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“Corban, honey, blow out your birthday candles before your cloud cake melts.” Mom lit the fifteenth candle on the vanilla-marshmallow cake that hovered over the bowl like a real cloud. “It always hurts your tummy when it’s too melted.” 
“Cloud cake!” Bambi, Corban’s little sister, slammed her hands on the table.
“In a minute.” Corban sat at the dinner table, refreshing the Birthday Bestie app on his watch’s cracked screen. “My birthday message is almost here.”
The message from his future self wouldn’t show up until exactly four o’clock.
Forty seconds left.
Corban had subscribed to Birthday Bestie a few years back, and the future version of himself always gave him advice and glimpses into the coming year. Last year, Future Corban advised him to go to the dance-karate concert, and it paid off! That’s where Corban kissed Janelle for the first time.
…And the last time.
That’s why he needed more advice from Future Corban.
“Corban, your dessert is melting!” Mom wiped her hands on her flour-dusted apron, dried bits of marshmallow cream crusting in her peach-coloured hair. She always said if she was going to be a Georgia Peach, she ought to look like one.
The cloud cake was dripping, which it was supposed to do, but now the drips looked less like raindrops and more like globs of spilled house paint.
“Come on, Corban.” Mom pushed the bowl in front of him, the tilted candles sinking further into the sagging cloud-blob. “The sooner you eat, the sooner you can take your hoverbike out for a test ride.”
“Cloud cake! Hoverbike!” Bambi wailed, though she was way too small to even think of riding on his new hoverbike.
“In a second.” Corban refreshed the app and a notification from Birthday Bestie popped up: Check your birthday message from future you!
“Yes!” He nearly sprained his finger pressing play.
A small blue-tinted hologram of Future Corban materialized above the screen on Corban’s wrist. Future Corban looked gaunt—his cheekbones were sharper, his hair longer. Maybe that was a sign that Corban should start growing his hair out.
Future Corban also had a tiny tattoo of a rose on his shoulder.
Strange.
Corban never thought he’d get a tattoo, nor did he ever intend to.
“Hi, Corban,” the holographic image said. “It’s Corban from the future. Happy birthday! Here’s your message: Don’t celebrate your fifteenth birthday. Seriously. Just… don’t.”
The flickering hologram sucked back into the screen and the message ended, just like that.
What?
Corban played it again. And again.
That’s it?
There was no promise of goodies to come, no advice on how to convince Janelle to go to the hover-truck rally with him next week.
Don’t celebrate your fifteenth birthday.
Well, why the hell not?
Mom was waiting for him to blow out the candles on the half-melted cloud cake, and he had already unwrapped his hoverbike, which was waiting out in the driveway. Did that not count as celebrating?
He needed more information. Scrolling on the tiny screen, he clicked through the Birthday Bestie website and found the FAQ page to see if he could request a second video.
Birthday messages from your future self only arrive at 4pm on the day of your birthday.
Frowning, he started a new search for a hack to get another video, but Mom closed her hand over the screen on his wrist.
“Cake time.”
“But my birthday message!” cried Corban. “It’s all messed up this year.”
“I don’t like those messages. Meddling with the future brings disastrous consequences.”
“Kissing Janelle wasn’t disastrous.”
“Is that the girl who refuses to go to the hover-truck rally with you?” Mom sighed. “Blow out your candles, will you? Maybe you can wish for a girl who shares your interests.”
The cloud cake was now mostly a puddle, the candles struggling against gravity on the golf-ball sized blob still floating above the bowl. Corban’s mind was racing. What would happen if he celebrated? He’d surely survive the day, otherwise Future Corban couldn’t have made the video. So, it couldn’t be that bad… right?
Maybe the app was defective. After all, he’d never get a tattoo. And definitely not of a rose.
Who cared about roses anyway?
“Corban, the candles!”
Corban shook his head. “I can’t.”
“I can!” Bambi leaned over the table and blew.
“Bambi, no!”
But it was too late. The candles extinguished in a small puff of black smoke.
That didn’t count as celebrating… did it? He could at least avoid eating any cake, even as Mom served them each a bowl.
Corban pushed his away. “I don’t want any.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mom pushed the bowl in front of him. “Cloud cake is your favourite.”
“But the birthday message—”
“Birthday, smirthday. I had to take three buses to find that anti-gravity foam, and now you’ll barely get to enjoy it. I won’t let you become a teen who disrespects his elders!”
Sighing, Corban grabbed a spoon and slowly slurped the melted cake while Bambi splashed with her hands, happily licking the marshmallow cream off her fingers. Bambi demanded seconds while Mom discussed what she intended to do with the leftover anti-gravity foam (cotton candy ghosts).
Corban never thought he could be this miserable while eating cloud cake. How could Future Corban betray him like that? He wanted advice, glimpses into the wonderful year ahead — not a cryptic message that filled his mind with dread.
He had to know what it meant.
After helping Mom clean up, he continued scrolling through the screen on his wrist, searching for a solution, when he noticed the time: 4:38. The answer came to him.
His abrupt departure from the kitchen prompted a question from Mom: “Testing out your hoverbike?”
“Yeah—I’ll be back soon.”
“Stick to the neighbourhood,” she called. “And—wait! If you go slow enough, you can take Bambi with you!”
But Corban closed the door before Bambi could follow him out. This wasn’t the time to play, and this wasn’t a celebration either. This was a mission.
Straddling the new hoverbike—well, new to him—Corban put on his helmet, placed his feet on the pedals, and pushed the start button. The bike was second-hand and scratched up in a few places, but he didn’t mind. The flux engine hummed to life beneath him. The ring of green LEDs around the base flashed a few times before finally lighting up. The hoverbike wobbled a foot off the ground, blowing away the surrounding dust before finding its balance. Corban gave the handlebars a slight push, steering westward.
The hoverbike started moving.
It only moved at twenty miles an hour unless he pedaled along, which kicked it up to thirty. That meant it would take fifteen minutes to reach the Chattahoochee River, which separated Georgia from Alabama—two different time zones. If he hurried, he could travel across the bridge into Alabama in time for it to (once again) turn 4pm on his birthday.
Perhaps his future self would have enough hindsight to send a good message this time, one with actual information.
Corban pedaled frantically, the flux engine working extra hard (he could feel the coolant against his burning thighs). The wind blew through his hair as he darted left and right around traffic, wishing his helmet had one of those
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