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Welcome to Sanpor City—my home and one of the crown jewels of the region. Towering skyscrapers shimmer with neon lights, their glass facades re�lectingendless streams of hovercars zipping through the sky. The air buzzes with the sound of street performers, thehum of conversation spilling from cozy cafe ́ s and trendy rooftop bars. 

Massive shopping arcades sprawl for blocks, their windows bursting with dazzling displays, whileluxury hotels �launt rooftop pools that seem to touch the clouds. By day, families wander through sprawling theme parks �illed with laughter, while at night, the city transforms—music pulses from nightclubs, and the streets �ill with revelers chasing adventure under a kaleidoscope of lights. 

Sanpor hosts the region's largest landing pad, welcoming ships from faraway planets. This is a placewhere dreams take �light—sometimes literally—andwhere every corner promises a new discovery. 

Our security on land and in space is legendary. Warriors were trained for any occasion, and my father was fourth in the hierarchy of supervision. This is my home and the only place I know. Many say I amfortunate to live here. Well, that is more of an outside perspective. Inside, a different life than what others 

know.

In the city, possibilities sprawl in every direction—arcades humming with laughter, neon signs 

​casting playful colors across busy sidewalks, and the scent of sweet street snacks drifting on every breeze. Atnine years old, Sanpor is a wonderland, bursting with adventure at every turn. 

Today, three friends and I thread through the crowded corridors toward the gaming room, our usual hideout when boredom strikes. The room itself glows with a rainbow of screens, each console calling out with pixelated challenges and electronic jingles. Dek and I squared off at the racing game, hands gripping the controllers as virtual engines roar. 

The track on the screen twists and turns, dottedwith wild obstacles—towering ramps, spinningbarriers, and the occasional animated cheerleader waving from the sidelines. Females gather nearby, theirlaughter and cheers a soundtrack to our competition. But I only have eyes for Jezia, her dark hair catching the pulsing light, her con�ident smile hinting at secrets. Shestands out—not just because her family is well-knownin Sanpor, but because she makes the air feel charged, asanything could happen. 

She is the most beautiful female I have ever seen—her eyes shining like polished obsidian, framedby a cascade of inky hair that falls perfectly, no matter how chaotic the room. When she laughs, it’s a bright, musical sound that cuts through the noise of the arcade, and her presence seems to pull the light toward her. 

Most people can’t help but notice her, but when I try to talk, my mouth dries up, and my tongue turns into a useless lump—like I’ve stuffed it with a whole laundry basket of socks. My words tangle and trip, coming out in 

​squeaks and stammers, so that next to her, I feel like a toddler learning a new language. Let’s just say, to this day, I haven’t managed a single coherent word in her direction. 

The game room soon �ills with more kids, buzzing with excitement. Some suggest a round of Monball—a chaotic, fast-paced game where the ball has to make it from one end of the �ield to the other. Thecatch? You score only if you can dodge, weave, and avoid being tackled to the ground by a swarm of determined opponents. The anticipation hangs thick in the air, sneakers beat on the grassy grounds as teams form and strategies are whispered. For a moment, it feels like anything is possible. 

Father said this was a warrior’s game, one of competition, grit, and heart—a proving ground where scraped knees and aching muscles are worn like medals. My father stands tall in my memory: broad-shoulderedand steely-eyed, his voice always carrying a weight that made you want to sit up straighter. He’s a man shaped by old hopes and new regrets, pushing me to stretch beyond what he reached, hoping I’ll turn his un�inisheddreams into victories of my own. Next year, I’ll �inally be old enough to play for the school team, to feel the roar of the crowds, to measure myself against the best. 

When the arcade’s bright lights faded, and the echoes of the arcade drifted into memory, my friends and I slipped away, not brave enough to even glance back at Jezia. Outside, the city felt vast and alive. The sky above was streaked with the last blush of sunset, tallbuildings silhouetted against a canvas of deepening 

​We wove through streets pulsing with life— vendors hawking skewers and steamed buns, the tangy scent of spices mingling with the sweet aroma of candied nuts. Shop windows spilled golden light onto the sidewalk, and laughter tumbled from open doorways as families gathered for dinner. We moved as one, a pack of friends bound together by years of shared secrets and wild imaginings, our shadows tangled as we darted past puddles re�lecting city lights. 

We took the long way home, drawing out the evening, reluctant to let the magic end. Each step was stitched with the comfort of belonging—shouldersbumping, jokes traded back and forth like secret codes. At the corner, our group splintered off one by one, eachgoodbye a gentle tug at the heart, until only the hush of night and the low hum of the city remained. I lingeredoutside my house for a moment, letting the glow and noise of Sanpor settle into my skin, before stepping inside, carrying the city’s pulse and the warmth of friendship like a shield around my heart. 

Once inside the house, I was greeted by the familiar scent of spiced stew simmering in the kitchen and the muted clatter of utensils being put away. Fathersat at the table, broad-shouldered and hunched over a spread of documents, his brow furrowed in concentration. The soft glow of the overhead lamp cast golden pools across the battered wood, highlighting the worn edges of paperwork—shipping manifests and inventory lists, all stamped and smudged from long days at the docks. 

​His �ingers drummed absently against the table, the same steady rhythm he used when he was deep in thought or worried about a delivery going awry. The air felt thick with the weight of his responsibilities, grounding the room in a quiet seriousness. 

“High Councilman Dashvagashi is here on a visit. Seemsthere are humans on our planet and have been here for some time.” I look at him as if he spoke another language. 

“Humans?” Father's head lifts. 

“They are from some planet in Tri Galaxy two. Two of them were approved to be here. Only two. Twins.” Icouldn’t wrap my head around what he said. I didn’tknow what to say as something piqued my interest. “Where are they?” I watched his face for the joke. “They are staying with a family three cities from here.” “What do they look like?” 

“I don’t know. I just know they are here and the visit is landing here.” 

Father went back to work on his form, his pen scratching steadily, shoulders tense under the weight of unspoken worries. I drifted into the kitchen, where the air was warmer and �illed with the rich aroma of simmering broth and freshly baked bread. Mothermoved with practiced grace, her hands dusted with 

�lour as she kneaded dough against the worn countertop. 

The golden light from the window made the steam rising from the pot shimmer, and the soft clink of dishes and the rhythmic thump of kneading brought a sense of everyday comfort. She hummed quietly to 

​herself, as if nothing unusual had happened at all, hercalm presence, a gentle anchor amid the day’s oddness. 

It was strange that Father had mentioned the new ones—whatever he meant by that-but I brushed it off, letting it dissolve into the background like any other bit of dinner conversation. 

“We need to enroll you in training next week. You will be starting Monball this year. Make sure you get the supply list from the coach.” There was no concern in my classes, nor in the question I wanted to play in Monball. It was that or nothing. 

