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​CHAPTER 1

The Search Begins
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​Yo, the Ethereal Universe? Straight-up goated. It is not even on the same plane as the physical stuff we are used to—like, zero bodies, no material junk, just pure brainwaves vibing in the rawest way possible. Picture Falin and Xin living it up in this infinite mental rave, glowing like neon Wi-Fi signals, unbothered by gravity or basic reality. It is pure big brain energy, lit, and they’re out here stunting as beams of thought and feels.

The vibes? Unreal. Think of a 24/7 kaleidoscope explosion, like your favorite EDM festival but on galactic steroids. Colors and energy flex non-stop, shifting and glitching like space forgot how to behave. Time? Nah, does not exist here. Space? Hella sus—warps and glitches like it is lagging IRL. The only thing holding it together is the mind, clutching its memories like a kid guarding their last McNugget.

For Falin and Xin, this place is the ultimate chill zone. Their minds sync up like Bluetooth earbuds on a good day, and their feels ripple through the energy like lo-fi beats on a rainy night. They're not people; they’re Mental Beings, rolling through the Physical Universe just to cop those top-tier sensory vibes—like the sun flexing on your skin, the icy slap of cold water, or the fire of human touch. But every trip comes with big risks, no cap.

Dropping into the physical world? Stressful. If they mess up the jump, it’s game over—memories wiped clean like a factory reset. To bounce back to Zenla, their vibey home turf, they’ve gotta crack some deep existential codes: “Who am I? What am I? Where did I come from? Where am I headed?” Skip that homework, and it’s GG, you’re stuck in the physical plane forever.

But Falin and Xin? They’re built different. They have solved the riddles, clapped back to Zenla, and leveled up to enlightenment. Except there is one major side quest still on the table: finding the rest of the Mental Beings and freeing them from the Physical Universe, who’s now ghosting everyone as a faint vibe on the edges of existence. First on their list, Karluk.

So, our duo pulls up with big main-character energy, ready to risk it all. The Physical Universe is crazy vast—like trying to find one AirPod in a galaxy-sized couch cushion. Stakes? Through the roof. Time? Stretching like that awkward silence in group chats. But they are locked in, riding on pure determination.

Their journey yeets them into a wild liminal zone—imagine twilight and dawn having a collab no one asked for. The air is so dense, it is like the universe is holding its breath. Xin’s energy spikes, like, “Yo, you feel that?” The stars low-key flicker like they are in on it.

“I feel it,” Falin claps back, his focus sharp. There is a weak signal pinging through the void, and he is not about to miss it. “Let us move.”

In perfect squad sync, they zoom through the cosmos, weaving through nebulae and starfields like it’s a galactic screensaver. Finally, they touchdown on this dead planet orbiting a weak-sauce white dwarf star. The vibes? Depressing. The land’s cracked, dusty, and reeks of metal—like the universe forgot to take out the trash.

Xin’s glow dims. “This can’t be it,” she sighs, already thinking about dipping.

Falin’s like, “Nah, we’re not done here. There’s still a trace. We ride till we find it.”

They keep chasing that faint vibe like it owes them money, trailing it to the galaxy’s edge where silence hits different. Finally, the signal gets stronger, pulling them into a star cluster locked in permanent twilight. The whole zone screams bad vibes—twisted trees clawing at the sky, shadows stretching like they’re on some haunted house aesthetic.

Xin’s energy pops off. “There! He’s here—I can feel it!”

Falin doesn’t even blink. He’s laser-focused, homing in on Karluk’s weak signal. They trek through the eerie landscape, whispers swirling like ghostly DMs, until they hit a clearing. And there, in the middle of a harsh spotlight, stands Karluk.

But bruh, he’s wrecked. His energy’s broken, his vibe’s shattered—it’s like the universe took one look at him and hit Ctrl+Alt+Delete. His eyes? Dead inside. He’s just standing there, a shadow of what he used to be, dripping with the cost of too many cosmic Ls.

Falin and Xin stop, their energy flickering with the weight of it all. The quest isn’t over, but damn, the grind is real.

"Yo, Karluk, my guy!" Falin calls out, his tone chill but with that undeniable main-character energy, like he is about to drop some wisdom straight out of a vibe check. He steps closer, radiating this low-key glow that is straight-up cozy vibes, like sliding under a weighted blanket in hoodie weather. "It is us, bro. We pulled up to bring you back. No cap."

Karluk stirs, his gaze, all kinds of cloudy; like his brain is buffering at 2G speeds. He tilts his head, full-on NPC moment, like he is trying to catch a Wi-Fi signal, but the bars are nonexistent. "Back? Like... to where?" He croaks, voice dry like he has been left on read for centuries. "Who even are you?"

Xin slides up next to Falin, her glow steady, like the LED strip on your gaming setup—smooth, constant, unbothered. "It’s me, Xin. And Falin. We came for you, my dude. Does that jog the ol’ memory at all?"

