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CHAPTER 1 — The Rooftop Promise
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The school bell rang loudly across Westbridge High.

Students immediately flooded the hallways, filling the building with noise that felt almost alive. Lockers slammed shut. Shoes squeaked against the floor. Someone shouted from the second floor while another group laughed near the stairs.

Ethan Cole walked through the crowd quietly with his backpack hanging from one shoulder.

Unlike most students rushing to go home, he moved slowly, avoiding people whenever possible. His eyes looked tired even though the day had just ended.

“Yo, Ethan!”

A voice echoed from behind.

Liam Foster suddenly appeared beside him, nearly crashing into another student while carrying his skateboard under one arm.

“You walk like a seventy-year-old man,” Liam said.

Ethan sighed. “You run like you’re being chased.”

“That’s because life is exciting.”

“No. You’re just irresponsible.”

Liam placed a hand dramatically over his chest. “That hurt.”

“It was supposed to.”

They continued walking through the hallway together.

Liam was sweating despite the cool weather outside. His school tie hung loose around his neck, and his white shoes were covered in dust again.

“You skipped class earlier?” Ethan asked.

“Only half.”

“That still counts.”

“I was practicing.”

“With Marcus?”

Liam nodded proudly. “He said my wall flip’s getting better.”

Ethan looked unimpressed. “You almost broke your arm last week.”

“But I didn’t.”

“That’s not the point.”

Liam grinned. “You worry too much.”

Before Ethan could answer, another voice joined them.

“You two are loud.”

Noah Reyes stood near the stairway entrance while holding a black guitar case.

His hair looked messy from the wind coming through the open hallway windows.

Liam pointed at him immediately. “You’re late.”

“I had music club.”

“You always have music club.”

Noah adjusted the guitar strap on his shoulder. “Some people actually care about their future.”

Liam gasped dramatically. “Did he just insult me?”

“Yes,” Ethan answered.

“And you allowed it?”

“I encouraged it.”

Noah laughed quietly.

The three of them finally reached the back staircase leading to the rooftop.

Most students were already leaving school, so the area felt calmer compared to the noisy main building.

Liam pushed the rooftop door open first.

Warm evening sunlight immediately hit their faces.

The rooftop of Westbridge High was old and slightly dirty, but it had become their place over the years.

There were rust marks near the fence, faded paint on the floor, and an old bench nobody used except them.

But the rooftop had one thing they loved.

Silence.

Real silence.

The kind that made the city feel far away.

Liam dropped his skateboard onto the ground and stretched both arms.

“Perfect weather,” he said.

Noah sat on the old bench while Ethan leaned against the fence nearby.

From up there, they could see almost all of Westbridge:
small buildings,
moving cars,
telephone poles,
and the train tracks cutting through the town.
The evening sky looked orange and pale blue at the same time.

For a moment, nobody spoke.

Then Liam suddenly said, “Do you guys ever think about leaving this place?”

Ethan looked at him. “You ask that every week.”

“Because I’m serious.”

“You’re serious about different things every week.”

“That’s called having dreams.”

Noah stared at the sky quietly.

“I think about it too sometimes,” he admitted.

Liam immediately pointed at him. “See? Noah understands me.”

Ethan crossed his arms. “And where exactly are you planning to go?”

“The city.”

“That narrows it down.”

“The big city.”

“Very helpful.”

Liam ignored the sarcasm completely.

“I’m telling you,” he said, “one day people are gonna know my name.”

“For what?” Ethan asked.

Liam grabbed his skateboard again and stepped onto it.

“For this.”

He pushed himself forward across the rooftop and jumped onto a low concrete platform before landing badly.

Noah laughed.

“That was terrible.”

“I slipped.”

“You almost died.”

“But imagine that in a video with dramatic music.”

Ethan shook his head slowly.

“You’re unbelievable.”

Liam balanced the skateboard under one foot and looked at both of them.

“What about you guys?”

Noah stayed quiet for a few seconds before answering.

“I just want to make music somewhere bigger than this town.”