I left the kitchen and went to my room. Lookingaround, I see the trophies I have won over the years. Nothing I would call great or worth keeping for future remembrance. They are just reminders of what Father wanted from me. On my bed, I sit when the door opens. Father stands in the doorway, a tablet in hand. “Dashvagashi would like to have a meeting with all the young ones, with parents' permission. You will not be going.” His words are �illed with �inality. 

I think about meeting the man in charge of Aquado. The training facility and the chance to learn about other species. Unlike other males, I was not going to get the same consideration due to my father's denial. One day, I will meet the man many talk about. Maybeeven train on Aquado like other warriors. The only thing I know about him is word of mouth. 

On the �irst day at the new school, I was assigned my books—stacks of crisp pages smelling faintly of ink and glue—and handed a list of equipment, the paper already smudged from nervous �ingers. The �ield

​outside stretched wide and open, sunlight glinting off the dewy grass, and a nervous energy buzzed through the crowd of new students. About a fourth of us gathered there, shifting from foot to foot, clutching our gear bags and sneaking glances at one another.

One by one, names echoed across the �ield as roll calls began, each answer swallowed by the open air. When my name was called, my voice came out smaller than I intended, but I managed to collect my pile of equipment and set it aside—shoulder pads, helmet, shoes, all smelling of rubber and newness. 

Then came the run. The coach’s whistle cut through the chatter, sharp and commanding, andsuddenly we were off—pounding the hundred-foot �ieldover and over. The lines were crisp and bright, each one a silent barrier daring you to slow down. How do I know? Because we ran those lines at least �ifteen times, sweat running down my back, breath coming in ragged bursts. 

By the end, my legs felt like rubber bands stretched to snapping, trembling with fatigue, my heart hammering as if it might break free of my chest. The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the �ield, butall I could think about was the ache in my muscles and the sweet relief of �inally stopping. 

In the locker room, the scent of sweat and old gym socks clung to the air, mingling with the sharp tang of disinfectants. I shoved my gear into my worn duffel, its zipper sticking as always, and slung it over my shoulder. The low buzz of tired conversation and the 

​clang of metal lockers echoed behind me as I steppedout into the hallway. 

Outside, the late afternoon sun painted the asphalt gold, heat radiating up in shimmering waves. Myfather’s car waited at the edge of the lot, its silhouette familiar and steady—a silent reminder of the expectations waiting inside. 

“We are to meet with the patrol ship commander. He is interested in you and looking into future training.” Fighter ships. Not something I wanted, but arguing with my father would be disrespectful. Father will have his way to follow his path, whichever way I go. It's justabout making it through school and thinking about my future as I am near graduation. 

“Father, shouldn’t I be closer to �inishing training before thinking about �ighter ships or manning one?” 

“No. Your future needs to be planned and prepared for when you are old enough to think about it. It is a father’sresponsibility to guide his young along the right path.” 

I didn’t know what to say. My life is one where he plans more than I do. But who am I to argue without concessions? Ahead of the vehicle, students cross the street to meet their parents. They seem to live easier lives, with no pressure about what they will be in the future, as they enter the �ifth training. Beside me, themale who will not settle for anything less than perfection. Someone who has a good head on their shoulders and has already planned out life as if it were written in the chronicles. 

Two days later, I stood with my father at the launch pad, the air thick with the sharp scent of fuel and 

​the low hum of idling engines. Strange blue and purple men move purposefully around the sleek, silver ship, their skin catching the sunlight in iridescent ripples. Thelaunch pad itself is a forest of blinking lights and tangled cables; the concrete is stained from years of comings and goings. 

Father stands tall beside me, jaw set, the crisp lines of his jacket at odds with the gritty bustle around us. The other high authorities cluster nearby, their faces carved with stern lines, voices pitched low with caution and formality. Approaching them is a man who dwarfs everyone else—towering and broad-shouldered, hisdeep violet skin stretching beneath a uniform that �itshim like a second skin. Every step he takes seems to make the ground tremble, and even the ship’s crewgives him a respectful berth. 

“I would like to see the two human females. We are here to do a wellness check.” The nine were quiet when another show was on. He looks at the group, settlingtwo tan-robed small �igures down. The size indicates they are young ones. Once their feet touched the ground, both hugged the strange male's legs. Without pause, thelarge purple man approaches the two. He knelt, thenspoke to them gently. 

I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying—just the faint, tinny murmur of voices drifting through the charged air, punctuated by bursts of static from nearby comms. The group’s body language was stiff, almost ritualistic, as they moved toward the massive ship gleaming under the sun, my father’s stepsblending with the purposeful stride of the strangers. 

​I stood rooted to the spot, amazement washing over me as the ship’s hull re�lected shifting clouds and the shimmer of heat. The launch pad buzzed with energy—distant shouts from workers, the sharp tang of ozone, the mechanical whir of automated loaders trundling equipment. Several others and I lingered on the edge, perched on crates or dangling our feet from the edge of the platform, whispering theories and stealing glances at the mysterious visitors. 

Twenty minutes stretched on, tensionsimmering, before the �igures reappeared—still cloaked in the protective embrace of enforcers, their uniforms crisp and weapons glinting at their sides. The two 

�lanked the imposing male, guiding him away from the crowd with practiced precision. As they �inished their visit, a ripple of relieved smiles spread across the faces around them, and the heavy doors of Dovier slid shut with a �inal, echoing thud. I still didn’t know what any of it meant, but something about those shadowed 

�igures—faces hidden, motives unreadable—pulled at my curiosity like a magnet. 

Even though that was a strange afternoon, schooland life went on with many unanswered questions. Atschool, things became a constant to-do list. In class, Iwas able to hang out with friends and play during physical training. That was the time I loved the best. Onmy two days off, I spent most of the time practicing, with little time to hang out with friends. On those days, we would �ind ourselves in the parks or walking the busy city streets, dodging the usual crowd. This was life. 

The change grew more demanding as we approached gaming season. Practices stretched longer 

​into the dusky evenings, the �ield bathed in the golden light of setting suns and the glare of buzzing overhead lamps. Each week, more battered pads and helmets piled up in the equipment room, carrying the scent of sweat and determination. 

On the �ield, I found myself swept up in the rhythm of the sport, the smack of bodies colliding, thethud of the ball as it sailed through the air, the sharp sting of cold air in my lungs. Every drill was a puzzle: where to throw the ball, how to read a teammate’smovement, when to risk a wild play. My mind buzzed with calculations, scanning the shifting patterns of players weaving across the grass. 

The environment was always in �lux—onemoment open and clear, the next a chaotic tangle of limbs and shouts. Nothing could truly prepare you for those sudden pivots, the split-second decisions that could turn the tide of a game. In those moments, reaction was everything. My focus narrowed to the pounding of my heart and the precise clarity of instinct, all other thoughts swept away by the urgent need to act. 