A pause so awkward it could be a bad TikTok duet hangs in the air. For a second, it is like Karluk is about to hard-reset and dip back into the void, but then he mumbles, "Xin... Falin... I do not even know. I have been here forever. It is just shadows and silence. Why you here tryna disturb my nothing?"

"Because," Falin says, voice smooth as a playlist with no skips, "we do not leave the squad behind. Ever. You do not gotta stay lost in this void, bro. We are bringing you back to Zenla. Back to you. But you gotta trust the process."

Karluk flinches, like Falin just dropped spoilers for the finale of his existential crisis. "Zenla? What even is that? Who am I? Why is my whole life just... blank?"

Xin steps up, voice steady like a pro streamer hyping up the chat. "You have been stuck in this dead zone way too long. But hear me out: you are still you. And we? We are not logging off until you remember that."

Karluk’s eyes wander, like he is scrolling through the void looking for answers. Somewhere deep inside, something clicks—a spark, tiny but legit. "I... I want to remember," he whispers, voice barely loud enough to break through the static. "Help me."

Falin and Xin exchange a look—no words, just that telepathic homie connection. They step closer, their combined glow leveling up like a squad hitting max XP.

Karluk starts shaking, like he is rebooting after a system crash. His eyes flicker with the faintest signs of life, hope, or maybe just vibes. "Zenla..." he mutters, voice glitchy but trying. "What even is that? Who am I?"

"You are one of us," Falin replies, straight-faced but solid, like a guy who just aced a boss fight. "We are not leaving without you. You are not alone anymore, bro."

That tiny spark in Karluk? It is glowing brighter now. Not much, but enough.

Falin leans in, his glow cranking up to Ultra Mode. "Listen up, Karluk. You are one of us, no doubt. Maybe you forgot, but we didn’t. Trust the squad—we are getting you out of here."

Their energy syncs, wrapping Karluk in this warm, low-key Ethereal hug, like wearing noise-canceling headphones in a storm. It is not instant, but it is happening—slow and steady, like piecing together a 1,000-piece puzzle.

Xin starts beaming vibes straight into Karluk’s mind—flashbacks of glowing orange seas, trippy forests, and that undeniable sense of squad goals. She slides the memories to him like a playlist on shuffle.

Karluk stumbles, trembling like he just fought off a boss-level nightmare. Shadows around him? Crumbling like the walls in a horror game. He whispers, "I... I think I remember something," his voice fragile, like he is scared it might glitch out.

"That is it, my guy!" Xin says, her voice full of hype and patience. "Hold on to that memory. No rush. We are here."

It is a grind, no cap. Some days, Karluk is fully lost in thought, staring into the void like it is his day job. Other days, he is tilted, swinging at the shadows like they owe him rent. But Falin and Xin? Steady. Always gassing him up like, "You got this, fam."

Then, one night, under a sky so bright it looks like nature dropped RTX settings, Karluk speaks again. This time, his voice is less laggy, more confident. "I remember... an orange sea. It was vibes. I felt... whole. But I still don’t know who I am."

"That is the energy," Xin says, nodding like a proud coach. "The rest will load in time. No pressure."

Weeks turn into solid progress. Each memory Karluk pulls out of the void is a W for the squad. His form gets stronger, his glow turns lit, and the spark inside him, straight-up fire.

Until one day, Karluk is not just back. He is back-back. Glowing like he just hit max stats, eyes alive with main-character energy. The shadows? Ghosted for good. And the squad? Unshaken. They got their guy back.

He clocks Falin and Xin, no cap, no hesitation. “Yo, it is me. Karluk. I remember everything,” he says, voice steady like he just unlocked max stats IRL.

Falin and Xin hit each other with that look—relief crashing over them harder than a viral TikTok at 3 AM. The universe has just slid them a win, and their boy, he is officially back online. They know the grind is not over, but hope? Yes, they are fully restocked.

Falin’s energy is straight popping off like a Fourth of July firework finale. “This? No, this is just the tutorial,” he says, his tone sharp and cracked with zero hesitation. “But you are not running solo anymore, Karluk. We are squad goals now, all day, every day.”

Xin steps in, syncing up like AirPods on the first try. “We are finding the rest of the crew. We are bringing everyone home. That is the vibe. Bet on it.”

The stars overhead? They are not just chilling—they are throwing a celestial hype party, twinkling like paparazzi flashes at a red-carpet event. Karluk nods, his vibe lit brighter than a Times Square LED board. “Squad up! Let us roll!”

With Karluk locked in, the trio sets their sights on the infinite universe—a massive energy of big plays and wild side quests. Mission: locked. Energy: unmatched. They are prepped to roll out like it is the ultimate IRL road trip.

Next stop? Thron. And Thron? That dude is out here rocking a PhD in puzzles, flexing brainpower like it is his personal brand. Bro does not shut up about it. But Falin and Xin? They are the real ones. If anyone can track him, it is them.