His voice sounded softer than usual.

“Not famous,” he continued. “Just... somewhere people actually listen.”

Liam nodded seriously for once.

Then both of them looked toward Ethan.

Ethan noticed immediately.

“What?”

“Your turn,” Liam said.

“I don’t have one.”

“That’s a lie,” Noah replied.

Ethan looked away toward the train tracks in the distance.

The truth was simple.

He did have a dream.

He just hated saying it out loud.

Because dreams sounded embarrassing when your real life looked nothing like them.

“My dad says dreams don’t pay bills,” Ethan muttered.

Liam groaned loudly. “Your dad says depressing things for fun.”

“He’s not wrong.”

“No,” Liam replied, “he’s just old.”

Ethan let out a small laugh through his nose.

Noah leaned back against the bench.

“So what is it?”

Ethan stayed silent again.

The wind moved softly across the rooftop.

Finally, he spoke.

“I like making games.”

Liam blinked.

“That’s it?”

Ethan frowned. “What do you mean ‘that’s it’?”

“I thought you were gonna confess something insane.”

Noah smiled slightly. “It makes sense actually.”

Ethan shrugged awkwardly.

“I know it sounds stupid.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Noah answered immediately.

Liam nodded too.

“You literally fix computers better than our school staff.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means you’re smart.”

Ethan looked uncomfortable hearing that.

Compliments always felt strange to him.

Especially genuine ones.

Liam suddenly sat down on the concrete floor.

“You know what?” he said. “We should make a promise.”

“That already sounds bad,” Ethan replied.

“No, listen.”

Liam pointed at each of them one by one.

“One day:
Noah makes music.
Ethan makes games.
I become famous.”
“You skipped the realistic part,” Ethan said.

“I’m serious.”

Noah smiled faintly. “What kind of promise?”

Liam looked toward the sunset outside the fence.

“That no matter what happens later...”

His voice became quieter.

“...we don’t end up stuck here forever.”

For a few seconds, nobody answered Liam’s words.

The wind moved gently across the rooftop while the sounds of traffic echoed faintly below them.

Ethan looked at the town again.

Westbridge was small.

Too small sometimes.

Most people grew up there, found ordinary jobs, got married, and stayed for the rest of their lives. There was nothing wrong with that, but lately Ethan had started feeling afraid of it.

Afraid that one day he would wake up at forty years old in the same streets, with the same regrets.

Noah broke the silence first.

“That sounds more depressing than inspiring.”

Liam pointed at him immediately. “You always ruin emotional moments.”

“I’m just being honest.”

“But are you in or not?”

Noah looked down at his guitar case.

“...I don’t know.”

Liam frowned. “Why?”

“Because promises like that sound easy now.”

Ethan understood exactly what Noah meant.

Everything felt possible when you were seventeen.

But reality had a habit of arriving early.

Money.
Family.
Failure.
Fear.
Sometimes those things were stronger than dreams.

Noah continued quietly, “What if life changes?”

“It will,” Ethan replied.

Liam looked between both of them with disbelief.

“You guys seriously think too much.”

“That’s because one of us has to.”

Liam ignored Ethan and stood up again.

“Fine,” he said. “Forget the promise part.”

He walked toward the fence and climbed onto the lowest metal bar despite the obvious danger.

“Liam,” Ethan warned immediately.

“What?”

“Get down before you fall.”

“I’m balanced.”

“You’re an idiot.”

Noah laughed under his breath while watching Liam stretch his arms toward the orange sky.

“Look at this place,” Liam said.

Below them, Westbridge slowly moved through another normal evening.

A train passed near downtown.
Cars stopped at the old traffic light.
People walked home carrying grocery bags.
Everything looked calm.

Predictable.

Liam stared at the city like it was something temporary.

“One day,” he said quietly, “I’m leaving this town.”

This time, nobody joked about it.

Because for the first time, he sounded completely serious.

Ethan crossed his arms tighter.

“And if it doesn’t work out?”