My best friends are here with me, and the locker room �ills with voices of excitement for the upcoming game. Sweat and sore muscles spoke volumes about the rigorous training we endured daily. My muscles are 

�lexed, aching with tension. I was ready. More than ready for the �irst night of my life as the passer. The one casting a ball across the �ield to targets that I see open for the catch. 

Feliko, my best friend, is tossing the ball, practicing different positions on the �ield. His hands 

​were spread ready when I threw them into the air, soaring like a bullet from a gun. My whole body is into this throw, almost guaranteeing me a perfect receive. Heis running at a fast pace in line with the approach. Iwatch, not taking my eyes off the play. With swiftness, the ball lands in his arms, and he catches it with ease. Feliko tosses it back, and we go into another position with different determination. 

We are days from the �irst game, and the air feels thick—charged with nerves and anticipation, as if every breath hums with electricity. This is my �irst game, and I can’t seem to sit still; I pace my room, tracing worn paths in the carpet, heart drumming in my chest like a frantic signal. Every night, long after the house has quieted, I lie awake tossing a ball into the air, letting it arc against the shadowy ceiling before catching it again and again. The soft thud of leather in my palm becomes a mantra, each catch echoing my tangled thoughts: whatif I freeze up? What if I let my father down? Sometimes I imagine the other team—are they just as nervous, lyingin their own beds, practicing throws in the dark? 

Feliko came over one evening, breaking the spiral of my worries. We took the ball out to the backyard, thegrass cool and damp beneath our bare feet, the sky streaked with the last pink traces of sunset. As the ball hummed back and forth between us, its weight solid and reassuring, I could almost see the stadium lights and hear the distant roar of a crowd. My mind raced with questions—how fast is their defense, how sharp are their passes, what tricks do they have up their sleeves? This was more than a game; it was my chance to carve out my own place, to step out of the long shadow my father cast and make a name for myself under the lights. 

​Feliko was the one who stopped, “You think they are good?” The words hung in the air. 

“From what I know, they are hard to beat. But we’retougher.” I force a con�ident grin, trying to project the certainty I wish I felt. The weight of expectation presses in from every angle—teammates, family, coaches—as a crowd gathered just outside my line of sight. Each word and gesture carries the silent pressure of everyone counting on us to win, to be more than just a group of kids chasing a ball. 

As the sun dips lower, more of our friends drift into the backyard, trailing laughter and the familiar scent of grass and sweat. They drop their bags in a pileand settle into loose circles on the cool lawn, voicesrising and falling in encouragement. There’s anunspoken comfort in their company, glances exchanged that reassure me: win or lose, we’re in this together. Theair is charged with nervous energy and camaraderie, thekind that makes your heart beat a little faster. 

Then, out of nowhere, Jezia appears with a couple of other girls, their presence like a suddenbreeze stirring the air. They cluster together, talking in soft voices, but every so often I catch Jezia’s eyes on me—quick glances, a half-smile playing at her lips. Herlaughter rings out, bright and teasing, and it draws my attention more than ever before. There’s a newelectricity to the way she moves, the way her gaze lingers just a moment too long. I feel my cheeks �lush, my focus wavering between the game and the girl who, suddenly, seems to hold a little more gravity than the outcome of any match. 

​When we �inished, she made her way over to me, threading through the crowd with an easy con�idence, glancing over her shoulder as if to make sure no one was watching too closely. My heart thudded against my ribs as she approached, and I found myself staring at the ground, unable to keep from grinning like an idiot. Theair between us seemed to buzz with anticipation. Herhand settled lightly on my forearm—her touch warm, 

�ingers lingering just long enough to send a jolt of nervous excitement up my spine. 

“You are going to do great tomorrow, Wavier,” she said, her voice soft and close, carrying a gentleencouragement that felt more potent than any pep talks from my teammates. I could feel my face heat up, mycheeks burning with a blush that had nothing to do with the fading sun. It was the �irst time I’d ever been singled out by a girl—really seen, really noticed—and I liked it more than I cared to admit. 

Stepping a little closer, I leaned in, taking a quiet, instinctive sniff—an old custom to sense if there was a deeper bond between us. I waited for that spark, thatsurge of certainty or longing I’d always heard about, butnothing stirred except the pleasant scent of her hair and the faint sweetness of soap clinging to her skin. Nobond, not yet, but she was still breathtaking in a waythat made my head spin. 

Before I could say anything more, her lips pressed a quick, warm kiss to my cheek—a whisper of contact that left my skin tingling. She smiled, eyesshining with mischief, then spun away, her laughter trailing as she disappeared into the dusk, leaving me 

​rooted to the spot, heart hammering and mind spinning with what-ifs. 

The next day at training, Jezia walks up and kisses me on the cheek in front of my friend. Nothingwas said. It was like the hallway stopped moving. Noteven the closing of a locker dares to disrupt the moment. I kissed her back, and she turned quickly and moved away. This was the of�icial day Jezia and I starteda courtship. That afternoon, I was loaded on the bus for the games in Felinza. The city is slightly smaller yet still large. The only thing they are missing is a landing pad large enough for Dovier. 

After a three-hour ride, we unloaded the bus and went into the locker room. We shuf�le in, hurrying to get dressed and ready for the game. As it's my �irst time playing, my hands are shaking, and I feel so nervous I'mstarting to feel sick. Honestly, I don’t know what to expect from the other team. I can imagine they feel the same anticipation. 

We are �ive minutes away from leaving the locker room, and the air inside is thick with nervous energy— sweat, adrenaline, and the sharp scent of liniment mixing together. The coach paces in front of us, his voice steady and sure as he delivers one last pep talk. 

His words cut through the tension, each phrase practiced but no less meaningful, and you can feel the weight of experience in his tone—he’s shepherdedteams through the Change before, and his con�idencesettles some of our nerves. The old wall clock above the door ticks out each second, the sound impossibly loud. 

​My hands �idget with my helmet straps, heartthundering in my chest. 

At last, it’s time to line up. I’m at the front, rightbehind the coach, and something wild surges in me—Istart hopping from foot to foot, clapping, and hyping up my teammates, my voice echoing off the tile as I urgethem to join in. It’s a side of myself I didn’t know existed, bold and electric, and it ripples through the group, turning nerves into excitement. 

The coach throws open the door and leads our entrance run. We pour out behind him, a wave of color and sound, the rhythmic slap of cleats on concrete giving way to the roar of the stadium. As we emerge onto the �ield, the stands explode into life—�lashes fromcameras, banners waving, the crowd’s voices rising in a thunderous, heart-pounding welcome. The moment feels unreal, like stepping into the center of a dream. Floodlights glare overhead, painting everything in bright, electric white, and the �ield stretches out before us, impossibly green and perfect. 

From the opposite tunnel, the other team enters, their formation tight and energy just as �ierce. Some of their players tower over us, their frames intimidating beneath gleaming armor, and a murmur runs through our line as we take measure of our opponents. 