“Yo, are you picking up his vibe or not?” Xin asks, her tone equal parts hopeful and side-eye—like when you are left on read but play it off like you do not care. Her whole energy is buzzing, like her phone is at 100% but the Wi-Fi is lagging hard.

“No, not yet,” Falin says, keeping it chill, but you can feel the stress low-key creeping under the hood. “But he is out there, no question. We will find him. We owe him that much.”

Xin nods, her eyes heavy with “seen it all” vibes, like she has scrolled through the entire For You Page and hit some cringe along the way. She reaches out, sending Falin a wave of cosmic calm—like the universe itself is giving him a hug. “Keep it moving, fam. We have got this.”

They glide through realms, leaving trails of light like galactic Snapchat streaks. Nebulae spin, stars flex hard, and the whole universe feels like it is tuned into their live stream.

And then, plot twist of the century. Out of nowhere, a black hole pulls up like, “Yo, what is good?” Zero chill. It wrecks the squad’s whole vibe. Xin gets caught slipping, and before she can clap back, it yanks her straight into the void. Hard. Her energy spirals out, screaming into the abyss, and the sky feels like it is legitimately shattering. Then—boom. She is gone. Ghosted to some random galaxy.

Falin? Absolutely wrecked. Dude’s vibe is empty. But give up? No, that is not even an option. The bond they have got, it is built, different. Stronger than any loss. He dives deeper into the chaos, even as a rogue star pulls up like, “Try me.” Radiation slams him like a heatwave, frying his shields and dropping his battery to 1%. His senses? Glitched out.

“Bruh... I cannot even feel them anymore,” he mutters, his voice like a laggy Discord call that is one bar away from disconnecting. He drifts, reaching for anything, but all he gets is static and blurry vibes. He needs a recharge, ASAP, or he is cooked.

Out of the void, shadowy figures slide in, their voices dropping like creepy ASMR on full volume. “Traveler...” one of them whispers, her face glitching like a cursed Snapchat filter. “Why are you out here, where Zenla’s light does not shine? What is your deal?”

Falin powers up what is left of his glow, trying to look unbothered, but inside? Dude is hanging on by a thread. “I am looking for my squad. One of us got snatched, and now I am glitched out. Can you point me in the right direction or not?”

The Ethereal crew eyeballs him, their faces unreadable, buffering hard. Finally, one steps closer, radiating big-sister vibes. “We do not have all the answers, seeker. But maybe we can show you a path.”

Falin locks eyes with her, his determination punching through the exhaustion. “That is good enough. Let us roll.”

With his energy on empty and his senses yeeted into oblivion, Falin is like, “Whatever, let us roll.” Xin? MIA, probably chilling (or not) in some next-level galaxy. But Falin is not about to dip on the mission. Squad goals: find the crew, clap Thron, and drag everyone back to where they belong.

Finally, he lands on this planet that is mad dripping with Mental Being vibes. His energy is all like, “Yo, they are here,” but his senses are trashed dude could not pinpoint a beacon if it smacked him in the face. No stress, though. Falin’s plan? Hijack some random body and vibe through the scene like the Ethereal MVP he is.

*                              *                              *
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Meanwhile, Xin is having a whole main character crisis in the middle of nowhere—like, literally the void of space. This black hole is dragging her across the universe like she is on some kind of janky cosmic rollercoaster. Reality is glitching, time is folding like bad Wi-Fi lag, and Xin is trying to fight it off, saying, “No, not today!”

But then, BOOM—she is spat out on the other side of some wormhole, looking like she just rage-quit a boss fight. She is chilling on star fragments, her energy low-key searching for Falin like he is a lost AirPod. The vibes are weak, fading fast—like a text left on read. Just when she is ready to give up, her energy catches something.

“Wait, hold up! Is that—? Oh, dang, Mental Beings are vibing hard over there!” The energy is wild, chaotic, like a TikTok trend spiraling out of control. Still, it is enough to reignite her hope—just a little flicker in the dark.

As Xin zooms in, trying to track this cosmic mosh pit of vibes, she hears a voice that hits differently.

“Yo, Xin?”

Her energy spikes, brighter than LED lights. “Madrigal?! No way, bruh! Finally, a familiar face!” She is hyped, but also stressed, spilling her existential tea. “I am out here lost, trying to find Falin. Everything is scrambled. This place is, like, the definition of sensory overload.”

Madrigal’s energy is soft, calm, like that one chill friend who always knows what to say. “Dang, Xin, that is rough. I thought you and Falin were tight, like peanut butter and jelly vibes. What happened?”

Xin’s glow dims for a second. “He is...gone. I do not even know where to start. You are the first Ethereal Being I have found. How many of us are even out here? And why does this planet feel like the ultimate thirst trap for our kind?”

Madrigal pauses, her glow shifting to maximum main character energy. “Oh, fam, you are still catching up, huh? Ethereal Universe is straight-up stacked—spirits, angels, demons, and Mental Beings, holding it down like pros. Then we have got Elementals—like me, controlling fire, water, dirt, and air! Avatar vibes but real. Celestial Beings keep the star game strong, and Guardian Spirits? They are everywhere—animals, ghosts, even your lost keys.”

