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My home was in a remote little mountain village. Ever since I was young, my parents had treated me badly. From the age of five, they made me herd cattle, chop firewood, boil water, and wash clothes. My older brother, on the other hand, did nothing at all. Whenever my parents went to the market, anything good to eat or wear was always bought for him.

Besides my brother, I also had an older sister who was two years older than me. She was very good to me. Whenever my parents made me work, she would quietly help me. My brother, meanwhile, would munch on snacks and run off to play. Every time I complained about him, my father would slap me across the face and angrily tell me that my brother was the eldest of the family.

Whenever I sat in front of the house washing clothes and saw the other children in the village catching fish and shrimp, I wanted so badly to put everything down and go play with them. But I never dared. I was afraid I would not finish the laundry, afraid my father would beat me with a broom, afraid my mother would force me to kneel on the washboard.

I had very little rest every day. I had to wash clothes, cook, clean the house, and on weekends I had to go up the mountain to chop wood. Back then, I often thought maybe I was not really my parents' child. Otherwise, how could they treat me like this?

Later, I found out I had been right.

One night, after chopping wood, I came home and heard my parents arguing in their room. I hid outside the door and listened.

"Look at that bastard. He still isn't back yet," my mother said bitterly. "What's the point of raising him? He's probably out there slacking off again. I say we should just throw him out. Keeping him here only wastes food."

I stood frozen.

Though I had often suspected I was not their biological child, hearing those words come from the mouth of the woman I had called Mother all my life made my whole body turn cold.

But what hurt even more was what my father said next.

"He may not be ours, but if you drive him out, who's going to do the work? Who'll cook? Who'll wash the clothes? Who'll chop the firewood? Who'll herd the cattle? Let's just treat him like a servant. Even servants cost money. Where else are we going to find one that works for free?"

My mother hesitated for a moment, then snapped, "I'm not doing any of it. Leave it to that thing we picked up."

My mind went blank.

All I could think about was how they had beaten me, cursed me, and tormented me since I was little. Even in that moment of complete despair, I still crept away quietly, ran out of the house, and all the way up the mountain. There, I shouted into the dark until my throat hurt.

How could I have been so stupid?

Even a fool should have realized it. What real parents do not love their own child? Even if they are strict, they would never leave that child hungry, never let him freeze through winter without enough clothes, never ignore him when his skin cracked from the cold.

Tears slid from the corners of my eyes.

This was not the first time I had cried because of my parents, but it was the first time I cried because my heart had gone cold. In their eyes, I was worth even less than a servant. The only reason I was allowed to stay in that house was because I could work.

I did not know how long I cried before I realized my sister was standing behind me.

She looked at my tear-streaked face with aching tenderness and tried to comfort me. She said our parents must have only spoken in anger, that I should not think too much about it. And even if they truly were not my real parents, she would still always be my sister, forever someone I could rely on.

The moment I saw her, I could not hold back anymore. I threw myself into her arms and cried out loud.

I had called those people Mom and Dad for so many years, and yet they were never truly mine.

After that night, I no longer looked to them for comfort. I no longer longed for their love. In my eyes, my sister became my only family.

As time went on, my parents treated me even worse. Many times, after I came back from the mountain with firewood, there would be no food left in the pot, which meant I would go hungry again. Whenever that happened, my sister would secretly bring me the portion she had saved. I would ask what she was going to eat if I took it, and she would always say she was not hungry, that I was still growing and needed to eat more to get stronger.

Maybe it was because of her kindness that I still believed there was love in this world.

But reality struck hard.

One day, while I was chopping wood in the mountains, a huge venomous centipede bit my foot. The pain was so sharp that I dropped to the ground on the spot. Before long, my foot had swollen badly, and the pain only got worse. I tried to stand, but it hurt so much I could barely move. I rested for a while, hoping it would ease, but the swelling only grew worse.

Panicked, I forced myself up and started limping back toward the village.

I had not gone far before I collapsed to the ground again.

Still, I got up once more.

By the time I finally limped home, it was already dark. I was covered in mud from falling, and my arms were scratched raw by grass and branches. The moment I reached the front gate, my father stormed over and kicked me.

My frail body flew back several meters.

I crashed onto the ground and could not move.

But his anger was nowhere near satisfied. He grabbed a cane switch and strode toward me.

"You were told to chop wood, and you're only coming back now?" he shouted. "What are your mother, your brother, and I supposed to use to cook with? Let's see if I don't beat you to death today, you ungrateful brat!"

Then he began lashing me with the cane.

Those thin switches hurt horribly when they struck bare skin. My whole body burned. My vision blurred. Stripe after stripe rose across my body. At last, my sister threw herself in front of me, and only then did he stop.

By then, my back was bleeding, and my foot was so swollen I could not even stand.

The moment my sister saw my foot, she burst into tears.

She carried me into the room and took out medicated oil to rub onto my back. She asked what had happened to my foot, and when I told her I had been bitten by a centipede, she became visibly alarmed. In our mountain village, many centipedes were highly venomous. If an elderly person got bitten and was not treated in time, they could die.

After carefully applying the medicine to my back, she asked whether I was hungry.

Only then did I realize my stomach had long been growling. I simply had not felt it before because the pain had numbed everything else. I had not eaten the entire day.

My sister went back to the room and brought me a bowl of instant noodles she had cooked.

The smell alone made my mouth water.

Seeing that look on my face, she looked as though her heart were breaking.

"Don't worry," she said softly. "No one's going to take it from you. I made it for you. Come on, I'll feed you."

I summoned all my strength and opened my mouth.

But what came was not the noodles from her chopsticks.

It was my brother's slap.

The blow hit so hard that I went numb. Five red finger marks flared across my face at once.

My sister shot to her feet, furious, glaring at him.

"Tristan, are you even human? Do you have any conscience at all? He's your brother! He's already in this condition, and you still hit him?"

My brother laughed.

He pointed at me.

"My brother?" he sneered. "Tiffany Tristan, you really know how to joke. He's just some trash our parents picked up. Without my parents, he'd have died long ago. Letting him stay in this house is already generous enough. And you say I have no conscience? I haven't even eaten tonight, and you're cooking for him? So tell me, who's your real brother?"