Once both teams are assembled, I pull on my helmet, the world narrowing to the muf�led sounds inside. The coach and the compliance managers stride to mid�ield, their uniforms crisp, voices low as they confer. For a moment, all noise seems to hush, tensionthick as the coin is �lipped, spinning high into the 

​stadium lights, deciding the �irst move in this battle we’ve all been waiting for. 

Many of us watched with bated breath, eyesglued to the mid�ield where the coaches and compliance managers huddled in a tense circle. Their low voices carried just enough for us to catch snatches of strategy and nerves, the air thick with anticipation. When the compliance manager �inally announced that the other team would be receiving the ball, a ripple of energy swept down our bench—some groaned, others just nodded, jaws set with quiet determination. 

I peeled off my helmet, ran clammy �ingersthrough sweat-damp hair, and dropped onto the bench. But the noise in the stadium didn’t falter for a second. Itwas like playing in the big leagues: fans packed the stands in wild costumes and painted faces, wavingbanners and blasting air horns. The roar of the crowd rolled down in waves, vibrating through my bones— screamers, noise makers, a sea of color and sound that made the whole �ield feel alive. It was both exhilarating and overwhelming, a dream and a dare all at once. 

The whistle blew, and the game kicked off in a blur of motion. My teammates surged onto the �ield, bodies tense and ready, every movement practiced and sharp. I watched as they formed a living wall, blockingthe other team’s advances with grit and teamwork. Every tackle drew a fresh wave of cheers or groans, thecrowd following each play with breathless excitement. 

The ball arced high, spiraling through the lights, and every eye tracked its �light—hands outstretched, hearts pounding, hoping for that perfect interception or 

​game-changing catch. On the sidelines, I felt every movement as if it were my own, nerves and hope twisted together in the electric air, waiting for my chance to step into the chaos. 

Once it’s my turn to enter the �ield, adrenalinesurges through me like a jolt of electricity. I tug my helmet down, the padded interior pressing close, andsprint onto the turf, the stadium lights glaring overhead and the roar of the crowd swelling in my ears. My cleats bite into the grass as I join my teammates for our �irsthuddle; the air is thick with the scent of sweat and churned-up earth, everyone’s breath coming in ragged gasps. Shoulders brush, jerseys stick, and the nervous energy is almost tangible—a living current moving from player to player. 

The coach’s voice cuts through the noise, layingout the play. We break the huddle, lining up in formation, every muscle coiled and ready to spring. Myheart hammers as I scan my teammates, reading their faces for reassurance, drawing strength from their determination. I bark out the play—my voice surprisingly steady—and call for the ball. Time seems to bend and stretch, each second syrup-slow as the ball snaps into my hands. The world narrows to the feel of the laces beneath my �ingers, the bright white lines beneath my feet, and the thunder of footsteps all around. 

I scanned the �ield, searching for an open target. Feliko �lashes into view, slipping past his defender— open, but only for a heartbeat. Another player in a rivaljersey barrels toward him, closing the gap fast. Instincttakes over. I wind up and launch the ball, feeling the 

​satisfying release as it leaves my �ingertips. It sails through the air, a perfect spiral cutting through the stadium’s glare. In that suspended moment, asdefenders shift direction and the crowd holds its breath, everything feels possible—the game, the play, my place on this �ield. My pulse pounds in my ears as I watch the ball arc toward Feliko, hope and fear tangled together, waiting to see if the moment will become memory. 

Feliko snatches the ball from the air, his hands soft and sure, and instantly bolts down the sideline—hislegs churning, arms pumping furiously as the turf blurs beneath his feet. The stadium erupts in a wave of noise, the crowd’s shouts and gasps washing over us in a livingwall of sound. 

Opposing players give chase, their cleats pounding like thunder, gaining ground with every desperate stride. One defender is right on Feliko’s heels, close enough to grab at his jersey, but Feliko doesn’tdare risk a glance back; his gaze is locked on the end zone, all his energy funneled into that single goal. 

He surges past the forty, then the thirty, lungsburning, every muscle screaming for just a few more steps. Time seems to stretch—each yard marker �lyingby in slow motion as hope and fear twist together in the air. The crowd’s roar peaks as he’s �inally brought down at thirty-eight, bodies colliding in a tangle of limbs and jerseys. A cacophony of voices explodes around us: some fans scream for a �lag, �ists raised in protest, whileothers cheer wildly, celebrating the �ield position and the drive. 

​We regroup in a tight huddle, sweat dripping, hearts pounding. I wipe my palms on my pants, breathcoming in short bursts, and call out the next play—voicelow but determined, clinging to the hope that this one will be the breakthrough we need. 

We line up, the air charged with tension, sweatbeading on my brow underneath the helmet. I grip the ball, heart pounding, eyes scanning the shifting wall of defenders. I search for an opening, but every receiver is blanketed by the opposing team—red and black jerseys swarming, their faces determined and feral. Panic

�lutters in my chest as the pocket collapses; I can feel footsteps pounding closer, the hot, humid breath of defenders on my neck. Time seems to compress, eachsecond pressing harder on my shoulders, the roar of the crowd muf�led by the rush of blood in my ears. 

Desperation surges as I scan the �ield again, searching for a miracle. Suddenly—there! A �lash of color breaks free on the far side. Without hesitation, Ilaunch the ball, my arm slicing through the air as two defenders crash in from both sides. The impact is brutal, bodies slamming into mine, the world going white for a heartbeat as I’m driven to the turf. Grass �ills my vision, helmet askew, lungs burning. 

For a moment, I’m disoriented—can’t see the play, can’t hear the outcome—just the vibration of the ground and the distant, wild cacophony of cheers and noise makers exploding through the stadium. Somewhere in the chaos, hope �lickers: maybe, justmaybe, the pass found its mark. 

​As the last heavy body is rolled off me, cool air rushes against my sweaty face, and I blink up at the stadium lights—huge and blinding, haloed by the roar of the crowd. Through the tangle of legs and jerseys, Icatch sight of one of our teammates being hoisted high by the others, his arms raised in triumph. He scored! 

My feet scramble against the turf, legs still wobbly from the hit, and I push myself upright, breathcoming in sharp, exhilarated bursts. The scoreboard blazes with seven points—proof that all the chaos and pain were worth it. It’s my cue to leave the �ield for the extra point, heart hammering as our kicker jogs out, eyes locked and determined. 

As I run to the sideline, a tide of congratulations sweeps over me—teammates enveloping me in crushing hugs, helmets clanking, hands pounding my back so hard it rattles my bones. Faces blur in a whirlwind of shouts, laughter, and sweat-streaked grins. The energy is infectious; I feel lighter than air, as if I might actually �loat above the �ield, carried by adrenaline and joy. For a moment, the noise, the lights, and the wild, sharedtriumph are all that exist, and I realize I never want this feeling to end. 