Her vibe gets all sparkly, like she is dropped into a crazy cosmic Snapchat filter. “This planet? Yeah, it is a hotspot, no cap. But heads up—there is a supernova cooking in the next sector. Big star about to go kaboom and take half the galaxy with it. We are safe for now, but it is going to be the ultimate cosmic glow-up.”

Xin’s energy practically vibes out of control. “Wait, wait—this is why all the Ethereal Beings are sliding into this corner of the universe? Madrigal, you are basically the Google Maps of existence, no lie. But I need more. Like, ASAP. Can you hit up your squad? I am trying to track down Thron before things get worse.”

Madrigal sends a reassuring pulse, her energy glowing like beach waves at golden hour. “Say less, Xin. I have got you. My Elementals just hit me with a ping—Thron’s energy was spotted near Naratu. That planet is wild, but if anyone can handle it, it is you. Keep your vibes strong, fam. This journey is going to be a grind, but trust—it is all worth it in the end.”

Xin bows, her glow flickering with gratitude. “For real, Madrigal, I cannot even. You are the real one. I owe you big time.”

Madrigal’s glow is all warm, soft, like she is brushing off the thanks. “No, fam, no debts. We are all in this together. But I have got to bounce—this supernova is about to hit, and I have got front-row seats. Catch you later, okay? Stay safe out there.”

With that, Madrigal fades, her energy drifting off like vapor in the sun.

Xin takes a moment, soaking in the vibes left behind. Her glow surges with renewed purpose. Naratu has got her name written all over it, and she is locked in like a missile.

With a burst of pure Ethereal energy, Xin streaks across the cosmos, her trail lighting up the universe like a firework. Bright. Unstoppable. Hopeful.
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​​CHAPTER 2

Growing Up Again
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​

​Falin’s whole vibe is off—he used to be a professional at sensing Mental Beings across the cosmos, but now? He is straight-up flopping, playing a messed-up game of “hot or cold,” looking like he cannot even find his own vibe. He locks in on some random planet called Naratu, because it is giving intense energy, like a whole mood, but the echoes of Mental Beings there? It is like trying to hear a whisper while a bunch of TikTokers scream in your ear.

Naratu? That place is straight-up icy, like it woke up from a full-on hibernation glow-up. The sky? It legit looks like it came out of some Instagram travel influencer’s feed—crystal-clear, no clouds, but that cold? It hits hard. Like, Mother Nature is dead set telling everyone, “You all better layer up!” People are out here rocking puffer jackets and beanies, and the skyscrapers are shivering right along with them. But Falin? He is chilling in the Ethereal Universe like, “No wind, no worries,” just waiting to pop in.

Then night rolls in, and it is like the city flips the “aesthetic” switch. The moon is glowing like the world’s biggest ring light, casting those silvery shadows everywhere. Major vibes. Falin is like, “Bet,” and slips from Ethereal to Physical mode smoother than a Snapchat filter. And when it comes to picking a body? No, he does not just settle for some random person. He picks his host like he is choosing a song for the ultimate playlist.

Enter the Thompson family at the hospital. Straight-up lo-fi sad vibes. Fluorescent lights buzz like they have been awake for a decade, and the air smells like a weird bleach-disinfectant hybrid. But in the middle of all this? BAM—baby Daniel Thompson makes his grand entrance. His mother? Total queen energy, even though she looks exhausted, hair all messy. His father is in the corner, filming with some ancient camcorder like it is a YouTube documentary from the Dark Ages. Baby Daniel has his father’s finger in a death grip, like, “Yes, I am here, pay attention.” Falin is inside baby Daniel’s head, lowkey shaken by the emotions—hope, fear, and that “we are going to crush this parenting thing” energy flooding in.

Fast forward to toddler Daniel. The child is basically a mini genius, his brain working like the newest iPhone—always tinkering with something. By age three, he is all about tearing apart old gadgets like, “What makes this toaster tick?” But preschool? Full-on chaos. Kids are screaming, glitter glue is everywhere. Daniel? He is like, “No, I am good.” One rainy day, while the other kids are losing their minds with arts and crafts, Daniel is out here building a mini robot with random parts. When it comes to life, blinking eyes and all, Daniel beams like he just won a gold medal.

Emily, the class hype girl, is like, “Oh my God, that is lit!” But Timothy, the class hater, rolls his eyes so hard he probably gives himself a concussion. “Robots are for nerds,” he mutters, knocking over some blocks for extra drama. The rest of the class laughs, and Daniel’s proud moment is donezo. Falin, hanging out in Daniel’s head, feels that sting of rejection. That loneliness hits like a skipped track on a fire playlist.