My sister slapped him across the face.

She was truly furious.

Ever since we were young, she had always protected me. Every time he beat me, she was the one who stepped in front of me.

She glared at him and said, "Nonsense. He is my brother. He always will be. I won't let you bully him. If you lay a hand on him again, don't blame me for what I do."

My brother only laughed and ignored her. He snatched the bowl of noodles from her hands and lifted his chopsticks to eat.

My sister immediately grabbed it back and clutched it tightly to her chest.

That was when he became enraged.

I saw it in his eyes—pure, blazing rage.

"Fine," he snarled. "You shameless bitch. Let's see how I deal with you today."

He strode forward, slapped the bowl of noodles to the floor, and shoved my sister down onto the bed. I tried to stand, but I could not.

Then I saw him tearing at her clothes.

My mind went blank.

I rubbed my eyes, hoping I had seen wrong.

I had not.

He was ripping her clothes apart. In seconds, her purple bra was exposed.

"Tristan, do you even know what you're doing?" I shouted at him. "You can bully me, you can beat me, I can endure that—but she's your sister! You animal! Are you even human?"

It was the first time in all those years that I had ever shouted my brother's name aloud.

He turned and grinned at me, then began groping my sister's body.

"Hah! Since you want the truth, here it is," he said. "Your precious sister Tiffany was adopted too. She and I aren't related by blood at all. Neither of you has anything to do with me. She'll get married off sooner or later anyway, so I might as well enjoy myself first."

My sister struggled wildly, cursing him and calling him a beast, but that only seemed to excite him more. He tore her pants, leaving her in nothing but a purple pair of underwear. His eyes gleamed as he reached to rip the rest off.

At that moment, I forced myself upright despite the wrenching pain.

I thought of how my sister had protected me all my life.

And in that instant, I finally understood why our parents had always favored my brother so much.

It turned out that neither my sister nor I were their real children.

The truth cut deeper than a knife.

I grabbed an iron rod from the table, rushed forward with every bit of strength I had left, and brought it down onto my brother's head.

Blood streamed down at once.

He stopped attacking my sister and turned to glare at me with bloodshot eyes.

"You little bastard," he roared. "You dare hit me? I'll skin you alive today. I'll beat you to death!"

He kicked me in the face.

I flew back into the corner of the wall.

Then he came over and slapped me again, leaving my head spinning. A punch landed in my chest, and I bent double, retching bitter fluid. He hammered his fists into my face until blood poured from my nose. Still unsatisfied, he grabbed a stool from the side and smashed it into my back.

The pain exploded through me.

My back had only just been treated after my father's whipping, and now that blow left my whole body numb. It burned as if hundreds of ants were burrowing into my flesh.

My sister had managed to pull her clothes back on and was screaming at him like mad, but he ignored her completely. When she tried to rush over, he shoved her to the ground.

Then he grabbed my chin with his left hand and stared at me viciously.

"Why won't a little bastard like you just die?" he hissed. "You live in my house, eat my parents' food, drink what they provide, and you still dare talk back to me? You even hit me with an iron rod? Today I'm going to teach you a lesson. If you can't stand it, then get out. This house was never yours to begin with."

Before I could react, another hard slap crashed into my face.

My cheek swelled instantly.

The next second, everything went black.

I fainted on the spot.
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When I woke up again, I found myself lying on a bed. My sister was asleep by my bedside. My whole body was wrapped in bandages. I looked so heavily bound that I was not much different from the mummies I had seen on television.

I tried to get up, but the moment I moved, pain shot through my entire body. My leg was the worst of it. It felt almost numb. Only then did I remember how badly my brother had beaten me.

Hearing the sound, my sister woke up. The moment she saw that I was awake too, she rushed over and wrapped me in her arms. She was beautiful, and her figure had already fully blossomed. She pulled my head against her chest, and all I could feel was warmth and softness.

For some reason, my body reacted.

Startled, I quickly pulled my head back.

My sister looked at me in confusion.

I told her I was fine, just in a lot of pain, and that now that I was older, it did not seem right for her to hold me like that anymore. She laughed and said that when I was little, she had bathed me all the time and had already seen every inch of me. Now that I was older, she teased, I had suddenly learned to be shy.

It took me more than a month to recover. But after that, I realized my leg no longer worked properly. I limped when I walked, and my right leg felt weak and stiff. I knew I had probably been left crippled.

My sister comforted me and said it would get better in time. She believed the centipede venom had seeped too deeply into my body, and because I had not received treatment quickly enough, the damage had worsened. Then she told me that even if I really did stay lame for the rest of my life, she would still take care of me forever.

I finished middle school buried in inferiority, cowardice, bullying, and exhaustion.

Looking back, those three years were nothing but humiliation. Because I had grown up being beaten by my father and cursed by my mother, I had become extremely withdrawn and timid. My classmates bullied me constantly. The boys from my village would mock me for not being my parents' real child. More than once, I wanted to rush forward and punch them, but I never dared. I knew that if I fought back, it would only end with an even worse beating.

Many times I would just be sitting quietly in class when a few boys would burst in and hit me for no reason. Once, I finally gathered the courage to ask one of them why he always beat me.

He said he was in a bad mood and needed someone to vent on. I happened to be the softest target around. Then he added, almost casually, that he had gotten used to beating me. According to him, I was born lowly, the kind of person meant to be stepped on, and no matter what happened, I would never be able to hold my head high.

The day I walked out of the school gates after graduation, my eyes were wet.

I thought it was finally over.

I thought I would never have to live like that again.

Later, I realized how wrong I had been.

Everywhere was the same.

In this world, if you are weak, people bully you. It does not matter whether you have done anything to them or not. That is simply how society works.

The years that followed passed in silent endurance.

Even after I learned I was not my parents' biological child, even while my brother abused me every day, I still stayed. I could only endure it, because that house was the only place I had ever known. I had lived there for more than ten years. If I left, I felt I would lose all sense of direction.