For three grueling hours, we battled on the �ield, sweat dripping down my back and muscles screaming with every sprint and tackle. The score stayed razor- close, my nerves fraying with each play. I second- guessed my every decision, masking my uncertainty with forced con�idence—shrugging, nodding, andpretending each risky move was all part of the plan. Bythe �inal whistle, exhaustion clung to my bones, my

​jersey soaked and legs leaden. But we’d done it. Weedged out a win by a single, hard-fought point. 

Afterward, despite the �ierce competition, theother team invited us to celebrate. We spilled into a local restaurant, the air thick with the scent of grilled meat and spices, laughter tumbling out the door. Inside, tables were crowded with players, friends, and families, everyone buzzing with leftover adrenaline. 

When we walked in, a cheer rose up—facesglowing with pride, hands clapping, the sound swelling until it �illed every corner of the room. My eyes found my father, standing tall beside my mother, hisexpression beaming with a pride I’d never seen before. For the �irst time since I joined monball, I felt a deep, aching sense of relief and belonging. The tension melted away, replaced by the warmth of accomplishment and the joy of being part of something bigger than myself. 

During the celebration, the restaurant buzzed with the clatter of dishes and laughter echoing off the walls. In the midst of the crowd, I met Akiro, thethrower from the other team. He stood a little apart from the chaos, a quiet reserve about him that set him apart—shoulders slightly hunched, eyes �licking around the room as if searching for an escape route. His brother, Amory, hovered close by, both of them sharing the same sharp jawline and thoughtful gaze. 

They mentioned having twin sisters, but as I scanned the bustling tables—�illed with teammates swapping stories and parents toasting with sparkling drinks—I didn’t spot any other pairs who looked alike. Their mother, radiant and visibly pregnant, moved

​through the celebration with a calm grace, her hands resting protectively on her rounded belly, her face shining with anticipation for the new arrival. 

The whole family seemed tight-knit, quietlysupporting each other amid the joyful chaos. It struck me how, even in a room full of celebration, someconnections stayed private, woven deep beneath the surface. 

“You said you have twin sisters, where are they?” I askAkiro. 

“They did not come tonight. They have their reasons.” By the tightness of his reaction, there is something he didn’t want to say. I felt it alone, moving on to other conversations. 

By the end of the night, Akiro and I had traded stories and laughter over plates of steaming food, forging a friendship that felt surprisingly easy. Wepromised to keep in touch, bumping �ists as the restaurant emptied into the cool night. Back home, theadrenaline of victory faded, replaced by a quietsatisfaction that hummed through my bones. 

School was different after that. Jezia and I became the talk of the halls, the couple everyone watched out of the corners of their eyes. Whisperschased us from classroom to classroom—our names paired together like we were stars in some epic romance. My name echoed in conversations I wasn’teven a part of, classmates eager to offer high-�ives or pat me on the back. There was new energy in the air, acurrent of attention that followed us from the lunchroom to the locker-lined corridors. 

​Most days, I would stroll through the halls with my arm slung around Jezia’s shoulders, feeling an unfamiliar kind of pride. The world seemed to shrink to the space between us—her laughter bubbling up beside me, the soft press of her body leaning into mine, and the curious, admiring looks that trailed our every step. Itwas also the �irst time I felt the warmth of a girl’s breastbeneath my hand—an electric, breathless moment that sent my heart racing and left me grinning for hours. Everything felt new, charged with possibility, as if I’dbeen let in on a secret that made the world just a littlemore vivid. 

This happened in the stairwell when Jezia and I wanted some private time so I could kiss her. I likekissing, and she was my �irst. I felt her hand on mine, lifting to her cheek. She was barely �illed out, butenough for me to cup my hand, and that excited me. Mymind was spinning when I didn’t know what to do next. What I did know, my cock throbbed. I didn’t know what to do with that either. 

For the rest of the day, it refused to go away, anembarrassing, stubborn reminder of everything that had happened with Jezia. I spent every class trying to subtly adjust my jeans, doing my best not to draw any unwanted attention. Every time I shifted in my seat or stood up too quickly, my face burned, convinced that everyone could tell. The bell couldn’t ring soon enough. 

When I got home, I retreated straight to the bathroom, locking the door behind me and staring at my re�lection, hoping for some kind of answer. I �iguredmaybe cold water would help, so I splashed myself and waited, counting off seconds as droplets ran down my 

​stomach. Nothing changed. I looked down—still stiff, jutting out like a �lagpole. What am I supposed to do now? 

Desperate, I wrapped my hand around it, tryingto nudge it down inside my underwear, but the moment my �ingers closed around it, a sharp, almost electric jolt shot through me. Surprised, I did it again, slower this time, and the sensation returned—warm and tingling, sending goosebumps across my skin. I tried moving my hand up and down, curiosity overtaking embarrassment. 

The feelings built quickly, growing more intense with each motion, my breath coming faster as I pickedup the pace. The pleasure was dizzying, my mind blanking out everything except the rush �loodingthrough me, until suddenly, a whole new wave of sensation crashed over me—so powerful and strange that for a moment, all I could do was grip the counter and gasp, shocked by what my body could do. 

I kept chasing that dizzy, lightheaded feeling, hand moving faster as the pressure built inside me. Mybreaths came in short, shaky bursts, and every muscle in my body was tense like a coiled spring. Suddenly, thesensation creating a blinding rush that made my vision swim and my head spin. Warm, sticky �luid pulsed out of me in sharp bursts, splattering against my hand and 

belly.

For a heartbeat, I felt weightless, almost like I might black out, every nerve in my body sparking with an intensity I’d never imagined. I slumped against the bathroom counter, heart pounding, the aftershocks 

​rippling through my limbs. When it �inally faded, Iblinked in stunned disbelief, staring at the mess I’dmade, both embarrassed and amazed. I cleaned up as best I could, and only then did everything �inally settle down. 

That day I learned an important lesson—onethat would stick with me for a long time. A strange new world had just opened up, and I was left with more questions than answers. Later that week, my father called me to the table, his posture stiff and his hands wrapped tight around his mug, knuckles white. He kept his gaze �ixed on the swirling steam, as if searching for the right words at the bottom of his coffee. Theheaviness in the air made my stomach twist; I knew in that moment, whatever was coming couldn’t be good. 

“Son, there is something I feel I need to talk to you about. There is a time in our lives when things start to happen. Things we can’t control even if we wanted to.” What is he talking about? Things happening? “Your bodyis going to start acting in a way you will not understand.” My face �lushes. Of course, father is a male. Edones, he knows what I did the other day? “Feelingof ... ... pressure that needs to be released.” Oh no. Heknows. 

