the exam, Sophia handed over the responsibility of walking Olivia to school to Lucas so she could focus on revision.

Lucas, usually indifferent and even openly hostile toward her, agreed without complaint this time.

The tension in the city was palpable.

"Come on," Sophia whispered to herself. "You can do this."

Students streamed into the exam hall.

Across the courtyard, Ethan caught her eye. They smiled briefly before heading into separate classrooms.

That same day, Richard submitted his resignation.
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At last, the grueling exam ended.

Parents gathered outside the gates under the blazing sun, discussing universities, majors, tuition fees—whose child had the better future.

Pride and comparison filled the air.

Amid the crowd stood a poised middle-aged woman, calm and composed.

She glanced at her watch.

It was time.

Students poured out, some laughing, some crying in each other's arms.

"I'm going to travel the world, eat everything, buy everything!" a classmate said excitedly to Sophia. "What about you?"

"I'll find a part-time job," Sophia replied.

"How boring! Anyway, my parents are waiting. Bye!"

Sophia watched classmates run into their parents' embraces.

Her chest tightened.

Her Edward should have been there—standing outside, waiting eagerly. She should have hugged him and said:

"Dad, I graduated. Thank you for everything."

But he would never come again.

She lowered her head and walked through the crowd alone.

"Sophia!"

She looked up.

It was the woman who had taken them in.

"Good girl. Tired? Was the exam difficult? Come home. I made your favorite dishes."

Sophia said nothing. She simply took the woman's hand and walked beside her beneath the evening glow. The warm light made her seem almost radiant, and for a fleeting second, Sophia remembered her childhood—her Evelyn holding her hand along a country path.

At home, the man greeted her warmly.

"Wait a bit. Olivia and Lucas will be back soon. We'll eat together. I couldn't pick you up—work was busy. You're not upset, are you?"

"Of course not," Sophia said softly. "You've done more than enough for me."

She bowed deeply.

"We're family," he replied with a laugh. "No need for that. Oh—do you like this?"

The woman presented a white chiffon dress. It flowed elegantly to the ankles, trimmed with lace, delicate pearls, and tiny pink crystals.

"It's beautiful," Sophia breathed.

"Go try it on."

"And this one is for Olivia," she added, holding up a pink princess dress.

Tears welled in Sophia's eyes.

She hugged her tightly. "Thank you."

When Sophia descended the staircase wearing the white dress, she seemed transformed. The fabric drifted around her like soft clouds. Her long hair flowed behind her, her eyes bright as starlight. Graceful, luminous—almost unreal.

"Our Sophia is stunning," the woman exclaimed proudly.

"Look at you bragging," the man teased.

Sophia blushed.

Soon Olivia and Lucas returned.

The woman rushed forward. "Olivia's home!"

Olivia offered a faint smile—small, but genuine.

"Come, let's try your new dress," Sophia urged gently.

Olivia followed her upstairs.

Moments later, they descended together.

"Look at our princesses!" the woman exclaimed.

Lucas had been stone-faced all evening, but as he looked at Olivia—four years younger than him, fragile and distant yet angelically beautiful—his expression softened.

"I think Olivia looks better," he muttered.

"You silly boy," his Evelyn laughed. "They're both beautiful."

Laughter filled the room.

That evening, they gathered around the round dining table—like a family bound not by blood, but by something just as real.
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