Ever since the time my brother nearly beat me to death, I no longer dared provoke him. Even so, he would often pick up a stick and thrash me for no reason. I would only crouch down, clutch my head, and wait for him to finish venting. I never dared fight back, because I truly believed he might kill me if I did.

As for my sister, he never tried to violate her again. Perhaps our parents had warned him. After all, in name they were still brother and sister. If anything happened between them, the whole village would have drowned our family in gossip.

My life returned to the same cycle as before: cooking, chopping wood, herding cattle, washing clothes. If I did anything poorly, I was beaten. Because my leg was lame, climbing the mountain to cut firewood became slow and difficult, and I could never bring back much. Every time I returned, my father would reward me with several hard slaps.

Maybe I had always been timid by nature. Or maybe I had simply been beaten into submission. Either way, I had long since lost the will to resist. If my parents told me to do something, I did it. I did not dare defy them in the slightest. And when it came to my hot-tempered brother, I avoided him whenever I could.

The only thing that made life bearable was my sister.

Having her by my side every day was the greatest joy and comfort in my life.

But peace never lasts.

The more tightly you cling to something, the more easily it slips away.

I remember that day clearly. It was unbearably hot. For the first time, I formally called my father, mother, brother, and sister over to talk. Even though my parents beat me and my brother tormented me, I did not truly hate them then. After all, they had raised me. Without them, I might have died long ago.

I told them that I had been admitted to university.

Not only that, my score was well above the first-tier admission line.

At that moment, I was full of joy and hope. I thought I would finally receive a hug, a reward, perhaps even a little pride from my parents.

Instead, they looked troubled and told me the family had no money to send me to college. Then they added that, in my condition, going to university would be useless anyway.

My heart went cold.

For all those years, I had lived under the shadow of inferiority and fear. The only place where I had ever felt strong was in my studies. There, I could defeat everyone in the village. I could surpass the people who looked down on me, who mocked me, who hurt me.

But in an instant, all of it shattered like a bubble.

I finally understood that my hope had been nothing more than wishful thinking.

My brother sneered that I was trash. Even if I went to university, I would still be trash—just a crippled piece of trash.

The younger son of Victor Harper had taken the exam with me. He had not even scored well enough for a third-tier school, but the chief had connections and paid to get his son into college anyway. In our poor little mountain village, university was regarded as something sacred, a place of glory far beyond ordinary reach.

I had cried in secret at home more than once.

Why was it that I had earned my place, but could not go?

Why was it that someone who had not even qualified could still enter university because his family could pay for it?

Was that really fate?

Was my brother right?

Was I destined to be worthless for the rest of my life?

I felt rage building inside me. I hated how unfair the world was.

But what came afterward was even more cruel.

One evening, Victor came to our house carrying good food and expensive liquor. My parents were all smiles as they drank with him. Halfway through the meal, the chief finally got to the point.

He wanted my parents to marry my sister off to his eldest son.

At first, my parents hesitated. The village chief's eldest son was not normal in the head. To put it plainly, he was an idiot. If my sister married him, her entire life would be ruined.

But then the chief named his offer.

If they agreed, he would give our family thirty thousand yuan, one cow, several sheep, and the plot of land behind the village.

Faced with that temptation, my parents agreed immediately.

In our poor and backward mountain village, thirty thousand yuan was a fortune.

My sister refused outright. She said she would never marry that fool. She even snapped at my father that if he wanted to marry him so badly, he could go himself.

At once, my father flew into a rage. Right in front of Victor, he slapped her hard across the face. Her cheek turned red instantly. She covered it with one hand and glared at him with hatred in her eyes.

At that moment, I wanted desperately to step forward and say she should not be married off.

But I did not dare.

I was afraid my father and brother would beat me. I was afraid they would beat me half to death. So I stood there frozen, not even daring to move.

My sister cursed my father and said he had no conscience.

He roared back at her.

"I raised you for all these years. You ate my food, drank what I provided, and now you think it's wrong for me to marry you off? Since ancient times, marriage has been for parents to decide. You'll live well in the chief's family, eating good food and living comfortably. How have I wronged you? You dare say I have no conscience? I think you're the one whose conscience has been eaten by dogs."

My sister burst into tears.

It was the first time I had ever seen her look truly helpless.

She said the chief's son was a fool and that she would never marry a fool.

Thinking of everything she had done for me, I finally stepped forward.

I told my father not to marry her to that idiot.

I had barely finished speaking when my brother kicked me so hard that I flew back several meters. I collapsed to the ground and dared not move, terrified he would continue beating me.

Not long after, Victor delivered the bride price, along with the cow, the sheep, and the land deed.

That night, I hid outside my parents' room and listened. They were overjoyed. My father and mother laughed so hard they could barely stop. They said that now, with this money, they could build a house for my brother and help him marry a wife.

That was when I finally understood.

They were selling my sister to secure my brother's future.

A surge of anger rose in me.

My sister had become a sacrifice.

But all I could do was rage silently in my heart.

Some time later, Victor held a wedding for his foolish son and my sister.

That day, my sister cried so hard at home that her whole body shook. No matter how unwilling she was, she still could not resist. She begged my father not to marry her to that fool, but his heart was as hard as iron. He only told her to go and live properly in her husband's house.

That day, she hugged me tightly.

I could feel the fury burning inside her.

She told me she could not accept this.

And suddenly, I began to cry too.

My sister had been beautiful since childhood. She had a delicate face, a high nose bridge, and a figure that had blossomed fully with age. In a big city, she would have been called a goddess. Yet someone like her was being forced to marry a fool.

It was the cruelest joke in the world.

The fool came to fetch her and carried her away on his back. As they passed through the village, the young men standing around pointed and whispered, full of envy.

I followed behind, my heart twisted with bitterness.

"Hey, idiot," one of the young men shouted teasingly, "you've married such a beautiful wife. Do you even know what to do on your wedding night? Want your older brothers to demonstrate? If you don't know how later, bring your bride to me and I'll teach you step by step."

The fool grinned at them.

"Wedding night, wedding night," he repeated foolishly. "No teaching. No teaching."