Liam looked back at him.

“Then I try again.”

“And if you fail again?”

“Then again.”

“That’s not how life works.”

Liam jumped down from the fence.

“Maybe not for adults.”

Ethan frowned slightly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means adults give up too easily.”

Noah slowly stood from the bench.

“My sister says the same thing,” he muttered.

Liam blinked. “Really?”

“No. She says the opposite.”

That made Ethan laugh quietly.

Noah smiled a little before continuing.

“She thinks dreams are dangerous.”

“Your sister needs better hobbies,” Liam replied.

“She works almost every day, Liam.”

The atmosphere shifted slightly.

Liam realized his mistake immediately.

“...Right. Sorry.”

Noah shook his head. “It’s fine.”

But Ethan noticed the expression on Noah’s face change for a moment.

A tired expression.

The kind teenagers were probably too young to have.

Before the conversation could become heavier, Liam suddenly clapped his hands once.

“Alright. New topic.”

Ethan sighed. “That was fast.”

“My brain protects me from sadness.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“Anyway,” Liam continued, “Marcus said there’s gonna be a small parkour event next month.”

Noah raised an eyebrow. “An actual competition?”

“More like a street event.”

“That sounds illegal.”

“It’s only slightly illegal.”

Ethan rubbed his forehead.

“You say that like it helps.”

Liam ignored him completely.

“There’ll be people from outside Westbridge too,” he explained. “Some creators might even come.”

Noah looked interested now.

“Creators?”

“Yeah. Real ones.”

Liam’s eyes carried the kind of excitement that only appeared when he talked about the future.

Ethan noticed it immediately.

Liam always looked most alive when he believed something good was waiting ahead.

“So?” Liam asked. “You guys coming or not?”

“To watch you almost break your legs again?” Ethan replied.

“Yes.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That means yes.”

Noah sat back down again.

“I might come,” he admitted.

Liam pointed at Ethan. “See? Noah supports me.”

“Noah also supported instant noodles for dinner three nights in a row.”

“Because they’re affordable.”

“That’s exactly my point.”

The three of them laughed quietly.

The sun slowly lowered further behind the buildings.

Evening light stretched across the rooftop floor in long orange shapes.

For a while, they simply talked about random things:
teachers they disliked,
students they found annoying,
movies they wanted to watch,
and stupid internet videos Liam kept showing them.
It felt normal.

Comfortable.

Like time moved slower on the rooftop compared to the rest of the world.

Then Ethan’s phone vibrated.

He checked the screen.

Dad.

His expression changed immediately.

Liam noticed.

“You gotta go?”

Ethan slipped the phone back into his pocket.

“Yeah.”

Noah looked at him carefully. “Everything okay?”

“Probably.”

That answer alone already explained enough.

Liam leaned slightly against the fence.

“Your dad still mad about the workshop thing?”

Ethan looked away.

“Forget it.”

“No seriously,” Liam continued, “I still think you should’ve taken that opportunity.”

“It was part-time repair work.”

“It was paid.”

“It was far away.”

“It was still something you liked.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened slightly.

“My dad already said no.”

Liam looked annoyed.

“You’re almost an adult.”

“And he pays the bills.”

Silence appeared again.

This time heavier than before.

Noah quietly changed the subject.

“My mom asked why I keep carrying this guitar everywhere.”

Liam instantly responded dramatically, “Because you’re an artist.”

“I told her it helps me think.”

“And?”

“She said I should think about college applications instead.”

Ethan let out a dry laugh.

“That sounds familiar.”

The three of them exchanged tired looks before laughing softly again.

It was strange.

Even though their lives were different, somehow the pressure always sounded the same.

Be realistic.
Grow up.
Stop dreaming too much.
The rooftop door suddenly opened behind them.

Claire Donovan stepped outside while holding a paper bag against her chest.

She stopped after noticing them.

“Oh,” she said. “You guys are still here.”

Liam immediately grinned.

“Claire! Perfect timing.”