“Sometimes we can control how our body responds or acts. One of these is going to be relieving yourself.” Fuck, he knows. My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. “When your cock gets excited, you will need to take care of yourself until you bond.” I know exactly what he is talking about now. The relief I felt in the bathroom the other day. But he keeps talking. “There are things you 

​can use to help you out with this. Such as your hand.” Ohshit. That was when I realized he had always done this. 

My father sat me down for "the talk" about being with a female—and, much to my horror, about treating my hand like a second date. I genuinely considered faking my own disappearance halfway through. When it was �inally over, I bolted to my room, half expecting my ears to catch �ire from embarrassment, and tried to scrub the memory from my brain with some combination of wishful thinking and imaginary bleach. Isincerely hope the universe never subjects me to parental wisdom like that ever again. 

Turning ten felt like unlocking a new level in the game of life—bonus points for surviving another year, extra bruises for style. My training ramped up, gradessoared, and Monball was my world. I’d somehowbecome the top thrower on the team, which meant more cheers, more ego, and a lot more bruises. Some tackles left me looking like a walking fruit salad, but I’d justshrug, puff out my chest, and keep going. 

Jezia, always the loyal girlfriend, stuck to my side like glitter on a craft project—impossible to shake off, no matter how hard you try. Most of the school thought we were destined to bond someday, and honestly, playing along made my father beam with pride and earned me high-�ives from friends. Still, deep down, Iknew Jezia wasn’t really “the one”—she was more like the teammate everyone expects you to pass to, but your heart’s not really in the throw. 

On my tenth birthday, though, things took a twistI didn’t see coming. We were wandering the trails 

​behind my house, boots kicking up dust and sunlight slanting through the trees, when Jezia did something that stopped me in my tracks. 

She stops me in a small, hidden clearing, sunlight�lickering through the leaves in shifting patches. Myheart pounds like a drum in my chest, every nerve buzzing with anticipation and embarrassment. At that moment, my body betrays me—heat surges low in my belly, and I get hard, the tension so intense it feels almost electric. There’s no way to hide it; my pants do nothing to shield what’s happening, and I can feel my cheeks burning. Jezia steps closer, her �ingers pressing gently against my chest, her gaze drifting downward— curious, not judgmental, her lips parted as if she’s aboutto ask a secret. 

“Does it hurt?” she asked. 

“No.” My voice is raspy and thick. 

“What do you do when this happens?” I looked at her. Her eyes were of something I couldn’t �igure out. Like a silent question, I reach down and slide my hand under my pants. Slowly, I grasp the base and begin stroking. She watches with curiosity. 

My hand moves faster, the friction sending sparks down my spine, each stroke building heat and pressure beneath my skin. I know I should probably feel embarrassed—exposed like this in front of Jezia—butall I can focus on is the intensity of the moment, theforbidden thrill of being seen and wanting to be seen. Her eyes are hooded, dark with curiosity and something that feels dangerously close to hunger. There's a hush in the clearing, the only sounds our breaths and the faint 

​rustle of leaves overhead, making everything feel secret and electric. 

“Can I try?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper, thick with anticipation. She’s not just asking, she’s eager, almost bold, her gaze �licking up to meet mine for permission. I nod, breathless, pulse thrumming in my ears. Her small, tentative hand curls around my shaft, her grip gentle but curious, �ingers cool against my heated skin. The sensation is different from my own touch—not as practiced, almost awkward—but the novelty and the fact that it’s her makes it feel electric, every movement ampli�ied by the intimacy of the moment. 

“Faster,” I murmur, barely able to get the word out as my breath comes quick and shallow. She responds, pickingup the pace, her strokes growing more con�ident, andmy whole body tenses in anticipation. “Tighter,” I say, my voice ragged. Her grip tightens, and the pleasure sharpens, spiraling higher, echoing all the sensations 

I’ve felt alone—but now magni�ied by her touch, herpresence, the fact that it’s her hand instead of mine. Myhead spins with the dizzy mix of sensations, the world narrowing to the heat between us. When the wave crests, everything inside me goes still—time pausing for one breathless instant as I tense, gasping, and my hand seeks her shoulder for grounding. The clearing is silent except for our rapid breaths and the faint hum of life all around us, the moment burned into memory. 

The world spins, colors blurring at the edge of my vision, and when I can �inally focus, it’s Jezia’s facehovering over mine—her eyes bright, her lips curled in a mischievous, knowing smile. For a moment, all the 

​tension and awkwardness dissolve, replaced by a lazy, 

�loating warmth that lingers in my chest. She wipes her hands on a patch of dew-speckled leaves, glancing at me with a playful shrug, as if we’ve just broken a rule and gotten away with it. The forest feels quieter, the air thick with the secret we now share. 

We fall into step together, our shoulders brushing as we wander along the winding path, sunlight dappling through the trees and painting shifting patterns on our skin. My mind buzzes with questions—what does she feel, what do I mean to her, how has everything suddenly changed? When we reach her house, shepauses, leans in, and presses a soft kiss to my lips, thekind that tingles for minutes after she’s gone. I watchher slip inside, my heart thudding, then turn toward home, replaying every second in my mind. 

At school, Jezia acts as if nothing happened, herexpression calm and unreadable, but there’s anoccasional spark in her eyes just for me. We walk the halls hand in hand, acutely aware of the curious glances that follow us, the whispered rumors swirling behind our backs. Every touch, every shared smile, carries the thrill of our secret. Even when we’re in training, runningdrills or studying side by side, I can’t help but feel the bond between us—an electric thread, invisible to everyone else, humming with the memory of what we share. 

In a class called Bond, I entered a room of nothing but us males. We all know about bonding; however, this class will go into more detail on what to expect. I take a seat in the middle of the room, waitingfor the instructor to close the door. On a large screen, 

​the word BOND is displayed. Of course, we all sat silently. The tall, dark-gray instructor walks in, neatlydressed. He welcomed us to the class and began to talk. 

Even though we’re not of age yet, there’s thissilent agreement between us—a feeling that when the time comes, we’ll �igure out what to do with all these tangled emotions and wild urges. My father’s lecturedroned on, but my mind kept drifting, caught between embarrassment and curiosity. Lately, I could barely go for a few hours without feeling awkwardly hard, mybody pulling its own pranks at the worst possible times. Turns out, that’s just part of the package deal of growing up—a fact my father delivered with all the subtlety of a medical pamphlet, while I tried not to melt into a puddleof sweat at the table. 

Apparently, when you’re older, it’s perfectly �ineto take things further, as long as everyone’s on board. Feelings, or even the lack of them, don’t always matter— sometimes, it’s just about the moment and the agreement. I tried to look interested, but the whole conversation felt like sitting in a sauna, fully clothed, while someone read you the instruction manual for your own hormones. All I could think about was what Jezia and I had already done, and the secret thrill of it. At least now my questions have been answered, even if I stillhave to keep some things hidden. There’s a strangecomfort in knowing we’re both just �iguring it out— navigating secrecy, desire, and the awkward hilarity of being almost-but-not-quite grown up. 