By kindergarten, Daniel is all about the stars. His room? Straight-up NASA fanboy central—glow-in-the-dark stars, posters of alien planets, and DIY holograms whirring in the background like his own personal sci-fi soundtrack. But first grade? That is a whole battlefield. The playground is savage, and Daniel? He stays inside, messing with whatever technology he can get his hands on. When he does speak up in class, he answers like an Alexa in overdrive. The other kids? They are not vibing. “Ugh, such a know-it-all,” Joyce whispers, side-eye game on point. Emily, who was all about the robot before, is now like, “Yes, let us roast him.” Playground politics? Brutal.

But not everyone is throwing shade. Alice, this shy girl with big blue eyes, peeks around Emily and gives Daniel a tiny smile. It is so fast, like a TikTok blink, but Daniel sees it. He smiles back, and for a split second, the world does not feel so lonely. Alice? She dips behind Emily faster than a viral TikTok disappearing under copyright claims.

The whispers? They keep going. “Yo, Daniel is such a nerd,” they say, rolling their eyes like it is their life’s mission. All that genius? Yes, it earned him medals and trophies, but also a one-way ticket to the “social outcast” club. Every science fair win? Every essay contest victory? More fuel for the fire.

But there are moments of hope. Group projects? Suddenly, everyone wants a piece of Daniel’s brainpower. “Bro, you can do the hard part.” they mutter, half-grateful, half-annoyed. And yes, Daniel always comes through, but once the assignments are turned in? Poof. Back to the shadows, just him and his galaxy drawings and his robot army.

Falin, vibing deep in Daniel’s mind, soaks it all in—the loneliness, the grind, the unbreakable “keep pushing” energy. He knows Daniel’s life is not going to be some quick mission. It is going to be a full quest.

By third grade, Daniel is straight-up in his element—head down, pencil flying like a galaxy-brain Picasso. On his paper? A sick drawing of a planet with massive craters and a starry sky that looks like it could be a NASA blueprint. The classroom? Dead silent, except for the lights buzzing like they are beefing with the vibes.

“Daniel, let me see that,” says Mr. Wilson, the resident chill teacher. The guy has crooked glasses and that “I do not want to be here either” energy, but somehow, he is the GOAT for all the introverts.

Daniel hands over the paper, all proud. “You can keep it if you want, Mr. Wilson,” he says, trying to play it cool but lowkey failing.

Wilson stares at the drawing, brows doing that “wait, what?” thing. “Yo, this is straight-up next level. Where did you pull this from? Is this like, real, or are you just pulling random stuff out of your brain?”

“It is real,” Daniel says, calm and collected, as if he did not just drop a cosmic bomb. “That is the Ceritin system—northern quadrant. It is extremely far out.”

Mr. Wilson stops, blinking as if he is buffering. “Wait—Ceritin? Are you sure?”

Daniel nods, effortlessly flexing. “Yes. One hundred percent.”

Cut to later that night: Mr. Wilson is driving fast, as if he is in the next Fast & Furious movie. The drawing? It is chilling in the passenger seat, acting as if it is the VIP guest. The destination? The university observatory. He bursts in, storming into Professor Reynolds' lab—a mad scientist’s dream, filled with telescopes, screens, and nerdy gadgets. Reynolds, the original space geek, is deep in some galaxy charts when Wilson enters with, “Yo, you have to see this.”

Reynolds snatches the paper, and his face changes from “Ugh, what now?” to “Holy cosmic spaghetti.” He just stares at it as if the universe has been shaken. He mutters, “No way,” and “This cannot be correct.” Then it becomes full-on next-level mode—he is typing as if he is about to break the internet, pulling up star maps, referencing charts, and probably hacking into NASA (okay, not really, but it is that intense).

An hour later, Reynolds leans back as if he just saw a UFO crash. “Wilson,” he says, his voice shaky, “this... this drawing is legitimate. It should not be, but it is.”

Wilson asks, “Uh, what does that even mean?”

Reynolds stands up, clutching the paper as if it is the holy grail. “This star system? It is Ceritin, all right. But the view? No, it is flipped. We cannot even see this angle from here. Precision is on an entirely different level—far beyond any telescope technology we have. And you are telling me that a third grader did this? From memory?”

Wilson nods, still looking as if someone has just handed him the laws of physics. “Yes, I watched him. The kid did not even need a reference.”

Reynolds continues staring at the paper, muttering, “Impossible,” but deep down, he knows it is real.

“That is wild, bro,” Mr. Wilson says, shaken. “Can I leave this with you?”

“Yo, I would be so hyped,” Professor Reynolds says, his eyes glued to the paper as if it holds the secret to life. “This is next-level stuff.”

Back at school, Daniel’s life is devoid of vibes. The elementary school is flexing, with walls changing colors like a TikTok filter, rooms exuding major “IKEA chic” vibes, and kids buzzing around like bees. But Daniel? No. He is big chilling, a lone wolf on the sidelines. One can catch him ghosting through hallways or posted up behind the bleachers, buried in some dusty astronomy book.