Claire narrowed her eyes slightly. “Why does that sound dangerous?”

“Do you have food?”

“...You’re unbelievable.”

She walked closer anyway.

Claire wore her school sweater loosely over her uniform, and a few strands of hair moved in the evening wind.

Ethan noticed Liam smirking at him instantly.

Ethan ignored him before the situation became embarrassing.

Claire looked around at the group.

“You all look weirdly serious.”

“We were talking about the future,” Noah explained.

Claire immediately nodded slowly.

“Ah. That explains the emotional damage.”

“See?” Liam said proudly. “She understands.”

Claire opened the paper bag and handed Liam a small sandwich.

“You look hungry.”

“You’re my favorite person.”

“You said that to the cafeteria lady yesterday.”

“She gave me extra noodles.”

Claire laughed quietly.

Then she looked toward Ethan.

“You heading home soon?”

“Probably.”

“You still fixing my laptop this weekend?”

Ethan nodded once.

“Yeah.”

Liam dramatically placed a hand over his chest again.

“Wow. You answer her normally.”

Ethan sighed deeply.

“Please shut up.”

Claire tried not to laugh while Liam looked proud of himself.

“What?” Liam said. “I’m just observing.”

“You observe too much,” Ethan replied flatly.

“No, I observe the correct amount.”

Noah leaned back against the bench again.

“You two argue like an old married couple.”

Ethan looked genuinely exhausted now.

“I hate all of you.”

“That’s not true,” Claire said casually.

Liam pointed at her immediately. “See? Claire understands emotional subtext.”

“I regret coming here.”

The group laughed quietly again.

The rooftop slowly became darker as the sun disappeared behind the buildings of Westbridge.

Streetlights below started turning on one by one.

Cars moved through the roads like glowing lines from above.

Claire sat beside Noah on the old bench.

“So,” she asked, “what exactly were you talking about before I arrived?”

Liam answered instantly.

“Our future success stories.”

Claire blinked once. “That sounds ambitious.”

“It is.”

Noah looked toward her.

“What about you?”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Your future.”

Claire stayed quiet for a moment before shrugging.

“I don’t know yet.”

“That’s impossible,” Liam replied. “Everybody has something.”

“Not really.”

“You’re smart though,” Noah said.

Claire smiled faintly.

“My mom says being smart and being successful are different things.”

Ethan looked down at the rooftop floor.

That sounded exactly like something adults would say.

Realistic.
Cold.
Probably true.
Claire noticed the silence growing heavier again and immediately sighed.

“Okay, now everybody looks depressed.”

“Because adulthood is terrifying,” Liam answered.

“That’s fair.”

The wind became slightly colder.

Somewhere below the school building, a janitor shouted at students to go home already.

Nobody on the rooftop moved.

Ethan honestly wished moments like this could last longer.

Just simple conversations after school.
No pressure.
No expectations.
No parents asking about the future.
Only the four of them sitting under the evening sky.

But reality always waited eventually.

Claire checked the time on her phone first.

“I should go. My shift starts in thirty minutes.”

“The bookstore again?” Noah asked.

She nodded.

Liam stretched dramatically. “Working sounds terrible.”

Claire stood up.

“Says the guy without a job.”

“I’m spiritually employed.”

“That sentence makes no sense.”

“It means society fears my potential.”

Ethan quietly muttered, “Society fears your decisions.”

Claire laughed softly before fixing her bag strap on her shoulder.

Then she looked at Ethan again.

“Don’t forget Saturday.”

“I won’t.”

“You said that last time too.”

“That was one time.”

“You disappeared for six hours.”

Liam smirked immediately. “That sounds bad without context.”

“There was context,” Ethan replied.

“You never explained the context.”

“Because it wasn’t interesting.”

Claire started walking toward the rooftop door.

“See you guys tomorrow.”

“Later, bookstore girl,” Liam called.

“I still hate that nickname.”

The door closed behind her.

For a few seconds, the rooftop became quiet again.

Noah looked toward Ethan without saying anything.