The young men burst into laughter and headed toward the chief's house.

I limped after them.

The chief's house was plastered inside and out with bright red wedding decorations. More than a dozen tables had been set up in the courtyard, each covered with red paper. The place was crowded with villagers congratulating the chief. I saw my parents drinking with him, smiling as though nothing in the world could make them happier.

I found an empty seat and sat down quietly.

I watched the fool carry my sister into a room, then stumble back out, grinning stupidly as he joined several village youths for drinks. At another table, my brother was drinking with people his own age. I heard him laughing and saying that at last they had gotten rid of the freeloader in the house. He even said I should be driven out next. I did not know whether it was drunken nonsense or what he truly wanted.

Watching my sister marry that fool, I felt unspeakable misery.

I could not persuade my parents. I did not dare confront them.

My sister was so beautiful. She should have had a life of her own. She should not have been chained to a man like that.

Anger burned in me as I picked up a glass and started drinking.

It was the first time in my life I had ever touched alcohol.

Thinking about the suffering my sister would face from now on, and knowing I was powerless to save her, I drank one glass after another.

Maybe because I had never drunk before, or maybe because I drank too fast, my head soon began to spin. I grew dizzy and sleepy. I slapped my own face hard, again and again.

I was useless.

I could not even save my own sister.

For the first time, I began to hate my parents.

I began to hate my brother.

I began to hate everyone who had ever bullied me.

If there was wine today, then I would get drunk today.

Other than numbing myself with alcohol, I no longer knew what else I could do.

So I lifted the glass again and kept drinking.
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I kept drinking the strong liquor, my head filled with nothing but thoughts of my sister.

Ever since I was little, I had lived under constant abuse. Every time I was hurt, she was the one who stood in front of me. When I was hungry, she found food for me. When I was cold, she held me close so we could keep warm together. Whenever I had a fever or caught a cold, she stayed by my bed and looked after me.

In my world, my sister had always been like an angel.

She brought warmth into my life. She brought light.

And yet when she needed protection the most, I could do nothing for her.

Especially when I looked at my parents' hypocritical smiles and my brother's genuine delight, my heart felt as cold as a river in the dead of winter.

I kept drinking until nightfall. I did not know how much liquor I had swallowed. I only wanted to numb myself. Only then did the pain in my chest ease a little. Watching that idiot from Victor's family laughing and trading dirty jokes with the young men from the village, I suddenly laughed too.

Was this what people called fate?

My sister was so beautiful, yet she could only marry a fool?

Meanwhile, in the city, even plain-looking women wanted men with houses and cars.

Was all of that really predetermined?

No.

I did not believe in fate.

I believed people could overcome it.

There was no such thing as an unchangeable destiny. And if there was, then I would change it myself. My life should be mine to decide.

All at once, a bold thought burst into my mind.

Maybe it was because I had drunk too much and my courage had finally risen with the alcohol. Or maybe it was the fury I had buried for more than ten years finally erupting. I stood up and slipped carefully toward the fool's bridal room. Most of the people in the courtyard were already drunk, so no one paid attention to me.

My sister was sitting on the bed in her wedding clothes, a red veil draped over her head.

The moment she heard the door open, she stood up in alarm. She was holding a pair of scissors in her hand.

"Don't come any closer!" she shouted. "If you do, I'll kill myself!"

Only then did I understand.

She had already decided to die.

If I had not come, I might never have seen her again.

"Sis, it's me!" I shouted.

The moment she heard my voice, she tore off the red veil. Her eyes were full of tears. She rushed over and threw her arms around me.

"Xiaojun, why are you here?" she cried. "Go, quickly. If Victor finds you here, he'll beat you to death."

As she held me and cried, I suddenly realized something.

I was her only support too.

Just like me, she was not our parents' biological child. We were both adopted, two abandoned children taken in by that household. In this world, her only real attachment was me.

I could no longer control my emotions.

Even though I had always been timid, cowardly, and full of self-doubt, at that moment I told her I wanted to take her away. I wanted us to leave together. Leave that house. Leave the place that had never truly belonged to us. Leave the place where we had been humiliated and trampled on for more than ten years.

I told her I wanted the two of us to start over somewhere else.

Hope returned to her face.

She looked at me in disbelief and asked if I was talking nonsense. She said this was still our home, that it always would be. Even if our parents were not blood relatives, this was still the place where we had grown up. My sister was too kind. Even after everything they had done to her, she still kept them in her heart.

I told her no.

This was not our home.

It had never been our home. It was not now, and it never would be.

For once, Tristan had been right—this place had never belonged to us.

"Sis, let's run," I said. "Let's leave this place full of pain and humiliation. Are you really going to spend your whole life with that idiot?"

I was almost shouting by then.

I had enough.

Enough of everything from the last ten years. At home, at school, everywhere. I wanted to leave this place and find a home of my own. I wanted to take back the life that should have been mine. I wanted to change my fate with my own hands.

Maybe it was the alcohol.

Maybe it was all the years of pressure building inside me until I could not breathe anymore.

But in that moment, I finally exploded.

For the first time, the cowardly, insecure, spineless boy inside me broke apart. For the first time, I remembered that I was a man, not just some child meant to be bullied forever. I wanted with all my strength to leave that land soaked in pain. I wanted to build a new life. I wanted to lead my sister toward the happiness that should have belonged to us from the beginning.

When my sister thought about spending the rest of her life with that fool, she finally made up her mind.

She chose to leave with me.

The two of us opened the door as quietly as we could, climbed over the courtyard wall, and ran down the mountain. On the way, I slipped back home long enough to grab the few hundred yuan I had secretly saved over the years. Then we ran as hard as we could. I was terrified someone would discover we were gone. Terrified our parents would drag us back and beat us half to death. Terrified my sister's life would be ruined forever if we failed.

Even with my bad leg, I ran as if wheels had been fixed to my feet.

My sister looked at me with the same hope I felt inside.

Once we left, we would be cutting ourselves off from that family for good. From then on, there would only be the two of us in this world. My only family was my sister, and hers was me.