By fourth grade, Daniel is like, “No, I am good” when it comes to fitting in. He tried soccer once, but all he got was a faceplant and the soundtrack of kids laughing.

“Stick to your nerdy projects, Dan the Science Man!” some kid yells, hitting him with a double cringe. Daniel just dusts himself off and keeps moving—done with the whole scene.

He watches the other kids from his usual outcast spot, lowkey fascinated. Especially the girls. Olivia? Straight-up main character energy—obsidian-black hair that looks like it is out of a fantasy novel, always rolling with her squad, vibing loud, living her best life. Then there is Joyce, the queen bee with that bossy energy that makes people follow her like sheep. And Alice? She is quiet, soft-spoken, with a smile that is so angelic, she could be a Pixar character.

Not that it matters. To them, Daniel is just another NPC in the background. His “class nerd” label? It is like a permanent watermark he cannot scrub off. He plays it cool, acting like he does not care, but deep down, the rejection hits harder than the time he accidentally burned his hand on a glue gun in art class.

Fast forward to fifth grade, and the vibe shifts from loud roasting to quiet exclusion. No more overt teasing, but he is still the “science guy” everyone asks for help with projects. Fun stuff? No, not his thing.

One time, he makes this insane solar system model—like, NASA-level precision—with gears and wires he “borrowed” from the janitor’s closet. Mr. Albright, the only teacher who kind of gets him, is stoked.

“Daniel, this is straight fire!” Mr. Albright says, pulling him to the front. “How did you even pull this off?”

Daniel looks nervous, like a deer caught in headlights. But when he starts breaking it down—orbital mechanics, DIY tech, all that genius stuff—he starts glowing. For a second, he forgets where he is. When he finishes, the room goes dead silent. Alice claps—just three quick claps. Joyce gives her the coldest look, colder than a TikTok getting pulled for copyright. Alice’s face goes full crimson, and she drops her hands.

But inside Daniel’s mind, Falin says, “Bro, who cares about playground politics? We have galaxies to conquer.” The whole “loner” thing? Temporary. There is a bigger mission brewing—something far beyond this school or the kids who do not get him.

Sixth grade rolls around, and Alice decides to throw a small birthday party. The vibe is chill—parents cap the guest list at twenty, but Alice, being Alice, sneaks in one extra invite—for Daniel. She hides it from Joyce.

When Daniel gets the invite, he is shaken. Social events? Not his scene. But from Alice? Quiet, dreamy Alice? It is like getting a golden ticket to Willy Wonka’s factory.

*                              *                              *
[image: image]


The night of the party, Daniel rolls up, his heart pounding as if he just drank three Monsters. Alice’s house? It is straight-up flex. It is a glow-up from the school vibes—warm lighting, a whole Pinterest aesthetic, and an energy that screams, “I am living my best life.”

Alice opens the door, grinning as if she just got her first viral TikTok. “Yo, Daniel! I am so glad you pulled up!” she says, bouncing around like a human Tigger. She is rocking a tie-dye hoodie that says, “Girl Boss” (a bold move, but she is absolutely owning it), with braids looking straight fire, and sneakers flashing rainbow colors with every step as if they are limited-edition kicks.

Daniel’s eyes go wide, completely shocked by her vibe. “Uh, yes, thank you for inviting me. This is... kind of next-level,” he stammers, still processing the entire glow-up situation.

"Yo, Daniel," she leans in close as if she is about to spill a tea storm. "I want to have some serious one-on-one time with you tonight, so do not go getting lost in the chaos, okay? I have some... personal stuff I want to show you up in my room. Are you down?" She gives him a wink, as if she already has the night planned out.

Inside, her crew is going into full chaos mode, playing “Would You Rather” as if it is a high-stakes Netflix challenge. The room is decked out with streamers, metallic balloons, and fairy lights that scream “Euphoria meets TikTok challenge.” Above the doorway, a massive banner that says, “HAPPY 11TH BIRTHDAY, ALICE!” in glittery letters. Honestly, the whole scene feels like stepping into a dream.

For once, Daniel feels as though maybe—just maybe—he is not the outcast. Like, tonight, he is vibing with the cool crowd.

Alice’s parents? Total chaos energy. Mom is snapping pictures as if she is about to drop a TikTok montage, while Dad is over by the speakers, trying to find that perfect balance between “party vibes” and “do not get the cops called.” The kitchen? A full-on snack attack—chips, candy, sodas stacked like a 7-Eleven, and the punch bowl glowing radioactive red as if it has that “mutant powers” energy.

Daniel sneaks in, lowkey trying to stay under the radar, grabbing a plate of snacks. The party is loud as heck, but his drama radar locks on, and sure enough—there is Joyce, the queen of side-eyes, perched in the corner as if she owns the joint. Her eyes drill into Daniel as if he just walked in wearing a “Try Me” sign.

The party is popping, but Daniel, he is lowkey in his own world. The music is blasting, people are shouting, but he feels as though he is just outside of it all. Then Joyce decides to drop her “Mean Girl Energy” bomb.