Ethan already knew that expression.

“What?”

Noah shrugged slightly. “Nothing.”

Liam grinned.

“Oh, there’s definitely something.”

“There’s nothing.”

“You totally like her.”

Ethan stared at Liam blankly.

“You need hobbies.”

“I have hobbies.”

“Dangerous hobbies don’t count.”

Noah laughed quietly again.

Liam stepped onto his skateboard and rolled slowly across the rooftop.

“You know,” he said, “when we become successful later, we should come back here.”

Ethan crossed his arms.

“You’re talking like we’re already leaving tomorrow.”

“Maybe we are.”

Noah looked at him carefully.

“What do you mean?”

Liam stopped moving.

“My mom’s been talking about moving.”

The mood changed immediately.

Ethan frowned. “Moving where?”

“Maybe Graystone.”

“That’s like three hours away.”

“I know.”

“When?”

“She’s still thinking about it.”

Noah sat up straighter now.

“Why didn’t you tell us?”

Liam scratched the back of his neck awkwardly.

“Because nothing’s confirmed yet.”

Ethan felt something uncomfortable settle in his chest.

For years, the three of them had always been together somehow.

School.
Weekends.
Summer breaks.
Late-night walks.
The rooftop.
The idea of one of them leaving felt unnatural.

Like part of life suddenly shifting without permission.

“You serious?” Noah asked quietly.

Liam nodded once.

“My uncle said he could help her get work there.”

“And you’d actually go?” Ethan asked.

Liam looked toward the city lights outside the fence.

“If staying here means staying stuck...”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

But nobody needed him to.

Noah slowly looked down at his guitar case again.

Ethan stayed silent.

Part of him wanted to say Liam was being dramatic.

Another part knew Liam was simply the first one brave enough to admit they wouldn’t stay teenagers forever.

The rooftop suddenly felt smaller than before.

Liam noticed the atmosphere and forced a grin.

“Relax. I said maybe.”

“That’s still bad,” Noah muttered.

“You guys would survive without me.”

“No,” Ethan answered immediately.

Liam blinked.

Ethan himself looked slightly surprised after saying it out loud.

The rooftop became quiet again.

Then Liam smiled a little.

“Well,” he said softly, “that’s probably the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“Too late.”

Noah shook his head while smiling faintly.

“You two are idiots.”

“And you love us,” Liam replied proudly.

“That part is unfortunate.”

Night slowly covered Westbridge.

The orange sky faded into deep blue.

Lights from nearby apartments glowed softly in the distance.

Eventually, Ethan checked the time and sighed.

“I seriously need to go.”

“Before your dad kills you?” Liam asked.

“Exactly.”

The three of them gathered their things slowly.

Noah lifted his guitar case onto his shoulder.
Liam grabbed his skateboard.
Ethan fixed the strap of his backpack.
Before leaving, Liam suddenly stopped near the rooftop fence again.

“Wait.”

Ethan looked tired already. “What now?”

Liam stretched his hand forward dramatically.

“One last thing.”

Noah narrowed his eyes. “Why are you acting like we’re in a movie?”

“Because this is an important moment.”

“It really isn’t.”

Liam ignored him completely.

“Come on.”

Ethan sighed heavily.

“This better not be stupid.”

“It’s definitely stupid,” Noah muttered.

Even so, the three of them stepped closer.

Liam looked at both of them seriously this time.

“No matter what happens later...”

His voice sounded calmer than before.

“...don’t disappear, alright?”

The words felt strangely heavier than expected.

Not dramatic.

Just honest.

Noah slowly placed his hand over Liam’s first.

“...Yeah.”

Ethan hesitated for a second.

Then he quietly joined too.

“Fine.”

Liam grinned immediately.

“That’s the spirit.”

“You ruined the moment,” Noah said.

“I improved it.”

The three of them stood there for only a few seconds under the night sky of Westbridge High.

But none of them realized something yet.

Years later, they would remember this exact rooftop moment more clearly than almost anything else from their teenage lives.
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