She smiled at me and said she would always be my sister, always be someone I could rely on for the rest of my life.

We ran all night before finally reaching the market town.

At dawn the next morning, we bought bus tickets to the provincial capital—the city where I should have gone to university.

On the bus, both of us were full of anticipation. We were on our way to a strange city, a place where we thought we might find ourselves again.

At that time, I was still hopeful.

After more than ten years of humiliation and abuse, it felt as if everything might finally disappear. Just imagining that I might be able to live a better life made my heart race.

But later, I realized I had been wrong again.

A person's character determines a person's life.

If you are timid, insecure, and weak, then no matter where you go, people will still bully you. The only way to change anything is to become stronger and more confident yourself.

When my sister and I arrived in the provincial capital, we were completely lost.

We did not have much money, so we decided to find work first. My sister found a job as a waitress in a restaurant, earning fifteen hundred yuan a month. For us at the time, that was enough to live on and still have a little left over.

As for me, even though I had not gone to university, I still had proof that I had been admitted. With that, I found work at a tutoring center teaching students. To my surprise, the pay was three thousand yuan a month—twice as much as my sister earned.

At the time, I was thrilled.

So this was the city. Money really was easier to make here.

But the bad things were still waiting for me.

There were several teachers at the tutoring center. Most of them were university students working part-time to make extra money. Among them was a girl named Mia Lane.

She was stunningly beautiful.

She often wore white dresses, beige blouses, and black high heels. She had an elegant air about her, and her figure was impossible not to notice. More than once, just looking at her made my body react, though thankfully she never noticed. She was a student at Dongchuan University—the very university I had been admitted to.

One evening, I was teaching a class when several young men suddenly came in from outside.

They were big, broad-shouldered, and looked vicious enough to eat me alive.

I asked what they wanted.

One of them, a particularly burly man, looked at me with utter contempt and said they were there to cause trouble.

The moment he said that, I knew I was in for it.

But I had not offended anyone.

While I was still trying to figure it out, the man in front barked a single order: "Do it."

Four or five of them rushed over and beat me mercilessly.

It was the first time I had been beaten since coming to the city, and I had not done a single thing to provoke it.

By instinct, I curled up and covered my head with my arms. Their fists slammed into my face until it swelled black and blue. One of them slapped me hard across the head, then looked at me carelessly and warned me to be careful in the future, not to go around getting ideas about women I should not be thinking about. If I dared do it again, he said, they would beat me until I could not get back up.

At that moment, Mia came running over, furious.

In her heels, she hurried to my side and helped me up, asking if I was all right. I said I was fine.

Then she turned angrily to the man in front.

"Leon, what is wrong with you?" she snapped. "What right do you have to beat someone for no reason?"

The man called Leon had a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He glanced at me with contempt before shifting his gaze to Mia.

"Why did I hit him?" he said. "Because this brat's got ideas about you. He keeps staring at you all day. So I taught him a lesson. What's wrong with that?"

Mia pointed at him and shouted, "What does that have to do with you? Who are you to me? He and I just work at the same tutoring center. You beat him without even knowing the facts. Don't you think that's too much? I'm warning you—stay out of my business. I have nothing to do with you."

Leon glared at me, his face dark with anger.

"I beat him because I wanted to," he said coldly. "Even if I got the wrong person, I still beat him. And from now on, every time I see him, I'll beat him again. You'd better be careful. If you dare get close to Mia again, I'll keep beating you."

Then he left with his people.

I stood there dazed.

What had I even done?

I had been beaten for absolutely nothing.

Mia apologized repeatedly, saying I had been dragged into trouble because of her. To make it up to me, she said she would treat me to dinner.

Faced with a girl that beautiful, I had no intention of refusing.

It was the first time in my life I had ever eaten alone with a girl.

Mia laughed at the way I ate and said I did not seem like someone who belonged in modern society. But she did not look down on me. On the contrary, she seemed to find me strange in an interesting way, as if she thought I was someone with a story.

After dinner, I returned to the small place my sister and I rented together.

On the way back, I was oddly excited.

Maybe it was because I had eaten with such a beautiful girl for the first time. Or maybe it was just my male hormones surging.

When I got back, my sister immediately asked what had happened to my face.

Only then did I remember the bruises.

Not wanting her to worry, I lied and told her I had fallen.

She did not believe me at all.

She reached up and touched my face, and her expression changed at once. Then she went to the drawer, took out some medicated oil, and carefully applied it to my injuries.

"Who hit you?" she asked anxiously. "Why were they so cruel? Who did you offend here?"

I did not want her burdened by my problems, so I made up an excuse and told her someone had mistaken me for someone else and beaten me by accident, but they had apologized afterward.

She clearly did not believe me, but she did not press the matter.

After all, I was grown now. I was no longer a child.

I had thought my sister and I might finally live peacefully from then on.

But heaven never lets life become that easy.

Whatever suffering is meant for you will never be spared.

Maybe that is what people mean by youth. Maybe that is what life is. If you do not go through those hardships, you can never truly grow, and you can never truly change.
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One afternoon after I finished tutoring, I wandered along the street. I had been in the city for quite some time by then, yet I still had not properly taken in its charm.

When I reached a quieter stretch of road, I heard noises coming from a patch of bushes by the roadside. I followed the sound and saw four men surrounding a girl near the trees. She was pretty in a gentle, delicate way, the kind that naturally stirred pity and protectiveness.

When I looked closer, my heart tightened.

They were the same men who had beaten me before.

The one in front was Leon. His hands were all over the girl as he grinned obscenely. She struggled in disgust, but she was too weak to fight them off.

"Don't be so resistant," he said with a lewd smile. "Let your big brother hold you properly. I'll make sure to treat you real nice."

The girl shouted for help, calling them hooligans, but hardly anyone came this way, and inside the bushes her voice could barely be heard.

Then, as I stared at her, I realized she looked familiar.

A moment later, I was stunned.

It was Shane Young—my classmate from high school, the school beauty of our class, the dream girl of nearly every boy back then.

Mine too.

I froze.

