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Chapter 1: A New Beginning
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The morning light of September shines through the windows of the teaching building, casting mottled shadows on the corridor. On the first day of the senior year, the campus is filled with a faint smell of chalk dust, mixed with the scent of ink from new books.

"Hey, Shen Ran, Cheng Yize, hurry up! Gather!"

At the iron gate of the rooftop, Su Wei was holding three cans of iced Coke and waving them excitedly. This place was the secret base that the three of them had "occupied" since the first grade of high school. No matter how busy they were, they would meet here every first day of school.

Shen Ran pushed his glasses up on his nose, holding a math competition booklet in his hand. He frowned as he walked, "Can't you be quiet? This is senior year, not summer vacation."

"Okay, are you still going to be this nervous from the first day of senior year?" Cheng Yize was leaning on the railing lazily, holding a lollipop in his mouth, but there was a barely perceptible fatigue in his eyes.

Su Wei handed the Coke to the two of them, then sat on the concrete steps and looked up at the blue sky: "We are in our third year of high school... It's our last year, so we should do something different, right?"

"What do you want to do?" Shen Ran took a sip of Coke, his eyes full of vigilance towards Su Wei's "bold idea".

"Let's set a goal!" Su Wei clapped his hands and announced excitedly, "Before graduation, we have to accomplish something amazing together!"

"For example?" Cheng Yize asked lazily.

"For example... to ensure that you don't fail the exam?" Shen Ran glanced at him indifferently.

"No, no, no, I think this goal is too unrealistic." Cheng Yize waved his hand, but a smile appeared on the corner of his mouth.

"I'm serious." Su Wei looked around at them seriously, "Shen Ran, are you preparing for the competition? Can you learn to relax properly?"

Shen Ran was slightly stunned and said nothing.

"Cheng Yize, you work part-time every day, do you plan to go to college?"

Cheng Yize was silent for a while, bit his lollipop and said, "I will take the exam, but I won't think too far ahead."

Su Wei sighed, "You two... why are you both more boring than the other? Well, let's wait until we find the 'most awesome thing' and then decide together."

The three of them clinked their Coke cans together, and a crisp "click" sound rang out on the rooftop. At this moment, none of them thought that this agreement would become the most important belief support in their lives.

In the evening self-study classroom, Shen Ran was busy doing math competition questions. Two large notebooks were filled with dense derivation processes. On the podium, the head teacher was explaining the college entrance examination policy, but Shen Ran's attention was all on the complex sequence proof.

"Hey." Su Wei quietly poked his arm.

Shen Ran ignored him.

Su Wei poked him again and whispered, "If you continue like this, you will really turn into a robot."

Shen Ran stopped writing and looked at her helplessly: "What's wrong with you?"

Su Wei mysteriously pulled out a sketchbook from the hole in the table and opened it to show Shen Ran - on the paper was a cartoon sketch of the three of them. The group photo on the rooftop was vividly depicted by her, with smooth lines and lifelike expressions.

"How is it?" Su Wei boasted in a low voice, "I secretly practiced a lot during the summer vacation."

Shen Ran took a quick glance and then lowered his head to continue working on the question: "Not bad, much better than those abstract paintings you drew in your second year of high school."

Su Wei was so angry that he clenched the pen cap tightly: "Do you understand art?"

"Sorry, I'm a science student." Shen Ran said seriously.

Su Wei snorted and stuffed the sketchbook back into her schoolbag, but she felt a little relieved. She didn't tell them that her family didn't support her studying art at all, so she could only paint secretly and didn't even dare to open the sketchbook at home. She wanted to be like Shen Ran, with a family that supported her, but the reality was that her parents didn't take painting seriously at all.

"Anyway," Su Wei slumped over the table, "one day I'm going to hold my own art exhibition."

Shen Ran paused, and said in a gentler tone: "Then you'd better make sure you don't fail the course."

At ten o'clock in the evening, Cheng Yize walked into a small restaurant under the light of the street lamp. He took off his school uniform jacket, tied an apron skillfully, and began to clean up the dishes.

"Chengzi, is it still four hours today?" The proprietress greeted him warmly.

"Well, we get off work at 11:30." Cheng Yize wiped the table skillfully with a calm look.

He has become accustomed to this night rhythm - going straight to his part-time job after class, thinking about tomorrow's homework while serving dishes, washing dishes, and doing accounts, and then going home in the early morning, pushing open the door quietly, and seeing that his grandparents are already asleep.

He didn't want to worry them.

In school, he was the lazy, lazy and unstudy "bad student", but he knew in his heart that he was not qualified to pursue competitions like Shen Ran, nor did he have the opportunity to pursue his dream like Su Wei. He wanted to make money, support himself, and reduce the burden on his family as much as possible.

Cheng Yize sat on a bench in the back kitchen, took out his cell phone, looked at the photo of three people on the screen, and the corners of his mouth curled up slightly.

"The most amazing thing?" He murmured in a low voice, "I'm afraid this matter is not that simple..."

That night, the three people returned to their own worlds, but they did not expect that their conflicts were gradually revealing themselves.

Shen Ran works hard to achieve his grades and dreams, but begins to feel the "distance" from the people around him; Su Wei struggles between art and reality, and her family's lack of understanding makes her increasingly uneasy; Cheng Yize struggles to balance working and studying, and who can truly understand his silence?

But can their friendship really last until the end?
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