When class was over, my friends and I headed to the mall, where the game room was located. The mall was always buzzing with energy, and the bright lights of 

​the arcade drew us in. Each of us chose a differentgame—some went for racing games, others tried their luck at claw machines, and a few of us competed at air hockey. The sounds of laughter and electronic music 

�illed the air as we challenged each other and cheeredon the winners. Meanwhile, Jezia and her friend hung out in the food area, sharing snacks and catching up about their day. This was our normal routine, a way to unwind and bond after a long day at school. 

Soon, eleven came with a slow crawl, eachminute feeling longer as the anticipation of my birthday grew. I could sense that my family was up to something, but I couldn’t �igure out exactly what. Three days before my birthday, my mother disappeared for hours, supposedly out shopping, but she returned with mysterious bags she kept hiding in her closet. My father sat at the kitchen table, furrowing his brow as he scanned the schedule for my next basketball game in three weeks, occasionally jotting down notes and muttering about travel arrangements. 

“How is practice going?” he asked, still looking at the paperwork. 

“Good. We are preparing for our next game.” I sat in the chair close to him. 

“and your grades.” I know this is something he already knows. It sounds like a builder for something else. 

I glanced around the room, searching for any sign of my other siblings. The living room feels unusually quiet, sunlight streaming through the window and catching dust motes as they �loat lazily in the air. Thedistant clatter of dishes in the kitchen tells me someone is still home, but the usual laughter and footsteps are 

​missing. Turning to my father, I try to sound casual as I answer his question. “They are going well. I have high scores, and teachers are happy with me in their classes,” I say, my voice steady even though I can feel my heart beating a little faster. 

“ And Jezia?” Of shit. My eyes grow wide. I don’t knowwhether I should tell him. I am not sure if he knows all the time Jezia helped me out. I thought we were being careful, mostly staying in the wooded area and places at school where no one goes. “Son, I was your age at one point in my life. I am not stupid.” 

“We do things using her hands.” It just came out under his piercing eyes. 

“Well, as long as it is just hands only.” The words thunder in my head. 

“Soon, you will start to �ill out. A lot more in muscles and height. It's going to be painful.” I look at him with understanding. We discussed this in BOND class and went over what to expect when age 11 arrives. 

After the awkward conversation, I felt relieved it was over. Nothing he said was inappropriate, but talking about it still made me a little uncomfortable. The next three days were a blur of practice and school. Finalswere coming, and my birthday was tomorrow. Thehouse buzzes with happiness. Mother was running around picking up decorations and food. The backyard has become a temple of decorations for my birthday. Istay out of the way, getting ready. A knock at the door drew me away from the living room, helping my mother blow up balloons she insisted on. 

​When I opened the door, I was greeted by the familiar faces of Akiro and Amory, the twins from the bustling city of Felinza. Their unexpected visit left me momentarily speechless, excitement bubbling up inside me as I realized they had come all this way. I usheredthem into the house, my voice animated as I introducedthem to each member of my family. My father stepped forward, his handshake �irm and respectful, a gesturethat carried weight and tradition in our household. 

The twins’ eyes darted around, taking in the sights and sounds of our home, while my mother offered them snacks and my younger siblings peeked out from behind doorways. As a male, I consider it a great honor in our family to host guests, especially those from afar, and I felt a surge of pride as I welcomed them. 

“Your father drove you over here for my birthday?” I ask, happy they are here. 

“That and my sister's appointment.” Akiro didn’t sayanything else, leaving out details about his family. Forsome reason, he seems more protective than a siblingshould be. Maybe he has reasons. 

The party went �lawlessly, with laughter and music �illing every corner of the house. Friends and family gathered, each arriving with brightly wrapped gifts and warm smiles. The decorations sparkled under the lights, and the air buzzed with excitement as everyone joined in the games. The scent of freshly baked cake drifted from the kitchen, tempting everyone as candles were lit and wishes made. Surrounded by the people I love, caught up in the joy and cheerful chaos, Iknew this was the best birthday I had ever had. 
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In a small community, St. Paul is one of the safest places you could imagine—at least, in certain parts. Mytwin and I were born here, and our roots run deep. Welove our modest family: both parents and our little brother, Victor. He’s the youngest, and we can’t help but spoil him with treats and attention, much to his delight. 

Our parents are hardworking and devoted. Dad, with his calloused hands and ever-present smile, spendshis days on construction sites, building homes and �ixingup old ones for neighbors. Mom, on the other hand, is a whirlwind of energy, running one of the four daycares in the area. Her days are packed from sunrise to sunset, tending to a lively crowd of thirty-�ive babies, toddlers, and kids up to age six. The house is always �illed with the sound of children’s laughter, stories from Mom’s day, and Victor’s playful mischief, making our home feel warm and alive. 

From what she says, that is her limit—wranglinglittle ones at the daycare and then coming home to us. Between home and work, she has her �ill of watching children daily, and sometimes I catch her rubbing her temples at the end of a long day, her patience worn thin but her love unwavering. When my sister and I were

�ifteen, she offered us jobs at her daycare. It wasn’t badwork. 

The rooms always smelled faintly of baby powder and crayons, and the constant hum of giggles and chatter was both soothing and exhausting. Mompaid us minimum wage and made sure we had 

​weekends off, insisting that we needed time to just be teenagers and enjoy our �leeting freedom. My sister was always more outgoing, jumping into new friendships and adventures without hesitation. 

When it comes to my sister and me, I am the more cautious one. I’m the one who stands on the sidelines, watching before reacting, content to observe until I feel safe. I don’t trust many right off the bat—Ihave to feel people out, test the waters, and only then do I open up. That trait, I suspect, comes from my father’sside—he’s a man of few words and steady judgment, incontrast to my mother’s open-hearted warmth. 

My sister, on the other hand, is different—likewe’re on opposite ends of the spectrum. She moves through life with kindness so genuine it seems to radiate from her. Everything she does is gentle: the way she speaks, the way she helps Mom with the little kids, the way she always remembers to make tea for Dad after his long shifts. 

Her trusting personality draws people in, but it also means her feelings bruise easily. When someone hurts her, the pain lingers, sometimes for days, and her silence �ills the house like a heavy fog. I remember one morning when she was fourteen, shuf�ling out of her room with hair wild in every direction, eyes still puffy with sleep, and mismatched clothes that looked like they’d been pulled randomly from the laundry basket. 

Dad, meaning no harm, joked that she looked like an angry hurricane gone wrong. The words hit her hard; she disappeared into her room, and for the rest of the 

​day, the brightness in her eyes was gone. It was a lessonfor all of us—her gentle spirit needed care, not criticism. 

Let’s be real—my father is a construction worker with zero shame and a full arsenal of dad habits. Hescratches his butt with the con�idence of a man who pays the mortgage, plugs one nostril to launch snot rockets like he’s competing in the Olympics, and has mastered the art of public ball scratching. If there were medals for embarrassing children, he’d be a goldmedalist. 