I did not dare go over, because I knew that even if I did, I would only get beaten. On top of that, I was lame. Forget four of them—even one would have been more than I could handle. While I was still hesitating, my foot slipped, and I stumbled loudly.

At once, Leon, his men, and Shane all turned to look at me.

For a full five seconds, Shane's face was filled with shock. I knew she had recognized me. There was a plea for help in her eyes. But perhaps she also remembered what I had been like in high school—cowardly, weak, always bullied—and disappointment quickly replaced that hope. She slowly shook her head.

Leon stared at me in surprise for a moment, then burst out laughing with his men.

"So it's you, ugly freak," he sneered. "Didn't expect a cripple like you to enjoy meddling so much. What, you planning to play hero and save the beauty?"

At his words, the others looked at me with open contempt. In their eyes, I was nothing. A piece of trash not worth worrying about.

Now that I had been exposed, I could neither leave nor stay. Leon and his men stared at me like predators, clearly waiting to see what I would do. No matter what choice I made, I knew I was going to get beaten.

Even so, I stepped forward.

"Let her go."

It was the first time in my life I had spoken while standing completely straight.

Because the girl in front of me was someone I had secretly liked for three whole years.

That day, even if I was beaten to death, I could not let her look down on me. Even if I was beaten to death, I could not stand by and watch her be humiliated.

Leon let go of Shane and walked toward me. He patted my face with his hand, then burst into laughter.

"Did you all hear that?" he shouted to his men. "This cripple just told us to let her go. Tell me, isn't that hilarious? Since when does a piece of trash tell men like us what to do?"

The others roared with laughter.

I knew they did not take me seriously, but I still forced myself to answer firmly.

"I said let her go. We end this here."

Leon stared at me as if he could not believe what he had heard. He laughed so hard his face twitched, then kicked me hard in the stomach. I was caught off guard and went down immediately.

He walked over and looked at me coldly.

"And why should I?" he said. "Don't tell me it's because of that mouth of yours. What makes you think I'd listen to a loser like you? You think trash like you has the right to speak to me like that? We haven't even settled the score from last time, and now you've delivered yourself to my door."

Then he waved a hand.

"Beat him."

The group rushed over and surrounded me, punching and kicking me from all sides. Fortunately—or maybe unfortunately—I had been beaten so much since childhood that pain like this no longer felt unfamiliar. But even for me, they were vicious. Their boots slammed into my back, their fists into my face, until I was bruised and swollen all over again.

When they finally stopped, I struggled to my feet.

Leon smiled.

"I'll give you this," he said. "You've got some backbone. But I happen to enjoy dealing with people who think they're tough."

He picked up a thick stick and brought it down on my head.

I dropped to the ground at once, dizzy and barely conscious.

Then one of his men said, "Boss, that girl ran off."

I lifted my head and saw that it was true.

While they had been beating me, Shane had escaped.

A weight lifted from my chest.

As long as she was safe, then taking a beating did not matter.

I lay on the ground staring at Leon. He kicked me again and sent me flying several feet away, then came over and slapped me several times. After that, he planted his foot on my head and lit a cigarette.

I could see he enjoyed this.

He crouched down, cigarette between his lips, and looked at me with mocking amusement.

"A little sparrow like you," he said, "and a crippled one at that, will never become a phoenix. You're destined to be worthless for the rest of your life."

Then he and his men stepped on me as they walked off.

I lay there on the ground, anger boiling inside me.

So what if I was a crippled sparrow?

I could still soar through the sky. I could still fly over mountains and rivers. A phoenix might not even manage that.

After a while, I pulled myself up and brushed the dirt from my clothes, planning to go see my sister. Just then, I heard someone call my name.

When I turned around, it was Shane.

Her eyes were full of tears.

She walked over, gently dusted off my clothes, and apologized, saying it was all because of her that I had been beaten. I told her it was nothing. We were classmates. I could not just stand by and watch a classmate be bullied.

Shane had always been a kind and quiet girl. In high school, she had been known as the class beauty, but she had never cared about that title. She was the kind of girl who was so soft-hearted that if she accidentally stepped on an ant, she would feel bad for half the day. She was smart, but far too trusting. Otherwise, Leon would never have found a chance to corner her like that.

She took me to the hospital, where they treated my injuries.

Then she asked why I was here, and whether I had also been admitted to Dongchuan University. She knew how good my grades had been, so seeing me in this city did not surprise her.

I did not tell her that I had been accepted to Dongchuan University. I only said that I had come here to work.

She told me that her family had pulled some strings to help her get into Dongchuan University. She had only been planning to meet some friends that day, but on the way there she had run into Leon and his group.

We talked for a long time, until it was late.

She did not despise me for being ugly or for limping. Maybe because of that, I gradually began to feel drawn to her. Later, she even treated me to a meal. We talked happily the whole time. During all three years of high school, I had never spoken to her as much as I did that day.

After we parted, I told myself it had probably just been a chance encounter, nothing more. There was no reason to think anything could come of it. I liked her, yes, but I knew her kindness was probably no more than gratitude, perhaps mixed with some old affection between classmates.

A goddess like her would never look twice at a cripple like me.

When I got back to the apartment, my sister had bought me new clothes and hurried me to try them on. She said that since we were living in a big city now, I needed to dress in a more fashionable way if I wanted to fit in.

Looking at how hard she worked for me, I stepped forward and hugged her.

She laughed and said, "You're already this old and you still cling to me?"

Only then did I truly begin to feel that I had a home of my own.

The apartment was rented, but I was content.

My sister and I worked every day, striving for a better life. Because at last we had seen hope. At last we had tasted what a normal life could feel like. Sometimes life is like that—it fills you with hope, only to strike you down without mercy and drag you from hope into despair. But sometimes it also lets you glimpse hope when you are already at your lowest.

At the restaurant, my sister did so well that her wages were raised.

What surprised me even more was that she started seeing someone.

He worked in the cosmetics business and had met her while eating at the restaurant. After that, he began coming to our place every day to court her. Maybe my sister had never known a love deep enough to leave scars, or maybe she simply wanted someone to rely on, but in the end she agreed to give him a chance.