“Yo, Alice, who invited that guy?” Joyce’s voice slices through the music as if it is a bad ad on Spotify. She sneers at Daniel, her eyeliner sharp enough to cut glass. “Is he, like, crashing your party or something?”

Alice does not even flinch—her calm confidence is on full display. “Actually, I invited him,” she says, her voice steady as if she is about to drop a mic. “And I like him, Joyce.”

Joyce’s jaw hits the floor, and she steps up, all aggressive now, full-on villain mode. Alice instinctively backs up, bracing for the emotional slap, but she is not backing down.

“What. Did. You. Say?” Joyce hisses, every word dripping with venom. “You like the nerd? Are you, like, okay?”

Alice goes full-red, as if her face is about to burst into flames, but she keeps it steady. "Yes, I kind of do. He is, like, super sweet and mad smart! He is always lowkey pulling me toward him at school, you know? It is like... something is there." She shrugs, trying to play it cool, but her cheeks are still burning.

Joyce laughs at her, as if she is in her own “villain origin story,” throwing her head back with that cold, condescending cackle. “Nope. Not happening. Stick with me tonight, Alice. I will not let that walking calculator anywhere near you.”

Alice tries to push back, but Joyce’s glare is sharper than a knife. “End of story. Stay in your lane, babe,” she shoots back, pulling her “Queen of Everything” act.

Meanwhile, Daniel is feeling like the glitch in the Matrix. Every time he sees Alice, Joyce is right there, lurking like a shadow. Joyce barks at him as if he is an intruder, her voice thick with possessiveness. Alice sneaks him apologetic glances, but Joyce yanks her back as if she is on a leash.

Daniel is just trying to vibe in the kitchen, keeping his head down, doing his best “ghosting in the background” routine. He is helping Alice’s mom with the dishes, staying busy to avoid all the toxic energy.

“You are sweet,” Mrs. Fremont says, handing him a dish to dry. “You are Daniel, right? Alice talks about you all the time!”

Daniel’s heart skips. “She... does?”

“Yes! All the time!” Mrs. Fremont beams. “Go find her! She is in the living room.”

Daniel thanks her, but he knows the deal. Alice is not escaping Joyce tonight. He drifts through the party, lowkey dodging stares as if he is in an action movie.

Eventually, he ends up on the back patio. The pool is sparkling under string lights, and the fake boulders in the corner give off major hideout vibes. He sinks into the shadows, letting the noise fade into the background.

“Hey, who did you come with?” says a strange voice from behind him.

Daniel jumps straight out of his skin like he has been caught slipping. He spins around, and bam—there is Natalie. Her eyes are warm and lowkey curious, as if she has just spotted something juicy. She flashes a small grin, like she has discovered a hidden gem.

She tilts her head; her smile grows bigger. “Bet. Popularity is totally overrated anyway. I am just glad you are here,” she says, her tone all chill and smooth.

For the first time tonight, Daniel feels seen. Not in the “here is another face in the crowd” way, but as if she actually sees him.

His brain is racing, but he keeps it cool, vibing with the moment, no cap. “No joke, you are mad chill. I did not expect to catch a vibe like this tonight, but here we are,” he says, trying to act casual, but lowkey, he is feeling it.

Natalie? She is so different from everyone else here. Straight-up Goth mode, no filter, no care for the usual high school drama. Her dark purple hair flows in sleek, straight waves, with a neon pink streak that slaps hard. Her bangs cover half her face, giving off major mystery movie star vibes. The outfit? Total flex—oversized band tee that has been through a thousand mosh pits, ripped leggings, and a leather jacket that has seen it all. Chunky boots that could literally stop traffic. Do not even get me started on her jewelry—like, she has a whole treasure chest going on. Silver chains hanging low, and her ears? Full of studs. Makeup on point too—dark eyeliner, chipped purple nails—straight-up rebellious energy.

“So, who did you roll up with?” she asks again, leaning back against the wall, a little smirk pulling at the corner of her lips, like she is in on some exclusive secret.

Daniel just shrugs, trying to act casual, but his crooked smile gives him away. “I wish it were you, but no, I came solo.”

Natalie’s cheeks flush, not a crazy amount, but enough for Daniel to catch it. “You... came alone?” she asks, her voice soft, surprised.

“Yeah,” Daniel says, throwing a quick glance at the pool. “What about you? Who is the lucky dude?”

“No one,” she says quietly, and the blush spreads down her neck. “I am here solo too. Just vibing.” She raises an eyebrow, locking eyes with him. “Why did you say you wish you were with me?”

Daniel is caught off guard by his own words, but he just lets it flow. Got to be real, right? “You are sweet, you are interesting, and you are so unapologetically you. That is mad inspiring. And the whole Goth thing? Fire. No joke. You are the perfect date.”

Natalie freezes for a second, her fingers twisting a strand of her hair, as if she is not used to this level of compliment. “No one has ever said that to me,” she mutters, her voice barely audible.