Yet, my mom loves him with all her heart, evenwhen he belches like a bullfrog in a swamp. The man is a keeper—gross but lovable. So, when he told my sister she looked like a complete wreck, her feelings were shattered instantly. Her eyes �illed with tears as she glared at him, as he’d just run over her favorite stuffed animal. Then came the meltdown—a full-blown, award- winning ugly cry, complete with dramatic wails and snot bubbles. Dad stood there, stunned, probably wishing he could snot rocket himself into another dimension. It was tragic, hilarious, and a little bit terrifying—all at once. 

I’m not saying I’m inappropriate, but I laughed so hard I almost had to check if the �loor was still intact. Honestly, Dad’s description was dead on—she looked like she’d just �inished a marathon through the seven levels of hell, and maybe took a detour through a tornado. Of course, Mom stormed into the room and scolded me. Not Dad, the actual culprit, but me—theinnocent bystander who just happened to be dying of laughter. Typical. That day, I spent two hours petting my sister’s feelings back to life, apologizing like a puppycaught chewing shoes. Once her storm of emotions 

​passed, it all made sense. She was riding the crimson rollercoaster—yep, her period had come to town. Mystery solved. Next time I’ll keep a straight face ... or at least try. 

Even though we’re identical twins, thesimilarities pretty much stop at our faces. Personality- wise and when it comes to bodily functions, we’re like night and day. She’s the emotional symphony, and I’m aone-person drum solo—mostly of�beat. If Dad had said something like that to me, I’d have shrugged, probablycracked a joke, and moved on to my next snack. Periodor not, I’m not giving anyone the satisfaction of seeing me sweat. 

Despite our differences, my sister and I areclose—like, �inish-each-other’s-sentences, argue-over- who-gets-the-last-fry close. We have that freaky twin telepathy, too. If she’s upset, I get this weird urge to eat chocolate and glare at the ceiling. If she’s sad, I feel it in my bones—and probably my stomach. We can hold entire conversations with nothing more than a raisedeyebrow or a dramatic sigh. Honestly, I can’t imagine my world without her. Who else would understand my sarcasm, or help me plot revenge when Dad goes on another ‘fashion critique’ spree? 

Like typical twins, the naming convention in our family went all in on the “W” theme. My name is Waverly, hers is Windie, and with our last name being Walters, we sound like a law �irm that only defends tongue-twisters. We’re so far down the attendance list in school, they practically have to unearth ancient scrolls to call our names. Honestly, if my parents had 

​another kid, they’d probably name them Waf�les, just to keep the streak alive. 

On our 17th birthday, Windie and I stuck to tradition and hit the movies—a ritual since we were twelve. I was pumped because, for once, there was a comeback �lick I really wanted to see. Spoiler alert: itwas so bad, I’m convinced the popcorn was the real star. It was the kind of B-rated disaster that makes you question your life choices, or at least your taste in cinema. I could feel Windie’s glare burning a hole in my head the whole time. I think I’ve of�icially been banned from movie-picking duty until further notice. My taste in movies? Let’s just say, critics would call it “brave,” andmy sister calls it “grounds for emancipation.” 

At home, we celebrate our birthday with the same colors of pink and green. Don’t get me wrong, Ilove my mom—she’s a saint with a glue gun—but every year, our house turns into the of�icial headquarters for the Society of Neon Eyesores. I swear, if Pepto Bismol and a watermelon had a baby, it would be our living room de ́ cor. Mom beams with pride, completelyoblivious to the color war she’s unleashed on our retinas. 

I manage a smile that says, “I love you, but also, my eyeballs might �ile a complaint.” Thankfully, by the time she’s on her �ifth glass of wine, everything matches in her world, and I’m off the hook for any suspicious faces. Her eyes are glazed over in boozy bliss, and I canbreathe easy—at least until the next round of matching streamers. 

​Stepping up to my father is a whole different circus act. He throws an arm around me, surveys the chaos, and gives me that look that says, “Do you want to escape, or should we just surrender to the glitter?” “Who the fuck threw up and drank Pepto? Was your mom drunk shopping again? Boozy Betty outdid 

herself.” 

One good thing about him making that comment was that Mom was on the other side of the yard with her sister, laughing loudly, and Windie was close by, talkingto one of her friends. 

“Dad, even the plasticware is pink. I feel like I’m livinginside a bubblegum factory explosion. Should I saythank you or just accept my fate as a human cupcake?” “Don’t thank me, your mom did this. How were the movies?” he asked, changing the subject as Windie walked over. 

“She is not allowed to pick any more out. It was horrible!” Windie almost yells, instantly throwing me under the bus with the enthusiasm of someone auditioning for a reality show. The crowd gasped in mock horror, like I’d committed a crime against cinema itself. Needless to say, the party went great—many gifts were unwrapped, some people tried to use the pink forks as hair accessories, and the cake survived only because Mom threatened to hide the presents if anyone touched it before singing. 

Back in school, life went on, and everyone else was busy polishing their college applications and 

�ighting over who would get the most scholarship money. Me? Let’s just say my GPA had a strict no-�lyzone above a C. At best, I got a C, which basically means 

​my future is either mysterious or the plot twist nobody saw coming. 

Meanwhile, I work at a bakery—aka the land of frosting, carbs, and questionable life choices. I’mlearning the art of pastry, which mostly involves trying not to eat the pro�its and pretending I know how to use a piping bag without it exploding. It’s not a bad job. There’s a paycheck, which I use to fund my hobby of pretending to be a responsible adult. (Spoiler: I’m not. At least, not all the time.) I do my best to save up for my grand plan: move out, get my own place, and �inally have the freedom to eat cake for breakfast without anyone judging me—except maybe my dentist. 

Windie’s life is basically a teen soap opera—she’sbeen dating Brad since ninth grade, lost her virginity this year, and promptly landed herself a prescription for birth control after giving Mom the world’s mostawkward confession. (Note to self: Pap smears should come with a coupon for ice cream and therapy.) Justbecause one twin is ...uh...exploring new horizons doesn’t mean the other is getting any action. Spoileralert: I am still a virgin, and my love life is about as active as a hibernating sloth. Relationship prospects? Let’s just say my DMs are emptier than my motivation to study.

We shuf�le into class together, trying not to look like we’re still mentally at breakfast. As usual, the

room’s already packed with overachievers who probably color-code their dreams. I slap my books onto the desk and whip out my prized possession—a pen I’ve owned for months. Still, plenty of ink, ridiculously smooth ballpoint tip, and honestly, it’s the only stable 

​relationship I have. English Lit begins, and my brain clocks out early. I �ind myself gazing out the window, daydreaming about literally anywhere else. Thus, themighty C stands tall
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