To his credit, her boyfriend was attentive. Every day he came to pick her up for work right on time, and he always brought breakfast—not just for her, but for me too. I had no wish to interfere in my sister's love life. As long as she was happy, that was enough for me.

As for me, I kept tutoring students. A hundred yuan a day came easily enough.

Perhaps because our lives had begun to settle down, or perhaps because I still could not let go of what I had lost, I suddenly found myself longing for university again. I wanted to return to the campus that should have been mine instead of staying where I was, giving lessons to children. But every time I thought of the cost of college—and of my leg—my desire weakened.

Someone like me would probably just be mocked there too.

Still, no matter what I told myself, deep down I still longed for that campus.

Only there did I feel strong.

Only there did I feel that I was someone capable, someone outstanding.

Only in studying could I find any sense of pride.

Since tutoring usually took place in the mornings, I had plenty of time in the afternoons and evenings. I often snuck onto Dongchuan University's campus and blended in with the students there, breathing the same air they did. I especially loved going to the library, and I liked sitting in on lectures too. After a while, many of the professors assumed I was one of their students.

But I knew the truth.

I was not.

I was only a cripple lingering outside a life he was never allowed to enter.

One day, while exercising on the university track, I saw a girl walking toward me.

She looked familiar.

When I looked closely, I realized it was Mia from the tutoring center.

She looked slightly annoyed and called me a liar. She said I was clearly a student at Dongchuan University and had never told her. Then she asked which class I was in.

Faced with that question, I had to make a choice—tell the truth or make something up.

In the end, I lied and said I was in Freshman Class Nine.

She smiled and said she was glad we were both schoolmates and coworkers, and told me to come find her more often because she did not have many friends at the university.

I had been about to agree immediately.

But just then, I saw several young men walking toward us.

I recognized Leon's furious face at once.

My heart sank.

So he was a student here too.

What rotten luck. Why did every bad thing seem determined to find me?

The moment Mia saw him, disgust flashed across her face.

"What are you doing here?" she said coldly. "I've already told you I don't like you. There's no possibility between us, so give up. And stop bullying people."

Leon smirked at me.

"Well, well," he said. "Looks like this little temptress is already protecting you. Not bad for an ugly cripple. Seems I underestimated you before. So you're not just a toad—you're a toad trying to steal flowers."

I knew Leon was furious. I also knew this beating was probably unavoidable. But in front of Mia, I had to act like a man. Hiding behind a woman would make me nothing but trash forever.

So I stepped forward and looked at Leon with open contempt.

"If even a toad like me can get closer to the girl you want while you still can't," I said, "then tell me—which one of us is the real loser?"

Leon exploded.

He punched me straight in the face, and blood immediately burst from my nose. Mia shoved him away at once.

"Can you stop bullying him like this?" she demanded. "His leg is injured. What kind of man are you if this is how you treat him?"

Leon lit a cigarette and stared at me.

"So you know he's crippled," he said. "Then what exactly do you see in him? Why are you always defending him? Don't you know how I feel about you? In what way am I worse than this ugly cripple?"

Hearing those words, I felt a deep ache in my chest.

Because he was telling the truth.

How could a girl ever like someone like me—an ugly cripple with a lame leg?

I really could not compare to him.

But I still refused to accept it.

So what if I was ugly?

That did not decide everything.

There are plenty of men who were not handsome and still rose to the top of the world. Looks were not the only thing that mattered.
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Mia glared at Leon, her eyes full of disgust.

"Even a cripple is better than you," she shouted.

Leon stood there with a cigarette in his mouth, smiling at her. Then he turned to look at me, and the only thing I could see in his face was fury.

"Fine," he said coldly. "You dead cripple, I'll let you off today. But if I catch you again, I'll ruin you."

With that, he took his men and left.

Only after he was gone did Mia seem to realize what she had said. She turned to me and apologized.

"I didn't mean to insult you."

Looking at her fair skin and beautiful face, something in my chest suddenly tightened, and heat rose through me. I started to feel nervous.

Did I really have feelings for her?

But I was ugly, poor, and crippled. A girl like her could never possibly feel anything for someone like me. I reminded myself of that over and over in my heart.

Mia noticed me standing there staring at her and burst into a sweet, lovely smile.

"What's wrong?" she asked. "Is there something on my face?"

I shook my head quickly.

Not wanting to invite Leon's revenge again, I decided it was better not to get too close to Mia, so I turned and started walking toward the school gate. She watched me, clearly puzzled.

"Justin, let me treat you to dinner?"

The moment I heard that, I froze.

A girl like her asking me to eat with her—no man in his right mind would want to refuse. But I still dragged my lame leg forward and kept walking out. When I reached the school gate, I turned back and only said one thing.

"Thank you."

After leaving the campus, my feelings toward university only deepened.

That was reality. It always knew how to strike at the softest part of your heart.

The city at night was beautiful.

I stopped at a roadside barbecue stall and ordered a few things. But as soon as I sat down, the people at my table picked up their food and moved to another one. From their eyes, I could see the disgust and mockery clearly enough. To them, an ugly, lame man like me sitting there eating skewers was enough to ruin their appetite.

I ignored their looks and ordered two bottles of beer.

It was my first time drinking beer.

My heart felt heavy.

Yes, I was ugly. Yes, I limped. But I had not broken the law. Why should I not be allowed to sit there, eat skewers, and have a drink? Was it really just because I was ugly and crippled? Who decided that a disabled man had no pride? Who said ugly people were meant to be looked down on? Even in a world obsessed with appearances, shouldn't basic dignity still belong to everyone?

I lifted the bottle and drank deeply.

All my life, I had lived under the weight of inferiority, cowardice, and fear. I had thought that coming to a big city, to a strange new place, would change everything.

But I had been wrong.

No matter where you go, your nature still shapes your life.

After finishing the barbecue and beer, I actually felt a little better. At least for a while, I stopped thinking about how ugly I was, how lame I was, how deeply insecure I felt. Instead, I found myself thinking about other things—how I could still go to university, how I might one day find a beautiful girlfriend, how I could give my sister a happy life.