Daniel chuckles, lowkey trying to make it not weird. “Well, it is the truth.”

And boom, that hits her. Like someone flipped a switch, and suddenly, she is just... seen. For the first time in forever, she feels like someone notices the real her. A smile cracks across her face, like a full-on sunbeam cutting through the storm.

“I—I do not even know what to say to that,” she admits, her voice stumbling a little, as if the words just spilled out.

“Hey, no stress!” Daniel says quickly, as if he is tripping over himself, worried he might have messed up. “I did not mean to be weird or anything. We have been friends forever, and I am not expecting anything. I just wanted you to know you are awesome.” He glances around, expecting some “cool kids” to pop out of nowhere and judge them. “Honestly, though, you have never really looked my way, but I get it—I am not the kind of guy most girls want to hang with.”

Natalie softens, her smile warming up her whole vibe. “You think you are not a catch?” she asks, her voice smooth and serious now. “From where I am standing, you are incredible. You are kind, thoughtful, and you have always had my back. That matters.”

Daniel’s face lights up like a Christmas tree, and it is like he is finally seen too. He grins, feeling a little less out of place now. “So, uh... do you want to dance with me?” he asks, his voice nervous but teasing, shrugging like he is not sure if she will say yes or no. “I will try not to step on your toes... but no promises.”

Natalie hesitates, just for a split second, then that smile is back, lighting up her face like fireworks on the Fourth of July. “I would love to.” She takes his hand, and they move toward the dance floor, the music slowing down like it is part of some destiny thing.

For the next hour, it is like they have been dancing forever, chemistry on point. No awkward moments, just two people syncing up without even trying. Then, of course, Alice’s parents call it a night, and the whole room groans like the world just ended.

“Thanks, Natalie!” Daniel says, his voice warm, real. “I had a blast. Wish we had started this sooner.” As he heads out, he glances over his shoulder one last time. Alice is still stuck with Joyce, her arm locked up tight. He waves, but she does not wave back. He shrugs it off and walks out.

And that? That is the peak of Daniel’s social life until sixth grade ends. Well... almost.

Fast forward to the cafeteria. It is buzzing with chatter, fries and pizza filling the air with greasy smells. The lights are so bright, they are literally frying everyone’s eyeballs. The noise? Pure chaos. Kids gossiping, trays clanging, chairs squeaking.

By the windows, Jayden leans in close to Daniel, his voice dropping to a low, teasing whisper. “Yo, spill it. You have a low-key crush on Olivia? She has that whole quiet-cute vibe, huh?”

Daniel’s face turns bright red, but he tries to play it off like he is not dying inside. "Bruh, chill. It is literally nothing. She just asked me about the math homework, that is it. Just relax."

Jayden’s smirk could cut glass, his eyes sharp and mischievous. "Uh-huh. Sure. Do not even try to play me, fam. I saw that smile she gave you last week. That was not about homework, bro. You need to text her. What is the worst that could happen? No one is going to die."

Daniel groans, but a grin slips out anyway. "Fine, I will text her later. But I am not going to go full-on creep mode, okay? I will keep it chill. The last thing I need is for her to think I am some desperate dude."

Across the room, Ella’s squad is plotting some next-level matchmaking. The phones are out, talking about mall plans, with Olivia’s name casually dropped into the mix. Ella leans back, twirling her hair like she is literally running the world. "So, mall on Saturday, right?" she asks, before dropping the bomb: "I heard Olivia might be coming. Bet Daniel is going to show up if she does. I mean, he has been crushing on her forever."

Sophia snorts, giving Olivia a wicked look. "Oh, one hundred percent. The way he looks at her. Straight-up rom-com vibes. We need to make sure they sit together at the food court. They will finally talk."

Ella is all in, tossing her phone onto the table like she has just hit the jackpot. "Bet. We will be their matchmakers. They are both too shy to make a move, but we got this."

The girls all giggle, giving side-eye to Olivia, who is completely clueless. Meanwhile, Olivia is in her own little world, totally oblivious to their matchmaking plans.

The cafeteria is buzzing, full of low-key drama. To everyone else, it is just a normal lunch period—chatter, awkward vibes, people figuring out where to sit—but for these guys? Every glance is loaded with tea, every conversation has some kind of subtext like someone is crushing but will not say it.

In the corner, Daniel is chilling, phone in hand, thumbs ready like he is about to make the most iconic decision ever. "Yo, do you think this will hit?" he asks, showing Jayden his screen. "I am thinking about sending that SpongeBob meme where he is sneaking off like he got caught. Do you think she will vibe with it?"

Jayden does not even look up from his phone, just tosses out, "Bro, she is going to die, trust. But like, do not leave it at that. Drop a heart emoji or something. Girls live for that." He smirks like he is giving out top-tier advice.

Daniel chews on his lip, low-key nervousness. "I do not know, fam. I do not want to do too much. I will feel it out first," he says, his voice shaky like he is still not sure if he is ready to dive into this
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