I wandered along the road with an empty head.

Now and then, people passing by pointed at me and whispered. They said an ugly cripple like me was somehow still full of himself, and that someone like me staying alive was just a waste of food.

Eventually, I sat down outside a food stall, feeling miserable. Maybe it was because I had drunk too much.

After a while, the owner came out and glared at me viciously.

"You dead cripple, blocking my entrance—how am I supposed to do business?" he barked. "Get the hell out of here. What bad luck. If you don't leave, I'll break your other leg too."

Before I could answer, I bent over and vomited all over the front of his stall.

The owner's face changed instantly.

He kicked me hard in the stomach, knocking me to the ground with ease, then came over and stomped on my head.

"You think you can puke here?" he shouted. "I'll beat you to death, you cripple. Beat you to death, you ugly freak."

There were plenty of people watching from the roadside, but not one of them stepped forward to stop him.

I pushed myself up and glared at the owner with bloodshot eyes.

Smack.

He slapped me across the face.

"What are you looking at?" he sneered. "You're not happy about being hit? You cripple."

I wanted so badly to rush at him and slap him back.

But I didn't dare.

The owner was covered in tattoos. One glance was enough to tell he was some kind of thug. And I was still the same timid, cowardly person I had always been, so in the end, I endured it.

Just as he was about to hit me again, a woman in a white dress walked over. She had long, dark, glossy hair and a calm but firm presence. She told the owner that beating someone was against the law, and she even took out her phone to record him. She warned him that if he hit me again, she would call the police.

Afraid of making things bigger, the owner finally stopped. Still furious, he only cursed at me to get lost.

I climbed to my feet, wanting to know who had helped me.

And the moment I saw her face clearly, I sobered up completely.

It was Shane.

My high school dream girl.

I stared at her in surprise.

Could this city really be so small? How could I keep running into her everywhere?

And yet, despite everything, I felt happy.

Because I had met her again.

I had thought that after leaving school, our paths would never cross again in this lifetime.

Her large eyes blinked as she looked at me. She was truly captivating. My heart felt as though something had shocked it awake.

She walked over and leaned in slightly, sniffing the air around me.

"You've been drinking?" she asked. "Justin, I remember you never used to drink in high school. How did you end up like this?"

It was no wonder she said that.

Back in high school, I had been insecure, timid, and weak, but at least I had still studied well. Deep inside, I had still clung to the last bit of my dignity.

But the man standing beside her now was nothing more than a crippled wreck—negative, worn down, and defeated.

Whenever I needed a man's dignity the most, heaven always seemed determined to grind the last scraps of it into dust.

I knew Shane and I could never be anything, but at least in her eyes I had once possessed one good thing: I was smart. I had excellent grades. And now, even that last fragment of worth seemed to have been wiped away.

Shane helped me to a bench by the road and sat me down.

She wiped my lips with a tissue and dusted the dirt from my clothes with her hands. It was the first time I had ever been that close to her, and my heart beat wildly.

She really was beautiful.

Beautiful in a way that did not seem entirely real, like some fairy stepped out of a painting. Mia was the kind of woman whose beauty was mature, full-bodied, and seductive. But Shane was different. Her beauty felt almost unearthly, as though she did not belong in the mortal world at all.

Maybe it was just because I liked her.

Maybe to me, any beauty of hers would have seemed magnified.

But Shane truly felt like a fairy who had drifted unexpectedly into my life.

A soft, alluring fragrance lingered around her, stirring something deep in my mind.

She said she wanted to treat me to a cup of coffee.

She brought me to a stylish cafe filled with a strong romantic atmosphere. Music was playing softly inside, probably meant to create a mood for couples. When Shane and I walked in together, the waitresses looked at me with visible surprise, and even a trace of disdain. The meaning in their eyes was obvious enough: a freak like me bringing a beauty like Shane here on what looked like a date.

Still, none of them said anything aloud. They smiled politely and asked what we wanted.

It was my first time in a place like that. I had no idea what to order, so Shane chose for us—two coffees and some desserts.

We sat by the window.

Outside, passersby kept glancing in, pointing at me and whispering.

For the first time in my life, I truly wanted to curse at people.

I wanted to drag every last one of them inside and ask them what my life had to do with theirs. Even if I was ugly, that was my business.

"What kind of work are you doing here now?" Shane asked.

I paused, then quickly understood.

It was easy to imagine all sorts of things in a place like that. Just moments ago, I had been wondering why she had brought me there, even letting myself foolishly believe that maybe she liked me. But one look in her eyes pulled me back to reality.

"I work at a tutoring center," I said. "I teach students there."

Shane sipped her coffee and looked at me.

"That's a good job," she said. "It suits you."

Then she asked the question I had been avoiding.

"Why didn't you go to university? I know your grades. Getting into Dongchuan University should have been no problem for you. So why didn't you go? Was it because of your family? If that's the reason, I can ask my father to help you."

Her words moved me more than I wanted to admit.

Other than my sister, no one had ever cared about me like that.

For a moment, I wondered if there was something more behind her concern.

But before I could let myself think in that direction, Shane extinguished that hope completely.

"I just don't want to see you wasted," she said quietly. "You belong in school. Your grades during those three years impressed me deeply. I don't know what you've been through, but I still hope you can go back—to school, to the place that should be the sanctuary of your life."

Her words stuck to my heart like glue.

Yes, of course I wanted to go back.

But I had no money for school.

And asking a girl to pity me and help me?

That I could not do.

I was insecure, timid, and cowardly—but I still had my pride.

"Thank you, but there's no need," I said. "I just don't want to go. Even if I did, it would be useless. I'd rather enter society early. Thanks for your concern."

I stood up and started walking toward the door.

Shane rose in surprise. She did not understand why I was leaving, but in my heart, I was only trying to protect the last little scrap of pride I had left.

When I reached the entrance, I turned back to look at her.

"Thank you for the coffee."

Then I pushed open the door and left.

It was past midnight when I finally got back to the apartment.

As soon as I walked in, I saw tears on my sister's face.

I asked what was wrong, but she said nothing.

I knew at once that she had
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